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Radiation Therapy for Gynecological Cancer

Radiation therapy is the use of high-energy rays 
to stop the growth of cancer cells. You will receive 
treatments five days a week for several weeks.

Before your treatments begin, you will come in for 
a planning session (called a simulation session). At 
the planning session, your doctor will decide exactly 
where to aim the radiation and what dose to use.

• You will lie on an X-ray table.

• We may draw colored marks on your body to 
outline the treatment area. You will be told 
whether or not you can wash these marks off.

• Pillows or foam blocks will help you maintain 
your position on the table. You will stay in this 
position for each treatment session.

• We will take X-ray pictures of the area to be 
treated. We may also do a CT scan.

All of this will make your treatment as safe and 
accurate as possible. Some people need more than 
one planning session.

How often will I have radiation?

You will have daily treatments, Monday through 
Friday. Most people have 23 to 40 treatments over 
four to seven weeks. Your doctor will tell you how 
many treatments you need.

It is important to go to every treatment session. Try 
not to skip a day. If you need to miss a treatment, 
please let us know.

How do I get ready for my treatments?

It is important to have the same amount of urine in 
your bladder for each treatment. If your doctor or 
therapist asks you to, please:

• Empty your bladder about two hours before 
treatment.

• Then, drink about 2 to 4 cups of liquid to fill your 
bladder again. Drink the same amount of liquid 
each day. Don’t drink too much—you should be 
comfortable during the treatment.

• You should not empty your bladder again until 
the treatment session is over.

What will happen at each treatment session?

Treatments are often less than 30 minutes. 
A machine will send high-energy rays to the 
treatment area. You will not feel anything during 
the treatments.

You will be alone in the treatment room, but we 
will watch you on a TV screen. You can talk to us 
through a speaker in the room.

You will have a longer visit one day each week to see 
the nurse and doctor. You do not need to schedule 
this visit—we will bring you to an exam room after 
your treatment. We will weigh you and discuss any 
side effects you might be having. 
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What can I expect throughout treatment?

Radiation affects normal cells in your body as well as 
cancer cells. For this reason, it may cause side effects. 

• We will help you manage your side effects to 
make your treatment as easy as possible.

• Not everyone has the same side effects. Side 
effects will depend on the person, the cancer, the 
amount of radiation and the area being treated.

• It’s important to tell your nurse about any 
symptoms you are having so we can treat them 
right away.

Coping with weight loss or a change in appetite

It is very important to maintain your weight and 
nutrition at this time. We will check your weight 
throughout your treatment.

Radiation may reduce your desire to eat. But even 
if you don’t feel hungry, you must eat enough to 
maintain your weight. If large meals don’t appeal to 
you, try eating smaller meals every few hours.

You may need more calories than normal to 
maintain your weight. The following diet tips may 
also help:

• To keep your weight up, eat a healthy diet.

• Drink 8 to 10 large glasses of liquid a day. Clear 
fruit juice or Gatorade will give you more calories.

• To prevent or treat diarrhea, avoid high-fiber 
foods (such as fresh fruits, raw vegetables and 
whole grain breads and cereals).

• If nausea or gas is a problem:

 Ȥ Avoid fatty foods.

 Ȥ Eat small meals more often.

 Ȥ Suck on a piece of hard candy.

 Ȥ Eat dry crackers or toast.

 Ȥ Avoid carbonated (fizzy) drinks like soda.

Coping with skin problems

After your first few treatments, your skin may 
become dry and red. Skin at the treatment area may 
darken. Some people will have sores or blisters.

The following tips will help you manage skin 
problems:

• Keep your skin clean at the treatment area. Bathe 
or shower daily, but avoid hot water. Use mild 
soap only as needed (Ivory or Dove). Pat the 
skin dry.

• Moisturize the treatment area at least twice a 
day. Ask your nurse or doctor before using any 
other lotion. Do not use lotion right before your 
treatments.

• Do not scratch, rub or massage the treated skin. 
Your doctor can prescribe a cream for skin 
tenderness or itching.

• If you use a bandage to protect your skin, use tape 
with paper backing. Do not use tape with plastic 
or fiber backing. Try not to put tape on the skin 
of the treated area.

• Avoid extreme hot and cold on the treated area. 
This includes ice bags, direct sunlight, heating 
pads, hot water bottles, hot tubs, saunas, steam 
baths and heat-producing ointments and lotions. 
You may use an electric blanket. Skin in the 
treatment area may be sensitive to hot and cold 
for the rest of your life.

Coping with fatigue

You may keep doing your normal activities during 
treatment, but you may feel very tired. This is 
because your body is working hard to repair 
radiation damage to normal cells.

• Listen to your body and rest when you need to.

• It may help to plan naps or rest periods during 
the day.
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• If you have trouble sleeping at night, tell your 
doctor or nurse.

• If you have trouble keeping up with work or family 
duties, ask your doctor or nurse for suggestions.

After your treatment has ended, you will slowly get 
your energy back.

Why do I need to use a dilator?

Your doctor may have you use a dilator (a plastic 
tube) to prevent the vagina from shrinking. Follow 
these instructions.

1. Apply a water-soluble gel (such as Astroglide or 
K-Y Jelly) to the rounded top of the dilator.

2. Lie on your back with your knees bent, relaxed 
and slightly apart.

3. Insert the dilator gently into the vagina. Push it as 
far in as you can without too much discomfort.

4. Hold it in place for 1 to 2 minutes, using 
gentle pressure.

5. Remove the dilator and wash it in hot soapy 
water. Rinse well and air dry.

6. It is normal to have slight bleeding or spotting 
after using the dilator.

Use this daily after your treatment has ended. You 
do not need to use it on days when you have sexual 
intercourse.

After three months, your doctor will tell you how 
often to use the dilator. Sometimes two to three 
times a week is enough to prevent the vagina from 
shrinking and closing. This makes future pelvic 
exams easier and more accurate.

Be sure to talk with your nurse or doctor about any 
questions or concerns you may have.

Can I have sex during radiation treatment?

Yes, if it is comfortable for you. Remember: you are 
not radioactive, and your partner will not “catch” 
your cancer.

Plan sex (sexual intercourse) for times when you 
have the most energy, perhaps after a nap or a 
night’s sleep.

Your vagina may become dry and narrow from the 
radiation. It will help to use a water-soluble gel such 
as Astroglide or K-Y Jelly. Use this every time you 
have sex, even after your treatments have ended.

Feel free to talk with your doctor or nurse if you have 
any concerns about sex during radiation therapy.

If you have recently had surgery, ask your doctor 
when you may have sex again.

How do I take a sitz bath?

A sitz bath is a warm, shallow bath to clean the area 
between your vagina and rectum (the perineum). 

Use a sitz bath that fits in the toilet. (You can find 
these at Walmart or online for about $20.) You can 
also use a bathtub or hand-held shower head instead.

Use lukewarm water. Don’t add any bath oils or soap 
to the water.

1. Flush the area for 10 to 15 minutes with warm 
water.

2. Pat dry or leave the skin uncovered to air-dry.

3. Follow your doctor’s orders for using a barrier 
cream to protect the skin if you need it.



Page 4 of 4

What will happen after my treatments end?

Be sure to ask your nurse or doctor about any 
concerns you have at the end of your treatment. 
We are always here to answer your questions.

Many side effects are temporary. They will slowly 
improve after your treatments have ended. Skin 
problems often improve within two to four weeks. 
It can take longer for your energy to return.

• Go to all of your follow-up visits with your 
doctor. Call if you have new symptoms or 
problems.

• Keep up your diet for at least four more weeks. 
If you maintain your weight and nutrition, you 
will recover faster.

 Ȥ If you have given up some foods, go back to 
them very slowly and in small amounts. If 
they cause cramps or diarrhea, wait another 
week or two before trying them again.

 Ȥ Drink plenty of fluids. This includes water, 
juice, milk, soft drinks and other liquids. 
Limit caffeine.

• Keep caring for skin in the treated area.

 Ȥ Avoid very hot water when bathing.

 Ȥ Avoid deodorant, perfumed soap, ointments, 
salves and tight underwear for six weeks.

 Ȥ Do not expose treated skin to direct sunlight, 
heat lamps, sun lamps, or other extreme hot 
or cold. You will need to do this for the rest 
of your life.

• Keep using the dilator (or have sex) two to 
three times a week. You will need to do this for 
the rest of your life.

• Keep using water-soluble gel during sex. You 
will need to do this for the rest of your life. Call 
your doctor or nurse if you have bleeding or 
other problems with sex.

When should I call my doctor?

Call your doctor if you have any of these new 
symptoms:

• Upset stomach (nausea), throwing up 
(vomiting) or loose, watery poop (diarrhea)

• Feeling dizzy

• Weight loss

• Pain

• Skin problems

• Vaginal bleeding or fluid that soaks more than 
3 pads a day, or any bleeding with sex

• A fever over 100.4°F (38°C) when taken under 
the tongue

• Any sudden change in how you feel.


