
Introduction 

THE VAGINA: THE MOST STIGMATIZED HEALTH FRONTIER 

 

The subliminal message women receive from early childhood on is we should not look at, talk 

about, or explore our vagina or vulva. It’s no wonder we have such a difficult time understanding 

vaginal health. By definition, stigma is a mark of disgrace associated with a particular 

circumstance or quality. Feeling labeled or defined by a health condition can be devastating.  

 

Women typically have never heard of pelvic organ prolapse (POP) prior to the fateful 

examination which indicates they are experiencing the condition. Discovery upon diagnosis is 

unfortunately the end-result of months, sometimes years, with no clue what is causing the 

painful, awkward, or embarrassing symptoms occurring. Physically incapacitating to varying 

degrees based on type and grade of severity, POP makes a mess out of nearly every aspect of 

women’s lives. Pelvic organ prolapse stigma often generates feelings of shame, distress, 

helplessness, anxiety, blame, hopelessness, isolation, embarrassment, and fear. Frequently these 

stigma symptoms are coupled with shock.  

 

"Too often we are reluctant to discuss some of the most intimate of details about our 

bodies with a physician. Somehow, we think we have done something wrong or have 

failed somehow to keep our bodies under our control. We self-stigmatize ... and as a 

result we often miss out on allowing our physicians to help us find a resolution to our 

problems. We need to realize we have not done something "wrong" and that we have 

every right to speak up and out about every symptom we have, and seek a physician who 

is willing to listen and find solutions."  

~ Elizabeth A. LaGro, MLIS, The Simon Foundation for Continence 

 

My pelvic health was never optimal, no menstrual flow prior to my 17th year, adenomyosis, 

fibroids, and polycystic ovaries clearly indicated my female reproductive system had issues. 

Despite efforts to remain pro-active to maintain my pelvic health throughout my 30s, I was 

absolutely stunned to be diagnosed with pelvic organ prolapse, a condition that is quite common 

and yet at the point of my diagnosis, I had never heard of. I had no idea what symptoms the 

condition displayed. I had no idea what my options for treatment were. I’d always done “the 



right thing” regarding routine maintenance, and kept up with routine pelvic exams, 

mammograms, and hormone supplementation. I found it quite unnerving to be told I had a 

condition that is quite common and yet I knew nothing about.  

 

Even though I had always been pro-active regarding health, I didn’t realize that symptoms I 

started having around the time of my hysterectomy at 40 were cause for concern. Loss of 

pubococcygeus (PC) muscle strength, inability to keep a tampon in, inability to start my urine 

stream, feeling of “fullness” in the abdominal area, chronic constipation, and the lump of tissue 

bulging out of my vagina were all symptoms that, if recognized, might have led me to earlier 

diagnosis and less aggressive treatment.  

 

I asked multiple clinicians whose paths I crossed during my course of treatment why I’d never 

heard of POP. I wanted to know why the topic had never come up. I continually received the 

same response to my query: women won’t talk about it. I found this both unsettling and 

unacceptable.  

 

In the course of scouting for answers to address my own needs, I became determined to find a 

path to enable women to become informed about pelvic organ prolapse prior to diagnosis-not 

only women seeking treatment, but in essence, all women. The conversation should begin during 

the first pelvic exam a woman experiences. Women need to be informed and educated about the 

significance of the PC muscle for pelvic floor health, childbirth health, sexual health, and 

continence health. This would enable young women to recognize commonly occurring female 

pelvic health concerns such as POP or incontinence.  

 

It seems absurd that there is so little conversation about pelvic organ prolapse at this stage of 

women’s health evolution. My sincere hope is that this book will generate open dialogue to 

enable women to recognize symptoms indicating POP, as well as stimulate conversations with 

clinicians who currently seldom screen for POP during routine pelvic exams. Knowledge of 

pelvic organ prolapse is a pivotal piece of women’s health awareness, whether in modernized 

societies or in developing zones.  

 



"Throughout the developing world birthrates remain high and obstetric care suboptimal. 

Although improvements in health care are reducing the most severe obstetric injuries - 

maternal death and obstetric fistula - we are starting to see a substantial increase in 

women presenting with advanced pelvic organ prolapse. This may well become an 

epidemic over the next decade. There is already a great need for education and training 

in this area. We and others are broadening our mission to include the care of these 

women. Prevention, however, will require access to quality obstetric care for all women 

and broad acceptance of equal rights for women and girls. We have a very long way to 

go in this regard." 

~Christopher Payne, MD 

 

While the statistics behind pelvic organ prolapse are staggering, the reality is we have no 

accurate data capture on POP prevalence at the current time. Current research often estimates 

that up to 50% of the female population will experience pelvic organ prolapse, or that half of 

parous women have POP, or that half of menopausal women have POP. According to a 2009 

study, the number of women with at least one pelvic floor disorder will increase significantly 

between 2010 to 2050, shifting from 28.1 million in 2010 to between 43.8 and 58.2 million in 

2050. These figures are inclusive of breakdowns of an increase in prevalence for urinary 

incontinence by 55%, fecal incontinence by 59%, and pelvic organ prolapse by 46%. Both 

urinary and fecal incontinence frequently occur with POP. The current number of women in the 

US estimated in this study to have POP is 3.3 million. Considering lack of POP screening that 

currently exists, I ponder what accurate POP prevalence figures are at the current time and will 

become when we add routine POP screening into the mix. 

 

Considering many women do not disclose or discuss embarrassing POP symptoms with their 

physicians, and standardized POP screening currently does not occur, it is not surprising that 

accurate figures for pelvic organ prolapse prevalence do not exist. As recognition of pelvic organ 

prolapse goes main stream and global POP initiatives shift, women will take comfort in the 

knowledge that they are not alone. Currently women shy away from disclosing signs and 

symptoms of POP to others because of the stigma attached to vaginal tissue bulge, urinary or 

fecal incontinence, and sexual dysfunction. Awareness is key to reduce stigma and generate 

comfortable open dialogue. 

 



Along my journey, I have been incredibly fortunate to meet many progressive healthcare 

professionals, individuals who recognize change is coming in the pelvic organ prolapse arena.  

 

“Biomedical engineering has revolutionized medicine from the implantation of artificial 

organs to the optimization of complex surgeries in many fields, but has only begun to 

scratch the surface in women's health. Pelvic organ prolapse is a disorder that 

encompasses the entire field of biomedical engineering including mechanics, physiology, 

and clinical treatment. Every aspect of understanding, treating, and managing POP from 

the birth trauma (mechanics) to the progressive weakening (physiology) to the 

reconstructive mesh surgeries (clinical treatment) can benefit from the unique, 

interdisciplinary insights biomedical engineering provides.  

 

 A small number of exceptionally dedicated researchers have made incredible progress in 

POP and incontinence research, but they can only do so much. Because of the code of 

silence surrounding POP, few researchers and fewer research dollars are applied to 

solving these far-reaching problems. It is absolutely imperative that our society breaks 

from this trend.”  

~Benjamin Weed, PhD 

~Ali Borazjani, PhD 

 

I encourage all women to take control of their pelvic health and to recognize that each of us has 

the power to search for the answers. Pelvic organ prolapse is one of the most significant 

challenges women will address in the on-going struggle to attain health balance for our gender, 

no matter what barriers we face. For a female health condition to be shrouded in silence because 

of embarrassment at this point in history, after all we have achieved as women, is unacceptable. 

Women need to recognize that POP is a health concern, not a roadblock. As we push forward to 

raise POP awareness for the betterment of women’s collective health, individual women will 

become familiar with this common, cryptic health concern, recognize the symptoms, and seek 

appropriate medical intervention.  

 

Life teaches us that the lessons that cause the greatest pain, whether physical or emotional, are 

the lessons that remain most firmly planted in our brains. I’ve had the great fortune to watch 

countless women come into the support structures Association for Pelvic Organ Prolapse Support 

((APOPS) provides. Devastated by what was occurring in their bodies, these women slowly 



morph, strong, empowered, and in control, upon securing the information and guidance needed 

in their unique and very individual journeys to recapture health balance. I can’t begin to express 

the pride in womanhood I feel each and every time I see the transformation occur. Equally 

uplifting is watching women continue on in our space after finding info to help themselves, 

choosing to stay in order to pay the support forward to additional women. 

 

As we continue to advance pelvic organ prolapse directives, generating awareness, providing 

patient support and guidance, defining patient needs, clarifying misconceptions, and sharing 

insights within medical, academic, research, policy, and industry sectors to enable evolution in 

POP treatment, we will spawn a new era in women’s vaginal health, speaking out loud 

unabashedly about this last forbidden health frontier. The vagina is after all, far more than a 

vessel of intimacy-it is a vessel of life. 

 


