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OBJECTIVE: The objective of the study was to determine whether re-
productive-age women are more likely to perceive their vulva as abnor-
mal compared with older-aged women.

STUDY DESIGN: Women aged 18-44 years (group 1) and 45-72 years
(group 2) completed a survey on demographics, grooming patterns, vul-
var perceptions, and source of information about the vulva.

RESULTS: There was no difference between group 1 and group 2 in
how often women looked at their vulva or their perception of having a
normal vulva (91% vs 93%, P � .76). Both groups were satisfied with

the appearance of their vulva (81% vs 82%, P � .71). A higher percent-
age in group 2 would consider cosmetic surgery if cost were not an is-
sue versus group 1 (15% vs 8%, P � .05).

CONCLUSION: A woman’s age does not have an impact on her percep-
tion of a normal vulva. The majority of women perceived their vulva to be
normal and were satisfied with its appearance. However, older women
are more interested in cosmetic vulvar surgery.
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W ith the media-driven spotlight on
cosmetic procedures, more pro-

cedures are being performed on the
vulva, such as labioplasties, hymenoplas-
ties, vaginal rejuvenation, revirgination,

and G-spot amplification.1 This increase
may been driven by women’s distorted
perception of a normal vulva. According
to the American Society of Aesthetic
Plastic Surgery, 2142 cosmetic vulvar
surgical procedures were performed in
2011. This is an increase by 5.5% com-
pared with 2010.2 The number of proce-
dures performed is based on a survey of
board-certified plastic surgeons and der-
matologists and likely is significantly un-
derreported because gynecologists were
not included.

Previous studies show a wide range of
normal measurements for vulvar anat-
omy.3 Although the features of a normal
vulva can vary widely, there is still con-
siderable interest in cosmetic vulvar sur-
gery. In women undergoing vulvar recon-
structive procedures, 1 study estimated
37% of women sought surgery purely for
aesthetic reasons.4

With the increased media attention
placed on the vulva and availability of la-
bia photos and pornography on the In-
ternet, some women question whether
their vulva is normal.5-8 In a study con-
ducted in The Netherlands, 14% of
women considered their labia minora to
be abnormal.5

Social cultural imagery has created the
notion of uniform vulvar anatomy.9

However, studies have shown that ana-

tomic variation is the norm.3 With the
advent of cosmetic vulvar surgery, we
hypothesize that there is a growing num-
ber of younger women who believe their
vulvas are abnormal, causing them to
seek corrective surgery.

The aim of this study was to determine
whether age is a factor in women’s per-
ceptions of their vulva and whether this
perception has an effect on their desire to
seek cosmetic vulvar surgery. Age break-
down was based on generational catego-
ries, Baby Boomers and older (birth year
1964 and less) versus Generation X and Y
(birth year 1965 and later).

MATERIALS AND METHODS
This institutional review board–approved,
cross-sectional survey was conducted
between August and September 2011.
Women recruited were between the ages of
18 and 72 years, English speaking, and able
to complete a study questionnaire. Partic-
ipants were approached at Washington
Hospital Center, Georgetown University
School of Medicine (Washington, DC),
and a local community fair. Participants
completed a 24-item survey. Individuals
were excluded if they had prolapse, identi-
fied by the question, “Do you usually have
a bulge or something falling out that you
can see or feel in the vaginal area?” from the
Pelvic Floor Distress Inventory.10
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The survey collected information on
the participant’s demographics, percep-
tions of their vulva, grooming patterns,
interest in cosmetic vulvar surgery, vul-
var interference with physical activity or
clothing, and sources of educational in-
formation on vulvar appearance. Partic-
ipants were asked to identify which vulva
appeared normal from 4 pairs of photo-
graphs (Figure 1).11 The pairs of photo-
graphs compared vulvas with the follow-
ing: no hair versus hair, redundant
protruding labia minora versus small la-
bia minora, small clitoris versus large cli-
toris, asymmetric labia minora versus
symmetric labia minora, and nongaping
introitus versus gaping introitus. Finally,
women were asked to choose the vulva
that was most similar to their vulva and

the vulva they preferred from 30 photo-
graphs (Figure 2).11 Photographs taken
from Petals, a published book on female
genitalia, showed an array of ages,
grooming patterns, skin tones, and a va-
riety of vulvar shapes.11

Women were divided into 2 groups:
group 1, aged 18-44 years, and group 2,
aged 45-72 years. These groups were cho-
sen to differentiate between reproductive-
age women and peri- and postmenopausal
women. The average age of menopause in
the United States is 51 years.12 Based on
Treolar’s classical longitudinal study, 95%
of women became menopausal between
the ages of 44 and 56 years, which is cap-
tured in group 2.13 This is approximately
the age breakdown between Baby Boomers
and Generation X and Y.

Based on prior study, we hypothesized
that 15% of group 1 and 5% of group 2
will perceive their vulva as abnormal.5

Based on a sample size calculation, 145
participants were needed in each group.
Statistical analysis was performed using
Stata/IC 11 (StataCorp LP, College Sta-
tion, TX). Statistical comparisons be-
tween groups were done using 2 sample t
tests for continuous variables and �2 tests
for categorical variables.

RESULTS
Five hundred sixteen women were ap-
proached; 121 declined, leaving 395
women for a response rate of 77% (Fig-
ure 3). The most common reason for de-
cline was the personal nature of the sur-

FIGURE 1
Questions 19-23 on the survey

Reprinted, with permission, from Karras.11
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