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Perceptions of Female Genitalia Following Labiaplasty
Kaylee Skodaa, Flora E. Oswaldb, Lacey Shortera, and Cory L. Pedersena

aDepartment of Psychology, Kwantlen Polytechnic University; bDepartments of Psychology and Women’s, Gender, & Sexuality Studies, Pennsylvania 
State University

ABSTRACT
Labiaplasty – a common form of female genital cosmetic surgery involving the removal of portions of the 
labia minora – is becoming increasingly popular, yet little research has examined perceptions of post
operative labia relative to perceptions of unaltered labia. The purpose of this study was therefore to 
examine perceptions of preoperative and postoperative labia. A sample of 4513 participants – 42% 
women, 56% men, and 3% non-binary (Mage 27.01, SDage = 9.97) – was shown a randomized series of 
“before-and-after” images of labiaplasty procedures. Participants rated each image on how well it 
matched societal ideals, their personal ideal, and perceived normalcy in appearance. Our hypothesis 
that postoperative labia would be evaluated more favorably than preoperative labia on these constructs 
was supported. Individuals who specified their gender outside of the binary rated labia more positively 
overall; women rated labia more negatively than participants of other genders. Ratings were consistently 
low overall for both pre- and postoperative labia, suggesting critically negative perceptions of female 
genitalia. Our findings highlight a need for interventions and education to encourage more positive and 
accurate views of women’s bodies.

Female genital cosmetic surgery (“FGCS”) is becoming increas
ingly widespread internationally and is one of the world’s 
fastest growing cosmetic surgeries (Chibnall et al., 2019; 
Clerico et al., 2017), although these procedures constitute 
only a small percentage of cosmetic surgical interventions 
overall (Jones & Nurka, 2015). Labiaplasty is among the most 
commonly performed types of FGCS (Clerico et al., 2017; Jones 
& Nurka, 2015) and entails the removal of portions of the labia 
minora, typically with the aim of making the vulva appear 
smaller and more symmetrical (Goodman, 2011, 2011; 
Gunter, 2019). Women’s reasons for pursuing labiaplasty are 
primarily esthetic, generally involving a dislike of the labial 
appearance (Crouch et al., 2011; Goodman et al., 2010; 
Rouzier et al., 2000; Veale et al., 2014); accordingly, the surgical 
norm is for the labia minora to be altered such that they are 
rendered minimally visible or completely invisible beneath the 
labia majora (Jones & Nurka, 2015; Sharp et al., 2016).

Labia: From Ideal to Normal

This “tucked-in” appearance (Schick et al., 2011), colloquially 
referred to as the “Barbie look” (Iglesia et al., 2013; Schick et al., 
2011), is widely regarded as the labial ideal of which research 
participants report a shared understanding (e.g., Braun, 2019; 
Crouch, 2019; Gunter, 2019; Jones & Nurka, 2015). This 
tucked-in labial appearance predominates in media, both por
nographic and non-pornographic (e.g., Braun, 2005; Gunter, 
2019; Liao & Creighton, 2007; Sharp et al., 2016). Symmetrical 
and invisible, such ideal labia represent prepubescent youth, 
purity, and ultimately, desirability (Braun, 2005, 2019; Crouch, 

2019; Herbenick & Schick, 2011). In contrast, protruding 
labia – historically associated with racial inferiority (Gilman, 
1985), promiscuity, and excessive masturbation (Gilman, 1985; 
Solanki et al., 2010) – are often discussed as aged (Cauterucci, 
2016; Mock, 2012), unhygienic (Nurka & Jones, 2013), deviant, 
and improper (Gunter, 2019). These discursive representations 
of protruding labia demonstrate an underlying stigmatization 
of the anatomically normal diversity of female genitalia (e.g., 
Braun & Kitzinger, 2001). Pubic hair trends might also impact 
labial ideals (Jones & Nurka, 2015); the current trend of remov
ing pubic hair makes external genitalia more visible and pro
truding labia more obvious, thus increasing anatomical 
anxieties (e.g., Michala et al., 2011).

Unaltered vulvas (those which have not undergone labia
plasty) show considerable variation in color, size, and propor
tion, with healthy labia minora ranging from two to ten 
centimeters in length (e.g., Gunter, 2019; Lloyd et al., 2005). 
Despite the anatomical normalcy of labial diversity, women 
whose labia fall within this normal range are increasingly seek
ing esthetic labiaplasty, raising concerns about the necessity of, 
and sociocultural contexts surrounding, the procedure (Crouch 
et al., 2011; Gunter, 2019; Oranges et al., 2015; Rogers, 2014). 
The perpetuation of narrow labial ideals, in tandem with the 
normalization of labiaplasty (e.g., Moran & Lee, 2013; Sharp 
et al., 2016), is posited to have created an obligation to engage in 
esthetic genital labor in order to achieve these ideals (see Braun, 
2019). There is an opportunity, through surgical intervention, to 
achieve the ideal labia – a solution to the apparent problem of 
genital diversity (Braun, 2009, 2010, 2019; Crouch, 2019). 
Feminist scholars have critiqued the ways in which genital 
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diversity has been pathologized and medicalized (e.g., Braun, 
2009, 2010, 2019; Crouch, 2019); protruding labia are identified 
as “enlarged” and may be diagnosed as “labial hypertrophy”, an 
ill-defined and unvalidated medicalization of anatomical nor
malcy (Crouch, 2019). The pathologizing of genital diversity 
reinforces narrowed esthetic standards of normalcy and sym
metry which many women are unlikely to meet and is thought 
to increase genital anxieties among women (Braun, 2010, 2019; 
Moran & Lee, 2013; Sharp et al., 2016). Women who perceive 
their genitals as falling outside this narrow ideal, and thus as 
unattractive, report lower genital self-image (Herbenick & 
Reece, 2010), which has been linked to feelings of abnormality 
(Braun, 2019), low sexual self-esteem, decreased gynecological 
healthcare utilization, and hindered sexual enjoyment, satisfac
tion, and pleasure (see Herbenick & Schick, 2011).

The perpetuation of unrealistic labial norms may thus lead 
to negative outcomes for women by perpetuating a narrow 
esthetic ideal. This threat is particularly salient when idealized, 
surgically altered labia are conflated with unaltered labia. 
When ideal labia are presumed to be the norm, typical varia
tions in appearance are subsequently pathologized (e.g., Braun, 
2019). Two conditions render this conflation of ideal with 
normal particularly likely: media portrayals of idealized labia, 
and the lack of representation of labial diversity and corre
sponding dearth of opportunities for comparison to unaltered 
labia. Exposure to non-pornographic media representations of 
labia has been linked to internalization of idealized genital 
norms (Sharp et al., 2016); similarly, exposure to pornography 
has also been implicated in creating the idealized “Barbie” look 
(e.g., Braun, 2005; Gunter, 2019; Herbenick & Schick, 
2011; Howarth et al., 2010; Sharp et al., 2015). Anecdotal 
evidence from cosmetic surgeons suggests that many women 
bring pornographic images of vulvas into their surgical con
sultations, seeking labia that match such images (Braun, 2005; 
Liao & Creighton, 2007). Other research has reported no rela
tionship between pornography consumption and genital satis
faction (Jones & Nurka, 2015; Sharp et al., 2016), thus 
necessitating further examination of this phenomenon.

Given these idealized representations in media, as well as 
cultural shame surrounding women’s genitals, women have 
few opportunities for comparison with unaltered labia 
(Bramwell, 2002; Crouch, 2019; Herbenick & Schick, 2011; 
Liao et al., 2012). Indeed, many women report being unsure 
of what normal labia look like (Bramwell et al., 2007; Liao & 
Creighton, 2007). For example, in one qualitative study of 
women who had undergone labiaplasty (Bramwell et al., 
2007), all six female participants reported that they had 
previously perceived their genital appearance as abnormal 
and described normal genitalia in very narrow terms; nor
mal, desirable labia were described as non-protruding. 
Viewing images of idealized labia also impacts women’s 
perceptions of their own labia; women who view smaller, 
more idealized labia consequently view their own labia as 
larger (and thus less ideal; Herbenick & Schick, 2011).

Critiquing and Personalizing the Labial Ideal

That representations of ideal labia are internalized and 
understood as normal is problematic, particularly given the 

negative outcomes of low genital self-image for women (e.g., 
Herbenick & Schick, 2011; Schick et al., 2010). Feminists have 
attempted to counteract this phenomenon by making avail
able representations of diverse genitalia; prominent examples 
include artist Jamie McCartney’s Great Wall of Vagina, 
a sculpture comprised of 400 plaster casts of diverse vulvas, 
as well as Hilde Atalanta’s The Vulva Gallery. Online media 
portraying labial diversity have been described as “unilateral 
and ad hoc responses to what is evidently a broad-ranging 
and potentially harmful misogynistic culture of misinforma
tion and stigmatisation around women’s genital diversity” 
(Mowat et al., 2018, p. 15). Further challenging the notion 
of a uniform ideal, many men and a smaller number of 
women voice a preference for long labia and state an appre
ciation of the diversity and variety of labial appearance (e.g., 
Herbenick & Schick, 2011). Overall though, not much is 
known about how men perceive women’s genitals 
(Herbenick & Schick, 2011) and similarly, little research has 
examined whether personal ideals for labial appearance 
might differ from societal ideals. Though societal ideals are 
often internalized, contrary processes have been noted 
among some appearance norms (e.g., body weight) such 
that perceived societal ideals do not necessarily align with 
individually held ideals (e.g., Grossbard et al., 2011). Thus, 
examining individuals’ perceptions of labia with regard to 
their own personal ideals, in tandem with their perceptions 
of societal ideals and perceptions of normalcy, can better 
inform empirical understandings of appearance norms 
for labia and how these might relate to the labiaplasty 
phenomenon.

Purpose of the Current Study

What is lacking from the current literature on labiaplasty is an 
understanding of exactly what anatomy constitutes perceived 
“normal” versus “ideal” labia. Though some existing research 
has examined women’s perceptions of labial normalcy (Moran 
& Lee, 2014) as well as societal ideals (Howarth et al., 2016; 
Moran & Lee, 2014), no research to date has explored these 
concepts in tandem or included an evaluation of personal 
(versus societal) ideals. Further, academic research has yet to 
explore perceptions of these aspects across genders. Thus, the 
purpose of the present study was to examine a mixed-gender 
sample’s perceptions of labia with regards to normalcy as well 
as personal and perceived societal ideals. In addition, given 
currently mixed findings regarding pornography viewership 
and perceptions of labia, participants’ use of pornography 
was explored in relation to perceptions of labia. While largely 
an exploratory study, our hypothesis – rooted in the limited 
amount of available research – was that postoperative labia 
would be rated more favorably than preoperative labia, regard
less of gender.

Method

Participants

People of any gender or sexual orientation identity over the age 
of 16 years were eligible to participate in this study. The initial 
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sample comprised 6201 participants recruited from the research 
participant pool at a sizable Western Canadian university, sev
eral online forums aimed at sexology and psychology research 
participant recruitment (e.g., Facebook, Reddit), and via adverts 
posted at local universities, gyms, and grocery stores. 
Participants from the research institution were eligible for par
tial course credit, while community members were offered no 
incentive to participate. 1680 participants were removed for not 
meeting a 70% survey completion cutoff and an additional 8 
participants were removed on suspicion of trolling. The final 
sample therefore consisted of 4513 participants ranging in age 
from 16 to 85 years (Mage = 27.01; SDage = 9.97). Among these, 
1874 (42%) participants identified as women, 2512 (56%) as 
men, and a further 127 (3%) specified their gender identity as 
outside the binary (e.g., genderqueer, nonconforming). 
Although we acknowledge that non-binary gender identities 
are not homogenous, participants who did not identify within 
the gender binary were grouped into a “non-binary” category to 
include their data in analyses. A between-groups ANOVA 
revealed significant gender differences in the frequency of view
ing pornographic material, F(2, 4510) = 709.22, p <.001, η2 = 
.24, with men reporting the most frequent viewership (M = 3.90, 
SD = .85), followed by non-binary individuals (M = 3.48, SD = 
1.25) and women (M = 2.64, SD = 1.36). All pairwise compar
isons were statistically significant (p < .001). Further, chi-square 
tests of association indicated significant gender differences in 
sexual orientation, χ2 (8, N = 4513) = 1080.97 p < .01, highest 
level of completed education, χ2 (10, N = 4513) = 86.21, p < .01, 
ethnicity, χ2 (10, N = 4513) = 135.59, p < .01, and relationship 
status, χ2 (10, N = 4513) = 107.89, p < .05. Detailed demographic 
information can be found in Table 1.

Stimuli

The stimuli included 16 close-up, before-and-after images of 8 
vulvas (one preoperative and one postoperative image of each) 
obtained from the web pages of cosmetic surgery clinics spe
cializing in labiaplasty (see Figure 1). All images selected were 
White to control for any sexual attraction preferences among 
participants and because the cosmetic sites consulted had pri
marily White images freely available. All vulvas were hair-free 
in both preoperative and postoperative images to control for 
any grooming preferences, as well as to better highlight the 
distinct appearance of each labia. We were careful to select 
images free from any extraneous visuals that might otherwise 
detract attention from the labia (e.g., genitalia with obvious 
razor burn, ingrown hairs). All 16 images were informally 
evaluated by a team of 5 independent human sexuality 
researchers to confirm they matched the selection criteria.

Measures

Demographics
Participants were asked to provide information about their age, 
gender, ethnic background, sexual orientation, relationship sta
tus, and education level. Participants also indicated how often 
they viewed sexually explicit material (pornography) on a 6-point 
Likert scale ranging from 0 (never) to 5 (a few times a day).

Vulva Rating Scale
For each image, participants were asked to respond to the 
following three questions: 1) “How normal does this vulva 
look?”; 2) “How well does this vulva represent the societal 

Table 1. Distribution of demographic characteristics by gender.

Women 
n = 1874

Men 
n = 2512

Non-binary 
n = 127

Age M = 25.58 
(SD = 8.50)

M = 28.20 
(SD = 10.87)

M = 24.33 
(SD = 8.23)

Sexual Orientation
Straight 1036 (55.3%) 2057 (81.9%) 10 (7.9%)
Gay 128 (6.8%) 83 (3.3%) 13 (10.2%)
Bisexual 617 (32.9%) 349 (13.9%) 56 (44.1%)
Specify 93 (5.0%) 23 (0.9%) 48 (37.8%)

Relationship Status
Single 600 (32.0%) 976 (38.9%) 60 (47.2%)
Casually dating 195 (40.1%) 247 (9.8%) 13 (10.2%)
Non-marital committed relationship 751 (40.1%) 682 (27.1%) 37 (29.1%)
Married/Civil union 302 (16.1%) 575 (22.9%) 15 (11.8%)
Separated/Divorced 24 (1.3%) 24 (1.0%) 1 (0.8%)
Widowed 2 (0.1%) 8 (0.3%) 1 (0.8%)

Ethnicity
Caucasian 1339 (71.5%) 2064 (82.2%) 104 (81.9%)
Indian/South Asian 142 (7.6%) 68 (2.7%) 2 (1.6%)
Asian/Pacific Islander 152 (8.1%) 127 (5.1%) 3 (2.4%)
African/Black 
Middle Eastern/North African

51 (2.7%) 
12 (0.6%)

34 (1.4%) 
20 (0.8%)

3 (2.4%) 
0 (0.0%)

Hispanic/Latin American 73 (3.9%) 105 (4.2%) 4 (3.1%)
Indigenous 12 (0.6%) 7 (0.3%) 3 (2.4%)
Other identification 93 (4.9%) 87 (3.5%) 8 (6.2%)

Education
Some high school 148 (7.9%) 184 (7.3%) 15 (11.8%)
Completed high school 209 (11.2%) 237 (9.4%) 8 (6.3%)
Some college/university 762 (40.7%) 788 (31.4%) 59 (46.5%)
Completed undergraduate 491 (26.2%) 766 (30.5%) 34 (26.8%)
Vocational degree/certificate 52 (2.8%) 81 (3.2%) 2 (1.6%)
Graduate school or above 212 (11.3%) 456 (18.2%) 9 (7.1%)
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ideal in terms of appearance?”; and 3) “How well does this 
vulva represent your personal ideal in terms of appearance?”. 
Each question was answered on a 5-point Likert scale ranging 
from 1 (very abnormal/very poorly) to 5 (very normal/excellent), 
where higher scores indicated more positive perceptions of the 
image. Ratings were collapsed into preoperative and post
operative totals, resulting in a range of scores from 8 to 40 
for each question. Cronbach’s alphas were very strong, indicat
ing α = .92 for preoperative normalcy, .88 for preoperative 
societal ideal, .92 for preoperative personal ideal, .81 for post
operative normalcy, .80 for postoperative societal ideal, and .84 
for postoperative personal ideal.

Design and Procedure

After receiving ethics approval from the institutional review 
board at Kwantlen Polytechnic University, participants were 
recruited to complete the online survey through the survey 
software Qualtrics. The study was presented to participants 
as an assessment of opinions about the appearance of 
female genitalia. Once informed consent was obtained, par
ticipants completed the demographic questionnaire and 
were then shown the series of images. Each participant 
was shown all 16 images in random order, with one 
image on screen at a time. The three rating questions 
were displayed below each image so that participants 
could respond with that specific vulva in mind. The proce
dure was repeated until participants had viewed all 16 

images. Participants were not aware that the 16 images 
depicted only 8 vulvas until the completion of the survey, 
when a debriefing form was presented on the screen. The 
study was self-paced but took approximately 30 minutes 
(M = 29.00; SD = 60.00) to complete. Data were collected 
between January and September of 2019.

Data Analysis

This study employed three separate two-way mixed ANCOVAs – 
controlling for pornography consumption rate – to compare the 
effect of gender (between-groups) on perceptions of normalcy, 
societal ideal, and personal ideal in preoperative and postoperative 
labial images (within-groups).

Results

Significant main effects in negative perceptions of labial nor
malcy were found across genders, F(2, 4509) = 18.59, p < .001, 
η2 = .01, and between imagery conditions, F(1, 4509) = 223.09, 
p < .001, η2 = .05, though these effects were qualified by a sig
nificant higher order gender X imagery interaction, F(2, 4509) = 
8.74, p < .001, η2 = .01. Results of simple effects analyses are 
shown in Table 2. These findings indicated that all three gender 
groups rated the postoperative labial images as more normal 
than their preoperative counterparts. All pairwise comparisons 
at both the imagery and gender levels were significant (p < .001).

Figure 1. Pre- and postoperative images.
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Significant main effects in perceptions of labia as representing 
the societal ideal were also found for gender, F(2, 4509) = 10.76, 
p < .001, η2 = .01 and imagery, F(1, 4509) = 621.69, p < .001, η2 = 
.12, with a significant gender X imagery interaction, F(2, 4509) = 
34.31, p < .001, η2 = .02. Simple effects analyses of the interaction 
effect indicated that all pairwise comparisons at the imagery level 
of analysis were significant (p < .001); all three gender groups 
rated the postoperative labial images as more societally ideal 
than their preoperative counterparts (see Table 2). At the gender 
level of analysis, men and women differed significantly from 
each other in societally ideal evaluations of the preoperative 
images, but neither men nor women differed from those who 
identified outside the binary (p < .001). There were no significant 
differences across genders in societally ideal evaluations of post
operative imagery.

Finally, significant main effects in perceptions of labia 
as representing a personal ideal were found for gender, 
F(2, 4509) = 2.76, p < .001, η2 = .01 and imagery, 
F(1, 4509) = 172.55, p < .001, η2 = .04, again with a sig
nificant gender X imagery interaction, F(2, 4509) = 5.90, 
p < .01, η2 = .01. An analysis of the simple effects (Table 2) 
at the imagery level showed all three gender groups rated 
the postoperative labial images as more societally ideal than 
their preoperative counterparts (p < .001). At the gender 
level, men and women differed significantly from indivi
duals who identified outside the binary, but not from each 
other (p < .001). There were no significant differences 
across genders in evaluations of postoperative imagery.

Discussion

The primary purpose of this study was to examine how 
a mixed-gender sample would rate pre- and postoperative 
labia images on measures of normalcy, perceived societal 
ideal, and personal ideal. Previous research has examined 
rates of labiaplasty seeking (Chibnall et al., 2019; Clerico 
et al., 2017; Jones & Nurka, 2015), as well as motivations 
endorsed by those seeking the procedure – largely, the desire 
for a more symmetrical or smaller labia minora (Crouch et al., 
2011; Goodman et al., 2010; Rouzier et al., 2000; Veale et al., 
2014). To our knowledge this is the first experimental study 
that has examined what participants consider ideal (personally 
and societally) and normal labia, in tandem, and across 
a mixed-gender sample.

Our findings indicated that preoperative labial images were 
rated significantly lower in esthetic preference than their post
operative counterparts across all three items of normalcy, soci
etal ideal, and personal ideal. The postoperative images’ higher 
scores on normalcy across all gender groups accords with 
research examining women’s motivations for seeking labia
plasty, which include the desire for their labia to appear more 
“normal” (Bramwell et al., 2007; Braun, 2019; Crouch, 2019; 
Gunter, 2019; Jones & Nurka, 2015). The perceived normalcy 
of the invisible labia sought through labiaplasty procedures 
(Jones & Nurka, 2015; Sharp et al., 2016) may reflect historical 
attempts to hide or shame feminine sexuality (Chibnall et al., 
2019). The present results suggest that a narrow conception of 
labial normalcy is shared beyond just those who seek labia
plasty procedures.

In examining what constitutes normal versus ideal labia, we 
found that ratings of normal were moderate and consistent 
across both preoperative and postoperative image categories 
when compared to the ratings of ideal, suggesting that some 
degree of labial variation may be understood by the general 
population. Further, when examining the scores of normalcy 
and societal ideal for postoperative labia, mean perceptions of 
normalcy were higher overall than mean perceptions of societal 
ideal, indicating that participants saw the postoperative labia as 
more “normal” than as representative of the “societally ideal”. 
These findings may be explained by the inevitable variation 
found even in postoperative labia, as not all are able to achieve 
an invisible, idealized labia minora appearance. Perhaps then, 
the lower overall scores of idealism, relative to normalcy, may 
be attributed to those labia that were unable to be rendered 
completely “tucked in” despite the efforts of genital cosmetic 
surgery. These findings suggest that while a small amount of 
labial protrusion is seen as not ideal, a narrow range of varia
tion is perceived to be normal.

Based on these findings, the conception of labia as normal 
does not necessarily render them ideal or desirable; there 
appears to be cultural acknowledgment that the idealized 
labia is based on unrealistic esthetic preferences rather than 
esthetic normalcy. The role that physical symmetry plays in 
attraction is well established (Gangestad & Scheyd, 2005; Little 
et al., 2011; Moran & Lee, 2013; Sharp et al., 2016), with body 
symmetry being associated with genetic quality and good 
health (Peters et al., 2009; Thornhill & Gangestad, 2006; 
Thornhill & Møller, 1997); as symmetry is one of the goals of 
labiaplasty, this may be a possible explanation for these find
ings. Further, the continuing repression of female sexuality, 
wherein direct exposure to female genitalia may elicit a sense of 
impropriety or disgust (Braun & Kitzinger, 2001; Nurka & 
Jones, 2013), and the resulting censorship of untucked labia 
in media (e.g., Bramwell, 2002), may contribute to the per
ceived normalcy of the more tucked in or invisible labial 
appearance. The low scores of idealism (relative to normalcy) 
observed in the present study may be attributed simply to 
a general dislike of vulvar appearance overall; it may be that 
no or very few vulvas, regardless of surgical intervention, meet 
the unrealistic standards of “ideal” appearance which are pro
moted through, for example, photoshopped and airbrushed 
media images (Jones & Nurka, 2015).

Table 2. Simple effects analyses.

Pre-operative Rating Post-operative Rating
M (SE) M (SE)

Normalcy
Men 26.06 (.15) 30.00 (.10)
Women 27.13 (.17) 30.22 (.12)
Non-binary 29.22 (.61) 31.31 (.43)

Societal Ideal
Men 22.40 (.11) 27.71 (.10)
Women 21.08 (.13) 27.66 (.11)
Non-binary 21.82 (.45) 28.23 (.40)

Personal Ideal
Men 23.75 (.15) 27.39 (.12)
Women 23.77 (.17) 27.37 (.14)
Non-binary 25.73 (.61) 27.80 (.48)

All pairwise comparisons at the imagery level of analysis were significant 
(p <.001).
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Our results also suggest that women are largely more critical 
toward labial appearances than are individuals of other gen
ders. Given that women are not socialized to perceive their own 
genitals as acceptable (Braun et al., 2013), and that women 
demonstrate lower genital appearance satisfaction than men 
(e.g., Kvalem et al., 2014), it is likely that women have inter
nalized negative cultural perceptions of labia to a greater 
degree than individuals of other genders, leading to more 
negative perceptions of labia. Those who identified as women 
rated both preoperative and postoperative images lowest across 
all three scale items of normalcy, societal ideal, and personal 
ideal.

Though pornography viewing habits differed by gender – 
with men reporting the highest consumption, followed by 
those who specified outside of the binary and women – we 
controlled for variance in perceptions of labia associated with 
pornography consumption rate in our analyses and still 
found more favorable perceptions in postoperative imagery. 
Current research is mixed regarding the effect of pornogra
phy consumption on satisfaction with one’s own genitals, 
with a negative correlation found for male viewers but not 
female viewers (Skoda & Pedersen, 2019), a negative correla
tion for both genders (Sharp et al., 2015), or simply no 
correlation at all (Nurka & Jones, 2013) – leading to a lack 
of consensus as to whether pornography use is a significant 
factor in driving women to seek labiaplasty. Our findings 
suggest that although pornography viewing habits varied 
across gender identities, with all participants viewing porno
graphy at least occasionally, pornography viewership did not 
appear to be an influential factor in determining perceptions 
of labial appearances.

Participants rated the labia images only moderately positive 
for all items, regardless of whether they were of pre- or post
operative images. Ratings for each scale (normalcy, personal 
ideal, and societal ideal) had an absolute range of 8 to 40, with 
a median score of 24. The highest overall mean score was for 
postoperative normalcy at 29.94 (SD = 4.86) and the lowest 
mean score was 21.83 (SD = 5.20) for preoperative societal 
ideal; all standard errors were small. The bulk of the remaining 
mean scores fell roughly around the midpoint of the scale, 
suggesting that the overall perception of labia – regardless of 
participant gender – was quite negative. Negative perceptions 
of labia are reflected in the often derogatory manner of refer
ring to female genitalia across many languages (Braun & 
Kitzinger, 2001; Crouch et al., 2011; Sharp et al., 2015; Veale 
et al., 2014) and indicates that the cultural history of negatively 
perceiving female genitalia (Nurka & Jones, 2013) may still be 
prevalent today.

Strengths and Limitations

This study is among the first to quantitatively examine the 
esthetic preferences of a large and diverse mixed-gender sam
ple to genuine images of preoperative and postoperative labia. 
We examined, in tandem, participant ratings of labial nor
malcy, and perceptions of fit with personal and societal ideals 
for labial appearance.

Limitations include our online sample of self-selected par
ticipants, so results may therefore not be applicable to the 

general population. As with any research study conducted on 
sexuality issues, a natural selection bias of those comfortable 
enough to engage in such research remains a possible con
found (e.g., Wiederman, 1999). Additionally, the sensitive 
and graphic nature of our study may have turned potential 
participants away out of discomfort or disinterest, potentially 
magnifying effects; the possibility of this selection bias sug
gests that our results may overestimate the positivity of vulvar 
perceptions.

While there was considerable diversity in the identified 
genders of our participants, due to most participants identify
ing as men or women, we opted to designate those who identi
fied outside of the binary as a non-binary group (3%) for 
purposes of analysis. We acknowledge that non-binary gender 
identities are not homogenous and as such, it is difficult to 
draw conclusions about why these individuals tended to rate 
the images more positively than those who identified as men or 
women. Further, research on gender identity that does not fall 
into the male/female binary is limited and focuses primarily on 
how non-binary individuals view their own bodies, not the 
bodies of other people.

Finally, as previously noted, we presented participants with 
images of White, hair-free labia only, to control for sexual 
preference biases and due to a paucity of multi-racial images 
freely available on labiaplasty surgery websites. The over
whelming representation of White images on cosmetic web
sites may be indicative of a social class or cultural 
phenomenon; indeed, small research samples indicate that 
the majority of women who seek or have undergone labiaplasty 
are White (e.g., Veale et al., 2013, 2014). Examination of 
perceptions of diverse labia would be informative, given the 
racist history of vulvar representation, particularly the histor
ical association of labial excess with black women’s sexuality 
(e.g., Gilman, 1985).

Future Directions

Future researchers should compare rates of labiaplasty and 
motivations for seeking FGCS across cultures and ethnici
ties, and incorporate diverse labia (e.g., ethnicity, hair 
removal status, etc.) in their research to examine whether 
biases in perceptions of labia exist. Relatedly, researchers 
may also want to examine the role that national censorship 
of pornography plays in perceptions of labial normalcy and 
preferences across different cultures. Jones and Nurka 
(2015) noted that the absence of external genitalia in por
nography is often due to governmental regulation, suggest
ing a potential role of censorship in promoting narrow 
labial ideals.

Given the unique findings of the present study among 
participants who identified outside of the binary, further 
research is needed with respect to how people across the 
spectrum of gender perceive the bodies and genitals of others. 
Such research may illuminate why individuals outside the 
binary rated labias more favorably overall, providing grounds 
for interventions to improve labial acceptance among binary 
identified men and women.

Finally, future studies could benefit from including open- 
ended questions and employing qualitative approaches to 
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better understand why participants rated labia the way they 
did, clarifying what makes some labia more ideal or normal 
than others, or deemed attractive more generally. Given the 
dearth in knowledge as to why participants preferred the 
postoperative labia, and the generally negative ratings of 
labial appearance overall, more research is needed to deter
mine how this idealized view of female genitalia arises, espe
cially in light of the increasing popularity of labiaplasty 
(Chibnall et al., 2019; Clerico et al., 2017). The rich tradition 
of feminist qualitative literature, including that pertaining to 
women’s genitalia (e.g., Braun & Wilkinson, 2001; Moran & 
Lee, 2013) provides a strong theoretical framework for such 
future work.

Conclusion

Our findings suggest that postoperative labia are considered 
more normal, more societally ideal, and more personally ideal 
than unaltered labia, indicating that a narrow range of genital 
appearance is preferred and considered normal. Women 
rated labia least favorably overall; this, combined with the 
tendency for all participants to converge on negative evalua
tions, suggests that more efforts should be made to normalize 
healthy variation in women’s genitalia for everyone, and 
especially for women. After controlling for pornographic 
consumption rate, postoperative labia were evaluated more 
positively across all measured items, suggesting that the idea
lized labia is an image conceptualized from alternate sources. 
As our results suggest that “normal” is not synonymous with 
“ideal”, this ultimately indicates a deeper-rooted dislike for 
the overall vulvar appearance that supersedes what can be 
corrected through cosmetic surgery. Our results provide 
a solid foundation upon which to guide sexual health educa
tors in discussions pertaining to variation in genitalia and 
genital body image – a prudent topic, as evidenced by the 
recent popularity of esthetic procedures such as labiaplasty 
(Chibnall et al., 2019; Clerico et al., 2017). It is our hope that 
the findings of this study may be utilized to encourage deeper 
discussions of genital body image and acceptance across all 
genders by sexual health professionals and educators alike – 
as well as opportunities for increased exposure to natural 
variability in healthy labia – so that changes can be made to 
foster a more positive, accurate, and varied view of women’s 
bodies.
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