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Introduction 

Drug-releasing vaginal rings are widely marketed for contraception and hormone replacement therapy, and a 
raft of new experimental devices – including an antiretroviral-releasing ring for HIV prevention – are currently 
undergoing clinical or regulatory evaluation.  Different attributes such as size, colour and fragrance could influ-
ence, choice, acceptability and uptake of products. Therefore, we designed and manufactured drug-free sili-
cone elastomer vaginal rings of different sizes, colours and fragrances (see Figures 1 and 2). There were 4 
different sizes, 6 colours and 5 fragrances (lemon, grapefruit, spearmint, camphor and lavender). 

Preferences around vaginal ring size, colour and fragrance are personal and diverse. Choice and options in sex-
ual and reproductive health products facilitate increased choice and overall uptake. 

1. van der Straten A, Panther L, Laborde N, Hoesley CJ, Cheng H, Husnik MJ, et al. Adherence and Acceptability of a Multi-
drug Vaginal Ring for HIV Prevention in a Phase I Study in the United States. AIDS Behav. Springer US; 2016;20:2644–53.  
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“[B]ut A, it most people’s preference because it is small and flexible, so I think they decided to choose 
something that the majority of people might like at that time.”  

(Group 3, Participant 3, mixed experience group) 

Drug-free silicone elastomer vaginal rings having different sizes, colours and fragrances were manufactured, 
and women’s preferences assessed through three focus group discussions (FGDs) conducted in eThekwini, 
South Africa. Some, but not all, of the women had previous experience of using vaginal products. Groups of 
up to six women were given the vaginal ring devices to evaluate.  
Vaginal rings of different size, colour and fragrance were made available in the groups for women to visualise, 
handle and smell. The products were not used or inserted. 
 
Data analysis: Data were organised according to key themes, and NVivo 12 (QSR International) was used to  
facilitate data coding and analysis. 

 

Results 

Ring colour preferences: 
Opinions on ring colour were varied, with some women clearly preferring coloured products while for others 
this was not an important attribute.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
Participants had varied preferences when shown the example colours: 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Product fragrance preferences: 
Similarly, some participants liked products with fragrances, whereas others preferred them to be unscented.  
 

 
 
 
 

 

Participants’ preferences for the example fragrances also varied:   
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

Colour and fragrance concerns: 
Concerns about colour and fragrance were linked to perceptions of vaginal health and safety related to 
chemical composition.  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Ring size preferences: 
There was more agreement on preferred vaginal ring size. Overall, participants from all groups preferred the 
size of vaginal ring A, stating it would be easier to insert and more comfortable to wear. Flexibility and width 
were considered important factors for insertion and comfort with use.  
 
 
 
 
 

 

Male partners: 
When discussing product preferences, many women took into account partner preferences and concerns – 
especially if products were going to be used covertly. There were also varied reported partner preferences. 
Although some felt their partners would prefer colour and fragrance, others felt that colour could create sus-
picions of witchcraft and cheating. Most participants preferred that their male partners should not feel the 
ring during sex. 
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“I think colours are very attractive. If you are told that this product is for women, I think the first thing 
that attracts you is colour before you even learn how it works. Even if you get inside the shop, you might 

just feel it, even if you do not plan to buy it. You just look at this thing with a beautiful colour and you 
start asking about it if you do not know about it, and they explain it to you and then you buy it, but the 

colour is very attractive.”  
(Group 2, Participant 2, product inexperienced group) 

“Just to add, colour is not important more than safety and comfortability. […] as long as there is safety 
and I am comfortable, I think that is enough for me.”  
(Group 2, Participant 2, product inexperienced group) 

 

F: “Okay, number 1 chose mauve, 2 and 3 chose peach [referring to pastel orange], 4 chose white and 5 
and 6 chose…”  

Note-taker: “Lime (pastel green).”  
(Group 2, product inexperienced group) 

“I would prefer to have both, [scented and non-scented], so that a person can take their choice.”  
(Group 3, Participant 2, mixed experience group) 

P1: “Ehh, for lavender, let us start with lavender, it is like you cleaning the house. [Participant laughing]. 
We would be busy having sex and the scent of cleaning a house is around us, no. [Participant laughing]. 

And then…grapefruit, I also did not like it because it has that orangey flavour to it. Ehm, what else? Cam-
phor, awe! He is going to ask me if I use camphor because it smells exactly like camphor, a body lotion. I do 

not use camphor and now he finds it in my vagina, no. […]” 
P4: “I like lemon and lavender, the lavender for me smells like perfume. I did not feel like it is a cleaning 

product. […] I do not like camphor.”  
(Group 2, product inexperienced group) 

“I also do not see the need for the scent because some of women are sensitive in their vaginal areas, these 
scents are very strong. I might insert the lemon scented one and it does not like me, and maybe give me 

rash, so, I would just add colour, but not the scent.”  
(Group 1, Participant 1, product experienced group) 

“I also prefer colourless. […] My reason is that in most cases when the product is made… […] There are 
things that are added, that may cause another person to have allergies when using them and things like 
those. So, I prefer them to, even though they add some things, to make sure everything is hygienic. But I 

am sure there are things that are added, but they should not cause infection.”  
(Group 3, Participant 4, mixed experience group)   

Conclusions 

Figure2:  Dimensions (cross-sectional and external diameters) and photo-
graphs of the four different ring designs used in this study.  

Figure 1: Ring colours 
Top row (left to right ): white, pastel orange, light pink  
Bottom row: pastel green, mellow yellow and mauve  

Methods 

To increase user acceptability of rings product and in turn enhance adherence and efficacy, we applied the prin-
ciples of user-centred design to assess women’s needs, preferences and expectations for key design character-
istics of silicone elastomer vaginal rings. This was done by exploring women’s preferences for dimension/size, 
colour, and fragrance of vaginal rings. 

A total of 16 women aged 20–34 years of age participated in three FGDs (Table 1).  

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of focus group participants. 

Demographics (N=16) 

Age (mean, range) 26.9 (20-34) 

Ever pregnant %, N 75.0 (12) 

Number of pregnancies (mean, range) 1.8 (0-5) 

Source of household income %, N* 
Employment (full/part time/casual) 
Government grant 
Financial support from outside household 

 
68.8 (11) 
93.8 (15) 
18.8 (3) 

Education (grade) %, N 
Secondary incomplete  
Completed secondary 
Tertiary 

12.5 (2)  
68.8 (11) 
18.8 (3) 

Current relationship %, N 
Regular partner, not living together 
Regular partner, living together 
No current relationship 

 
75.0 (12) 
18.8 (3) 
6.3 (1) 

Vaginal product experience* %, N 
Vaginal ring 
Female condom 
Vaginal applicator 
Tampon 
Vaginal tablet 
Vaginal film 
Diaphragm 
Menstrual cup 

 
50.0 (8) 
43.8 (7) 
43.8 (7) 
37.5 (6) 
37.5 (6) 
31.3 (5) 
6.3 (1) 
0.0 (0) 

Results 

*multiple choice options 


