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Questions and Answers about Your First Pelvic Exam

What is a pelvic exam?

A pelvic examination is looking at and feeling the size and shape of the external and internal reproduc-
tive organs. These include the vulva (outside), and vagina, uterus, ovaries and fallopian tubes (inside).

Why do I need one?

The exam helps to make sure that your reproductive organs are healthy. It also helps your health
care provider detect medical conditions (such as infections or abnormal Pap smears) that could
become serious if not treated. Many clinicians recommend that you have your first pelvic exam
when you become sexually active or reach the age of 18 years.

Will it hurt?

The pelvic examination will not hurt. Many women describe the experience as a sensation of
crowding or fullness in the vagina; however, there should be no pain. Sometimes a woman will
feel discomfort, especially if she is tense.

I feel scared to have one. Do other women feel this way?

It is normal to feel uncomfortable, embarrassed, or even scared. Many women complain that the
most objectionable part of the exam is that it feels undignified to have to expose one’s genitals to a
stranger. You may be less embarrassed if you remember your clinician is highly trained and has proba-
bly performed hundreds or thousands of exams. The exam is not an emotional or sexual experience
for the clinician. It is okay to have someone with you, such as your mother or close girlfriend.

Do I have to take off all my clothes?

Ordinarily, yes. You will be given a gown and asked to remove your clothes, including your bra and
panties. You can undress in privacy and put on the gown before the clinician comes in for the exam.

What will it feel like?

You will feel touching with gloved fingers on the outside of your genitals. During the bimanual exam
you will feel two fingers in the vagina and the other hand on the abdomen gently pressing the tissue
between the two hands. At one point during the exam, the clinician will insert an instrument called
a speculum into the vagina. The speculum will generally be warmed to

minimize discomfort. Clinicians will commonly complete the exam by The Speculum
doing a rectal examination, placing one finger in the rectum and one
finger in the vagina. The reason for this is the clinician can feel much
higher and deeper in the pelvis to make sure everything is normal.

What is a speculum and why is it used?

A speculum is an instrument designed to spread the walls of the vagina open gently
so that the clinician can see inside. Speculums (made of metal or plastic) come in
many shapes and sizes to fit a woman’s reproductive anatomy. The plastic ones
sometimes make clicking noises when opened. Should the speculum cause you
discomfort, tell your clinician immediately; often a smaller speculum can be used.
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