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Vaginal Dilation
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About this information

This leaflet aims to help you better understand the process of vaginal dilation. Your healthcare team can support you in making decisions that are right for you. They can help by discussing your situation with you and answering your questions.
Key points

· Vaginal dilators slowly stretch the vagina to enable use of tampons or vaginal penetration during sexual intimacy
· Deciding to dilate is your choice. This is not a treatment that needs to be done for your health 

· Your hospital team will show you how to use dilators effectively and you can find a description of the process here
· You will be supported through the process which can take some time

What is vaginal dilation?  
Vaginal dilation is a stretching process that can be used to create, widen or lengthen the vagina. Dilation is also used as maintainance after surgery to create a vagina. Vaginal dilators come in a range of sizes to allow gradual stretching of the vagina. 
PHOTO HERE (* there will be some photos of dilators routinely available on NHS here)
This photo shows a number of different dilator options you may be given by your hospital team. Some people also buy a set of dilators that they feel more comfortable with.

Do I have to dilate?

The short answer is no. Dilating your vagina is your choice. If you wish for your vagina to stretch (or remain wider or longer following surgery) then dilation is a good choice. If you have periods, you may wish to stretch the vagina to accommodate tampons. You may wish to stretch the vagina to allow for penetration during sexual intimacy. 

If you have chosen to have surgery to open up or create a vagina, it is important to dilate to maintain its size. If you do not dilate then it is likely the vagina will become smaller again. 
How do the dilators work?

The dilators work by stretching the skin in your vaginal area, slowly over time. Some people are born with a vaginal dimple, where the vaginal skin puckers or indents a little. Other people have a small vaginal opening or a shorter and/or narrower vagina due to previous operations or because the vagina was not fully formed at birth. When a dilator is placed in this area and pressure is applied, the skin stretches and a vaginal canal will form.
How long will it take? 
The time needed for vaginal dilation varies between individuals. The variation in the initial size of your vagina, whether there has been previous surgery and how frequently you dilate can all alter the time it takes. The length and width you wish to dilate to, also impacts the timescale. It can take as little as 3 months or up to a year or more. It takes longer if you are not using the dilators consistently. 
Many people report that they can be more consistent when they remember to use their dilator at about the same time every day. Pick a time such as first thing in the morning or before you go to sleep so you’ll get into a routine. Once you feel comfortable, the dilator can be held in place with one hand so you can do other things such as read, watch TV, or talk on the phone.

Try to be patient and maintain your motivation. It’s important to remember why you have chosen dilation and review this decision to make sure it still feels important to you. Your hospital team can support you and you may find peer support networks helpful too. Some of these are listed at the end of this leaflet. 
How do I use my vaginal dilators? 

You will be supported by your hospital team throughout the process of vaginal dilation. If you have any concerns, do not hesitate to contact your team. You will be given a set of dilators at your hospital visit.
Step by Step: (These will be explained to you in your appointment with your team)
1. Choose the correct size of dilator as recommended by your hospital team and apply some KY jelly to the tip of the dilator.
2. Find a comfortable position, lying on your back with your legs apart and your knees bent. Separate your labia (vaginal lips) and feel the entrance or dimple of the vagina with your finger (a mirror may help).
3. Place the lubricated dilator slowly against your skin below your your urethra (where your urine leaves your body), in your vaginal dimple or opening, angling the dilator in, towards your lower back and apply a firm, gentle pressure.
4. At first, it may help to push the dilator as far as is comfortable, twist gently and pull back. Repeat this a few times. Once in as far as possible, and maintaining firm pressure on the dilator, it should be held in place for 20-30 minutes.
5. After using your dilator, wash it with mild soap and warm water and dry.
Here are some tips to help the process of dilation
· Ensure that you have privacy and plenty of time. It is useful if you plan ahead of time when you are going to dilate. Make sure you are not somewhere where someone can walk in on you or you will not be relaxed. 

· You may find it useful to write down each session in a diary to chart your progress. This can help you maintain motivation.
· Whilst your hospital team will be happy to support you, you may also wish to talk to someone outside of the hospital about this process. That person might be a parent, partner, friend or someone from an online support group. 
· You may have a little bleeding as the vagina is stretched. This is normal and nothing to worry about. If however you are concerned please contact your doctor for advice.
· You will be given a set of dilators, but you can also shop online for other sets. Find a set that makes you feel comfortable.
Further information

Online information and support is often focussed on individual health conditions or scenarios. Here are some support networks which may be relevant to you
Top Ten Tips leaflet for more information (link) 

www.mrkhconnect.co.uk

www.dsdfamilies.org
www.nhs.uk/vaginimus
https://youngwomenshealth.org/guides/vaginal-dilator-instructions/
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