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Vaginismus

Breaking the Cycle of Fear, Tension, and Pain

What is vaginismus?

Vaginismus is a condition in which the muscles around the vaginal opening tighten involuntarily, making entrance, such
as during vaginal intercourse, tampon use, or medical exams, painful or sometimes not possible.

This tightening is a reflexive response of the body to anticipated discomfort or fear of pain, and it is not something
under conscious control.

Vaginismus is more common than most people realize (reported in 5% to 17% of women with sexual pain disorders
diagnosed in specialised clinics). It is not a sign of failure or inadequacy. It can affect anyone, at any age, regardless of
sexual experience or orientation. Vaginismus may worsen over time if not treated.

Why does it happen?
Vaginismus develops when the body learns to associate vaginal entrance with danger or pain. It is often a protective
reflex, not a conscious choice.
Common contributing factors include:
o Fear of pain: a previous painful experience, even after a first sexual experience, infection, or trauma, can lead to
tightening as a form of self-protection.
e Anxiety or stress: general anxiety, worries about performance, pregnancy (fear of, or desire to become), or self-
consciousness can make the body respond defensively.
e Medical or physical causes: vaginal dryness (for example due to decreased estrogen around menopause-
related changes or nursing). Prior delivery or surgery can increase discomfort or fear and trigger the reflex.
e Psychological factors: past trauma (sexual or otherwise), cultural messages about shame, or a strict upbringing
around sexuality can create subconscious fear.
e Partner dynamics: pressure or misunderstanding in relationships may reinforce avoidance or tension.
Itis important to remember that the pain is real, but it can be reversible. Once the brain and body relearn safety around
intimacy, the cycle of tension and pain can be broken.
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A mind-body approach: why it works

Vaginismus is best understood as a combination of muscle tension and emotional response. With time, counselling,
reassurance, and gradual exposure therapy (including pelvic floor physiotherapy), the pelvic floor muscles can relearn
how to relax and allow pain-free entrance.

The good news is that vaginismus is usually highly treatable. The challenging part is that treatment may take time, and
recovery time can vary a great deal. Patience is critical.

Many women fully recover with proper understanding, support, and step-by-step therapy.

Treatment options
Treatment is often most effective when it is stepwise and tailored to the person.

e Pelvic floor physiotherapy: guided exercises that teach awareness and relaxation of muscles involved in
intercourse, including the pelvic floor, stomach, thighs, and buttock muscles, using biofeedback and breathing
training.

e Gradual exposure therapy: using vaginal dilators or trainers, or fingers, in a stepwise, non-painful way to retrain
the body’s response.

e Sextherapy or counselling: addresses fears, communication, and emotional healing in a safe space.

e Education: understanding anatomy and sexual function helps replace fear with information.

e Partner involvement: supportive partners can play an important role in rebuilding trust and comfort. Identifying
sexual problems as a couple’s issue and addressing the partner’s distress about “causing pain” can ultimately
strengthen the relationship.

With patience and professional k=!I~ #:ll recovery and satisfying intimacy are achievable.

Key Message

Vaginismus is a real, involuntary reflex, not a personal failure. With a step-
by-step mind-body approach (education, gradual exposure, and pelvic
floor therapy), many women can retrain their body’s response and return
to comfortable intimacy, even if it takes time.
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