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Graded Practice  
 

When something makes us anxious or is painful, it is natural to try to ignore it and/or 

endure the pain with considerable distress. This is particularly the case with anxiety 

related to sexual discomfort or pain (e.g. vaginismus or vulval pain). In these cases it 

is common to avoid genital touch and penetration and/or to try and “push past” pain 

during sex or penetration in an attempt to ‘get it over with’. In the long term, though, 

this may reinforce your anxiety and body’s anticipation that sex is painful. 

 

 

Graded practice tasks are designed to help you and your body to learn that touch is 

associated with sensations other than pain (e.g. cold, movement, tickle, stretch, 

gentle pressure etc.). Graded practice also helps you to become more aware of the 

sensations in your body, your pelvic floor muscles and anxiety related to pain. These 

exercises also help your pelvic floor muscles to develop new “muscle memories” and 

respond more helpfully to attempts at penetration. 

 

As a starting point, it is helpful to start practising Kegel exercises to build your 

awareness and control of your pelvic floor muscles (see Kegel Exercises leaflet). It is 

also helpful to start practising different relaxation techniques such as slow breathing, 

muscle relaxation and mindfulness techniques to help you become more aware of 

your body as a whole. Once you are confident with these techniques, you can begin 

doing some graded practice tasks at home. This may take 4 to 6 weeks of regular 

practice. 

 

 

Before starting it can be helpful to spend a bit of time planning and thinking about 

what would be the most comfortable task for you to begin with. It is helpful to start 

with something that you feel fairly confident you will be able to do. For example, for 

many people this may mean beginning with looking at your vulva in the mirror. The 

next step might be exploration of your external genitalia followed by massage to the 

vulval area. Your graded practice may then move on to inserting a graded series of 

vaginal trainers, helping you build up to penetrative sex over a period of weeks and 

months. 

 

Below is an example of a graded practice plan if you have a male partner. You start 

at the bottom of the ladder and move up gradually as each step becomes easy for 

you to do. This can be adjusted accordingly if do not currently have a partner, have a 

female partner etc.  

Overcoming painful sex  

Graded practice 

Planning your practice 



2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The first time you do something new it is expected that your anxiety/pain/discomfort 

will be high. However, if you stay with it, this will decrease, and with repeated practice 

it will become less and less intense. It is important to stick with the exercise until any 

anxiety you experience has reduced by at least half. For example, if looking at your 

vagina in the mirror evokes a 4 out of 10 in terms of intensity of anxiety, you should 

try to stay with this task until it reduces to at least 2 out of 10. 

  

This is called the ‘habituation curve’. This is shown on the graph below which 

highlights that through repeated exposure to the things that make us anxious, our 

anxiety decreases. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The amount of time this takes may vary considerably. Some steps may surprise you 

and your anxiety may reduce quickly. For other items, you might have to stay with it 

for much longer until your anxiety falls. Remember to be patient with yourself; if you 

stay with the exercise for long enough, your anxiety will start to reduce. 

Penile penetration with movement 

Penile penetration (without movement) 

Inserting tip of partners penis 

Partner insert 2 fingers or 3rd vaginal trainer 

Inserting 4th vaginal trainer 

Inserting 3rd vaginal trainer 

Partner inserts 1 finger or 1st vaginal trainer 

Inserting 2nd vaginal trainer 

Inserting the whole of 1 finger/1st vaginal trainer 

Inserting the tip of a finger/1st vaginal trainer 

Touching the entrance to the vagina 

Looking at your vagina in a mirror 
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Decide when and how often you can do your home practice tasks. Choose a time 

when you won’t be interrupted and you feel most relaxed. You may choose to do 

home practice on your own and then involve your partner or do them jointly. 

Whatever works for you. 

 

 

 Before starting the exercise, take time to relax your whole body by breathing 

deeply or doing a relaxation exercise. 

 

 Lie down or sit in a relaxed, open-legged pose. Some people find it helpful to 

have their hips and pelvis elevated slightly and supported by a pillow. 

 

 Take the easiest practice task first. Make sure that this is something that you feel 

fairly confident that you can do.  It’s important to build up your confidence by 

experiencing success. 

 

 Use plenty of lubrication to assist with insertion during practice exercises. 

 

 Practice in a slow and relaxed manner. Give yourself plenty of time (at least 15-

20 mins). It is important to feel in control of what is happening in each task. 

 

 Practice each step until you can manage it without difficulty then move on to the 

next step. Don’t be put off by feeling anxious – this is natural. Remember you are 

learning to master and cope with anxiety and associated muscle tension, 

sensitivity or muscle tightness. 

 

 Expect setbacks from time to time. This is normal when learning something new 

or tackling something that can feel difficult. 

 

 Try and practice regularly and frequently so that you can maintain the gains you 

make. Learning a new skill always takes time and lots of practice. 

 

 Congratulate yourself on your achievements! 

 

 These exercises should be done a few times a week to allow your body and 

pathways to adapt to new experiences and reduce anticipation of pain. 

 

 

 

Leaflets on the website 
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Tips 

Resources  


