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Resumo 
A autoimagem genital representa sentimentos, experiências e atitudes em 

relação aos órgãos genitais e pode ser influenciada por diversos fatores sendo 

preditora do autocuidado e de uma boa saúde. Este estudo teve como objetivo 

principal verificar a interferência de fatores sociodemográficos e também de 

fatores urogenitais na autoimagem genital de idosas menopausadas. Para isso, 

realizou-se um estudo quantitativo explicativo e retrospectivo com 132 idosas 

sexualmente ativas. Foram elencados como fatores a serem estudados a idade, 

estado civil, imagem corporal, disfunções do assoalho pélvico, cirurgias estéticas 

genitais, função sexual e frequência de atividade sexual. A investigação foi 

realizada por meio de um formulário sociodemográfico adaptado (idade, estado 

civil, cirurgia estéticas genitais e frequência de atividade sexual), Female Genital 

Self-Image Scale (autoimagem genital), Body Appreciation Scale (imagem 

corporal), Female Sexual Function Index (função sexual) e o questionário 

International Consultation Questionnaire on Incontinence - Short Form 

(disfunções do assoalho pélvico). A análise estatística foi realizada por meio de 

regressão logística binária. Os resultados mostram que nenhuma das variáveis 

contribuiu para o modelo de regressão logística binária, exceto a imagem 

corporal (p<0,001). Diante dos fatores estudados, apenas a imagem corporal 

influenciou a autoimagem genital das idosas. 
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Abstract 
Genital self-image represents feelings, experiences and attitudes towards the 

genitals and can be influenced by several factors and is a predictor of self-care 

and good health. This study's main objective was to verify the interference of 

sociodemographic factors and also of urogenital factors in the genital self-image 

of menopausal elderly women. To this end, an explanatory and retrospective 

quantitative study was carried out with 132 sexually active elderly women. Age, 

marital status, body image, pelvic floor dysfunctions, genital cosmetic surgeries, 

sexual function and frequency of sexual activity were listed as factors to be 

studied. The investigation was carried out using an adapted sociodemographic 

form (age, marital status, genital cosmetic surgery and frequency of sexual 

activity), Female Genital Self-Image Scale (genital self-image), Body Appreciation 

Scale (body image), Female Sexual Function Index (sexual function) and the 

International Consultation Questionnaire on Incontinence - Short Form (pelvic 

floor dysfunctions). Statistical analysis was performed using binary logistic 

regression. The results show that none of the variables contributed to the binary 
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logistic regression model, except body image (p<0.001). Given the factors studied, 

only body image influenced the genital self-image of elderly women. 

 

KEYWORDS 

Body Image. Genitalia, Female. Sexuality. Menopause. Aging. 

1 Introduction 

Genital self-image consists of the representation of feelings, subjective experiences, and attitudes towards 

the genital organs (DeMaria; Meier; Dykstra, 2019; Sharp; Tiggemann, 2016), but which influences the physical 

and mental well-being of the elderly (DeMaria; Meier; Dykstra, 2019; Amos; McCabe, 2016). It is described in 

the literature that women with good genital self-image have less risk of developing distress and depression, 

in addition to being related to greater care about genital health. Regarding sexual health, a positive genital 

self-image brings benefits as the manifestation of more desire, more satisfaction, more frequente orgasms, 

and performing other types of sexual practices (Gomes et al., 2019; Handelzats et al., 2017; Marvi et al., 2018). 

Studies show that genital self-image can be influenced by factors such as age, marital status, body image, 

and pelvic floor dysfunctions, such as urinary incontinence and pelvic prolapse. Other influencing factors 

described in the literature are cosmetic surgery on the genitals, sexual function, and the frequency of sexual 

activity (Handelzats et al., 2017; Rowen et al., 2018; Herbenick et al., 2011; Pazmany et al., 2013a; Jawed-

Wessel et al., 2016; Zielinski et al., 2012; Goodman et al., 2016; Lordelo et al., 2017; Pastor et al., 2017; 

Pazmany et al., 2013b; Silva et al., 2018; Herbenick; Reece, 2010; Sasanfar et al., 2024; Koçak; Aksoy, 2024; 

Arruda et al., 2023; Alavi-Arjas et al., 2023; Felder; Heinzelmann-Schwarz; Kavvadias, 2022; Tavares et al., 

2022; Tavares et al., 2021; Komarnick et al., 2019; Lyatoshinsky et al., 2019; Tavares et al., 2019). However, it 

is important to note that all these studies found were carried out, mainly with university and pre-menopausal 

women. 

Intervening factors in the genital self-image of the elderly can predict problems in sexual health as well as 

changes in the perception of the body and self-esteem, which implies implications for the quality of life and 

overall health of the elderly. It is also considered that a good genital self-image is a predictor of self-care and 

health since there are references that have a direct impact on the search for preventive or remedial care with 

health professionals. It is believed that due to shame and/or embarrassment about their intimate parts, elderly 

women may postpone visits to gynecological health services (Gomes et al., 2019; Kaya et al. 2018; Komarnick 

et al., 2019).  

2 Objective 

This study had as main objective to verify the interference of sociodemographic factors as well as urogenital 

factors in the genital self-image of menopausal elderly women. 

3 Methods 

Quantitative explanatory and retrospective study that aimed to investigate which factors interfere with the 

genital self-image of elderly menopausal women. The present study is part of an integrated study duly 

registered and approved by the institutional Ethics Committee. The sample size calculation was based on the 

study by Field (2013), and had as the main outcome variable the assessment of genital self-image should be 

performed with a sample of at least 120 women. The sample was composed of 132 women aged 60 years or 

older, sexually active, registered in a physical activity center of a public university in the Rio Grande do Sul, 

Brazil. The participants were asked at the beginning of the interview if they considered themselves sexually 

active. Those with cognitive deficits assessed by the Mini-Mental State Examination (Folstein et al., 1975) and 
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with any self-reported active genital pathology, such as vaginosis or diseases derived from hypoestrogenism, 

likely to interfere with the perception of genital self-image, were excluded. 

To establish the variables to be investigated as well as the instruments to be used, a literature review was 

conducted in which factors of analysis were listed, according to the highest frequency found in the studies in 

question. Thus, it was elected as variables of this research: age, marital status, body image, pelvic floor 

dysfunctions, genital esthetic surgeries, sexual function, and frequency of sexual activity.  

The assessment of the perception of genital self-image was carried out using the Female Genital Self-Image 

Scale (FGSIS), which is validated in Brazil (Mendes; Oliveira; Raposo, 2021) and consists of seven questions 

with answers in descending order as "totally agree", "agree", "disagree" and "totally disagree" (Herbenick et 

al., 2011). To identify whether the sample had a good genital self-image they should have a score greater than 

or equal to 21.8 points (DeMaria; Hollub; Herbenick, 2012). To evaluate the domains of the instrument 

according to the question the model of Schlemmer (2018) was used: safety, appearance, comfort, smell, 

functioning, examination, and shame in which each domain ranges from one (1) to four (4) points. However, 

there are no studies that show cut-off points for each domain, but the higher the score, the better the genital 

self-image. 

The recording of sociodemographic data was performed in an evaluation form adapted from the diagnostic 

form used by the Gerontology Laboratory (LAGER) of the Santa Catarina State University. Information such as 

gynecological and obstetric history was also noted on this instrument as well as the time spent practicing 

physical activity at the Physical Activity Center of the aforementioned public university. To evaluate the sexual 

function, the Female Sexual Function Index (FSFI) was used which is validated in Brazil (Thiel et al., 2008). It is 

composed of 19 questions divided into six domains of sexual response (desire, arousal, lubrication, orgasm, 

satisfaction, and pain or discomfort). The elderly woman who had a total score greater than or equal to 26.55 

points had a satisfactory sexual function. For the domains, the following values were used: Desire: 4.28; 

Excitement: 5.08; Lubrification: 5.45; Orgasm: 5.05; Satisfaction: 5.04 and Pain: 5.51, that is, scores greater 

than or equal to these values meant a good domain (Pechorro; Diniz; Vieira, 2009; Ferreira et al., 2013; Tonetto 

et al., 2016). 

To evaluate the appreciation of body image we used the Body Appreciation Scale (BAS), which is validated 

in Brazil (Ferreira; Neves; Tavares, 2014) which has eight questions with answers ranging from "never" to 

"always". The total score is calculated by the average of all answers, with scores greater than or equal to 3.5 

points indicating greater body appreciation (Soulliard et al., 2019). 

To evaluate pelvic floor dysfunctions such as urinary incontinence (UI), we used the International 

Consultation on Incontinence Questionnaire - Short Form (ICIQ-SF), which is validated in Brazil (Tamanini et 

al., 2004) and composed of five questions and evaluates the frequency, severity, and impact of UI, besides 

having a set of eight self-diagnostic items that relate the situations of urinary loss experienced by individuals 

(Rosa et al., 2014). The sample was considered incontinent when it presented a score greater than or equal to 

one (01) point (Dellú, 2015). 

For the application of the instruments, which was carried out from July to November 2019, the elderly 

women were individually approached at the places where the physical activities of the groups registered at 

the Center for Integrated Studies and Support for the Elderly (NIEATI) are performed. After the invitation, they 

were informed about the objectives, procedures, risks, and benefits of the research to later obtain the Free 

and Informed Consent Form (ICF) with a guarantee of confidentiality and anonymity of the information 

collected. The instruments were applied on the same day, with only the researcher and the elderly woman 

present. All ethical principles were followed, according to Resolution 466/2012 of the National Health Council. 

Regarding the statistical analysis, descriptive statistics were initially performed to characterize the sample. 

Next, the multicollinearity analysis in which all variables had a tolerance greater than 0.1 and VIF (Variance 
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inflation factor) less than 10. Finally, a binary logistic regression by the stepwise forward by likelihood method 

was performed to verify whether age, sexual function (total score FSFI), genital esthetic surgery, pelvic floor 

dysfunctions such as prolapse and urinary incontinence (total score ICIQ), sexual frequency, and body image 

(total score BAS) are predictors of dissatisfaction with the genital image (FGSIS<21.8). 

4 Results 

The results found suggest that age (p=0.618), marital status (p=0.931), pelvic floor dysfunctions such as 

urinary incontinence (p=0.685) and pelvic prolapse (p=0.454), esthetic surgeries on the genitals (p=0.908), 

sexual function (p=0.369) and frequency of sexual activity in the last month (p=0.106) do not interfere in the 

genital self-image of the elderly women studied. The model incorporating the body image score (BAS) was 

significant [X²(1)=17.909, p<0.001, R²Negelkerke=0.214]. None of the variables contributed to the model, 

except for significant body image (OR=8.552; 95% CI 2.72-26.84). 

This study presented a sample consisting of 132 elderly women with ages ranging from 60 to 87 years, most 

of them being widows (45.5%), as shown in Table 1. Table 2 shows that the elderly women presented a 

frequency of 2.5±3.8 of sexual activity in the last month. 

Table 1 - Sociodemographic data of postmenopausal women who practice physical activity, Brazil, 2020. 

Age (years)  69,5±6,8 

BMI (Kg/m2)  26,6±4,6 

Time participating in NIEATI (Years)  10,2±7,5 

Time of menopause (Years)  20,3±7,6 

Marital status  Single 04(03) 

 Married/Cohabiting 53(40,1) 

 Separated/Divorced 15(11,3) 

 Widow 60(45,5) 

Education  Illiterate 0(0) 

 Elementary school not 

completed 

50(37,9) 

 

 Elementary school 

completed 

27(20,4) 

 

 High School not completed 09(6,8) 

 High school completed 37(28) 

 Higher Education 

completed 

08(6) 

 

 Post-graduation completed 01(0,7) 

Pregnancies  None 08(6,1) 

 One 07(5,3) 

 Two or more 117(88,6) 

Deliveries  None 09(6,8) 

 One 07(5,3) 

 Two or more 116(87,9) 

Vaginal delivery  None 35(26,5) 

 One 15(11,3) 

 Two or more 82(62,2) 

Cesarean delivery  None 74(56,1) 

 One 32(24,2) 

 Two or more 26(19,7) 

Gynecological esthetic 

surgeries 

Yes 

 

14(10,6) 

 No 118(89,4) 

Pelvic floor dysfunctions 

IU  Yes 42(31,8) 

 No 90(68,1) 

Prolapse  Yes 31(23,4) 

 No 101(76,5) 

Values represented in Average ±DP or N(%). 
Source: field data. Authors' elaboration. 
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Table 2 - Sociodemographic data concerning the sexuality of menopausal women who practice physical activity, Brazil, 2020. 

Related to  Men 132(100) 

 Women 0(0) 

 Both 0(0) 

Frequency of sexual activity in the last 

month 

2,5±3,8 

 

Values represented in Average±DP or N(%). 
Source: field data. Authors’ elaboration. 

 

Table 3 presents the scores of sexual function and its domains, showing that the elderly women in this 

study may have indications of sexual dysfunction with alteration in all domains, with the worst scores in 

arousal, lubrification, and orgasm. 

Table 3 - Sexual function (FSFI) of menopausal women who practice physical activity, with total score and score of its domains, Brazil, 
2020. 

Total score  18,8±12,7 

Desire  3,2±1,8 

Excitement  2,9±2,1 

Lubrification  2,9±2,1 

Orgasm  3,0±2,4 

Satisfaction  3,6±2,1 

Pain  3,3±2,6 

Values represented in Average±DP. 
Source: field data. Author’s elaboration. 
 

Regarding the issue of image perceptions, table 4 shows the genital self-image scores with better results in 

the safety and smell domains. Table 5 shows the rating of genital self-image and body image. 

Table 4 - Genital self-image (FGSIS) and body image (BAS) scores of menopausal women who practice physical activity, Brazil, 2020. 

FGSIS  Total score  25,4±3 

 Safety  3,8±0,4 

 Appearance  3,7±0,5 

 Comfort  3,3±0,9 

 Smell  3,8±0,5 

 Functioning  3,7±0,5 

 Exam  3,4±0,8 

 Shame  3,7±0,6 

BAS Total score  4,8±0,4 

Values represented in Average±DP. 
Source: field data. Author´s elaboration. 
 
 
Table 5 - Classification of the genital self-image (FGSIS) and body image (BAS) of menopausal women who practice physical activity, 
Brazil, 2020. 

FGSIS Good  110(83,3) 

 Bad  22(16,6) 

BAS Good  128(96,9) 

 Bad  04(3) 

Values represented in N(%). 
Source: field data. Author´s elaboration. 

 

5 Discussion 

This study had as main objective to verify the interference of sociodemographic factors as well as urogenital 

factors in the genital self-image of menopausal elderly women. The factors studied were age, marital status, 

body image, pelvic floor dysfunctions, esthetic surgeries on the genitals, sexual function, and frequency of 

sexual activity, according to what is mostly reported in the literature of the area. 

Among the variables analyzed by the binary logistic regression model, the only one that showed influence 

on genital self-image was body image (p<0.001). This can be justified because the elderly women in this study 

also presented a positive body image (BAS=4.8±0.4). Besides, the genitals may be considered "just" another 

part of the body, not valuing or minimizing this region even at this stage of their lives. This is confirmed by 

DeMaria, Meier and Dykstra (2019) when referring to the genitals as being a specific place of identity and 
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sexuality. They also mention that this similar perception regarding the body and genitals is influenced by 

autonomy, functionality, appreciation, and overall wellbeing promoting pleasant choices for health and 

lifestyle. 

Another fact that may explain this result is the regularity in physical activity practice for more than 10.2±7.5 

years. The groups perform stretching exercises, strengthening, relaxation, and recreational activities at least 

twice a week. This regular practice is considered a very effective way to reduce the negative effects that arise 

with aging, regarding physical and/or mental aspects (Chodzko-Zajko et al., 2009). Several authors reinforce 

the idea that physical activity is one of the most effective treatments for altered image perceptions (DeMaria; 

Meier; Dykstra, 2019; Gomes et al., 2019; Cameron et al., 2018; Fougner et al., 2019). 

The sum of regular physical activity practice with group socialization contributes to better self-esteem and 

a more satisfactory body image (Copatti et al., 2017; Tavares et al., 2022; Tavares et al., 2021). Some authors 

reinforce that with advancing age, the concern about the genital region revolves more around functionality 

than appearance (Cameron et al., 2018; Fougner et al., 2019; Farias et al., 2018). In our study, the appearance 

and functionality domains have, in principle, the same representation (3.7±0.5). 

Besides, it is believed that the elderly person suffers less social and media influence regarding appearance. 

This is endorsed by Gomes (2016) when referring that at the time of the youth of these older women there 

was not so much exposure on television programs, which made them suffer less influence of the standards 

imposed by the media. The media increases the likelihood of women presenting negative feelings regarding 

the genital appearance by insinuating a model appearance according to stigmatized standards, which cannot 

always be followed due to the diversity of size, shape, and color of vulvas (Schick et al., 2010; Truong; Amaya; 

Yazdany, 2017), and this can affect health and sexuality (Smith et al., 2017). However, for Meneses et al. 

(2019), the elderly are not influenced by the ideals imposed by the media or others as they value acceptance, 

protection, and respect for the body. 

It is important to highlight that this study differs from the results found in other researches since it presents 

a different population from what is usually studied. Most studies are conducted with young women, preferably 

college students, who have a higher educational level, which can generate divergences in the perception 

regarding genital selfimage. 

Finally, it should be noted that our results may have been limited by the small number of participants who 

presented changes in genital self-image since this affects the model's ability to perceive variables that act 

negatively on this aspect. Also, we highlight the possibilities of future research that stratifies the age groups 

(60 to 69 years, 70 to 79 years, 80 years or more), composing the sample of elderly women from different age 

groups. And also, to analyze data such as BMI and physical activity as variables that may be associated with 

genital self-image. Also, it is important to highlight that there are very few studies that investigate genital self-

image in elderly women, which makes the comparative analysis difficult. 

Based on the results found, it is believed that this study is important in clinical practice since genital self-

image can interfere with self-care and, consequently, delay the search for health services, which can increase 

the risks of a late diagnosis of a disease that could have been prevented or even treated. It is also believed 

that genital self-image can influence body image and, consequently, self-esteem, which can interfere with the 

quality of life in general. 

6 Conclusion 

We conclude that the factors described in the literature as most likely to interfere in the genital self-image 

of women and listed for this research were age, marital status, body image, pelvic floor dysfunctions, esthetic 

surgeries on the genitals, sexual function, and frequency of sexual activity. Of these, only body image 
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influenced the genital self-image of elderly women. It is suggested for further studies qualitative research on 

the conception of sexuality by the elderly women in this age group and how they perceive the genital selfimage 

in issues related to their sexuality, issues that only quantitative instruments are not able to capture with 

preservation of the spirit of the elderly person's opinion. 
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