
Your Step-by-Step Guide to 
Vaginal Dilation

This booklet will describe vaginal dilation. It will cover what this is, 
the benefits of doing this, how to do this, and when to seek help. 
Your health care team will discuss vaginal dilation with you also 
and explain what it means for you.
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Introduction

This booklet will cover important information about vaginal dilation, 
why you may need to do this, how to do it, and when to seek help. 

Research has shown that, by doing vaginal dilation, you will help 
prevent or treat any vaginal narrowing that can develop after radio-
therapy treatment or surgery. 

Use this booklet as a guide once you are at home. Speak to us if 
you have questions or concerns. We hope that this booklet will help. 
We will also be there to guide you each step of the way.

Your Gynecology/Oncology team
McGill University Health Centre
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Vaginal Stenosis after Treatment

What is this?
Scarring in the vagina can sometimes happen after you have had:

   1. radiation therapy of the pelvis (that is, around the hip area), and/or
   2. gynecological surgery
 
These treatments can lead to a build-up of scar tissue. When this causes the 
vagina to tighten or become narrow, we call it vaginal stenosis. Along 
with narrowing, your vagina may feel drier and more rigid (less elastic).

Blader

Uterus

Vagina

Rectum

Narrowing

Healthy vagina

Vagina with stenosis

Vulva

Did you know? 
You may only notice 
these changes 
months to years 
after your 
treatments have 
ended.
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Did you know?
Vaginal dilation is something 
you will do at home. Your health 
care team will explain how you 
will do this. The information is 
also covered in this booklet.

About Vaginal Dilation

How will it help?
Vaginal dilation will help keep the walls (lining) of your vagina from 
sticking together. It will gently stretch your vagina over time to keep it open.  

If you need it, your doctor may also prescribe you a hormonal cream. 
This will also help to increase elasticity and strengthen your vagina.

How can I prevent or treat this?	
The good news is that you can prevent 
vaginal stenosis. This can be done by 
a process called vaginal dilation. 
If you already have vaginal stenosis, 
vaginal dilation will help to improve this.

Treatment of stenosis

After 
vaginal dilation

Prevention of stenosis
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Why is this important to do?	
There are important benefits to doing vaginal dilation. These include:

     1.  A more comfortable vaginal exam. Having this regular check up with   
         your gynecology doctor is important to detect any health problems.

    

     2. More comfort during during sexual penetration (that is, when 
         inserting a penis, fingers, vibrators or sex toys into the vagina). 
         Dilation will help to restore the flexibility and functioning of your vagina.

When do I start?
If you have had radiotherapy, you should start dilating 2 weeks after your 
radiotherapy treatments have ended. If you feel sore, wait another week or 
two, until there is less soreness or irritation.

If you have not had radiotherapy, you should start dilating as soon as your 
health care team advises you that you may begin.

Vaginal exam

Speculum
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How often should I dilate?
Ideally, you should do this once a day, especially for the first 3 months. 
However, at the very least, dilate 2 times a week. Some people find it 
easier to remember to dilate if they choose the same days of the week 
to do it each week. If you forget or miss a day, 
don’t worry. Start dilating again once you 
remember.

The more often you do this, 
the better the results will be!
Speak to your health care team 
if you have questions about 
stopping vaginal dilation

Do I need to dilate if I am having sexual penetration/intercourse? 
Some women may need dilation less often or might even be able 
to stop, if they are having intercourse (or some form of vaginal 
penetration) at least twice per week. If sexual penetration is uncomfortable, 
using a lubricant prior to penetration may help to make it more comfortable

However, you should start dilating again if:
     1. Penetration becomes uncomfortable, or
     2. You stop having regular sexual intercourse (or other vaginal penetration) 

Where will I do it?
Choose a time and a private place where you feel most relaxed. Many 
women find their bedroom to be the most comfortable place to do this.

See page 13 for a 12-week calendar to help 
keep track of your dilation.
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What will I need?

Before you begin, assemble the following materials:

1. Vaginal lubricant 
   (do not use petroleum jelly e.g. Vaseline)

2. Vaginal dilator 
     This is a firm, smooth tube, made of plastic, 
     rubber, or silicone. 

3. A towel, to place on the bed 
    (if you plan to insert in this position).

You will also need access to warm water and unscented soap for washing.

Vaginal Lubricant: Did you know?

There are 3 types of vaginal lubricants: 
water-based, oil-based, and silicone-based. 
Some examples are KY Jelly, Astroglide, 
or even olive oil. 

One brand of lubricant may irritate (burn, 
sting) but another brand may feel fine. You 
may need to try a few different brands and 
types of lubricants before finding one that 
is right for you.

Lubricant 
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Vaginal Dilator: What size is right for you?

Dilators come in different sizes and go into the vagina just like a 
tampon.

Your doctor will prescribe you the specific size that you will need. 
Some women may start with a small size and with time need to 
use a bigger size. Ask your doctor about increasing the size of the 
dilator if you feel the dilator easily inserts into the vagina without 
any stretching or light pressure

Your nurse will give you a dilator and teach you about how to use 
it when she meets with you. 

1.5 inch
3.75 cm

1 inch
2.5 cm

0.75 inch
2 cm
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Step-by-Step Guide to Vaginal Dilation

Wash your hands and the dilator 
with warm, soapy water. Use an 
unscented soap. Rinse well.

Spread the skin on both sides of 
your vagina with one hand. 
With your dominant hand, hold the 
dilator at the opening of your vagina.

Apply the lubricant to 
your dilator. Make sure 
the lubricant covers all 
the parts which will go 
inside you. 

Place yourself in a comfortable 
position. You can:

Lie on a towel 
in bed. Bend 
your knees 

Sit on the 
toilet or a 
chair with 
your legs 
spread open

Stand with 
one foot up 
on a step 
or the toilet.  

1

4

2

3

How to do it

Lubricant 
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Take some slow, deep 
breaths to help relax 
your pelvic muscles. 

Slowly insert the dilator into your 
vagina. As you do, point the dilator 
toward your lower back. If you need 
to, stop and take a breath, before 
you continue. Gently push it further 
inside of you until you feel it can’t 
go any further. 

Keep a gentle pressure on the 
dilator so that it pushes against 
the very top of your vagina. 

5

6 7 Never force the dilator inside 
your vagina. Always direct it
where it goes in most naturally.
Stop, if you feel a lot of pain

Keep the dilator in your vagina 
for at least 3 to 5 minutes. 8
After you have used the dilator 
a few times, you can gently 
push it in further and keep it 
in for longer, up to 10 minutes.

Remove the dilator. Wash 
the dilator and your hands 
with warm soapy water.

9

Vaginal dilator
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How will it feel?
You may feel a little uncomfortable at the beginning. As you insert the 
dilator you should feel some stretching and light pressure. 

You may also:
1. Feel a little burning or stinging. 
2. Notice a small amount of bleeding.  

This is normal. You will feel more comfortable with time.
If the discomfort continues, speak with your health care team.
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When to Call Your Health Care Team

How to Reach Us

Do not wait. These changes may be a sign of an infection or another 
health problem.

If you are finding it difficult to do vaginal dilation, or if you have other 
questions or concerns, please let us know. We are here to help.

•	 More than a small amount of bleeding (enough that you need 
to use a sanitary pad.)

•	 A new or severe pain when inserting the dilator and/or after 
you take out the dilator

•	 Menstrual/period like cramps

•	 New itching in the vulva area

•	 An unfamiliar liquid coming from your vagina

•	 A new unpleasant smell or odour from your vagina

Radiation Oncology Nursing 514-934-1934 ext.43400
Monday-Friday 8:00am - 4:00pm

Call your nurse or doctor, if you notice:
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Notes


