Journal of Iranian Cultural Research, 19(2), 185-227, Summer 2026

' Najjaran, R., Fouladiyan, M., & Namayandeh Joorabchi, T. (2026). A sociological analysis of
‘ ‘) women's desire for sexual cosmetic surgery: An examination of social and cultural factors.

((\’ Journal of Iranian Cultural Research, 19(2), 185-227. doi: 10.22035/jicr.2026.3524.3749

d.J! https:/doi.org/10.22035/jicr.2025.3363.3626 URL: https://www jicr.ir/article 563.html
2008-1847 / © The Authors. This is an open access article under the CC BY 4.0 license (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0). )

Research Paper

A sociological analysis of women's desire for sexual cosmetic
surgery: An examination of social and cultural factors

Reyhaneh Najjaran', Majid Fouladiyan®*, Toktam Namayandeh Joorabchi?
Received: Sep. 5,2025;  Accepted: Dec. 26, 2026

ABSTRACT

In recent years, sexual cosmetic surgeries have become a growing trend among Iranian women.
This study aims to investigate the social and cultural factors influencing women's desire to
undergo such surgeries in Iran and Mashhad. Using a qualitative method and grounded theory,
semi-structured interviews were conducted with 26 women who had undergone these types of
surgeries. The findings indicate that various factors such as family experiences, social
comparison, the influence of reference groups (husbands, doctors, and friends), and media play
a role in women's decision-making to undergo these surgeries. Secondary family experiences
and experiences related to marital relationships are the primary contexts that create a sense of
emptiness in sexual relationships. Women’s comparisons with others, especially with idealized
images presented in the media, lead to reduced self-confidence and an increased desire for
cosmetic surgery. Physicians, as reference groups, also play a significant role in these
decisions, particularly through marketing and the use of advertisements in virtual spaces.
Finally, the positive outcomes of sexual cosmetic surgeries include improved sexual
relationship quality, increased marital satisfaction, and enhanced women's self-confidence.
Opverall, this study demonstrates that sexual cosmetic surgeries in Iranian society are influenced
by a wide range of social and cultural factors that affect women's decisions to undergo these
procedures.
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INTRODUCTION

In the contemporary world, the body has become a key element in redefining
individual identity, with attention to appearance and beauty emerging as a
significant concern across all segments of society, regardless of gender or age.
Processes such as industrialization, individualism, and modernity have heightened
focus on the body, linking it closely with personal identity (Pirahari & Bidaran,
2017). Individuals employ methods such as exercise, dieting, and cosmetic
surgeries to enhance their appearance and fulfill psychological and social needs
related to beauty (Norouzi Shadehi et al., 2019; Pirahari & Bidaran, 2017). From a
sociological perspective, the body is shaped by social experiences and group norms
(Giddens, 2021).

Cosmetic surgery, particularly genital cosmetic surgery, has gained widespread
popularity in recent years. These procedures, increasingly pursued for aesthetic
reasons, are seen as a means to improve appearance, boost self-esteem, enhance
sexual satisfaction, and achieve rejuvenation (Braun, 2010; Goodman, 2009).
Reports indicate that female genital cosmetic surgeries, such as labiaplasty, have
experienced a 53% growth rate, making them the fastest-growing category of
cosmetic surgeries (Chappell et al., 2021). Iran is recognized as one of the leading
countries in cosmetic surgery, though precise statistics on genital cosmetic
procedures remain unavailable (Sasanfar et al., 2024).

PURPOSE

In recent decades, genital cosmetic surgeries have become a growing phenomenon
in Iran. The significant rise in these procedures, particularly among women, reflects
the influence of broad cultural and social factors that have reshaped their attitudes
toward their bodies and sexual lives. Women’s decisions to undergo these surgeries
are not merely individual choices but are shaped by social interactions and cultural
standards. Therefore, a sociological examination of this phenomenon is essential.
This study aims to explore the social and cultural factors influencing Iranian
women’s inclination toward genital cosmetic surgeries. It seeks to analyze the roles
of social comparison, reference groups (spouses, physicians, and peers), media-
promoted beauty standards, and secondary family experiences in shaping this
inclination. Additionally, the study investigates the impact of socioeconomic
conditions on women’s decision-making and elucidates the social and
psychological consequences of these surgeries on their daily lives.

METHODOLOGY

This research employs a qualitative approach using grounded theory. Data were
collected through semi-structured interviews with 26 women who have undergone
genital cosmetic surgeries. Snowball sampling was used for recruitment, and data



were analyzed using MAXQDA 2018. The study utilized open, axial, and selective
coding to identify meaningful patterns in women’s motivations for these
procedures.

FINDINGS

The findings reveal that various factors influence women’s decisions to undergo
genital cosmetic surgeries. These factors are categorized into contextual, causal,
and intervening conditions, each explained in detail below.

Contextual Conditions

Experiences within the family—such as preserving marriage, addressing sexual
dissatisfaction, and explicit or implicit spousal encouragement—play a pivotal role.
The prioritization of sexual relationships, especially in the face of infidelity, along
with socioeconomic challenges and the subordinate role of homemaking, lead
women to perceive body modification as a strategy to enhance their status and
marital stability.

Causal Conditions

Social comparison emerges as a central driver at multiple levels: with spouses’
previous partners, with idealized images in pornography and media, and with
women’s own pre-pregnancy bodies. These comparisons undermine self-esteem
and generate dissatisfaction with genital appearance. Reference groups—including
spouses, physicians, and peers—reinforce such concerns by expressing
dissatisfaction, offering direct recommendations, or sharing personal surgical
experiences. Pregnancy and childbirth further accentuate physical and sexual
changes, motivating women to seek surgery to restore their former state or improve
marital intimacy. Unmarried women also pursue these procedures due to negative
past sexual experiences, anticipated judgment by future partners, and media-driven
beauty ideals.

Intervening Conditions

Media and social networks actively promote aesthetic standards and normalize
surgical modification through images, advertisements, and influencers. The
accessibility and lower costs of private clinics, along with physicians’ marketing
strategies (e.g., “return to maidenhood,” “enhanced sexual pleasure”), increase
demand. At the same time, financial barriers persist; however, discounts or free
procedures offered by physicians to certain clients contribute to a wider uptake.

CONCLUSION

This study highlights the significant role of social and cultural factors in Iranian
women’s inclination toward genital cosmetic surgeries. Cultural beauty standards and
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media influences, including advertisements and idealized body images, heavily shape
these desires. Drawing on cognitive dissonance and cultivation theories, the study
shows how physicians reinforce feelings of inadequacy by emphasizing perceived
genital flaws, creating a cycle of demand for these surgeries. Individual differences
theory further explains how the intensity of this dissonance varies based on women’s
social positions and influences from spouses, family, or media comparisons.

Media dependency also plays a crucial role. Women rely on media for
information about beauty and genital surgeries, making them susceptible to
advertising by specialists aimed at creating cognitive dissonance and encouraging
surgery. This dependency positions media as a key factor in shaping women’s
attitudes and decisions.

From Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of male domination, the female body is viewed
as an object for reproducing male dominance and acquiring cultural or sexual
capital. Women’s pursuit of genital cosmetic surgeries reflects their attempt to
conform to male-centric aesthetic standards embedded in social institutions like
family and media. These behaviors are not only responses to external pressures but
also result from the internalization of these standards at the subconscious social
level, contributing to the reproduction of dominant structures.

Using grounded theory and in-depth interviews, this research provides a deeper
understanding of women’s experiences and attitudes toward genital cosmetic
surgeries. However, limitations such as a small sample size and snowball sampling
reduce the generalizability of the findings. Ultimately, the study emphasizes the
need for cultural and social policies to reduce aesthetic pressures and raise
awareness about the psychological and social consequences of these surgeries. It
also recommends further research with larger and more diverse samples to gain a
comprehensive understanding of this phenomenon in Iranian society.

NOVELTY
This research is innovative in several dimensions:

Sociological Examination of a Medical Phenomenon: Unlike previous studies
focusing on the medical aspects of genital cosmetic surgeries, this research analyzes
their social and cultural impacts.

Focus on the Lived Experiences of Iranian Women: The study specifically
explores Iranian women’s experiences through qualitative interviews, uncovering
their motivations and reasons for undergoing these procedures.

Analysis of the Role of Media and Medical Marketing: A key finding is the
significant influence of media and physicians in encouraging women to pursue
these surgeries.



Social and Scientific Applications: The study can assist health and media
policymakers in raising public awareness and managing medical advertisements in
digital spaces.
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