Table Additional file 2. Participants’ experiences assessed by themes and subthemes related to vaginal laxity
	Theme and Subtheme
	Participants’ Experiences

	Theme 1. The long and lonely pathway: from the identification of symptoms of VL to diagnosis

	Subtheme 1.1: From the invisibility of VL to the perception of their symptoms.
	Is it a bit of a myth that is said? It's a little veiled ... it's a little talked about... it's unknown. (Participant 1).

When I touched myself ... I knew there was something different with me, you know. I didn't know exactly what! But when I heard about the term vaginal laxity, I began to assimilate what I really perceived in myself. (Participant 2).

It's hard for you to talk to people who have, you know ... one ... who don't have laxity and have a great life! (Participant 3).

I was always kind of withdrawn in that sense... sexually, because I thought... oh, who am I going to talk to? ... Sometimes colleagues don't know much ... and there's 	the issue of prejudice too ... you can't go around saying that to others ... right? ... And so, gynaecologists, professionals ... did not have this knowledge ... I had no 	one to talk to ... and so I had the opportunity to meet C. (nurse). (Participant 4).

Ah, I don't know... I think that, as always, we always let it go, ... saying, "no, ... it will pass!" ... this is something that will pass ... it's something in my head ... it's 	something that I have in my head because the other person is not complaining 	about anything, so ... then we leave it as it is, and it stays as it is... right? Because, sometimes you don't talk to the gynaecologist, you don't talk... and... you just let it go...right? (Participant 5)


Out of nowhere, I felt a drop of urine dripping ... on my underwear and there was 	a smell ... I said "it's not possible!" ... because I didn't pee! (emphatic) ... right? ... 	and sometimes I tried to hold it when I was bursting, then ... and it started to ooze and ... there was no way ... as soon as I realized ... in sexual intercourse, the 	impression of what happens is that ... can I say? ... that the penis did not fill my vagina! ... (pause) ... you know? ... so ... then it was wide! A wide vagina! (pause). (Participant 3).

Yes... (she thought), when you clean yourself, you end up touching yourself, right? 	... I feel the difference, and ... (she thought) ... with my underwear ... I feel that it 	enters the vagina a little, I have to wear daily pads so that it doesn't bother me 	much! (emphatic). That's it. It's also very bad during sex... that noise! I don't feel 	my partner, who is my husband in this case... that bothers me a lot. (Participant 2).

	Subtheme 1.2: “Everything will fall out!”: shame, guilt and stigma as diagnosis barriers.
	I got frustrated! ... (pause) ... and the frustration has been coming for a long time! ... Because ... I have a 26-year-old son ... do the math ... more than 25 years with this frustration! ... like ... it's ... for me it's frustrating, because ... my husband, he enjoys it! Sure! (emphatic) ... any man has pleasure! ... but I ... I'm missing 	something! (Participant 3).

It wasn't like that, from one day to the next... we always put the blame on 	ourselves, 	right... always on the woman, right... (smiled)... something with us 	is wrong, but 	we I don't know why... but (pause)... I don't know ... I already had 	two children. 	(Participant 5).

It's impotence! (she smiled, embarrassed) ... like, totally sad! ... I am very sad! I am aimless, I am hurt! (Participant 7).

At first, it scares (emphatic) ... and you think ... everything will fall out! (laughs) ... I don't know if that's it ... (pause) ... it scares me, but then ... with more 	information, you know ... like, knowing better ... I am calmer (pause). (Participant 8).


	Subtheme 1.3: “But I had no idea of looking for a treatment.” Women's strategies to begin a help-seeking process.


	I researched a lot on the internet... so the internet helped me a lot! ... it helped a lot ... with information ... and reading about ... more like that. (Participant 9).

I looked on the internet... to do some exercises... I also asked gynaecologists for information... and we always came up with exercises. I do it at home... keep contracting and releasing it... so even then this one is not helping me at the moment... I don't know if I am doing it right. (Participant 10).

I talked to a friend who spoke... about vaginal looseness... because I didn't even know what it was... I imagined... I don't know... that I had to do some plastic surgery... surgery or something. (Participant 11).

No, because I didn't know what to do (laughs) ... Look ... before starting I thought I should have ... surgery! ... I said ... if I go there and he (surgeon) gives me some 	stitches, like ... that false virginity thing where you receive a stitch ... I thought 	that ... I said: “I have to find a doctor to operate on me... to give me some stitches... to close... I don't know! ... Something like that! ... if it's the bladder, he already makes the vagina tight! (Participant 3).

I came to participate in the research project. I also accompany T (a friend who introduced her to the research and also presents the same complaint). We exchange a lot of information... that's it. (Participant 1). 


But I had no idea of looking for a treatment... I had no idea that there was a 	treatment for that... it was only after we talked (researcher)...  that I got to know other people... who underwent the treatment... until then I thought that... I didn't have this notion of treatment (Participant 4).

A doctor even told me that this was a prolapsed bladder, she didn't tell me that I was wide! She said: “you can't lift weight because of your bladder”... but the bladder goes down, but not so much! ... I thought she was already here at the door! ... Each one said something, you know? ... One said that I wasn't wide... he treated the hormones and said that I needed surgery... so I was kind of lost! ... I only found myself here (at the university) when I was called to participate in the research ... Because then I knew exactly what I had. Because each one said the same thing! (Participant 7).

During sex, I realized, oddly enough, after I got to know the program (research project). Because then I started to pay more attention to it... if I was... I saw Vaginal Laxity on the internet, on the Research Program profile and... I said “wow! ” It's about vaginal laxity then! And then I started to pay more attention to it and then I came up with this idea. I observed more like this... then I noticed this feeling of looseness during sex. It was just after signing up. (Participant 1).

I think the treatment that should be better is physio! (emphatic) ... you know, like that... from the bottom of my soul! ... because I'm going to learn to deal with my musculature ... because I like it... it's like we like our body! ... because when we want to take care of our bodies, we go to the gym! ... and that's the same thing! (Participant 6).

To seek help? ... the concern ... marriage ... concern ... it is to know what is happening to my body ... it is ... these differences that are happening ... the urinary loss ... the lack of pleasure... (pause)... the lack of feeling the (penis)... in sexual intercourse... all of that worries me a lot... I'm married, right... (pause). (Participant 12).

(...) I thought I was different... sometimes I would talk to a friend and say... wow! I already felt really bad. What was on your mind? ... (she thought) ... that it would 	be possible to do, in a way .... ah ... seeking professional guidance to see if it could solve it. (Participant 2).

My expectations are that I will get better... that everything will be perfect... and that from the treatment I will get to know myself much better... and that I will... ah that it will be 100%... wonderful! (Participant 9).

That I reach my goal... which is... I know I won't look like a young lady, but I know I will... feel a little more like a woman. (Participant 10).

	Theme 2. “The label of vaginal laxity is a heavy burden to bear” meanings associated with VL complaints

	[bookmark: _GoBack]
	Who wants to be recognized as a vaginal laxity? Imagine if this is diagnosed as a disease! And what is the name of your problem? ... It's vaginal laxity... it doesn't work! (Participant 13).

... it's because we don't know how to deal with our own body ... so I think the name is kind of impactful ... even for you to say it to someone ... you feel ashamed ... because there are a lot of people who, if you say the name, will have a kind of apprehension. (Participant 6).

I always noticed something strange, like... you know? ... something was missing there (Participant 13).

You don't feel anything! ... a vacuum! ... and that's the impression! ... you feel like a vacuum!... and that's the feeling! ... then you don't want to ... then you don't feel like doing it! ... you want to do it but it's frustrating! (Participant 3).

A wide thing! ... (pause) ... a wide thing that ... can't be filled ... you know ... it's been used! ... and ... it widened ... as if we had ... it's ... like, for example ... stuck something in there for a long time ... and it took that shape ... understand? (Participant 3).


	
	
(...) maybe we don't know how to deal with it... we do everything wrong... we pick up a lot of weight since we were young... because I've already worked in the fields... I already held a big bag of coffee... I peed grabbing the coffee bags with effort ... when I was young ... I remember ... and sometimes I peed with so much effort to grab the bags ... I think that's what it was ... not because there was an oversight... it was because I really didn't know how to do things right... and it ended up damaging. (Participant 16).

... maybe, the professional who did it there... you know, after the birth... who makes that little cut... which I think is brutal against women (episiotomy)... but they say that if they don't do it, it can burst and make the case worse! ... but I think so... it's a very profound and very striking thing that they don't think about it! (Participant 13).

... I had that cut ... you know ... transversely in the vagina ... and it bothers me a lot and ... I have this feeling that it's not tight, you know? ... which is looser (Participant 15).

During sexual intercourse (emphatic) ... I felt it ... I felt it little by little ... it was right after my third delivery ... that I felt it more ... (pause). (Participant 8).

Ah... actually... after I had my second daughter, I already started to notice when I had sex... (pause)... that it really was loose... that it was wider, like that. .. (Participant 11).

I feel ... I think that ... this was caused by it ... or that, it's ... (she thought) ... maybe because I'm a little older, you know ... it starts appearing a lot of things in your head that (pause) ... that you end up getting ... putting you in trouble! (Participant 5). 

It was uncomfortable... but I read some things and I thought it was normal! ... but later I found out that it wasn't (laughed, embarrassed) ... (pause). (Participant 8).

... until then ... I didn't know it was vaginal laxity ... I thought it was a bladder problem and so on ..., or something like that. (Participant 5).


	Theme 3: Self-relationship: “I don’t feel like a complete woman”.

	
	So, I was pretty disconnected in that regard, right? I had a normal delivery, but the girl was born prematurely, very small, so I never had that concern... it just became more present later... and... I started to think about it... to observe it. (Participant 1).

... my self-esteem is down there in that part ... I don't feel like a complete woman! (emphatic) ... right... I don't feel pleasure, right... it's like I'm hollow inside! (emphatic) ... that's not what I wanted to feel! ... I wish I could feel pleasure! ... I wanted to (emphatic) give pleasure, you know? ... and currently I'm not feeling anything anymore in this relationship between me and him ... I look in the mirror and say “it's not me! (emphatic) ... I feel less of a woman! (Participant 10).

Then... (she smiled) ... I am a woman... (pause) ... incapable of feeling pleasure... incapable of... (she thought)... of having satisfactory relations or of even sexually pleasing a man. I was thinking about it a lot... (pause)... my concern was this, right... that I was a woman... (pause)... like... (she thought)... a woman who cannot... (pause) ...in theory, manage their function... their life (...). I was feeling like rubbish... not having pleasure... thinking that I didn't have pleasure and I wasn't able to give pleasure to anyone either... (she thought)... right... but I still end up thinking that ... that I have to take care of the other's pleasure, and ... and forget my own. (Participant 16).

(...) it makes me feel incapable... that I can't, that I can't,... that I have a problem... and actually I didn't know what the problem would be... right, ... I thought it was a problem in my body ... but ... actually I think ... I think, I don't even know if it's more in the head or if it was really because of that. (Participant 5).

... I can't even look anymore... I can't even look at myself in front of the mirror... because then I cry! (Participant 7).

... I think I don't look at myself much anymore, you know ... (she became a little sadder) ... my self-esteem is very low ... (tears her eyes) ... (I asked if the vaginal laxity worsens her self-esteem) ... yes! (Participant 12).

I wasn't accepting myself that way... I wasn't conforming to that! ...I get so frustrated! ... I was already thinking I was ugly... I didn't feel like looking after myself anymore... I got fat because of the injections! ... you know? ... I got ugly! ... I felt horrible! ... very low self-esteem! (Participant 7).


	Theme 4: Effect of VL on sexual intercourse

	
	You have no desire to do it... and when you try it's horrible! (emphatic) ... because you feel lax, loose! It's the same thing as having nothing inside you! (Participant 7).

I noticed in these leaks (urine), in sexual relations in which I could not feel my partner ... my partner’s penis ... (pause) ..., and in the vaginal area. It's like I... have nothing, doctor (emphatic)... like I'm a huge hole, and... (she thought)... and 	without any sensation! (Participant 6).

I don't feel the penis... I don't feel like I have the strength to grab it... even when I try to force it to work the muscles... even when I try hard I can't! (Participant 13).

If I changed the practice? Yes (laughs), I try to squeeze more (laughs) and contract more (laughs). Benefit for me, no. It's just to make him feel... that it fills in more, right? He feels when I contract. In a way it is positive. (Participant 1).

Oh, it interferes a lot because I can't! ... I can't get along there in the intercourse! (emphatic) ... I get stuck... scared... try to change position... it's a wide thing! (Participant 14).

It changed because I didn't have sex for six months! ... I did other things, but in the vagina, I wouldn't let him ... touch me! (Participant 7).

Anal sex ... yes, I did ... (long pause) ... he wanted it ... not because I wanted it ... I don't know if he was looking for it for the laxity or for the pleasure of his head ... that I I don't know... I never asked. (Participant 12).

Yes, that's right, anal intercourse... which made me sad because I did it because I loved him so much... not because I wanted to! I did it to satisfy him, not because I felt good about it... I was very uncomfortable because sometimes it didn't work out very well and the pain was intense... you know? (Participant 15).

In reality (pause) ... the foreplay was the best part, because ... penetration was the worst part for me ... (pause) ... a lot of times I even avoided it ... I accepted the foreplay but the penetration, no! ... Uncomfortable. (Participant 2).

It shouldn't be as pleasurable as a narrower vagina... for both men and women. (Participant 1).

... I think they would like to have a woman who would be very tight. (Participant 5).

Now I don't want to have sex anymore... so I can have someone for me now... so that when I do... I feel like I'm the best in the world! (emphatic) ... as if I had a virgin! ... I want to feel pain so I can have the relationship! (emphatic) ... not the pain of evil ... the pain of good! (Participant 14).

Changed the frequency, right? It's... (she thought), wow, it's very interesting, isn't it? This week I'm 18 years married and I've never reached orgasm without penetration, (she thought) ... the way I'm reaching now (she smiled). Just playing there, (laughs) ... funny, right? We think we'll never find out, but... because we never had to go through that, right?... So we didn't... and now, when we need to, we discover different things (smiles). This enriches and tightens the bonds (smiles)... I think it's really cool... it's been really fun (laughs). (Participant 1).


	Theme 5: “I know it changed everything!”: Relationship with the partner

	

	... man always complains! ... thinks the woman doesn't want to! ... that the woman has a headache ... because of this or that! ... and sometimes we don't talk ... the real thing ... and even if we tell them ... it always has to be the way they want it ... right? ... then ... it changed! (emphatic) ... it changed ... even if I didn't say it, even if I didn't talk ... it changed ... I didn't say it at all ... I kept it to myself ... (Participant 5).

You have no pleasure, you are doing something there that is to be done! But it's not because you want to, or because you'd like to be at that moment, right... you love the person and everything, but... it's not what you'd like to be doing at that moment... so it's something that bothers me, yes! (Participant 15).

... I was already looking at it as an obligation! ... right ... it was embarrassing! ... (pause) ... it was one thing ... and ... just do it! ... because I don't feel anything! (...) Since I don't feel anything, it would last as long as he managed to ejaculate, because ... for me ... it wasn't making any difference! ... if he took too long, I would stay there ... and if he did it quickly ... too ... I couldn't wait to finish it soon! (Participant 3).

I didn't like that he didn't even come near me! ... I don't know if it's in my head or what it was ... I know it changed everything! I even thought about getting divorced! (...) I didn't want any more contact with my husband... I distanced myself from him... so, it affected a lot my relationship with my husband ... so, I cooled down! (Participant 7).

From the moment you stop having sexual intercourse with the person, the person starts to think ... she doesn't want me! ... she already has another one! ... right ... he will never understand the clinical problem of the thing! ... he thinks of cheating! ... he thinks of a lack of desire! ... because, as I say that I don't feel anything, then he doesn't understand either ... I say: "but you don't feel it lax?" ... he says: “no, it's normal for me” ... because for him ... he got used to the thing ... and he couldn't understand it ... neither do I! ... imagine him? (Participant 16).

It's because I think I end up pulling away... I think I'm not enough... that I'm not pleasing... and then he ends up pulling away... and there's no conversation, right... because you don't want to be exposed. Then when I expose myself, he says it's all in my head... that everything is normal for him. Then I think... "is it really true?" Is it okay for him? ... here come the doubts ... comes the questions. (Participant 11).



