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ABSTRACT
Objective: Various sources of evidence suggest that men and women differ in their experi-
ence of sexual pleasure. Such gender differences have been attributed to men’s higher
innate sex drive, supported by evolutionary psychology perspectives and gender differences
in reproductive strategies.
Method: This paper presents biopsychosocial evidence for gender similarities in the capacity
to experience pleasure, and for substantial gender differences in opportunities for sex-
ual pleasure.
Results: We conclude that sexual activity, in most cultures, is less pleasurable and associated
with greater cost for heterosexual women than for heterosexual men, even though they do
not differ in the capacity for sexual pleasure.
Conclusion: Since gender differences in experienced sexual pleasure are not a biological
given, a more critical discourse of sexual pleasure might create awareness of current
inequalities, help lift restrictions for women’s opportunities for pleasure, and could reduce
gender differences in the cost of sex. That would truly serve sexual justice around
the globe.
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Introduction

The World Association of Sexual Health (WAS)
recently adopted sexual pleasure, defined as “the
physical and/or psychological satisfaction and
enjoyment derived from shared or solitary erotic
experiences, including thoughts, fantasies, dreams,
emotions, and feelings,” as the cornerstone of sex-
ual health (Gruskin & Kism€odi, 2020; World
Association of Sexual Health, 2019). In most soci-
eties, the pursuit of sexual pleasure is among the
main reasons to engage in sexual behavior
(Abramson & Pinkerton, 2002; Hull, 2008; Meston
& Buss, 2007; van Lunsen et al., 2013). It was not
until recently, however, that scholars have started
to acknowledge the importance of sexual pleasure
for sexual health and sexual rights (Ford et al.,
2019; Landers & Kapadia, 2020).

Health authorities and organizations tend to
monitor the sexual health status of a population
using statistics on contraceptive use, teenage
pregnancies, abortions, condom use, rates of STIs
and sexual violence (Fine & McClelland, 2006;
Higgins & Hirsch, 2007). The role of pleasure in
sexual development and relationships is usually
not included in educational programs (Kantor &
Lindberg, 2020),1 although knowledge and com-
munication about one’s sexual wishes and recog-
nizing oneself as a sexual being have been
stressed as important capabilities in relation to
sexual health (Gold et al., 1995).

The “dangers” of sexual pleasure

Why has it taken so long, or why is it still so dif-
ficult for many, to acknowledge that sexual
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health, sexual rights, and sexual pleasure are
related concepts, even though quite a few politi-
cians and authorities will undoubtedly have expe-
rienced and enjoyed sexual pleasure as private
persons? In her influential 1984 paper, Rubin
pointed out that Western religious traditions
have considered sex to be a “dangerous, destruc-
tive, negative force” (p. 150). Medicine and
psychiatry contributed to the condemnation of
sexual acts that fall outside the strict framework
of sex for procreation, resulting in a popular cul-
ture that “is permeated with ideas that erotic var-
iety is dangerous, unhealthy, depraved, and a
menace to everything from small children to
national security” (Rubin, 1984, p. 152; see also
de Block & Adriaens, 2013). This “domino theory
of sexual peril” sees sex as an uncontrollable bio-
logical force that, if not repressed (allowing pro-
creation within monogamous heterosexual
marriages only), will inevitably lead to societal
chaos and anarchy. To date, public health
approaches to sexuality remain largely focused on
adverse health outcomes and concomitant risks
(Mitchell et al., 2021).

These deep-rooted ideas that uncurbed sexual-
ity is dangerous probably reinforce many care-
takers’ and parents’ fears that a positive approach
to sexual health and sex education will entice
innocent children and adolescents into engaging
in sex that they are not yet able to consent to.
Yet, a recent review of 23 studies that looked at
determinants of sexual pleasure at first partnered
sexual experiences (defined as penile-vaginal
penetration in three-quarters of the studies)
found that young people with the agency to con-
sider what a pleasurable first sexual experience
may mean to them, experienced more pleasurable
sexual debuts (Boydell et al., 2021). Also, there is
substantial and convincing evidence that compre-
hensive sex education, even the kind that stays
clear of anything remotely associated with sexual
pleasure, is associated with heterosexual adoles-
cents engaging in penile-vaginal intercourse at a
later age, with more consistent condom and
contraception use, and lower unwanted preg-
nancy rates in both developed and developing
countries (Kirby et al., 2007; Kohler et al., 2008;
Mueller et al., 2008; Russell et al., 2012).
Countries that promote abstinence-only sex

education or no sex education usually perform
worse on these indices of sexual health than
countries that provide comprehensive and posi-
tive information about sex to adolescents (Kohler
et al., 2008). In other words, a positive approach
to sexual health and sex education has more ben-
efits than risks. Mitchell et al. (2021) therefore
recently proposed that sexual wellbeing, an over-
arching construct that incorporates sexual pleas-
ure, sexual justice, and sexual health, demands
recognition as an independent public health out-
come in its own right, as sexual wellbeing con-
tributes importantly to overall wellbeing
(Hooghe, 2012).

Health benefits of pleasure

Many studies have documented the health bene-
fits of sexual pleasure. In a review of 40 studies
published since 1990, Anderson (2013) concluded
that the experience of sexual satisfaction, sexual
pleasure, and positive sexual self-esteem improves
sexual health, mental health, and physical health
outcomes. It promotes overall wellbeing through
improved relationship quality and general life sat-
isfaction. This finding also holds true for older
people and for people with a chronic condition
or physical limitations (Kingsberg, 2005;
Kleinplatz et al., 2009; Traeen et al., 2019).

The quality of couples’ sex lives makes a
unique contribution to the quality and longevity
of committed relationships (Diamond &
Huebner, 2012), over and above the effect of
being in a committed relationship (e.g., Yeh et
al., 2006). In a large sample of young women
(18–26 years), sexual pleasure was positively
related to autonomy, self-esteem, and empathy
(Galinsky & Sonenstein, 2011; see also Sanchez et
al., 2006). These associations were less prominent
in young men.2 For older men, longevity and bet-
ter physical health were rather consistently posi-
tively associated with frequency of sexual activity.
Interestingly, longevity in heterosexual women
was associated with enjoyment of sexual activity,
not with sexual frequency per se (e.g., Palmore,
1982). And in line with these findings, a recent
representative German survey on sexual behav-
iors found that sexual pleasure was associated
with various health indicators (e.g.,
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communication about sexually transmitted infec-
tions (STIs), condom use, absence of sexual prob-
lems, and orgasm frequency), with sexual
pleasure predicting sexual health outcomes more
strongly in women than in men (Klein et al., in
preparation).

These latter findings may give the impression
that, for men, sexual pleasure is less important
for enjoying the health benefits of sex than it is
for heterosexual women. However, this finding
may rather reflect the fact that, for men, sexual
activity is almost invariably associated with sexual
pleasure, such that sexual pleasure does not fur-
ther contribute to the association between health
and engagement in sexual activity as it does in
heterosexual women. Engaging in sexual activity
may be exchangeable to experiencing sexual
pleasure for the average man, but not for women.

The gendered context of pleasure

Not all individuals will have equal opportunities
for pleasurable sexual experiences (Hall, 2019).
More specifically, experiences of sexual pleasure
seem embedded in a gendered3 context. Around
the world, sexual complaints are more prevalent
in heterosexual women than in heterosexual men
(Laumann et al., 2005). In most contemporary
societies, heterosexual women’s sexual pleasure is
still generally subordinated to heterosexual men’s
pleasure (Hall, 2019; van Lunsen et al., 2013). In
(religious) traditional cultures sexual pleasure of
women is judged to be more dangerous and
undesirable than that of men, or even considered
irrelevant (Hall, 2019), probably because sexual
pleasure of women does not appear to be directly
related to reproductive success. Sexual pleasure of
men, at least pleasure entailing orgasm with
ejaculation, is condoned, if not prioritized, as
procreational duties depend on it. Consequently,
only those problems that interfere with sexual
pleasure of men or with procreative sex are
deemed worthy of complaint or treatment (Hall,
2019), while sexual issues that are important and
distressing to women (and individuals engaging
in non-procreative sex), including a lack of sexual
pleasure, go unnoticed.

Sexual pleasure remains an understudied topic
in all populations, but especially in marginalized

ones. Even though we touch upon findings on
sexual pleasure in LGBTQþ populations, this
review has a cisgender, heterosexual, western, edu-
cated, industrialized, rich, democratic (WEIRD;
Klein et al., 2021), and quantitative research focus.
A timely review and commentary on research into
pleasure among transgender and gender diverse
individuals was recently published by Bradford
and Spencer (2020). They argue that, despite an
increased research interest into how these popula-
tions experience their sexuality subjectively, many
studies are still focused on quantitative designs
and how physiology and medical interventions
might curtail sexual experiences of transgender
and gender diverse people (Bradford & Spencer,
2020). Multimethod research among men who
have sex with men of diverse racial identity and
self-identifying gay men has shown how these
men defy and wrestle with social scripts on how
they experience, negotiate, and share sensual and
emotional aspects of pleasure across different rela-
tional and sexual contexts (Calabrese et al., 2015;
Hoppe, 2011; Kiguwa, 2015). We reiterate
Bradford and Spencer’s call to pay attention to
and allocate research efforts to study the similar-
ities, potential discrepancies, and diversity in
pleasure(s) within and across populations, and to
use mixed- and multimethod designs to allow
people to report on their agency and subjectively
lived experiences. In what follows, we review the
available evidence for (cis) gender differences in
experienced sexual pleasure.

Current gender differences in experienced
sexual pleasures and displeasures

Sex as experienced by women appears to be sub-
stantially less positive and may come at a greater
cost than the sex that men experience. Various
sources of data support this contention.

Pleasure gaps

The most recent study on orgasm differences
between women and men of various sexual orien-
tations (Frederick et al., 2018) confirms findings
of earlier studies suggesting that heterosexual sex-
ual activity benefits sexual pleasure of men more
than that of women (Garcia et al., 2014;
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Herbenick et al., 2010; Laumann et al., 1994;
Lloyd, 2005; Wade et al., 2005). Using a large
sample size (>50,000), Frederick et al. (2018)
found that men of all sexual orientations were
more likely to orgasm than women. The largest
sexual pleasure gap was found between heterosex-
ual women (65% of whom usually or always
orgasmed during sexual activity with a male part-
ner) and heterosexual men (95% of whom usually
or always orgasmed during sexual activity with a
female partner).

Incorporating oral sex along with other sexual
activities during a sexual encounter was of par-
ticular importance for more frequent orgasms in
women. Women who had only had penile-vaginal
penetration during their last sexual encounter
with a male partner were least likely to have an
orgasm (only 35% of these women usually or
always experience orgasm during sexual activity),
corroborating very robust data that suggest that
penile-vaginal intercourse is rather ineffective to
induce orgasm in women, with an orgasm gap
during that activity amounting to at least 60%.
Penile-vaginal intercourse without additional
glans clitoris stimulation results in orgasm in only
about 25 to 30% of heterosexual women (Hite,
1976; Lloyd, 2005), whereas over 90% of hetero-
sexual men always orgasm during penile-vaginal
intercourse (e.g., Douglass & Douglass, 1997).

This is not explained by women simply being
less able to orgasm than men, as women who
have sex with women have orgasms in 80–90% of
all sexual interactions (de Bruijn, 1982; Frederick
et al., 2018). Indeed, in the latter study, women
with a female sex partner had a three times
greater likelihood of always having an orgasm
during partnered sexual activity than women
with a male sex partner. In a study in Dutch col-
lege women, lesbian women were also much
more likely to experience orgasms during sexual
activity with a female partner than heterosexual
women (van Rees et al., 2016). In this study, like-
lihood of orgasm was strongly related to receiv-
ing glans clitoral stimulation. Interestingly, the
lesbian women in this study were less likely to
receive vaginal stimulation during lovemaking
than the women in mixed-gender relationships,
but those who did were significantly more likely
to experience orgasm from it. Vaginal penetration

of the women who had sex with a male partner
was overwhelmingly dependent on penile inser-
tion, whereas vaginal penetration of the women
in same-gender relationships was mainly done
manually, suggesting that the finger may be
much better equipped than the penis to stimulate
the clitoris internally.

Some have argued that women are not particu-
larly concerned about experiencing orgasm
(e.g., Blackledge, 2004), which may in itself be
interpreted to reflect women being innately less
interested in sex. If this were true, orgasm would
be a poor measure of women’s sexual pleasure.
However, based on a series of surveys in Finnish
women, Kontula (2009) concluded that the most
important single predictor of sexual satisfaction
for women is orgasm. In addition, women who
downplay the importance of orgasm may perhaps
do so to reduce cognitive dissonance (Festinger &
Carlsmith, 1959). By saying that orgasms are not
important, any distress accompanying difficulties
with orgasm might be reduced. Indeed, in a large
representative sample of Finnish heterosexual
women, those who always or almost always had
orgasms during partnered sexual activity were
more likely to find orgasms particularly import-
ant (Kontula & Miettinen, 2016). A similar find-
ing came from a 2012 study in a young
convenience sample (N¼ 300) of Dutch hetero-
sexual women (Anthony et al., 2012). Women
who reported finding orgasms important were
also the ones who had greatest ease in experienc-
ing orgasms.

There are other indices besides orgasm that are
indicative of substantial gender differences in
pleasure derived from sex. For instance, using data
from a large U.S. probability survey of individuals
with various sexual orientations aged 14–60,
Herbenick et al. (2010) found women and men to
differ in the extent to which their last sexual
encounter was “quite a bit” to “extremely” sexually
arousing (66% versus 84%, respectively), sexually
pleasurable (66% versus 83%, respectively), and
pain free (70% versus 94,4%, respectively).

Painful sex

The prevalence of pain or discomfort during pen-
ile-vaginal intercourse is high among women.

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF SEXUAL HEALTH 519



Lifetime estimates of dyspareunia range from 10%
to 28% (Harlow et al., 2014). In men, dyspareunia
is much less prevalent. Complaints of pain during
penile-vaginal intercourse vary between 0,2% in
the general population to 8% in a clinical setting
(Simons & Carey, 2001) . Rates of pain during
penile-vaginal penetration are particularly high
among young women. In a large representative
sample of Dutch adolescents between 12 and
25 years, 46% of women reported having experi-
enced pain during penile-vaginal intercourse, with
11% experiencing pain “regularly” to “always” (de
Graaf, 2018). Comparable numbers were found in
a Swedish study (Elmerstig et al., 2009). The latter
study also found that only half of these women
thought that having pain was a problem.
Apparently, most of the women took this pain for
granted, perhaps because they feel arousal despite
the pain, because they feel loved and believe that
that outweighs their pain, because they consider
pain during penile-vaginal intercourse to be nor-
mal, because they find sexual pleasure less
important, or perhaps because they feel that their
partner has a right to penile-vaginal intercourse,
regardless of their pain.

Characteristically, heterosexual women with
dyspareunia do not cease sexual activity that is
painful for them. They ignore the primary func-
tion of pain as signaling damage to the body (de
Jong et al., 1995). While penile-vaginal inter-
course frequency of women with dyspareunia is
lower than that of women without sexual pain
(Reed et al., 2003), not engaging in penile-vaginal
intercourse is, by definition, not a behavioral
choice that women with dyspareunia make.
Brauer et al. (2014) found that 36% of a conveni-
ence sample of women with dyspareunia still
engaged in penile-vaginal intercourse at least
once or twice a week. Research consistently
shows that psychological profiles of heterosexual
women with dyspareunia do not differ much
from those of women without sexual problems
(e.g., Brauer et al., 2009). Yet, heterosexual
women who seek help express concern that their
partner will leave them if they do not give him
access to penile-vaginal intercourse. Male part-
ners’ negative response to expressions of pain
was the best predictor of persisting in painful
penile-vaginal penetration in young Dutch

women (Brauer et al., 2014). Wanting to be
“normal” is also an important determinant of
persisting in painful penile-vaginal intercourse
(Elmerstig et al., 2008). These findings suggest
that beliefs that penile-vaginal penetration is a
“natural” sexual act to which men are entitled,
justifying a relationship breakup, are alive and
well (see Tiefer, 2004).

Violent sex and “scary” sex

Global WHO estimates indicate that about 1 in 3
women worldwide have experienced sexual intim-
ate partner violence or non-partner sexual vio-
lence in their lifetime (UNICEF, 2020), with up
to 50% of these acts of sexual violence being com-
mitted against girls under 16 years of age
(UNICEF, 2014). Almost one-third of women
report having experienced some form of sexual
violence by their intimate partners. The preva-
lence of partner sexual violence in a 12-month
period involving 44 countries was found to be
around 4% in many high-income countries, but at
least 40% in some low-income countries (Heisse
& Kotsadam, 2015). Estimates of non-partner sex-
ual violence were highest in sub-Saharan Africa
(Abrahams et al., 2014). The lifetime prevalence
of rape (or attempted rape) among women is
around 18–19% in several samples in the United
States and between 4 and 17% across several
European countries (Littleton et al., 2018). A
recent study found that for 6.5% of US women,
their first penile-vaginal penetration was forced
(Hawks et al., 2019).

Although all individuals are vulnerable to experi-
ences of sexual victimization, sexual assault, abuse,
and harassment are overall still gendered crimes,
such that women and girls are more likely to be
victims than men and boys (Littleton et al., 2018).
For men, the lifetime prevalence of sexual assault,
including non-consensual penetration, unwanted
sexual contact, being forced to penetrate someone
else, as based on representative studies, has been
estimated to be 17% for the US and, on average,
16% in 10 European countries. In several studies
around the world, the lifetime prevalence of com-
pleted or attempted rape among men is estimated
to vary between 1% and 5% (Littleton et al., 2018).
Members of marginalized groups face substantially
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increased vulnerability to sexual victimization.
These include individuals with disabilities, sexual
and gender minorities, homeless individuals, indi-
viduals engaging in various kinds of sex work, and
members of indigenous populations (Littleton et
al., 2018).

Aside from sexual violence prevalence rates,
there are other indications that sex is likely to
have fewer positive connotations for women than
for men. In one study, about 8% of US women
aged 14–26 years believed that they do not ever
have the right to make their own decisions
regarding whether to have sex and how, and an
additional 30% felt they were able to do so only
some of the time (Rickert et al., 2002).
Unfortunately, numbers for men are unavailable,
perhaps because researchers presume that men
will never be doubtful about such decisions, as
being an active pursuer of sex fits the male gen-
der stereotype. For women, sex may also be con-
sensual but unwanted (e.g., Peterson &
Muehlenhard, 2007), or wanted but unpleasant,
or associated with negative psychological and
outcomes (Littleton et al., 2009). Using data from
a US probability survey of individuals aged
14–60, a recent study reported that women were
more likely to having felt scared during sex
(Herbenick et al., 2019). Scary sexual situations
were reported by 24% of adult women, 10% of
adult men, 12.5% of adolescent women, and 4%
of adolescent men. In addition, the definition of
“scary” was radically different for women and
men. For women of all sexual orientations, “scary
sexual experiences” included being choked,
threatened, held down, hit, asking for a man to
stop which he doesn’t. For men, “scary sexual
experiences” were described as having sex with a
woman who is menstruating or receiving oral sex
while engaging in thoughts that the sex partner
may have had sex with someone else the
day before.

In sum, based on this brief overview of evi-
dence from only three different domains, we feel
that it is justified to conclude that currently
women, and particularly heterosexual women, are
less likely to experience sexual pleasure than
men, and that for them, sex may come at a
greater cost than for men. This raises the ques-
tion of whether women have a lesser capacity for

sexual pleasure than men or whether these differ-
ences are better explained by women having
fewer opportunities for sexual pleasure.

Aim of this paper

This paper reviews biopsychosocial evidence for
gender differences and similarities in (1) the cap-
acity to experience sexual pleasure and (2) oppor-
tunities to experience sexual pleasure, including
societal pressures which facilitate or penalize the
attainment and expression of sexual pleasure.
Given that some of the greatest (observed)
“pleasure gaps” are between heterosexual women
and heterosexual men, much of the paper will
address gender differences between heterosexual
women and men. Our focus on gender differences
and similarities does not mean that we do not
acknowledge variability in sexual pleasures among
women and among men. Also, whereas the 2019
WAS declaration of sexual pleasure rightly
includes the wide range of pleasures that people
may derive from sexual activities (Gruskin &
Kism€odi, 2020), the current paper particularly
focuses on sensual sexual pleasures (i.e., pleasure
associated with arousal and orgasm).

Capacity for sexual pleasure

Childhood genital responses and behavior

Evidence is accumulating that women and men
do not differ in their biological capacity for sex-
ual response, as evidenced by observations of
genital responses and behavior of girls and boys
from (and even before) birth and onwards (Katz-
Wise & Hyde, 2014). A thorough and extensive
overview of studies investigating childhood sexual
development illustrates that from an early age,
children of both genders display responses and
behaviors that appear to produce feelings that
can be interpreted as pleasurable and even sexual
(de Graaf & Rademakers, 2011), even though
what constitutes “sexual” is probably not of con-
cern to the children themselves (Lamb & Plocha,
2014). For instance, Masters et al. (1982) reported
data from ultrasound studies showing reflex erec-
tions in male fetuses and vaginal lubrication in
female infants 24 h after birth. These physio-
logical responses are indicative of an innate

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF SEXUAL HEALTH 521



capacity for sexual response although they per-
haps should not be equated with sexual feelings
during adulthood (Pfaus et al., 2012). However,
studies do suggest that young children can derive
pleasure from these responses and behaviors. For
instance, Galenson (1990) observed rhythmic and
seemingly intentional genital self-touch in male
and female infants before the age of 2, sometimes
accompanied by facial expressions indicative of
pleasure and flushing, rapid respiration, and
perspiration.

Girls and boys commonly touch their genitals
before the age of 5 (Friedrich et al., 1998 ;
Thigpen, 2009) and even prenatal self-touch and
“orgasm-like” reflexes have been observed in
both sexes (Brenot & Broussin; 1996; Giorgi &
Siccardi, 1996). Based on retrospective studies, it
is evident that some children experience sexual
arousal or orgasm before puberty, but due to dif-
ferent samples and definitions of key concepts, it
is impossible to say to how many children this
applies (de Graaf & Rademakers, 2011) and
whether there might be any systematic differences
between girls and boys. Masturbation is a com-
mon form of sexual expression in children that
have reached puberty, with boys generally start-
ing masturbation at a younger age than girls
(Katz-Wise & Hyde, 2014). Boys typically learn
about masturbation from their male peers
through being told or watching them, whereas
girls typically learn about masturbation through
self-discovery (Langfeldt, 1981). The fact that
masturbation is condoned or even encouraged in
boys but not or to a lesser extent in girls can
have repercussions on the use and efficacy of
masturbation as a source of pleasure. By the time
they are ready to engage in sex with another per-
son, boys may be equipped with greater know-
ledge than girls about what type of genital
stimulation is pleasurable to them.

Responsivity to sexual stimuli

In contrast to popular opinion that women are
not very responsive to visual sexual stimuli,
women do respond to visual sexual stimuli with
genital sexual arousal. In fact, psychophysiological
studies that investigate genital response and sex-
ual feelings in response to different categories of

erotic stimuli have repeatedly shown that also in
women, visual sexual stimuli yield highest genital
responses, more so than erotic literature (van
Dam et al., 1976), auditory erotic stimuli
(e.g., Morokoff & Heiman, 1980) or engaging in
erotic fantasies (e.g., Dekker & Everaerd, 1988;
Laan et al., 2001; Morokoff & Heiman, 1980).
Visual erotic stimuli combined with vibrotactile
genital stimulation produce even higher genital
responses compared to visual erotic stimuli only,
in women and men alike (Janssen et al., 1994;
Peterson et al., 2010). Also, the ease with which
women and men become genitally aroused in
response to sexual stimuli does not seem to differ
(Janssen & Everaerd, 1993; Laan & Everaerd,
1995). In confirmation of these early studies on
peripheral responses, a recent meta-analysis of 61
fMRI studies in 1850 women and men indicates
that male and female brains are also equally
responsive to visual sexual stimuli (Mitricheva et
al., 2019). In sum, women and men do not seem
to fundamentally differ in either genital or central
responsivity to sexual stimulation. Processing of
sexual stimuli by the brain generates blood flow
to the genitals with apparent ease in women and
men. So, even the mechanism of arousal is simi-
lar in women and men.

Sexual desire

According to the incentive motivation model,
sexual desire is activated by external, sexually
relevant stimuli or mental representations of such
stimuli (Both et al., 2007; Toates, 2009; 2014).
This conceptualization of sexual desire contrasts
that of many other researchers who, influenced
by Freud (1953), Kaplan (1995), and others, con-
sider sexual desire to be of internal origin, as a
drive which is awakened “spontaneously” through
deprivation.

As a result, an overwhelming majority of ques-
tionnaires employed in clinical practice as well as
in research for quantifying sexual desire are based
on the assumption that sexual desire is a stable
trait, a capacity that one does or does not pos-
sess, and which is then often claimed to be stron-
ger in men than in women. Interestingly, studies
using self-report questionnaires that conceptual-
ize sexual desire as a trait consistently find
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gender differences in the stereotypical direction
(with men reporting higher desire), whereas stud-
ies that have individuals rate their feelings of sex-
ual desire immediately following exposure to a
sexual stimulus fail to find differences between
women and men (e.g., Both et al., 2004; Goldey
& van Anders, 2012; see Dawson & Chivers,
2014, for a review). However, even recent studies
using trait measures of sexual desire have ques-
tioned the idea of men having high and unwaver-
ing sexual desire (see Murray, 2019, for
a review).

To conclude, the almost universal idea that men
have higher levels of desire than women and that
this is an innate capacity, an idea reinforced by
evolutionary theories and reproductive strategies
(see later sections), may depend on how sexual
desire is conceptualized and measured. If sexual
desire is seen as emerging from rather than pre-
ceding “incentivized” sexual arousal, as incentive
motivation theory posits, gender differences in
reported feelings of desire may be the result of dif-
ferences in incentive, or sexual context, quality
rather than reflective of innate differences.

Sex drive, “sex” hormones, and reproductive success

In contrast to most animals, in humans neither
the ability to engage in sexual activity nor the
motivation to do so is under strong hormonal
control. The fact that men have 10–20 times
more testosterone, expressed in absolute levels,
than women (e.g., Wang et al., 2014), has often
wrongly been equated with the notion that men
have an innately stronger sex drive which
increases as a function of deprivation (Kaplan,
1995, p. 17). There is, however, no evidence of
any sexual desire-enhancing effects of sexual
abstinence, and abstinence does not lead to life-
threatening effects compared to, for instance, a
hunger or thirst strike (see Both et al., 2007, for a
review). If anything, in women and men the
absence of partnered and solo sexual activity, or
the presence of non-rewarding (i.e., non-pleasur-
able) sexual activity, seems related to a reduction
of the desire to be sexually active, with sexual
abstinence even leading to reduced testosterone
levels after prolonged periods of sexual

abstinence (e.g., Carosa et al., 2002; Hsu et al.,
2015; Leiblum et al., 1983).

Even though a certain level of testosterone is
required for men’s brains and genitals to be sensi-
tive to sexual stimuli, normal physiological testos-
terone levels above that minimum threshold (total
T 10.4 nmol/L) seem unrelated to levels of sexual
desire (Rastrelli et al., 2018). The same may be
true for women, for whom testosterone is also
thought to be associated with their sexual arous-
ability (Le Mo€ene, & Ågmo, 2018; Pfaus, 2009). As
in men, it is possible that in women testosterone is
not linearly but curvilinearly related to sexual func-
tion across the total serum T-range. This entails
that androgen-related sexual problems should only
be expected when T-levels are below a certain, yet
to be determined, hypophysiological threshold (cf.
Bachmann et al., 2002; Bancroft, 2005; Rastrelli et
al., 2018). In support of a threshold-approach, a
recent study on Human Immunodeficiency
Virus–Infected women showed that self-reported
problems with sexual desire and other androgen-
related symptoms such as depression, fatigue, and
reduced physical function were higher in women
with T-insufficiency compared to those without
(with T-insufficiency defined as total T� 0.3 if
Sex-Hormone-Binding-Globulin (SHBG) levels
were within the normal range (<100nmol/L), and
as total T � [100 � T/SHBG]� 0.5 in patients
with elevated SHBG levels (>100nmol/L); Laan et
al., 2019). In short, not absolute but rather relative
hormonal levels may allow women and men to be
sensitive to sexual stimulation.

Furthermore, labeling testosterone the “male
sex hormone” obscures the fact that, for men, tes-
tosterone is also their most important reproduct-
ive hormone. In most secondary school biology
books, the difference in respect to which hor-
mone is important for female and male repro-
ductive development and fertility (estrogens and
testosterone, respectively) is conflated with
assumptions about which hormone would exert
the greatest influence on their sexual arousability.
Equating sexuality with reproduction and fertility,
including concepts about how sex differences in
reproduction and reproductive success must have
led to evolved gender differences in sexual, rather
than reproductive, strategies (e.g., Trivers, 1972),
may have reinforced the belief that men’s higher
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testosterone levels serve a sexual rather than
reproductive purpose. In addition, it is usually
ignored that for (non-pregnant) women absolute
testosterone levels are, on average, four times
higher than their absolute estrogen levels
(Clayton & Vignozzi, 2018, p. 65; Buster, 1999,
cited in Vignozzi & Maseroli, 2019, p. 114). For
women, even though physiological androgen lev-
els seem to facilitate fertility (likewise for estro-
gens and men’s fertility), supraphysiological
testosterone levels would compromise it
(Hammes & Levin, 2019). And although estro-
gens are thought to be the “female sex hormone,”
in reality no good evidence exists that they are
related to women’s sensitivity to sexual stimuli.
Of course, estrogens are important for the
trophic condition of the vaginal wall (Semmens
& Wagner, 1982), which may make vaginal pene-
tration without sexual arousal potentially less
painful, but estrogens are unrelated to women’s
sexual arousability itself (Laan & van Lunsen,
1997). In sum, the role sex hormones play in
male and female reproduction should not be
equated with their role in men’s and wom-
en’s sexuality.

In a similar vein, conflating sexuality with repro-
duction seems to have led to the widely held belief
that the sexual act that helps humans reproduce
(penile-vaginal intercourse), should also be the
most sexually pleasurable. When considering the
overwhelming evidence that penile-vaginal inter-
course advances heterosexual men’s orgasms, as
discussed earlier, this seems like a reasonable
thought, at least from a male perspective. This line
of thought has inspired researchers to hunt for
sexually sensitive locations within the vaginal wall
(e.g., Alzate, 1985; Semmens & Semmens, 1978).
And even though the anterior vaginal wall has con-
sistently been found to be the spot that is most
sensitive to electric stimulation, the vaginal wall is
in fact rather insensitive, especially when compared
to the sensitivity of the (glans) clitoris (Weijmar
Schultz et al., 1989). Having a relatively insensitive
vaginal wall may make perfect sense when it comes
to reproduction, with women’s vagina’s having to
accommodate a baby’s head of approximately
10 cm in diameter during delivery. Labeling the
vagina a reproductive rather than a sexual organ
would help women to no longer feel sexually

dysfunctional when they have difficulty becoming
sexually aroused, let alone experience orgasm,
from penile-vaginal intercourse without direct or
indirect stimulation of their pleasure organ,
the clitoris. After all, who would expect men to
reach orgasm without stimulation of the
(glans) penis?

Sexual behaviors and attitudes: gender differences
or gender similarities?

So if women and men achieve orgasm when
stimulated adequately and are more similar than
different in their responsivity and sensitivity to
sexual stimulation, why do women experience
less pleasurable sex? Do women and men differ
in terms of behavioral or psychological factors
that affect sexual pleasure? In the following sec-
tion, we will address the tendency to overestimate
differences, rather than acknowledge similarities,
when studying gender differences in sexuality,
and we will discuss a number of methodological
issues of these studies. We then elaborate on the
role that socio-cultural factors play in explaining
those differences between women and men.

In 2010, Petersen and Hyde published a meta-
analysis of studies investigating gender differences
in 30 sexual behaviors and attitudes that appeared
between 1993 and 2007. The meta-analysis
included 834 samples as well as data from seven
large national datasets. No large gender differen-
ces (d ffi .80) were found, and only 4 gender dif-
ferences with moderate effect sizes (d ffi .50):
masturbation frequency, use of pornography,
number of sex partners, and attitudes about cas-
ual sex, with men scoring higher on all variables.
Of note, while this implies that all of the highest
scoring individuals are men and all of the lowest
scoring individuals are women, those moderate
effect sizes represent an overlap of 80% between
populations (Magnusson, 2020), indicating greater
similarity than difference. Comparing differences
between the most recent meta-analysis from 2010
(Petersen & Hyde, 2010) with a meta-analysis
published 17 years earlier (Oliver & Hyde, 1993)
also shows that gender differences are becoming
smaller with time. More recently, a meta-synthesis
including 106 meta-analyses and 386 individual
meta-analytic effects provided compelling support
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for gender similarity (Zell et al., 2015). Declining
gender differences underscore the notion that
women do not necessarily have a smaller capacity
for sexual pleasure than men.

Taking a closer look at each of these four differ-
ences suggests that methodological issues rather
than true gender differences may be at play.
Alexander and Fisher (2003) investigated gender
differences in the frequency of “solosexual behav-
iors” (a composite score consisting of mean fre-
quencies of masturbation and pornography use)
and number of sex partners in three different
experimental conditions potentially influencing
adherence to gender role norms: (1) a setting in
which participants were led to believe that their
responses might be seen by a peer (“exposure
threat condition”), (2) an anonymous (survey) set-
ting, and (3) while participants were hooked up to
a polygraph or “lie detector”(“bogus pipeline con-
dition”). Gender differences in self-reported sexual
behavior were negligible in the bogus pipeline con-
dition, which participants believed could detect
lying. Intriguingly, frequency scores of men were
less affected by experimental conditions than wom-
en’s scores, which may suggest that women’s
expression of sexual behavior is more susceptible
to moral disapproval by others than those of men.

In fact, a growing body of research demon-
strates that gender differences in sexual behavior
can partially be explained by social-contextual
factors, including stigma and safety. Men’s seem-
ingly greater likelihood to accept casual sex offers
in the famous Clark and Hatfield (1989) study,
attributed to men having a stronger sex drive,
was criticized in a study by Conley (2011). In
that study, it was found that men’s greater likeli-
hood of accepting casual sex offers by a stranger
may have been influenced by male confederates
being rated as less intelligent and sexually skilled
and as more dangerous than female confederates.
Also, gender differences in accepting a casual sex
proposal were absent in a study that asked partic-
ipants to imagine that they would receive casual
sex proposals from (attractive and unattractive)
famous individuals, friends, or same-gender indi-
viduals. In another study, Conley and colleagues
showed that female casual sex accepters are
judged more negatively than male casual sex
accepters and that this backlash influences

women’s decisions regarding whether to engage
in casual sex (Conley et al., 2013). In a subse-
quent study in bisexual individuals, Conley and
colleagues only found gender differences in
response to actual casual sex offers from men,
not from women, with male proposers being per-
ceived to be more dangerous than female propos-
ers (Conley et al., 2014). Baranowski and Hecht
(2015) found that the gender difference in accept-
ing casual sex invitations disappeared in a sub-
jectively safer environment. More recently,
Conley and colleagues showed that men’s consist-
ently more positive reactions to casual sex offers
may be related to them being more likely than
women to experience sexual pleasure and orgasm
during casual sex (Piemonte et al., 2019). This
should not be construed as evidence for women’s
lesser capacity for pleasure per se, as women are
much more likely to orgasm during casual sex
with other women than during casual sexual
encounters with men (Willis et al., 2018).

To conclude this section on the capacity for
sexual pleasure, women and men do not seem to
differ in their biological or psychological capacity
for sexual pleasure. Pleasurable and reproductive
aspects of human sexuality are conceptually, ana-
tomically, and psychologically distinct. The
human ability to experience orgasms and to
develop positive sensations associated with genital
stimulation thwarts the notion of a hormonally
regulated sexual drive in humans. Fecundity of
humans is such that engaging in sexual activity
for the purpose of sexual pleasure may suffice to
preserve the human species. Therefore, rather
than seeing sexual pleasure as a by-product of
reproduction, reproduction may be better con-
ceptualized as a by-product of sexual pleasure
(Abramson & Pinkerton, 2002). Sexual pleasure,
rather than a fixed hormonal pattern, allows for a
(not necessarily conscious) weighing of pro’s and
con’s of whether to engage in sexual activity in
any given situation, granted that potential part-
ners have an equal say in the matter (see Ågmo
& Laan, under review, for a discussion of the role
of consent in human sexual relations). In other
words, sexual pleasure provides the basis for indi-
vidual sexual development, with pleasure teaching
us about the kind of sex that is worth desiring.
Finally, women and men are, in principle, equally
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arousable, provided that they are stimulated in a
way that fits their “genital design,” and provided
that they have the opportunity to learn that sex-
ual activity can be sexually rewarding. The cur-
rent “pleasure gaps” represent not a fundamental
absence of sexual desire in women but rather a
“severe neglect of female erotic potential”
(Abramson & Pinkerton, 2002, p. 122). In other
words, heterosexual women experiencing less sex-
ual pleasure than heterosexual men may be
related to the fact that these women are having
sex with men, with the definition of “sex” as
penetration, and with women’s sexuality being
associated with stigma and danger. When these
contextual and sociocultural factors are removed
and opportunities for sexual pleasure are
increased, the sexual pleasure gender gap is likely
to be removed as well.

Opportunities for sexual pleasure

In this section, we will explore the possibility that
gender differences in sexual pleasure are related to
differences in opportunities rather than in capacities
for sexual pleasure (Abramson & Pinkerton, 2002;
Armstrong et al., 2012; van Lunsen et al., 2013).

Does pleasure breed desire?

Exceptionally little empirical research attention
has been paid to the hypothesis that heterosexual
women tend to desire partnered sexual activities
less than men, particularly with longer relation-
ship duration (e.g., Klusmann, 2002), not because
of some intrinsic gender difference in capacity
for sexual pleasure, but because the kinds of sex-
ual activity on offer provide them with fewer
opportunities for sexual pleasure. Recently, draw-
ing on sexual script theory (Gagnon & Simon,
1973) and pleasure theory (Abramson &
Pinkerton, 2002), Rubin et al. (2019) examined
whether anticipated pleasure from a sexual
encounter predicted heterosexual women’s desire
for penile-vaginal intercourse in samples from
the United States, Canada, Germany, and
Denmark. Decisions to engage in partnered sex-
ual activity were expected to depend on earlier
experiences with, and future expectations of,
pleasurable sexual experiences (e.g., Eastwick et

al., 2014). Relatedly, greater endorsement of gen-
dered cultural scripts (for instance, that men like
sex more than women) were hypothesized to
adversely influence women’s desire for sexual
activity. Endorsement of gendered cultural scripts
may inhibit sexual desire because gender roles
inform and reinforce each other—just as men
learn to desire sex, women learn to prioritize oth-
er’s needs above their own.

In support of these hypotheses, Rubin et al.
(2019) found that both prioritization of male
partner’s sexual pleasure in partnered encounters
as well as gendered cultural scripts were nega-
tively associated with heterosexual women’s
desire for sexual activity. The women who priori-
tized their own sexual pleasure in partnered sex-
ual activity and who anticipated to experience
orgasm during future partnered sexual encoun-
ters reported greater desire for that sexual activ-
ity. Although the predictor variables did not
significantly vary across countries, some country-
based differences were found. For the Danish
sample, the country with the greatest gender
equality based on independent objective stand-
ards (World Economic Forum, 2018), only
endorsement of gendered cultural scripts robustly
predicted lower desire for sex. Women in
Denmark are more satisfied with their sex lives
than women in other Western nations (Traeen et
al., 2019). Rubin et al. (2019) hypothesized that
since sex between women and men is negotiated
on more equal terms in Denmark, pleasure may
be perceived as expected.

In conclusion, the findings of Rubin et al.
(2019) support the hypothesis that when hetero-
sexual women expect more opportunities for sex-
ual pleasure based on earlier experiences or when
they prioritize their own sexual pleasure (at least
as much as that of their male partner), they are
more likely to desire sexual activity. Increased
opportunities for sexual pleasure may occur
either by a gradual break-down of gendered sex-
ual scripts, by (educational) efforts to have
women stop de-prioritize their own sexual pleas-
ure in heterosexual encounters compared to that
of their partner, or by providing adolescents with
accurate information about stimulation of which
parts of women’s genital anatomy and which sex-
ual activities are more likely to bring about
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pleasure. All this may help further decrease gen-
der differences in experienced sexual pleasure. Of
note, a recent study found that women who were
less likely to prioritize their own sexual pleasure
in a heterosexual casual dating context were
more at risk of performing undesired sexual acts
to please a partner (Kettrey, 2018). Hence, chang-
ing sexual scripts that prioritize male sexual
pleasure are not only likely to increase pleasur-
able sexual experiences for women, but also to
decrease the likelihood of engaging in unwanted
sexual activity.

The coital imperative

Not only women’s learned expectations about the
likelihood that heterosexual sexual activity will be
pleasurable or their (scripted) tendency to priori-
tize their male partner’s sexual pleasure over their
own may limit the opportunities for sexual pleas-
ure of women. The coital imperative (the common
view that penile-vaginal intercourse is the most
important of all sexual activities; Braun et al.,
2003) but even the mere definition of the word
“sex” as (penile-vaginal or penile-anal) penetration
is likely to provide heterosexual women with fewer
opportunities for sexual pleasure. Particularly when
this coital imperative is combined with a lack of
knowledge about the anatomy of the clitoris and a
disregard for the requirement of sexual arousal in
women prior to penile insertion, penile-vaginal
intercourse represents a poor opportunity for sex-
ual pleasure for women. Only when a woman is
sufficiently sexually aroused and both the outer
and the inner aspects of her clitoris are fully
engorged, she is likely to experience pleasure and
perhaps even orgasm during penile-vaginal inter-
course, because, as Levin (2003) pointed out, only
then the inner aspect of the clitoris is likely to
become (further) sexually stimulated during pen-
ile-vaginal intercourse.

Also, the pervasive myth that healthy adult
women should be able to orgasm through penile-
vaginal intercourse is unfavorable for heterosex-
ual women’s sexual pleasure. At the beginning of
the 20th century, Freud (1953) suggested that
women who required glans clitoral stimulation
for orgasm are “psychologically immature”
because mature women’s proper sexual response

is a natural transfer of pleasurable feelings from
the clitoris to the vagina during penile-vaginal
intercourse. Exactly how this “natural transfer” of
pleasurable feelings should happen was never elu-
cidated. The notion that women have to be able
to have such a “vaginal orgasm” contrasts with
modern data that suggest that orgasm likelihood
is largest in sexual situations that involve stimula-
tion of the glans clitoris (e.g., Hite, 1976; Lloyd,
2005; Tavares et al., 2018).

Thus, the coital imperative represents a powerful
limitation to heterosexual women’s opportunities
for pleasure, particularly when this is combined
with the belief that women do not need to be
sexually aroused prior to intercourse. After all, it is
the increase in volume of the inner aspect of the
clitoris that increases women’s likelihood that vagi-
nal penetration will lead to orgasm. So women
and men do not differ even when it comes to
what is an essential prerequisite for intercourse to
be pleasurable, namely, sexual arousal.

Other gendered practices and scripts

Additional gendered practices and scripts are
likely to limit opportunities for sexual pleasure
for women. Here we address some of them. First,
200 million women have undergone some type of
genital mutilation globally, and annually 3 mil-
lion girls are at risk of becoming genitally muti-
lated (UNICEF, 2020). A recent systematic review
showed that genitally mutilated women have a
greater likelihood for reduced psychological and
sexual wellbeing (van Moorst et al., 2018).

Second, disregard of the clitoris as women’s
pleasure organ likely reduces women’s likelihood
of experiencing sexual pleasure. Even though the
correct anatomy of the clitoris has been known
for centuries, this knowledge has vanished from
sight many times. For instance, in the first half of
the 20th century in the United States the clitoris
was systematically removed from anatomical
drawings of female genitalia (Tuana, 2008).

Third, slut shaming is a form of cultural sup-
pression of women’s sexuality that has been prac-
ticed since antiquity (Webb, 2015). Also, a recent
meta-analysis showed that the traditional double
standard (i.e., heterosexual women are judged
more harshly for engaging in casual sexual
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activity than are heterosexual men; Conley et al.,
2013) is still prevalent in society (Endendijk et
al., 2020). Interestingly, Rudman et al. (2013)
found support for the hypothesis that men are
actually more instrumental in repressing women’s
sexual expressions than women are, contradicting
Baumeister and Twenge’s (2002) earlier conclu-
sion that women are more culpable than men for
suppressing women’s sexual expressions (e.g., by
spreading gossip about other women engaging in
casual sex). Rudman et al. (2013) propose that
sexism, stigma, and rape myths are primary
obstacles to sexual equality in sexual pleasure.

Fourth, exposure to mass media depicting the
thin-ideal body is related to body image concerns
for women (e.g., Grabe et al., 2008), which is
associated with them experiencing more difficul-
ties with sexual arousal and orgasm than women
without body concerns (Carvalheira et al., 2016;
Silva et al., 2016; Traeen et al., 2016).

Fifth, adolescent girls are faced with what
Tolman (2002) called “the dilemma of desire”:
girls are encouraged through media and cultural
representations to be “sexy,” but at the same time
they are punished if they are actively “sexual”
because by showing agency they defy cultural
expectations for women’s sexuality.

Evolution or culture?

Gender differences in sexual expressions or atti-
tudes have long been taken as proof that men are
innately sexual and that women are not or to a
lesser extent—coined by Hollway (1984) as the
discourse of male sexual drive. This discourse has
been supported by simplified predictions of clas-
sical evolutionary theory (e.g., Greiling & Buss,
2000). Evolutionary theorists assume that gender
differences are of biological (genetic) origin and
the result of natural selection—thus limiting their
empirical work to hypothesized gender differen-
ces in evolved adaptations, at the expense of con-
sidering the many similarities between women
and men with respect to sexuality. Many scholars
now agree that classic evolutionary theory has lit-
tle explanatory power as an integrative paradigm
for human sexuality (Eshuis, 2020).

Even though humans, like other animals, will
have acquired general behavioral tendencies

aimed at survival and reproduction, they are
clearly capable of adapting to life circumstances.
Life history theory proposes that adaptive sexual
strategies develop during an individual’s life span,
rendering the need for the assumption of evolved,
innate, deterministic, gendered (cognitive) adap-
tations obsolete (Del Guidice et al., 2015). Life
history theory assumes that global ecological
changes, such as climate change, have a larger
influence on human mating strategies than
evolved adaptations. For instance, stable environ-
ments in which adequate resources for survival
are available are usually characterized by repro-
ductive strategies aimed at investment in a lim-
ited number of children, whereas unstable
environments with scarce resources usually lead
to more quantitative reproductive strategies with
a greater number of offspring (Eshuis, 2020).

Thus, while biological and psychological fac-
tors clearly determine the possibilities and boun-
daries of our sexual potential, the way individuals
express their sexuality depends on the environ-
ment and is therefore socially constructed.
Culture, defined as the constructed and shared
values of a group that are important enough to
be passed on from one generation to the next, is
dynamic and is constantly changing and being
(re)negotiated (Hall, 2019). Only a culturally sen-
sitive perspective on sexuality allows us to explain
and appreciate the large variability in individual
and gendered sexual expressions.

Although cultural explanations have been
criticized based on the argument that the fact
that in most cultures men dominate women is
proof of men’s biological superiority over women
(Brown, 1991), some argue that male dominance
is not rooted in human nature. For instance,
according to Jablonka (2020), male dominance is
best seen as a moral injustice resulting from a
patriarchal system that evolved with a residential
lifestyle that accompanied the development of
agriculture, which favored male force and
reduced the need for cooperation that is charac-
teristic for a nomadic way of life.

There is abundant evidence that in most coun-
tries and cultures, expressions of sexual pleasure
of women and girls are repressed to a greater
extent than those of men and boys (Katz-Wise &
Hyde, 2014). Sociocultural theorists have argued
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that gender differences are driven not by biology
but by role behaviors dictated by gendered divi-
sions of labor (Eagly & Wood, 1999), with psy-
chological attributes and behaviors that are
adaptive for their roles in a gender-differentiated
workplace having negative consequences for
women’s sexuality.

As was already stated, the decline in the number
of gender differences in sexuality from 1993 to
2007 in Petersen and Hyde’s (2010) meta-analysis
suggests that cultural rather than biological factors
are responsible for previous differences between
genders in sexuality. Specifically, they found
smaller gender differences in masturbation fre-
quency in societies with greater gender equality.
Similarly, whereas Buss (1989) emphasized the
finding of a large gender difference in men’s and
women’s preference for a potential partner’s earn-
ing capacity as support of an evolved adaptation
related to gender differences in reproductive strat-
egies, Eagly and Wood (1999) found a large nega-
tive correlation across cultures between the
magnitude of this gender difference and women’s
own earning capacity. More recently, Eastwick et
al. (2014) presented meta-analytic data covering 97
studies and found no gender difference in the
association between earning capacity and romantic
evaluations of opposite-gender partners. Also, par-
ticipants’ romantic evaluations of partners they
had met face to face tended to be more positive to
the extent that the partner had good earning pros-
pects, regardless of gender (using data of > 50,000
participants). The same was true, incidentally, for
physical attractiveness (N> 29,000).

In an influential paper, Baumeister (2000)
argued that women’s sexuality is more malleable in
response to sociocultural and situational factors,
concluding that the observed gender difference in
erotic plasticity results from men’s sexuality being
mainly determined by physical factors resulting
from evolutionary selection. Alternatively, men’s
seemingly lesser malleability with respect to sexual-
ity may also be a function of men, across cultures,
having a lesser need to adapt to sociocultural and
situational factors, as these factors are more in
their favor or as they have more power (either
actively pursued or granted habitually) to bend
situational factors in their favor. This model of
power-inequality negatively affecting people’s

sexual expressions fits with findings that male
dominance is not the only form of social injustice
that is likely to influence sexual expressions.
Poverty, race, disease, statelessness, are equally or
perhaps even more influential in shaping the
human sexual experience (Eshuis, 2020).

In sum, while biological and psychological fac-
tors determine the possibilities and restrictions of
our sexual potential, circumstances shape our
specific expectations about whether engaging in
sexual activity, partnered or solo, will be reward-
ing and, thus, worth desiring. This perspective on
sexual pleasure allows for a better understanding
of how learning processes shape individuals sex-
ual pleasures and problems (Both, 2020; Pfaus et
al, 2012), and is in line with modern information
processing perspectives on sexual response
(Janssen et al., 2000) and with the incentive
motivation model, an integrative theoretical
framework for understanding sexual motivation,
arousal, and behavior that may be useful for
explaining the causes and possible treatments for
problems related to sexual pleasure (Ågmo &
Laan, under review; Toates, 2009, 2014).

Conclusion: toward gender equality in
sexual pleasure

To facilitate sexual pleasures in all genders, we
believe that it is necessary to move from a dis-
course of gender differences to a discourse of gen-
der similarities, especially since the latter discourse
seems, as we have argued, more consistently sup-
ported by scientific evidence. Convictions that
women and men are fundamentally different with
respect to sex are part of that cultural context that
is likely to shape our sexual development and our
day-to-day sexual experiences in a way that reinfor-
ces these gender differences, particularly for indi-
viduals who prefer opposite-gender sexual partners.

In recent years, the importance of sexual pleas-
ure for (sexual) health has been acknowledged
(World Association of Sexual Health [WAS],
2019; World Health Organization, 2006). That
said, comprehensive sex education will be an
important instrument for increasing knowledge,
recognition, and promotion of sexual pleasure
(Hull, 2008). However, to reduce gender differen-
ces in sexual pleasures, and to help people benefit
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from the positive health effects of rewarding sex-
ual experiences, we believe that sex education
should not be limited to reproduction (which pri-
oritizes the penis and sentences the clitoris to
seclusion) and sexual risks, but should openly
address the pleasurable aspects of sexuality and
ways in which adolescents can learn to experience
and share these pleasures. It appears to be the
prioritization of pleasure, without the need to de-
prioritize that of potential sexual partners, that
has both health as well as protective benefits.
This pleasure-prioritized sex education should
involve promotion of “cliteracy” in all genders
through tuition about differences in female and
male genital anatomy from which pleasure can be
derived, incorporated in a context that makes
clear that these organs have the same embryo-
logical origin and that both the capacity for
pleasure and the mechanisms of pleasure do not
differ between genders.

Diversity with respect to genders and sexual ori-
entations should be part and parcel of comprehen-
sive sexuality education, to reduce the impact of
heteronormativity, the coital imperative, girls’
dilemmas of desire, and gendered scripts that pro-
mote a sexual double standard that force women
in a passive and men in an active role—which may
harm men’s sexual pleasure as well—and that con-
demn women’s and commend men’s expressions
of sexual pleasure, such that respect for individuals
regardless of gender and sexual orientations is
facilitated. Increasing girls’ and women’s sexual
agency and relieving boys and men from their
duty to perform can be part of that conversation.

Given that power differences between genders
partly drive the gender differences in experienced
sexual pleasure by limiting women’s opportuni-
ties for sexual pleasure, policies that encourage
gender equality are vital. Promoting equality is a
human issue, not a “woman’s issue.” The involve-
ment of (heterosexual) men who use their power-
ful status to support egalitarian gender roles and
gender equality (Silver et al., 2018) may be
instrumental in promoting gender equality in
sexual pleasure. We would predict that egalitarian
sexual scripts can heighten heterosexual men’s
sensual and emotional sexual pleasures, by reduc-
ing fear of performance failure which comes with
gendered scrips that make men responsible for

initiating and directing sexual interactions.
Together, women and men can practice a new
definition of “sex.” One that does not refer to a
particular sexual act, but to an experience: a
sexually pleasurable experience that is affection-
ately shared among equals.

Notes

1. Some exceptions exist. For instance, SIECUS guidelines
for sexual health education incorporate pleasure. See
https://siecus.org/resources/the-guidelines/. UNESCO
also addresses sexual pleasure in their guidelines for sex
education. See https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/
pub-pdf/ITGSE.pdf

2. Unless otherwise indicated, ‘women’ and ‘men’ refer to
cisgender individuals.

3. Gender is defined here as “the condition of being male,
female, or neuter. In a human context, sex usually
refers to the biological aspects of maleness or
femaleness, whereas gender implies the psychological,
behavioral, social, and cultural aspects of being male or
female (i.e., masculinity or femininity.)” (American
Psychological Association [APA], 2015).
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