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Labia minora elongation (LME) is a form of female
genital mutilation (FGM) that involves the elongation of
the inner lips of the female external genitalia or labia
minora with the use of herbs (i.e., Solanum aculeastrum,
Dunal, Bidens pilosa L.), oils, crèmes (i.e., cow-cheese),
and other instruments until the intended length is
achieved which can range from 2 to 8 cm.1 Unlike other
types of FGM, LME is a prolonged process that takes
months to years of physical and mental suffering.
However, less emphasis has been given to the suffering
related to this practice than other forms of FGM.

Similar to FGM, the practice of LME is common to a
varying degree across Africa. It has been documented in
east and southern African countries (Fig. 1). Young girls
aged 8–14 years may be initiated/involved in LME to
prepare for womanhood, marriage and increase their
partners’ sexual pleasure.1,2 LME is classified as a lower
type of FGM than circumcision types of FGM. The World
Health Organization (WHO) classifies LME as a type IV
FGM - which encompasses all harmful procedures to the
female genitalia for non-medical purposes (e.g., pricking,
piercing, incising, scraping, and cauterisation).3 LME is
classified as FGM because it is a social convention asso-
ciated with social pressure on young girls to modify their
genitalia, creating permanent genital changes.3

Commonly, the knowledge of the motivators, pro-
cedures, and substances used for LME is expected to be
transmitted to the new generation (young girls) by their
relatives (mainly aunts, elder sisters, mothers, and
grandparents) around the onset of menstruation, when
they are considered ready to be guided into woman-
hood.2 Verbal instruction, illustration, and demonstra-
tions on other girls are often used to guide young girls
about engaging in self-pulling/stretching of the labia
minora daily until the intended length is achieved.1,4

Notably, this procedure is associated with physical,
sexual, and psychosocial problems, including pain,
swelling, irritation, or itchiness due to caustic herbs use,
*Corresponding author. Department of Psychiatry and Behavioral
Sciences, McMaster University/St Joseph’s Healthcare Hamilton, 100
West 5th Hamilton, L89 3K7, Ontario, Canada.

E-mail address: Kaggwam@mcmaster.ca (M.M. Kaggwa).
© 2023 The Author(s). Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access
article under the CC BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

www.thelancet.com Vol 58 April, 2023
pain during urination, and fear of being stigmatised if
the intended length is not achieved.1

Despite the pressure from the public, parents, peers,
and spouses on women/girls to be involved in LMEs,
less attention has been given to this form of FGM.
Campaigns and advocacy activities are actively directed
against other forms of FGM, thus, neglecting LME.5 We
recommend more emphasis on this practice given that it
may still be widely practiced more than any other form
of FGM by some African girls and women. With glob-
alisation of practices and immigration, LME is practiced
by African people in the diaspora and may influence
other individuals in their host countries.6 The health
professionals in the host countries might be unfamiliar
with the physical and psychosocial consequences of
LME, thereby ignoring the condition.6 Therefore,
educating health workers globally about LME, its con-
sequences and their management is needed to reduce
the health burden and mitigate against discrimination,
marginalisation and a feeling of neglect by girls and
women affected by LME within the health system.

Families and communities must be educated and
sensitised about the physical and mental health conse-
quences of LME on young girls. Educational resources
against LME should be simple to comprehend, culturally
sensitive, and widely available using locally viable tech-
nology. It may also be helpful to develop peer education
sessions that integrate the perspectives of young girls with
lived experience. The education should also target other
members of the society, especially men since some of the
motives for the practice are to increase sexual pleasure of
partners. Multi-pronged efforts to throw more light into
the myths and beliefs around this practice are needed.
Educational initiatives on LME can be mainstreamed with
existing reproductive health programs that are successful,
acceptable, less stigmatised, and well established in Africa
for other sexual health issues on menstrual health, hy-
giene, HIV prevention, and contraception.7 Also, a “safe
space” (physical or online) commonly used for violence/
abuse,8 should be made available for young girls and
women to discuss their experiences and seek professional
support and assistance to deal with the psychosocial and
health challenges associated with LME.

In addition to the measures highlighted above, strong
laws, regulations, policies, and monitoring strategies
should be put in place to stem the acceptance of the
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Fig. 1: Map of Africa showing countries where labia minora elongation is practiced.
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practice of FGM, especially LME. A multi-sectorial
approach involving policy makers, affected individuals,
cultural leaders, NGOs, and families is needed to find a
systematic approach to handle LME. Notably, aspects
regarding its mental and sexual health, educational, and
psychosocial ramifications should be studied to improve
the level of evidence for interventions against this practice.
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