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WOMENA FAQS: DO MENSTRUAL CUPS AFFECT HYMENS/VIRGINITY?

WOMENA SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS'

that
- girls are born with a hymen in the form of a solid membrane covering the vaginal opening.
- the hymen can be identified through physical or visual examination.
- the hymen is always broken at first vaginal sexual intercourse, causing bleeding.
- therefore, a lack of blood on the wedding night proves the bride is not a virgin.

However, there is increasing evidence and awareness that

Usually there is no solid membrane covering the vagina. Instead, there is folded mucosal
tissue inside the vagina. Some now call it a ‘hymenal ring/rim’ or ‘vaginal corona’.

The appearance of the hymen/corona varies among individuals, and may change over time.
Hormones make the corona more elastic in puberty. Daily activities (such as cycling, sports,
inserting tampons or menstrual cups) may affect appearance.

It is impossible to test whether a girl or woman is a virgin by inspecting her corona, either
visually, or by inserting two fingers into the vagina (the ‘two-finger test’). The UN strongly
recommends against these “virginity tests” as they are inaccurate, and harmful.

Bleeding at first vaginal intercourse does not always happen. There are only few studies, but
estimates range from around 30% to around 70%.

Virginity before marriage is an important value in many religions and cultures. The definition of
‘virginity’ varies between communities and among religious leaders. Many agree that virginity
is defined by first vaginal intercourse, not by bleeding.

Comments are warmly welcome!
(http://womena.dk/do-menstrual-cups-affect-hymens-virginity/)
2018.11.06

I WoMena receives many questions from women and girls, communities and other partners. We review
and assemble the best available evidence from academic literature, expert opinion and manufacturer
guidelines. We also recognise that there are many unknowns, and that it would be very costly to conduct
more robust research. This text was drafted by WoMena’s Knowledge Management Team. Comments
by Janie Hampton of the Cup Coalition are gratefully acknowledged.
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What is the hymen?

There is widespread belief that girls are born with a solid membrane covering the vaginal
opening, and this covering is referred to as a hymen.

In reality, most girls and women do not have a solid membrane covering the vagina. Instead,
they have a ring or crescent of thin, elastic mucous membrane folds encircling the entrance of
the vagina, with an opening in the middle. The opening allows menstrual blood and vaginal
secretions to exit the body.

To reflect the actual physiology, the term vaginal corona was introduced in 2009 by the
Swedish Association for Sexuality Education (RFSU) (Landes 2009). The term is now used by
Menstrual Matters, Our bodies Our Selves, International Rescue Committee and others,
including by WoMena. Others use ‘hymenal ring’ or ‘hymenal rim’. Still others continue to use
the term ‘hymen’ in (NHS). In the following, we will refer to both ‘hymen’ and ‘corona’.

The appearance of the corona varies significantly among individuals in terms of thickness,
shape and colour (Magnusson 2009; Hegazy 2012; Our Bodies Ourselves 2014, Jarral 2015,
Thomsen & Senderovits 2017, Brochman 2018).

The corona changes over time. Berenson et al observe marked changes in the first year after
birth (for example from a ring shape to a crescent), then less change at ages 3-9 years
(Berenson et 1991, Berenson et al 1992, Berenson 1993). Several researchers note that, in
response to the hormones of puberty, the tissue gradually opens and becomes more elastic
(Heger 2000, Lahoti 2001, Blank 2008).

Many experts suggest that the corona may become thinner through daily activities, including
play, sports, biking, masturbation, fingers inserted with the purpose of virginity testing, medical
examination with a speculum, or insertion of tampons or menstrual cups (Goodyear-Smith,
1998, Curtis 1999, Adams 2004, Blank 2008, Magnusson 2009, Smith 2011, Our Bodies
Ourselves 2014, Brochmann & Dahl 2018). However, although this seems plausible, there is
little research to describe what actually happens. Some studies find little evidence that, for
example, tampon use changes the appearance of the corona (Emans 1994, Loeber 2008).
Price finds major changes happening only as a result of severe injury (Price, 2013).

We could find no studies examining whether menstrual cup use affects the appearance or
structure of the corona.

Though the vast majority of women have physiological ‘normal’ variations of the corona, some
are considered pathological. The variant that most closely reflects the popular understanding
of the hymen as a membrane fully covering the vagina is referred to as an ‘imperforate hymen.’
It is extremely rare, estimated by Lardenoije to occur in 0.05% of girls, and needs to be
surgically opened to allow for vaginal secretions, including menstrual blood, to exit the body
(Lardenoije 2009, Our Bodies Our Selves 2014, Fahmy 2015).
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What are virginity tests, and are they accurate or acceptable?

There is widespread belief that the status of the hymen can be identified through physical or
visual examination, and that the structure of the hymen corresponds to a woman’s virginity.

Therefore, in order to judge whether a girl or a woman is a virgin, some use ‘virginity tests’, in
the form of visual inspection of the vagina, or physical examination, digitally probing it by
inserting two fingers into the vagina (the ‘two-finger test’) (Brulliard, 2009, WHO 2018).

However, scientific literature to date concludes that inspection is neither sensitive nor specific.
Some women who have never had vaginal intercourse may have little or no visible corona.
Others who have had vaginal intercourse may still have a non-disrupted, visible corona (Rogers
1998). One study found that women aged 13-19 years who reported past vaginal intercourse
still had intact hymens in 52% of cases (Adams et al 2004). Further, a torn hymen may heal
without any visible scarring (McCann 2007). A systematic review of 17 studies of virginity tests
found that examination did not serve as a reliable indicator of virginity. The review also found
that these examinations could cause physical and emotional harm to the individual being
examined (Olson and Garcia-Moreno 2017). Forensic experts confirm this finding (Independent
Forensic Expert Group, 2015, Thomsen and Senderovitz 2017).

In 2014, the UN Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women and the
Committee on the Rights of the Child released a Joint Recommendation which referred to
virginity tests as a “harmful practice” (United Nations 2014). Organizations such as Human
Rights Watch and Amnesty International have also condemned the use of virginity tests.
Human Rights Watch declared virginity tests to be “unscientific, inhuman, and degrading,”
decrying their use in countries such as India and Indonesia (Human Rights Watch 2010; Human
Rights Watch 2017). Amnesty International argues that forced virginity testing, as performed by
soldiers on female protesters in Egypt during the uprising in 2011, constitutes torture (Trimel
2011).

Since 2014, the World Health Organization (WHO) has recommended that no health care
providers should perform virginity tests since they have no scientific validity (WHO 2014), and
in October 2018, the UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, UN Women and
WHO jointly spoke out against virginity testing (WHO 2018).

Several countries have outlawed such tests, including Afghanistan, where Human Rights
Watch reported that 95% of girls in juvenile detention were accused of ‘moral crimes’ and were
subjected to virginity testing (Human Rights Watch 2016, Kelly, 2018). It is not clear what effect
the change in legal status has had.

Do all girls or women bleed at first sexual intercourse?

There is widespread belief that the hymen is always ruptured at first vaginal sexual intercourse,
causing bleeding.

In fact, there is very little peer-reviewed research to describe bleeding at first vaginal
intercourse, and studies rely on reports by women of their past experience. One often-quoted
estimate comes from an informal survey of 41 medical workers in the UK, of whom 14 (34%)
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bled at first intercourse, 26 (63%) did not, and one could not remember (Paterson-Brown
1998). Another equally informal estimate is that less than half bleed during first vaginal sexual
intercourse (Thomsen and Senderovitz 2017). Loeber, in a study of 487 women from different
cultural backgrounds in the Netherlands, found that 59.7% of women with Dutch background
reported no blood loss at first intercourse, compared to 26.0% of women with Middle Eastern
and Moroccan background. There was no correlation between age at first intercourse and
bleeding among the Dutch women. However, women who were not Dutch reported increased
blood loss with increasing age at first intercourse. Loeber hypothesizes that this could be
explained by increasing expectation of blood loss, or fear of first coitus (Loeber 2008).

Vaginal bleeding is not restricted to first sexual intercourse. It may occur more than once
throughout the lifespan (Boukhanni et al 2016), and post-coital bleeding is a frequent health
complaint for sexually active women (Dubuisson 2013).

Some experts link bleeding and pain, proposing that both the amount of pain and bleeding
depend on the type of intercourse: early, hurried and forceful intercourse may be more likely to
cause bleeding (Our Bodies Ourselves 2014; Brochmann & Dahl, 2018, NHS 2018). Here again,
although this seems plausible, there is little evidence. Loeber found that women with Dutch
background reported lower levels of severe pain at first intercourse than others (e.g. African
women 49%, Dutch 19%), and also lower levels of bleeding. However, levels of reported pain
vary, and pain may be difficult to define. In a study of young Swedish women, 65% reported
pain related to first sexual intercourse (Elmerstig 2009).

If vaginal bleeding is not a reliable marker of first vaginal intercourse, why is it so widely
believed and reported that bleeding always occurs the first time a woman has vaginal
intercourse? There is much anecdotal evidence of how girls and women ensure that there is an
appearance of bleeding. For example that women, helped by their mothers, sharpen their nails
to be able to scratch their skin and cause bleeding, or bring a container of chicken blood for
their wedding night to ensure the presence of blood and to prove premarital virginity. There are
also many reports of women seeking surgery to restore the hymen, and that medical doctors
may face ethical dilemmas in deciding whether or not to perform such surgery (Brochmann &
Dahl, 2018; Leye et al 2018). Private companies, such as one in Hong Kong, have identified a
market for the sale of fake hymens “for the purpose of simulating an intact human hymen’. The
product is inserted into the vagina and bleeds fake blood during sexual intercourse, giving the
impression that the woman is a virgin. (Hymenshop, accessed Sept 2018).

What is ‘virginity’? What are religious and cultural views?

There is widespread belief that an absence of vaginal bleeding following intercourse on the
wedding night proves the bride is not a virgin.

However, how an individual or community defines virginity, or the ‘loss’ of it, is highly personal
and specific to both family and community. As described above, virginity cannot be
determined or proven by physical appearance, physical exam, or bleeding at first sexual
intercourse. Virginity typically refers to not having had penile, penetrative vaginal intercourse,
but the definition is not always clear-cut, including the definition of penetration (Anderst et al
1991). Indeed, when WoMena trainers ask community members about the definition of
‘virginity’, responses vary widely, for example ‘someone who has not yet had a child”’.
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If virginity is understood as penile, penetrative vaginal intercourse, the use of a menstrual cup
or tampon does not affect virginity. Along with other daily activities, using a menstrual cup or
tampon may or may not cause the corona to stretch, but that would not constitute ‘loss’ of
virginity.

Virginity before marriage is a deep concern and interest in many religions and cultures. It is
beyond the scope of this factsheet to present a full review of religious and cultural views
regarding virginity, but we have consulted religious leaders and community members of
different faiths.

These religious leaders are aware that there are many different interpretations of sacred texts.
They are generally quite aware that the hymen is not necessarily intact at first vaginal
intercourse, that it may vary in form, and that it may be affected by daily activities as described
above. They agree that virginity is only ‘lost’ after penile penetrative vaginal intercourse. Some
of them (from a variety of religions) are aware of the updated understanding of the physiology
of the ‘hymen’, and refer to the vaginal corona instead.

UN organizations (UN OHCHR, UNWomen and WHO) note that ‘the term “virginity” is not a
medical or scientific term. Rather, the concept of “virginity” is a social, cultural and religious
construct — one that reflects gender discrimination against women and girls’ (WHO, 2018). For
example, when virginity is narrowly defined to only include penetrative vaginal intercourse, and
there is social pressure to maintain virginity before marriage, young women may inadvertently
be encouraged to engage in other sexual acts that carry greater health risks, such as
unprotected penetrative anal intercourse. Several authors identify the emphasis on virginity as
a cultural suppression of females, including in ‘modern’ societies such as the United States
(Educational Publishing Foundation, 2002, Valenti 2009).

WoMena Recommendation

WoMena strongly believes in giving the best possible knowledge to girls, women and
community leaders so that they can empower themselves to make informed choices. We
therefore aim to present the best available evidence. In our experience, girls and women,
community and religious leaders alike are interested in learning more about menstruation,
menstrual cups and virginity, and are reassured that cups are acceptable once they have the
best available knowledge.

WoMena respects that, if girls and women continue have continuing concerns, they should
choose an alternative product for the time being. Producers of menstrual cups such as Ruby
Cups agree (RubyCups 2017, ReCircleCup undated).

Clearly, more research is needed in this area. Some pertinent questions include:

- How do individuals and societies understand virginity?

- How many girls and women from different societies report bleeding at first intercourse?

- If research confirms that a minority of women experience post-coital bleeding at first
intercourse, how and why has the ‘myth’ been maintained for so long?

- To what extent is there a combined belief in a ‘hymen’ as a solid covering, bleeding and
pain at first sexual intercourse, and how does that affect perceptions?
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How meaningful is scientific knowledge in changing perceptions and cultural
understandings?

What are the most effective methods of sharing clear and scientific information with
adolescents, their parents and teachers?

How can opinion formers such as parents, teachers and religious and community
leaders be helped to share correct information?
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