
A pelvic exam is a simple way to 
make sure your vagina and other 
organs in your reproductive 
system are healthy. Your pelvic 
exam takes just a few minutes. It  
usually also includes a breast exam 
to check for lumps and other changes 
to your breasts. You’ll also have a  
Pap test,  or Pap smear, to check for 
changes in the cells of your cervix 
that could become cancer. These 
exams and tests can find health 
problems at an early stage when  
they are most treatable.

The Pelvic Exam and Pap Test

The Pelvic Exam
Once you’re in your doctor’s exam room, you will change into a hospital 
gown or have a sheet draped over your legs. You’ll lie on your back on an 
exam table with your feet in stirrups, or footrests, to keep your legs apart. 
Try to relax. You may feel a little discomfort, but there should be no pain 
during your exam.
Before beginning the pelvic exam, your doctor will examine your breasts by 
moving her fingers in a circular pattern around each breast. She will check 
for lumps and changes in the size and shape of your breasts. She will also 
look for skin changes such as redness, dimples or puckering. 
After the breast exam, your doctor will put on gloves and begin the  
pelvic exam. There are three main parts to the pelvic exam:

1. Your doctor will look at the outside of your vagina. She’ll check for 
sores, swelling or other problems.

2. Your doctor will use a tool called a speculum to make your vagina 
wider so she can look inside. If you feel tense, try to take a few deep 
breaths to relax your muscles. This will make it easier for your doctor 
to insert the speculum. 

3. Your doctor will use her hands to check the inside of your vagina to 
make sure it’s healthy. She will press on your lower abdomen to feel 
for anything abnormal. She will also check your ovaries and uterus.

You need a pelvic exam every year if you’re over age 21 or sexually active.

The Pap Test
The Pap test checks for abnormal cells in the cervix that may become  
cancer. Your cervix is the opening to the uterus at the top of the vagina. 
During the pelvic exam, your doctor uses a swab or small brush to collect  
a sample of cells from your cervix. This sample is sent to the lab to be 
tested. Your doctor will let you know the results in a few days.
You need a Pap test every three years if you’re ages 21 to 29. Beginning 
at age 30, get a Pap test with an HPV (human papillomavirus) test every 
five years, or a Pap test every three years. After age 65, you may not need 
a Pap test, but check with your doctor about what’s best for you. If you’re at 
risk of cervical cancer, you may need the test more often.
If you’re under age 26, ask your doctor about getting the HPV vaccine. It can  
help prevent some types of cervical cancer.
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STD Testing
STDs (sexually transmitted diseases) are diseases that can be passed  
during sexual activity. They spread easily because you can’t always tell  
if someone has an infection. STDs can be serious health risks if they  
aren’t treated.

Remember that Pap tests do not usually screen for STDs. But if you 
think you might be at risk for STDs, be sure to mention this to your  
doctor so you can be tested and treated. You may be at risk for an STD  
if you start having sex before age 18, don’t always practice safer sex or  
have sex with multiple partners.

Ask Your Doctor Questions During Your Visit
Your pelvic exam can also be a good time to ask questions about your  
reproductive health and any other sexual concerns you might have. You  
can learn more about safer sex practices, birth control or pregnancy.

Also tell your doctor if you have any of the following symptoms: 

	 •		severe lower abdominal pain

	 •		irregular or missed periods 

	 •		burning, swelling or itching in or around your vagina

	 •		abnormal discharge

	 •		severe cramps during your period

Remember:

	 •		Pelvic exams, breast exams and Pap tests play an  
important role in keeping you healthy. 

	 •		Talk to your doctor about how often you need to  
schedule pelvic exams, Pap tests and STD tests.

	 •		Talk to your doctor if you notice anything unusual, like  
severe abdominal pain, abnormal discharge, severe  
cramps or irregular periods. 

    To learn more, visit
         HealthyAdvice.com/ 

PapTest
         You can also visit these 

websites:
	 	 •		Centers for Disease  

Control and Prevention 
www.cdc.gov

	 	 •		National Cancer  
Institute 
www.cancer.gov

	 	 •		The National  
Women’s Health 
Information Center 
www.womenshealth.gov
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