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What Position Is Used for a Pelvic Exam: Understanding the Basics and Comfort Tips

what position is used for a pelvic exam is a common question for many women who are about to

undergo this important medical procedure. A pelvic exam is a routine part of gynecological health care

that allows healthcare providers to check the health of the female reproductive organs, including the

uterus, ovaries, cervix, and vagina. Knowing what position is used for a pelvic exam can help reduce

anxiety and make the experience more comfortable and manageable.

The Standard Position for a Pelvic Exam

When it comes to what position is used for a pelvic exam, the most common and widely used posture

is the **lithotomy position**. This position has been used for decades because it provides the best

access and visibility for the healthcare provider to conduct a thorough examination.

What is the Lithotomy Position?

In the lithotomy position, the patient lies on her back on an examination table. The hips are positioned

at the edge of the table, and the knees are bent and spread apart, usually supported by stirrups. The

feet rest in these stirrups to keep the legs elevated and open. This arrangement allows the examiner

to gently insert a speculum to view the vaginal walls and cervix and perform other necessary

maneuvers.

The lithotomy position not only facilitates access but also helps in performing a bimanual exam, where

the provider inserts two fingers into the vagina while pressing on the abdomen with the other hand to

assess the size, shape, and condition of the uterus and ovaries.



Why is the Lithotomy Position Preferred?

Several reasons make this position the preferred choice during pelvic exams:

- **Optimal visibility and access:** The position allows the provider to see the cervix clearly and to

manipulate instruments without obstruction.

- **Comfort and stability:** When properly supported, the stirrups reduce muscle tension and help the

patient stay relaxed.

- **Standardization:** Since the lithotomy position is standard in most gynecological settings, it ensures

consistency in examination techniques.

Other Positions Used in Pelvic Exams

While the lithotomy position is the most common, healthcare providers may use alternative positions

based on patient comfort, mobility, or specific exam requirements.

The Sims’ Position

In the Sims’ position, the patient lies on her side with the lower arm behind the back and the upper leg

flexed toward the chest. This position is often used for rectal exams but can also be adapted for pelvic

exams when the lithotomy position is not feasible. It provides good access to the vagina and rectum,

especially for patients who have difficulty with the lithotomy position due to mobility issues or

discomfort.

The Standing Position

Some pelvic exams, particularly those focused on evaluating pelvic organ prolapse or urinary



incontinence, may be performed while the patient is standing with feet shoulder-width apart and

leaning forward slightly. This position allows gravity to affect the pelvic organs naturally, helping the

healthcare provider assess conditions that might not be as apparent in a supine position.

The Dorsal Recumbent Position

This position involves the patient lying on the back with knees bent and feet flat on the table but

without the use of stirrups. It is sometimes used for patients who experience discomfort with the

lithotomy position or have difficulty with the stirrups. While it offers less access than the lithotomy

position, it can still be effective for basic pelvic exams.

Tips to Feel More Comfortable During a Pelvic Exam

Understanding what position is used for a pelvic exam can alleviate some nervousness, but feeling

physically comfortable is just as important. Here are some practical tips to make the experience

smoother:

Communicate with your provider: Let your healthcare professional know if you feel any

discomfort or anxiety. They can adjust the exam or explain the steps to help you feel more at

ease.

Practice deep breathing: Slow, deep breaths can help relax pelvic muscles, making the exam

less uncomfortable.

Empty your bladder beforehand: A full bladder can cause pressure and discomfort during the

exam.

Wear comfortable clothing: Choose clothing that is easy to remove or adjust for the exam.



Bring a support person: If allowed, having a friend or family member present can provide

emotional support.

What to Expect During the Pelvic Exam

Knowing what position is used for a pelvic exam is just one part of understanding the whole procedure.

Typically, the exam starts with the healthcare provider asking about your medical history and any

current symptoms. Then, you will be asked to undress from the waist down and lie on the exam table

in the lithotomy position.

The provider will gently insert a speculum to open the vaginal walls and examine the cervix visually.

You might feel some pressure or mild discomfort but generally no pain. Following this, a bimanual

exam allows the provider to feel the uterus and ovaries for size, shape, and tenderness.

Sometimes, a sample for a Pap smear or tests for infections may be collected during the exam. The

entire process usually takes just a few minutes, though it might feel longer if it is your first time or if

you are anxious.

Understanding the Importance of the Pelvic Exam Position

The position used during a pelvic exam is not arbitrary; it plays a crucial role in the accuracy and

effectiveness of the examination. The lithotomy position, specifically, helps the provider perform a

detailed and thorough inspection while maintaining patient safety and comfort.

Moreover, being aware of possible alternative positions can empower patients to advocate for

themselves if they experience pain, discomfort, or mobility issues. Some individuals may require

modifications, and modern gynecological care often accommodates these needs with sensitivity.



Pelvic Exam Positions and Patient Privacy

One aspect often overlooked is how the exam position impacts patient privacy and dignity. Healthcare

providers use drapes and cover parts of the body not being examined to maintain modesty. Being in

the lithotomy position can feel vulnerable, so providers usually explain each step, encourage

questions, and ensure the patient feels as comfortable as possible throughout.

In Summary

When you ask, "what position is used for a pelvic exam," the answer is predominantly the lithotomy

position, where you lie on your back with your legs supported in stirrups. This position allows the

healthcare provider the best access to perform a thorough and effective pelvic examination. However,

alternative positions like the Sims’ or dorsal recumbent may be used to accommodate individual

needs.

Understanding the exam process and positions can help reduce anxiety, making you feel more

empowered and comfortable during this important health check. Remember, your healthcare provider’s

goal is to ensure your well-being and to make the experience as smooth and respectful as possible.

Frequently Asked Questions

What position is commonly used for a pelvic exam?

The lithotomy position is commonly used for a pelvic exam, where the patient lies on their back with

hips and knees flexed, and feet placed in stirrups.



Why is the lithotomy position preferred for pelvic exams?

The lithotomy position allows optimal access to the pelvic area, providing the examiner with a clear

view and ease of performing the exam.

Are there alternative positions to the lithotomy for a pelvic exam?

Yes, alternatives include the dorsal recumbent position and the knee-chest position, but the lithotomy

position remains the most widely used.

How should a patient prepare for the lithotomy position during a pelvic

exam?

Patients should undress from the waist down and cover themselves with a drape; they will then be

asked to lie on their back and place their feet in the stirrups.

Is the lithotomy position comfortable for all patients during a pelvic

exam?

While commonly used, some patients may find the lithotomy position uncomfortable or embarrassing;

healthcare providers should ensure patient comfort and privacy.

What are the steps to properly position a patient for a pelvic exam in

the lithotomy position?

First, assist the patient to lie on their back, then flex hips and knees, place feet in stirrups at a

comfortable height, and ensure proper draping for modesty.

Can pelvic exams be performed without the lithotomy position?

Yes, some pelvic exams can be performed with the patient in other positions such as the side-lying or

standing positions, though these are less common.



What equipment is needed when positioning a patient for a pelvic

exam?

A pelvic exam table with adjustable stirrups is typically used, along with drapes, gloves, and

examination instruments.

How does the lithotomy position aid in the effectiveness of a pelvic

exam?

It provides excellent visualization and access to the cervix and vaginal walls, facilitating accurate

examination and sample collection.

Additional Resources

**Understanding the Position Used for a Pelvic Exam: A Professional Review**

what position is used for a pelvic exam is a question frequently posed by patients, students, and even

healthcare professionals aiming to understand the nuances of this standard gynecological procedure.

Pelvic examinations are critical in assessing female reproductive health, diagnosing conditions, and

conducting routine screenings such as Pap smears. The position a patient assumes during the exam

significantly impacts the accuracy of the assessment, patient comfort, and the clinician’s ability to

perform the exam thoroughly.

This article delves into the primary position used for a pelvic exam, explores variations, and discusses

the anatomical and procedural rationale behind these choices. By examining the pros and cons of

different patient positions, healthcare providers can optimize the experience while maintaining clinical

effectiveness.



The Standard Position for a Pelvic Exam

The most widely used position for a pelvic exam is the **lithotomy position**. This involves the patient

lying supine on the examination table with hips and knees flexed and thighs apart, often supported by

stirrups. The lithotomy position offers clinicians an unobstructed view and access to the external

genitalia, vagina, cervix, and pelvis.

Features of the Lithotomy Position

- **Patient Posture:** Supine with back flat on the exam table.

- **Leg Placement:** Hips flexed approximately 90 degrees; knees bent with lower legs supported in

stirrups.

- **Access:** Full exposure of the perineal and pelvic area.

- **Stability:** Legs are securely positioned, allowing the physician to use both hands freely.

The lithotomy position has been the gold standard in gynecology for decades due to its practicality and

comprehensive visualization. It facilitates the insertion of the speculum, bimanual examination, and

collection of specimens.

Why the Lithotomy Position is Preferred

Clinicians prefer this position primarily because it aligns the pelvic organs in an accessible manner and

reduces muscular tension that could inhibit examination. By elevating the legs and separating the

thighs, the vaginal canal opens, making it easier to inspect the cervix and perform palpations.

Moreover, the use of stirrups helps maintain leg position without patient fatigue, allowing for a

smoother and more controlled procedure.

From the patient perspective, the lithotomy position, while somewhat exposing, is generally considered



acceptable due to its brief duration. However, it is important for practitioners to communicate clearly

and maintain professionalism to alleviate any discomfort or embarrassment.

Alternative Positions for Pelvic Exams

Although the lithotomy position is dominant, alternative positions may be utilized depending on patient

needs, physical limitations, or specific clinical scenarios.

The Sims’ Position

The Sims’ position involves the patient lying on her left side with the left hip and lower extremities

slightly flexed and the right hip and knee bent sharply. This semi-prone position is sometimes used for

patients with mobility challenges or those who cannot tolerate the lithotomy position.

**Advantages:**

- Reduced strain on the lower back and hips.

- Increased comfort for patients with joint or mobility issues.

- Easier access to the posterior vaginal wall and rectum.

**Disadvantages:**

- Less direct access to the cervix.

- More challenging for specimen collection.

- Requires more maneuvering by the clinician.



The Knee-Chest Position

In this position, the patient rests on her knees and chest with the buttocks elevated. This posture is

rarely used for routine pelvic exams but may be employed for specific diagnostic purposes, such as

rectal or vaginal prolapse assessment.

Supine Position Without Stirrup Support

For patients who find the lithotomy position uncomfortable due to leg elevation, the exam can

sometimes be conducted with the patient lying flat on their back with knees bent but feet resting on the

table. While this limits access somewhat, it can be modified to suit patient comfort.

Considerations in Choosing the Pelvic Exam Position

When determining what position is used for a pelvic exam, several factors influence the decision:

Patient Comfort and Mobility: Patients with arthritis, injuries, or disabilities may not tolerate the

lithotomy position well.

Clinical Indications: Certain exams require specific positioning to optimize visualization and

palpation.

Provider Preference and Experience: Some clinicians may feel more adept at performing exams

in a particular position.

Equipment Availability: Not all exam rooms have adjustable stirrups or tables to facilitate the

lithotomy position.



Healthcare providers often engage in pre-exam discussions to explain the procedure and positioning,

addressing any patient concerns proactively. This collaborative approach enhances patient trust and

cooperation.

Impact of Position on Examination Accuracy and Patient Experience

Studies have shown that the lithotomy position maximizes examination accuracy by providing optimal

access to the cervix and pelvic organs. However, it also has been associated with increased patient

anxiety and feelings of vulnerability. Innovations in examination techniques aim to balance clinical

needs with patient dignity, such as using draping methods and providing clear explanations.

Alternatives like the Sims’ position may offer increased comfort but potentially compromise some

aspects of examination thoroughness. Thus, clinicians must weigh these factors, tailoring the exam to

individual patient circumstances.

Technical Aspects of the Pelvic Exam Position

In addition to positioning, the setup of the examination room and tools plays a role. Proper lighting,

adjustable exam tables, and ergonomically designed stirrups contribute to a successful pelvic exam.

Clinicians should ensure:

- The exam table height is adjusted to prevent provider strain.

- Stirrups are properly positioned to avoid excessive hip rotation or pressure.

- The patient is covered with a drape to preserve modesty as much as possible.

These technical considerations complement the choice of exam position, enhancing both clinical

outcomes and patient comfort.



Training and Standardization in Pelvic Exam Positions

Medical training programs emphasize mastering the lithotomy position for pelvic exams but also teach

flexibility in accommodating various patient needs. Standardized protocols recommend thorough

patient communication and consent before positioning.

Simulation training with mannequins and virtual reality tools increasingly aid learners in appreciating

the nuances of exam positioning, improving both technique and bedside manner.

---

Overall, understanding what position is used for a pelvic exam involves appreciating the balance

between clinical accessibility and patient-centered care. While the lithotomy position remains the

cornerstone for its functional advantages, adaptability to patient needs and evolving medical practices

continues to shape how pelvic exams are conducted in contemporary healthcare settings.
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can serve as a quick in-the-clinic reference between patients, or be used to steer curricular efforts in
medical training programs, particularly tailored to internal medicine, family medicine, gynecology,
nursing, and advanced practice provider programs. Organized to cover essential topics in women’s
health and gender based care, this text is divided into eight sections: Foundations of Women's
Health and Gender Based Medicine, Gynecologic Health and Disease, Breast Health and Disease,
Common Medical Conditions, Chronic Pain Disorders, Mental Health and Trauma, Care of Selected
Populations (care of female veterans and gender diverse patients), and Obstetric Medicine. Using
the Maintenance of Certification (MOC) and American Board of Internal Medicine blueprints for
examination development, authors provide evidence-based reviews with several challenge questions
and annotated answers at the end of each chapter. The epidemiology, pathophysiology, evaluation,
diagnosis, treatment, and prognosis of all disease processes are detailed in each chapter. Learning
objectives, summary points, certain exam techniques, clinical pearls, diagrams, and images are
added to enhance reader’s engagement and understanding of the material. Written by experts in the
field, Sex and Gender-Based Women's Health is designed to guide all providers, regardless of
training discipline or seniority, through comprehensive outpatient women’s health and gender
diverse care.
  what position is used for a pelvic exam: Maternal Child Nursing Care in Canada - E-Book
Lisa Keenan-Lindsay, Cheryl A Sams, Constance L. O'Connor, Shannon E. Perry, Marilyn J.
Hockenberry, Deitra Leonard Lowdermilk, David Wilson, 2021-12-17 - NEW! Consolidated, revised,
and expanded mental health concerns chapter and consolidated pediatric health promotion chapter
offer current and concise coverage of these key topics. - NEW and UPDATED! Information on the
latest guidelines includes SOGC guidelines, STI and CAPWHN perinatal nursing standards,
Canadian Pediatrics Association Standards, Canadian Association of Midwives, and more. - NEW!
Coverage reflects the latest Health Canada Food Guide recommendations. - UPDATED! Expanded
coverage focuses on global health perspectives and health care in the LGBTQ2 community,
Indigenous, immigrant, and other vulnerable populations. - EXPANDED! Additional case studies and
clinical reasoning/clinical judgement-focused practice questions in the printed text and on the
Evolve companion website promote critical thinking and prepare you for exam licensure. - NEW!
Case studies on Evolve for the Next Generation NCLEX-RN® exam provide practice for the Next
Generation NCLEX.
  what position is used for a pelvic exam: The New Harvard Guide to Women’s Health Karen J.
Carlson, Stephanie A. Eisenstat, Terra Diane Ziporyn, 2004-04-30 With complete information on
women's health concerns, physical and behavioral, this A-Z reference brings the topics up-to-date for
a new generation of readers.
  what position is used for a pelvic exam: Maternity and Women's Health Care E-Book
Deitra Leonard Lowdermilk, Kitty Cashion, Shannon E. Perry, Kathryn Rhodes Alden, Ellen
Olshansky, 2019-09-23 - NEW! Enhanced focus on prioritization of care in clinical reasoning case
studies and nursing care plans is consistent with NCLEX® updates. - NEW! Recognition of the
importance of interprofessional care covers the roles of the various members of the interprofessional
healthcare team. - UPDATED! Content on many high-risk conditions updated to reflect newly
published guidelines. - NEW! Information about the Zika virus gives you the most current practice
guidelines to help you provide quality care. - NEW! Coverage of future trends in contraception help
increase your awareness of developing ideas in pregnancy prevention. - Content on gestational
diabetes and breast cancer screening cover newly published guidelines. - NEW! Added content on
human trafficking provides you with examples and ideas on how to counsel victims and their
families.
  what position is used for a pelvic exam: Atlas of Adult Physical Diagnosis Dale Berg,
Katherine Worzala, 2006 Written by noted physicians and educators at Thomas Jefferson University,



this thoroughly illustrated text/atlas is the most comprehensive guide to physical examination
techniques and physical diagnosis. Coverage of each anatomic site includes a review of anatomy, a
general screening examination, and specific problem-oriented examinations, plus Teaching Points
for physicians who precept medical students. A variety of techniques for each site and problem are
shown, so that readers can adapt the examination to the patient. More than 700 illustrations—139 in
full color—depict anatomic details, examination techniques, and significant findings. Tables present
the evidence basis for various techniques. Annotated bibliographies are also included.
  what position is used for a pelvic exam: Women's Health Care in Advanced Practice Nursing
Catherine Ingram Fogel, Nancy Fugate Woods, 2008-06-23 Designated a Doody's Core Title! [A]
comprehensive resource oriented to advanced nursing students, but one that also will interest
women wishing to learn more about thier health....The volume also covers nutrition, exercise,
sexuality, infertility...and other chronic illnesses and disabilities. A wonderful resource. Summing up:
Highly recommended. --Choice This book is the ideal tool to help graduate level nursing students
expand their understanding of women's health care and wellness issues. For easy reference,
Women's Health Care in Advanced Practice Nursing is organized into four parts: Women and Their
Lives, covering connections between women's lives and their health Frameworks for Practice,
addressing health care practice with women Health Promotion, covering ways for women to promote
their health and prevent many chronic diseases Threats to Health and Health Problems, addressing
problems unique to women, diseases more prevalent in women, and those in which there are
different risk factors Key features include: The most recently available data on selected social
characteristics of women with a focus on changing population demographics Separate chapters on
health issues of adolescent/young adult, midlife, and older women Chapters on preconceptional and
prenatal care Chapters covering cardiovascular disease, chronic disease, sexually transmitted
infections and other common infections, HIV/AIDS, and women with disabilities Lesbian health care
content, which is integrated throughout
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