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Abstract

Aims: In 2016, the International Continence Society (ICS) Standardization

Steering Committee appointed a working group to address the confusing ple-

thora of synonyms currently used to describe single‐use body worn absorbent

incontinence products by recommending preferred terminology.

Methods: An online questionnaire was posted in 2016/17 inviting input from

stakeholders internationally. The data were analyzed and conclusions pro-

gressively refined through working group discussions, an open meeting at the

2017 annual ICS conference, and a review of further iterations—including

from the parent ICS Standardization Committee—until consensus was

reached. Partway in, the International Organization for Standardization started

a project with similar scope and the two organizations liaised to harmonize

their conclusions while respecting each other's processes.
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Results: A hundred people from 18 countries responded to the questionnaire.

About a third (32.2%) of those declaring their nationality were from the UK

and a further third (34.5%) from other English‐speaking countries. Two‐thirds
(67.8%) lived in Europe; around a quarter (23%) in North America; and 9.2% in

Australasia. Seven main design categories of products were identified and,

while clear consensus was readily achieved in naming some of them, others

required more work to determine the best term among multiple contenders.

Conclusions: The working group concluded that the seven product design

categories should be called: (a) pads; (b) unbacked pads; (c) male pads; (d)

male pouches; (e) pull‐on pads (protective underwear); (f) all‐in‐ones (wrap‐
around pads, adult briefs); and (g) belted pads (belted products), in which the

bracketed terms are judged acceptable (though not preferred) alternatives.

1 | INTRODUCTION

Not all bladder or bowel incontinence problems can be
completely and permanently cured. The challenge for those
whose symptoms persist is to discover how to deal with
their incontinence to minimize its impact on their health
and quality of life (QoL). And this usually includes mana-
ging urine and stool leakage using continence products.
Even those whose incontinence is ultimately treated suc-
cessfully may have to live with symptoms for a time—for
example, while waiting for surgery, or for pelvic floor
muscle training to yield its benefits—and they may use
continence products temporarily during this waiting period.
Others may use them as an adjunct to a treatment that
reduces their leakage (eg, bladder training, toileting pro-
grams) without eliminating it. Still, others may use products
intermittently, limiting their use to particular timeframes or
activities associated with troublesome leakage. However,
some use products permanently, either following treatment
that has not been (completely) successful or because—
depending on their frailty, severity of symptoms, and per-
sonal priorities—they are not candidates for treatment.

Successful management of incontinence with pro-
ducts is often referred to as “contained incontinence”
and can bring substantial benefits to QoL even though
a cure has not been achieved.1 A wide variety of such
products exists but by far the most common are single‐
use (as opposed to reusable/washable) body worn (that
is, worn on the body as opposed to bed and chair
protectors) absorbent products. The ICS defines ab-
sorbent products as “… those that have been specifi-
cally developed to help manage leakage or soiling,
such as absorbent pads and pants, absorbent bed
sheets and chair covers”2 and they come in a range of
different designs. The purpose of this report is to re-
commend terms for single‐use body worn absorbent

products. The primary purpose of such products is to
absorb and thereby contain urine, however, some de-
signs may also be used to contain faeces either alone or
in combination with urine. There are a very small
number of products made from absorbent materials
that are designed specifically to contain faeces alone;
these are not included within the scope of this report.

The names used to describe absorbent products can vary
considerably among—and even within—countries and cul-
tures. This has resulted in a confusing plethora of synonyms
in the clinical/academic literature,3‐14 as well as the literature
provided by product suppliers, and information available on
the internet or through other media such as magazines.
Standardized terminology, providing preferred terms that all
are encouraged to use, would facilitate understanding and
communication among users, caregivers, clinicians, re-
searchers manufacturers, and government agencies. To that
end, the ICS appointed an international working group of
experts in the field of containment with continence products
to consult widely across the international community of
people concerned with these products to establish a standard
terminology that enjoys widespread support. The guiding
principles were to identify—and recommend—for each
product design category, that term most widely acceptable
internationally, favoring—where possible—terms which are
most helpfully descriptive of a design's characteristic features
and avoiding terms with child/toddler/baby connotations.

This report summarizes the recommendations of the
working group. Further, detailed Supporting Information is
available on‐line on the ICS website (https://www.ics.org/
Documents/Documents.aspx?DocumentID=5973), describ-
ing: the on‐line questionnaire that was used to solicit the
views of stake ICS holders internationally (Supporting In-
formation, Appendix A, https://www.ics.org/Documents/
Documents.aspx?DocumentID=5973); the key character-
istics and views of the respondents (Supporting Information,
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Appendices B and C, https://www.ics.org/Documents/
Documents.aspx?DocumentID=5973); and an International
Continence Society members’ consultation meeting on the
topic at the 2017 annual ICS conference (Supporting In-
formation, Appendix D, https://www.ics.org/Documents/
Documents.aspx?DocumentID=5973).

2 | METHODOLOGY

Drawing on their collective experience and the literature
review conducted for the absorbent products section of the
sixth International Consultation on Incontinence,1 the
working group created an online questionnaire (Supporting
Information, Appendix A, https://www.ics.org/Documents/
Documents.aspx?DocumentID=5973) to solicit the opinions
of stakeholders internationally. The questionnaire invited
respondents to identify their interest in these products (such
as product user, healthcare professional, or product manu-
facturer) and their nationality; express their preferences for a
range of offered alternative names for each of seven different
categories of single‐use body worn absorbent incontinence
products identified by the working group; suggest—with
reasons—any other alternative names worthy of considera-
tion; and comment on proposed descriptions for the defining
features and main variant features for each of the seven
design categories. The final questionnaire was posted on
12 December 2016 and closed for participation on 7 March
2017, by which time 100 people from 18 countries had re-
sponded. Almost a third (32.2%) of respondents who declared
their nationality were from the UK and about a further third
(34.5%) were from other English‐speaking countries. Two‐
thirds (67.8%) lived in Europe; around a quarter (23%) in
North America; and 9.2% in Australasia. Details of the
characteristics and views of the respondents are given in
Appendices B and C (Supporting Information, https://www.
ics.org/Documents/Documents.aspx?DocumentID=5973).

Drawing on the survey findings, the working group
drafted a set of recommendations which were presented at
an open meeting at the 2017 annual conference of the
International Continence Society in Florence attended by
12 experts. This meeting focused on reaching agreement
on rival terms when a clear consensus was not
apparent, and a report of the meeting is provided in Ap-
pendix D (Supporting Information, https://www.ics.org/
Documents/Documents.aspx?DocumentID=5973). Part
way into this project the International Organization for
Standardization (ISO) embarked on a parallel project to
standardize nomenclature relating to single‐use absorbent
body worn products for incontinence. ICS and ISO
working groups shared their draft reports and re-
commendations to achieve as much alignment as they
could while respecting each other's processes. The

terminology adopted in the ISO standard currently under
preparation is expected to be very similar to that described
here. To complete the ICS project, working group mem-
bers were invited to comment on drafts of the final report
before it was deemed completed.

3 | PRODUCT DESIGN FEATURES

Although single‐use (disposable) body worn absorbent
incontinence products come in a variety of generic de-
signs, they share many design features in common, as
illustrated in Figure 1 and described in the following
sections. These terms were used in describing the various
proposed product categories in the on‐line questionnaire
(Supporting Information, Appendix A, https://www.ics.
org/Documents/Documents.aspx?DocumentID=5973),
along with an invitation to respondents to identify any
omissions, errors, or preferences for changes. In fact,
terms and descriptions for design features turned out to
be far less contentious than those for product categories,
necessitating only very minor changes to draft text to
arrive at the wording below.

3.1 | Topsheet

The topsheet in an absorbent incontinence product is the
layer of fabric which lies against the wearer's skin. It is
made from a water‐permeable material that allows urine
to pass readily through to the acquisition and distribution
layer (ADL) and the absorbent core beneath.

FIGURE 1 A (top), The design of a simple pad (left) and a
transverse section through it (right) to show the layered
construction. B (bottom), The design of a typical all‐in‐one
product (left) and a transverse section through it (right) to show
the layered construction. 1: Topsheet; 2: Backsheet; 3:
Absorbent core; 4: Acquisition and distribution layer (ADL); 5:
Standing gathers (leg cuffs); 6: Fasteners; and 7: Elastication
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3.2 | Acquisition and distribution layer

Absorbent incontinence products often have an ADL
between the topsheet (above) and the absorbent core
(below). The ADL is designed to allow urine to enter
the product rapidly, and spread it over a large area of
absorbent core. It is not intended to absorb urine itself.

3.3 | Absorbent core

The absorbent core of an absorbent incontinence product
is where urine is captured and stored. It is made from (a)
material(s) which absorb(s) urine readily and retains it
under pressure, such as when the wearer changes posture
or position.

3.4 | Backsheet

The backsheet in an absorbent incontinence product is a
layer of waterproof material which forms the outside
surface of the product, away from the wearer's body. It
may be breathable.

3.5 | Fasteners

Fasteners (Tabs) enable the front and back regions of
all‐in‐ones and belted pads to be secured to one another,
helping to hold the product in the intended shape and
enable a close fit to the wearer. Fasteners/tabs are most
commonly faced with an adhesive (which usually allows
them to be undone and refastened to achieve the desired
fit) or a hook and loop fastening system.

FIGURE 2 Examples of pads

TABLE 1 Total, new, and changed definitions (from those currently in the ICS Glossary)

Section New definitions/descriptors Changed definitions/descriptors Total

Introduction & methodology 4 0 4

Product design features 7 0 7

Terms for product design categories 7 0 7

Total 18 0 18

Abbreviation: ICS, International Continence Society.

TABLE 2 The defining features and main variant features of pads

Defining features Waterproof‐backed absorbent products that are held in place using separate, close‐fitting (regular or specially
designed) underwear

Main variant features • Products may be used by either sex, but some are intended (by their color, style, shape, or the placing of
absorbent material, for example) just for men or just for women.

• Products come with different absorption capacities.
• Longitudinal elastic side barriers and leg cuffs on either side of the crotch may be included to improve fit,
comfort, and prevent leakage.

• Products may have an adhesive strip on the back or adhesive wings to the sides to help secure them in
underwear.

• Products may have a wetness indicator.
• Products may or may not be suitable for containing fecal incontinence (FI) as well as urinary
incontinence (UI).

FIGURE 3 An example of an unbacked pad
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3.6 | Elastication

Elastication is often used to give an incontinence
product the desired shape and to achieve a close fit
with the wearer. It is commonly used in the waist belts
of all‐in‐ones (wrap‐arounds, adult briefs), pull‐on
pads (protective underwear), and belted pads (belted
products). In pull‐on pads, it may be used across much
of the area of the product. It is used along the edges of
the crotch region in many different designs.

3.7 | Leg cuffs

Leg cuffs (standing gathers) refer to a particular kind
of elastication which may be used longitudinally on a
product near the edges of the crotch region to promote
close contact with the groin on either side of the body.

4 | RECOMMENDED TERMS FOR
PRODUCT DESIGN CATEGORIES

Single‐use body worn absorbent products can be divided
into seven distinct categories according to their main
(defining) features. A recommended name for each de-
sign category is given below, along with descriptions of its
defining—and main variant—features.

4.1 | Pads

We recommend that products of the kind shown in Fig-
ure 2 should be called pads—waterproof‐backed absorbent

TABLE 3 The defining features and main variant features of unbacked pads

Defining features Absorbent products without a waterproof backing used either (a) inside another product such as a category 6
product to supplement its absorption capacity or to reduce the frequency with which it needs to be changed
(the unbacked pad may be changed with relative ease, without necessarily needing to also change the outer
product), or (b) on its own, secured using separate, close‐fitting, underwear which itself includes
waterproofing in the pad area

Main variant features • Products may be used by either sex.
• Products may be rectangular or contoured to better fit the wearer.
• Products come with different absorption capacities.
• Products may or may not be suitable for containing FI as well as UI.

FIGURE 4 Examples of male pads

TABLE 4 The defining features and main variant features of male pads

Defining features Waterproof‐backed absorbent products for men that are designed to cover the penis and scrotum, and are held
in place using separate, close‐fitting (regular or specially designed) underwear

Main variant features • Products come with different absorption capacities.
• Longitudinal elastic side barriers and leg cuffs at the sides may be included to improve fit and comfort and
prevent leakage.

• Products may have an adhesive strip on the back to help secure them in underwear.

FIGURE 5 An example of a male pouch
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products that are held in place using separate, close‐fitting
(regular or specially designed) underwear. The defining
features of pads and the main variant features are de-
scribed in Table 1, while the construction of a simple
variant is shown in Figure 1A. Although the online ques-
tionnaire found clear international consensus in favor of
pad, two alternative names (insert and liner) were popular
in some countries, but never more popular than pad
(Supporting Information, Appendix C: Figure C‐1 and
Table C‐1, https://www.ics.org/Documents/Documents.
aspx?DocumentID=5973). Accordingly, use of these two
terms—and others favored by small groups of respondents
—is discouraged Table 2.

4.2 | Unbacked pads

We recommend that products of the kind shown in
Figure 3 should be called unbacked pads—absorbent

products without a waterproof backing. They comprise an
absorbent core held in an envelope of water‐permeable
material and their defining features and main variant fea-
tures are described in Table 3. The online questionnaire
found clear international consensus in favor of booster pad.
However, in Asia, it is common to use such pads, not so
much to boost the absorption capacity of another product as
to reduce the frequency with which it needs to be changed.
An unbacked pad may be changed relatively easily without
the need to also change the outer product. It is also known
that pads (Section 4.1) may be used as “booster” pads and
this term may, therefore, be confusing. Accordingly, un-
backed pads are favored, a term which was also accepted
internationally (Supporting Information, Appendix C:
Figure C‐2 and Table C‐2, https://www.ics.org/Documents/
Documents.aspx?DocumentID=5973).

TABLE 5 The defining features and main variant features of male pouches

Defining features Waterproof‐backed absorbent products for men, fashioned into a pocket into which the penis—and sometimes
the scrotum, too—is placed. They are held in place using separate, close‐fitting (regular or specially
designed) underwear

Main variant features • Products come with different absorption capacities.
• Products may have an adhesive strip on the back to help secure them in underwear.
• Products may have a hook and loop fastening system or adhesive tape to secure the product round the penis.

FIGURE 6 Examples of pull‐on pads (protective underwear)

TABLE 6 The defining features and main variant features of pull‐on pads (protective underwear)

Defining features Products in which the absorbent core, waterproof backing, and the means to hold it in place are combined in a
single design resembling regular underwear. Elastic linings around the waist and hips help give a close fit

Main variant features • Products may be used by either sex, but some are intended (by their color, style, or the placing of absorbent
material, for example) just for men or just for women.

• Products come with different absorption capacities, and fit different body sizes.
• Longitudinal elastic side barriers and leg cuffs on either side of the crotch may be included to improve fit
and comfort and prevent leakage.

• In some designs, side seams can be torn away for easy removal.
• Products may have wetness indicators.
• Products may or may not be suitable for containing FI as well as UI.

FIGURE 7 Examples of all‐in‐ones (wrap‐around pads,
adult briefs)
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4.3 | Male pads

We recommend that products of the kind shown in Figure 4
should be called male pads—waterproof‐backed absorbent
products for men that are designed to cover the penis and
scrotum, and are held in place using separate, close‐fitting
(regular or specially designed) underwear. Although they
are shaped differently, they generally include a series of
material layers similar to those shown in the pad in
Figure 1A. The defining features of male pads and the main
variant features are described in Table 4. The online ques-
tionnaire found a clear international consensus in favor of
male pad. Guard pad was quite a popular alternative in
some countries but it was more popular than male pad in
only one (Canada), though only marginally (Supporting
Information, Appendix C: Figure C‐3 and Table C‐3, https://
www.ics.org/Documents/Documents.aspx?DocumentID=

5973) Accordingly, the use of the term guard pad for
men—and others favored by small groups of respondents—
is discouraged.

4.4 | Male pouches

We recommend that products of the kind shown in Figure 5
should be called male pouches—waterproof‐backed absor-
bent products for men, fashioned into a pocket into which
the penis—and sometimes the scrotum, too—is placed. Al-
though they are shaped differently, they generally include a
series of material layers similar to those shown in the pad in
Figure 1A. The defining features of male pouches and the
main variant features are described in Table 5. The online
questionnaire found clear international consensus in favor of
pouch and no other term emerged as a popular alternative
(Supporting Information, Appendix C: Figure C‐4 and Table
C‐4, https://www.ics.org/Documents/Documents.aspx?Doc-
umentID=5973). We subsequently made the minor mod-
ification of “pouch” to “male pouch” to improve alignment
with the conclusions of the parallel ISO project.

4.5 | Pull‐on pads (protective
underwear)

We recommend that products of the kind shown in
Figure 6 should be called pull‐on pads—products in

TABLE 7 The defining features and main variant features of all‐in‐ones (wrap‐around pads, adult briefs)

Defining features One‐piece products in which the absorbent core and the means to hold it in place are combined in a single
design, secured using adjustable adhesive tabs or a hook and loop fastening system at the sides

Main variant features • Products may be used by either sex, but some are intended (by their color, style, or the placing of absorbent
material, for example) just for men or just for women.

• Products come with different absorption capacities, and to fit different body sizes.
• Longitudinal elastic side barriers and leg cuffs on either side of the crotch may be included to improve fit
and comfort and prevent leakage.

• Products may have wetness indicators.
• Products may or may not be suitable for containing FI as well as UI.

FIGURE 8 Example of a belted pad (belted product)

TABLE 8 The defining features and main variant features of belted pads (belted products)

Defining features One‐piece products in which the absorbent core, waterproof backing, and the means to hold it in place are
combined in a single design, secured by means of an adjustable belt with adhesive tabs or a hook and loop
fastening system

Main variant features • Products may be used by either sex, but some are intended (by their color, style, or the placing of absorbent
material, for example) just for men or just for women.

• Products come with different absorption capacities, and to fit different body sizes.
• Longitudinal elastic side barriers and leg cuffs on either side of the crotch may be included to improve fit
and comfort and prevent leakage.

• Products may have wetness indicators.
• Products may or may not be suitable for containing FI as well as UI.
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which the absorbent core, waterproof backing, and the
means to hold it in place are combined in a single de-
sign resembling regular underwear, with protective
underwear as an acceptable alternative. Although they
are shaped differently and have no need of fasteners,
they generally include a series of material layers similar
to those shown in the all‐in‐one in Figure 1B. The de-
fining features of pull‐on pads (protective underwear)
and the main variant features are described in Table 6.
The terms protective underwear and pull‐up were each
supported by about the same number of respondents
in the questionnaire, but protective underwear was
favored over pull‐up (or equal to it) in all countries
except the UK and Ireland (Supporting Information,
Appendix C: Figure C‐5 and Table C‐5, https://www.ics.
org/Documents/Documents.aspx?DocumentID=5973)
However, protective underwear is not a usefully de-
scriptive term, and pull‐up has child/toddler connota-
tions. Thus, the term, Pull‐on pads, is proposed as being
descriptive of the key characteristic of the design while
avoiding child/toddler connotations, with protective
underwear as an acceptable alternative.

4.6 | All‐in‐ones (wrap‐around pads,
adult briefs)

We recommend that products of the kind shown in
Figure 7 should be called all‐in‐ones—one‐piece products
in which the absorbent core and the means to hold it in
place are combined in a single design, secured using ad-
justable adhesive tabs or a hook and loop fastening system
at the sides, for the time being. Although in common use
this term does not provide a helpful description of the
product and we, therefore, encourage the use of the alter-
native more descriptive term, wrap‐around pads. Adult

brief is also an acceptable alternative but lacks helpful de-
scription and is, therefore, not encouraged. The construc-
tion of a typical all‐in‐one product is shown in Figure 1B,
while the defining features of all‐in‐ones and their main
variant features are described in Table 7. The online
questionnaire revealed a diversity of views on what cate-
gory 6 products should be called. Respondents from four
countries favored diaper, but many others were against the
term because of its connotations to infants. Slip and wrap‐
around were favored in the Netherlands but enjoyed little
support elsewhere. Adult brief was favored by Canada, the
United States, and Norway but, again, there was little
support elsewhere. All‐in‐one was favored by Australia,
Belgium, and the UK and had the highest number of re-
spondents favoring it (note: the UK was strongly
represented—about a third of respondents) (Supporting
Information, Appendix C: Figure C‐6 and Table C‐6,
https://www.ics.org/Documents/Documents.aspx?Docum-
entID=5973). In conclusion, we recommend that these
products should be called all‐in‐ones. However wrap‐
around pads and adult briefs are acceptable as alternatives.

4.7 | Belted pads (belted products)

We recommend that products of the kind shown in
Figure 8 should be called belted pads—one‐piece products in
which the absorbent core, waterproof backing, and the
means to hold it in place are combined in a single design,
secured by means of an adjustable belt with adhesive tabs or
a hook and loop fastening system, with belted products as an
acceptable alternative. Although they are shaped and secured
differently, belted pads generally include a series of material
layers similar to those shown in the all‐in‐one product in
Figure 1B. The defining and main variant features of belted
pads (belted products) are described in Table 7. The online

TABLE 9 Recommended, acceptable alternative and “retired” terms for the seven categories of single‐use body worn absorbent
products for incontinence

Design category # Recommended term
Acceptable alternative
term(s) “Retired “ term(s)

1 Pads ⋯ Inserts, liners, shields, slips

2 Unbacked pads ⋯ Booster pads

3 Male pads ⋯ Guard pads for men; shields, leafs

4 Male pouches ⋯ ⋯

5 Pull‐on pads Protective underwear Pant‐designs, pull‐ups, underwear designs,
up‐and‐gos

6 All‐in‐onesa Wrap‐around padsa, adult briefs Briefs, diapers, slips

7 Belted pads Belted products Flexes, undergarments

aAll‐in‐one is not a helpfully descriptive term but is in common use. The use of the term Wrap‐around pad (currently uncommon) is encouraged.
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questionnaire found clear international consensus in favor of
belted products, which was the (joint) top choice in most
countries (Supporting Information, Appendix C: Figure C‐7
and Table C‐7, https://www.ics.org/Documents/Documents.
aspx?DocumentID=5973). However, “product” is rather va-
gue, and we recommend that “pad” should be used instead,
with belted product as an acceptable alternative Table 8.

4.8 | Summary

The recommended terms for the seven categories of
single‐use body worn absorbent products for incon-
tinence are gathered in Table 9, along with acceptable
alternatives and retired terms; that is, terms
recommended for discontinuation.
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