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About this leaflet

Vaginal dryness and other related symptoms are common around 
and after the menopause and can also be made worse with 
cancer treatments.

Some cancer treatments reduce oestrogen levels in the body or 
block its effect. Oestrogen helps to keep the vulva and vagina 
moisturised and supple. Low oestrogen levels can lead to 
dryness, soreness and irritation. They can also be associated with 
discomfort during intimacy and sex as well as urinary symptoms.

Some women find it difficult to talk about, but these symptoms 
are common and can be helped with simple treatments. Quality 
of life is important after cancer treatment and your healthcare 
team are here to help.
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Simple measures:

•	 Reduce irritants such as bio washing powders and fabric 
softeners, soaps, shower gels, intimate washes, sanitary 
and incontinence products, moisturisers.

•	 Wear cotton underwear and looser clothing to reduce 
irritation. 

•	 Wash with water only or a soap substitute (available 
from your GP). Soaps can be drying and cause further 
irritation. Apply to the vulval area before showering 
and wash off with your hand, not a sponge or flannel. 

•	 Apply an emollient ointment (available from your 
GP). Keep a pot by the loo and apply before and after 
passing urine to protect the vulval skin.

Vaginal moisturisers

These can improve dryness and aid comfort. They contain 
moisturisers only and no hormones so can be used safely on a 
long-term basis. It can take a few weeks for their effect to be 
felt. Use it every night until you feel more comfortable and then 
twice a week. Yes VM is effective and well tolerated and can be 
prescribed on the NHS or bought from a pharmacy or online. 
Other moisturisers are available – you can get samples online to 
see which one suits you best. Test the product by applying a little 
to the vulva or just inside the vagina before using.
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Vaginal lubricants

These are designed for sex and are not as long lasting as vaginal 
moisturisers. They are available in water-based and oil-based 
forms and are most effective when used by both partners. Using 
an oil-based product under a water-based product can enhance 
lubrication. Oil-based products can damage condoms and risk 
pregnancy. There are many products available so choose one that 
suits you. KY jelly is not an effective lubricant for sex and can 
cause sensitivity.

Sex, if possible and comfortable, is good for the vagina as it 
improves blood flow and helps keep the tissues supple. Use of 
vibrators and masturbation can help in the same way. Pelvic 
floor exercises can help train the pelvic floor to relax, which can 
improve comfort during intimacy and sex.

Vaginal oestrogens

These come in the form of small tablets, pessaries, gel or cream 
inserted into the vagina or used on the vulva. These are effective 
treatments for vaginal dryness and soreness but are not suitable 
for all women with a history of cancer. They are low dose and 
very little of the oestrogen is absorbed into the rest of the body. 
Using vaginal oestrogen for a year is equivalent to taking one 
oral HRT tablet.

If you have finished your cancer treatment, have a hormone 
negative breast cancer or you are taking tamoxifen, vaginal 
oestrogen can be considered. Currently there is no evidence that 
it increases the risk of the breast cancer coming back.
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If you are taking letrozole, anastrozole or exemestane, a change 
to tamoxifen or the use of vaginal oestrogen may be possible – 
discuss this with your specialist. This is because these drugs work 
in a different way.

Further information

Vulval skin care

www.bad.org.uk/pils/vulval-skincare/

General advice

www.breastcancernow.org/about-breast-cancer/treatment/
hormone-endocrine-therapy/menopausal-symptoms-and-
breast-cancer/

http://www.bad.org.uk/pils/vulval-skincare/
http://www.breastcancernow.org/about-breast-cancer/treatment/hormone-endocrine-therapy/menopausal-symptoms-and-breast-cancer/
http://www.breastcancernow.org/about-breast-cancer/treatment/hormone-endocrine-therapy/menopausal-symptoms-and-breast-cancer/
http://www.breastcancernow.org/about-breast-cancer/treatment/hormone-endocrine-therapy/menopausal-symptoms-and-breast-cancer/
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To get this information in a different format 
call 01872 252690

Royal Cornwall Hospitals NHS Trust  

Treliske, Truro, Cornwall, TR1 3LJ.  

Switchboard: 01872 250000
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