Tips and techniques for vaginal dryness
This guidance sheet is here to remind you of the information from the video. At the end, there is also an example of how you could ask for more help from a healthcare professional.
Why does vaginal dryness happen?
Some cancer treatments can cause dryness of the vagina (inside part) and the vulva (outside part). This can happen after hormone-blocking treatments, chemotherapy, surgery, or radiotherapy. These treatments can lower levels of the hormone oestrogen and can also directly affect the vaginal and vulval tissues. Because of this, the skin can become thinner, drier, and less stretchy.
How does vaginal dryness affect you
This dryness can cause:
· Discomfort in everyday activities, like walking and exercising 
· Sore or itchy skin of the vulva 
· Pain during vaginal sex and reduced sexual pleasure because of this
· Needing to pass urine more often or more urgently
· Higher chance of urinary tract infections (water infection) 
· Higher chance of thrush (yeast infection)
What you can do to help
Washing
Wash gently using your hands rather than a sponge or cloth. Pat the area dry instead of rubbing. You might want to avoid normal soaps or perfumed products, as these can dry and irritate the skin. A cream cleanser or soap substitute can be more moisturising and gentler on your skin.
Moisturising
Moisturising the vulva daily with an unperfumed moisturiser helps keep the skin comfortable and healthy. 
Vaginal moisturisers are made specifically for the skin in the vagina. There are different types of vaginal moisturisers, hormonal and non-hormonal. If your cancer was hormone-driven, then you may be recommended to use non-hormonal moisturisers. If you’re unsure, speak to a member of your cancer team. 
Vaginal moisturisers are used inside the vagina to improve natural lubrication. These are usually used daily at first, then reduced to 2-3 times a week once symptoms improve. They can be applied with your finger or an applicator.
Vulval massage
Gentle massage of the vulva can help blood flow to the area and improve tissue health. This can be done with your fingers or a vulval massager, usually when washing or applying moisturiser.
Lubricants 
Lubricants can help reduce friction and make sex more comfortable and enjoyable. There are different types available, including water-based, silicone, oil, and plant-based. You may want to try a few to see what suits you best.
Clothing 
Wearing loose-fitting underwear made from natural fibres such as cotton or silk can help the skin breathe and reduce dryness. Avoid tight clothing and synthetic fabrics where possible.
Getting help
Some moisturisers and lubricants are available on prescription or can be bought from the pharmacy or online. If you would like to request a prescription, speak to your GP or your cancer team. You could use the example below to show to a healthcare professional to ask for help. 
Example (highlight relevant options)
I have received (pelvic radiotherapy/pelvic surgery/hormone treatment/chemotherapy) and I have noticed vaginal dryness. 
My preference for treatment would be (vaginal moisturisers/lubricants). I would like to talk about vaginal moisturisers/lubricants and (whether these would be the right choice for me/how I should use them/how I can get them). 
Help to choose a lubricant
You can ask for a lubricant from your GP or you can buy these online or at a pharmacy. Not all types of lubricants are available on prescription. 
There are lots of products on offer, this can make it difficult to know what is best to use. You might need to try a few before deciding. Sometimes your cancer teams may have samples of lubricants which you might be able to try, to find which works for you. 

	
	Water-based
	Silicone-based
	Oil-based

	Pros
	Hydrates dry tissues
Safe for use with condoms, dilators or toys
	Gives a slippery feeling
Longer lasting than water-based
Can be used in the bath or shower*
	Moisturising
Longer lasting than water-based
Can be used in the bath or shower*

	Cons
	Can become dry quicker than other types
	Not safe for use with silicone dilators or toys
Higher risk of infections, avoid if you are prone to or high risk of infections
	Higher risk of infections, avoid if you are prone to or high risk of infections

	How easy to wash off?
	Easy to wash off
	More difficult to wash off 
Can stain fabrics
	More difficult to wash off 
Can stain fabrics

	Safe to use with condoms?
	Yes
	Yes
	No

	Natural lubricants can be water-based or oil-based, made with natural ingredients. 
Oil-based natural lubricants are not safe to use with condoms.

	*Be careful of slipping when using lubricant in the bath or shower.



Other things to think about when choosing a lubricant
pH is how acidic or alkaline something is. If you are using a lubricant for vaginal sex or dilation – it may be helpful to look for a pH-balanced lubricant specifically for vaginal skin (around pH3.5, or between pH3-5). If you are using a lubricant for anal sex or anal/rectal dilation– it may be helpful to look for a pH-balanced lubricant specifically for rectal skin (pH7).
Avoid lubricants with spermicide in them, as these ingredients can irritate your sensitive skin (either in the vagina, rectum/anus or penis). 
Some ingredients you might want to avoid are parabens and chlorhexidine due to the risk of unwanted effects. If you are prone to thrush or trying to get pregnant, think about using glycerine-free lubricant.
You can find lubricants with descriptions like tingling, warming, cooling and flavoured. These can all irritate skin and tissues, especially if you have had radiotherapy to the area. 
Some lubricants are too concentrated, the concentration of a product is called the osmolality. If the lubricant is too concentrated this can irritate tissues and affect sperm health. The osmolality of a lubricant should be around 200-600mOsmol/kg.
Extra Tip: Using an oil-based and a water-based lubricant together can give you a double glide technique, which can be more comfortable. 
Getting help 
If you would prefer not to buy a lubricant, speak to your GP or your cancer team. You could use the example below to show to a healthcare professional to ask for help. 
Please be aware your preferred lubricant may not be available on prescription.

Example (highlight relevant options)
I have received (pelvic radiotherapy/pelvic surgery/hormone treatment/menopause) and I would like to request a prescription for a lubricant. 
My preference for treatment would be:
(no preference/water-based/silicone-based/oil-based)
(for vaginal use/for rectal or anal use/for use with dilators)
(I am prone to thrush)
(I am trying to get pregnant)
(I need to use condoms/I don’t need to use condoms)

