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Abstract

This article investigates the determinants of orgasm and sexual enjoyment in hookup and
relationship sex among heterosexual college women and seeks to explain why relationship
sex is better for women in terms of orgasm and sexual enjoyment. We use data from women
respondents to a large online survey of undergraduates at 21 U.S. colleges and universities
and from 85 in-depth interviews at two universities. We identify four general views of the
sources of orgasm and sexual enjoyment—technically competent genital stimulation, partner-
specific learning, commitment, and gender equality. We find that women have orgasms
more often in relationships than in hookups. Regression analyses reveal that specific sexual
practices, experience with a particular partner, and commitment all predict women’s orgasm
and sexual enjoyment. The presence of more sexual practices conducive to women’s orgasm in
relationship sex explains some of why orgasm is more common in relationships. Qualitative
analysis suggests a double standard also contributes to why relationship sex is better for
women: both men and women question women’s (but not men’s) entitlement to pleasure
in hookups but believe strongly in women’s (as well as men’s) entitlement to pleasure in
relationships. More attention is thus given to producing female orgasm in relationships.
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Hooking up is common among adolescents
and young adults in the United States, particu-
larly on college campuses (England, Shafer,
and Fogarty 2007; Manning, Giordano, and
Longmore 2006; Paul, McManus, and Hayes
2000). The phrase is ambiguous, but most
young people seem to agree that hooking up
involves sexual activity, ranging from kissing
to intercourse, outside of an exclusive relation-
ship. Much of the growing body of research on
hooking up expresses concern for women’s
well-being and suggests that hookups benefit
men at the expense of women (Bogle 2008;

Bradshaw, Kahn, and Saville 2010; Eshbaugh
and Gute 2008; Glenn and Marquardt 2001;
Grello, Welsh, and Harper 2006; Regnerus and
Uecker 2011). This concern is based in part on
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the assumption that a committed relationship is
the most likely context for pleasurable sex,
especially for women. Research supports the
claim that sex in committed relationships is
better (Laumann et al. 1994; Pederson and
Blekesaune 2003; Richters et al. 2006; Waite
and Joyner 2001a, 2001b), particularly for
women (Darling, Davidson, and Cox 1991;
Davidson and Darling 1988; Hurlbert and Apt
1994; Mah and Binik 2001). Because there is
little empirical research on the quality of sex in
heterosexual college hookups and relation-
ships, we do not know if these patterns hold for
this group. In fact, relatively little is known
about the quality of sex among adolescents and
young adults more generally, as most existing
research focuses on explaining early sexual
debut and detailing its negative consequences.
This situation is unfortunate given that the vast
majority of heterosexual Americans engage in
premarital sex, and do so in contexts ranging
from high to no commitment.'

This article investigates orgasm and sexual
enjoyment in hookup and relationship sex
among heterosexual women college students.
Our decision to treat orgasm as a central
measure of the quality of young women’s
sexual experiences may be controversial.
Some might see this decision as flowing from
male-centered and medicalized views of sex
and argue that women are not particularly
concerned about orgasm (Bancroft, Loftus,
and Long 2003; Gavey, McPhillips, and
Braun 1999; Nicholson and Burr 2003; Potts
2000). We did not want to assume, a priori,
that women do not care about orgasm.
Because little systematic research examines
the role of orgasm in young women’s sexual
satisfaction we decided to investigate this
relationship empirically.

We use data from women respondents to
an online survey of undergraduates at 21
public and private colleges and universities
and from in-depth interviews at two universi-
ties. The survey data, although not derived
from a probability sample, result from nearly
full-population responses from the classes in
which recruitment took place. To our knowl-
edge, only one other survey includes detailed

questions about practices in the last sexual
event (e.g., whether intercourse occurred and
who gave or received oral sex or hand stimu-
lation of genitals), whether orgasm occurred,
and the relationship context of the event.’
This article capitalizes on the strengths of our
dataset to examine effects of specific sexual
practices on women’s orgasm and sexual
enjoyment in hookups and relationships, and
to observe how orgasm and sexual enjoyment
differ between hookups and relationships.
Supplementation with in-depth interviews
deepens our understanding of the differences
between hookup and relationship sex.

CONCEPTIONS OF THE
SOURCES OF SEXUAL
SATISFACTION

We identify four ways that prior research has
conceptualized the sources of women’s sex-
ual satisfaction in heterosexual sex. One view
focuses on sexual practices, implicitly treat-
ing good sex as a technical accomplishment
achieved through deploying the right prac-
tices to achieve genital stimulation. A second
view focuses on relationship-specific skills
acquired by a partner over time. A third per-
spective sees good sex as a consequence of
commitment and affection. A fourth focuses
on how gender inequality may degrade wom-
en’s experiences of sexuality. Much past
research on sexual practices and orgasm
focuses only on committed couples (Bancroft
et al. 2003; Parish et al. 2007; for a review,
see Christopher and Sprecher 2000). Other
research focuses on the relationship between
sexual satisfaction and relationship context,
ignoring sexual practices (McNulty and
Fisher 2008; Waite and Joyner 2001a, 2001b).
We develop hypotheses as we proceed.

Technical perspective. This approach
treats orgasm and sexual enjoyment as pri-
marily a consequence of the delivery of
competent genital stimulation. The nature of
stimulation provided and its duration are
expected to be highly associated with orgasm
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and sexual enjoyment. Studies find a strong
association between form of stimulation and
orgasm (Fugl-Meyer et al. 2006; Herbenick
et al. 2010; Mah and Binik 2001). Men and
women are more likely to orgasm if they
engage in a greater number of sexual practices
(Haavio-Mannila and Kontula 1997; Parish
et al. 2007; Richters et al. 2006). For women,
oral or manual genital stimulation increases
orgasm (Bancroft 2002; Fugl-Meyer et al.
2006; Herbenick et al. 2010; Richters et al.
2006). Sexual knowledge increases sexual
satisfaction, and health problems diminish it
(Carpenter, Nathanson, and Kim 2009; Parish
et al. 2007). The technical approach focuses
on the embodied character of sexuality. View-
ing sexual problems as dysfunction and
turning to pharmacological solutions goes
even further by extracting sexuality from
social life and placing it in the purview of
biology.’ The technical approach views erotic
competence as portable, so that a woman who
knows how to reach orgasm is likely to
achieve orgasm with any partner who is will-
ing to provide her with competent stimulation.
This perspective leads us to expect all sexual
practices will be positively associated with
orgasm in both hookups and relationships. It
also leads us to predict that observed differ-
ences between the probability that hookups
and relationship events will lead to orgasm or
satisfaction can be statistically accounted for
by differences in the sexual practices experi-
enced in the two contexts.

Partner-specific experience. Laumann
and colleagues (1994) articulated a rational
choice perspective on sexuality that sees indi-
vidual sexual tastes as variable, so that it takes
time to learn how to please a new partner,
making sexual competence partner-specific
rather than entirely portable. They argue that
investing in learning to pleasure a particular
partner is rational. One might question
whether learning a new partner’s sexual
desires qualifies as onerous enough to be
deemed investment, which implies a cost now
for a later gain. Even so, Laumann and col-
leagues point out that finding a new partner is

costly, which makes staying with a partner
and learning to please that partner rational. As
Waite and Joyner (2001b:248) note, “sex with
the partner who knows what one likes and
how to provide it is bound to be more satisfy-
ing than sex with a partner who lacks such
skills.” If deliberate investment is required to
learn how to please a partner, we would expect
women’s orgasm to remain low across all
hookups—even repeated hookups—because
one can presume investment is motivated by
commitment. But if, as we hypothesize, learn-
ing occurs even without commitment, then
sex should get better with each event, even if
the context is a hookup. This version of the
partner-specific experience perspective pre-
dicts that ongoing relationships will lead to
orgasm more than hookups will, because the
partners have more practice with each other.
Furthermore, it predicts that first-time hook-
ups with a particular partner will lead to
orgasm less and be less enjoyable than later
hookups with that partner, because less partner-
specific learning has occurred.”

Commitment and affection. This per-
spective sees sexual satisfaction as generated
by the quality of the relationship. Commit-
ment may be important because it brings trust
in sexual exclusivity, a feeling of security in
the future of the relationship, or because it
often accompanies affection. Mutual affection
may enhance sex whether or not it is accom-
panied by a long-term commitment. Waite
and Joyner (2001b) find that men and women
report greater emotional satisfaction in sexu-
ally exclusive relationships that they expect to
last a long time. Other scholars have found
that relationship satisfaction influences sexual
satisfaction and vice versa (Christopher and
Sprecher 2000; Parish et al. 2007).

Relationship quality affects men’s and
women’s sexual enjoyment, but some scholars
have found emotional factors are particularly
relevant for women’s sexual response. Some
research focuses on relationship quality (Ban-
croft et al. 2003; Kaschak and Tiefer 2001),
while other work focuses on commitment
(Waite and Joyner 2001a, 2001b). Waite and
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Joyner (2001b:261) argue that “only lifetime
relationships are ‘long enough’ for women’s
emotional satisfaction,” although they note
that patterns for physical satisfaction are “less
consistent.” Research shows that women con-
nect sex and love more than men, and women
desire fewer sexual partners (Baumeister, Cat-
anese, and Vohs 2001; McHugh 2006). Schol-
ars have offered a variety of explanations for
gender differences in how commitment and
affection affect sexual satisfaction.’ These
researchers tend to treat gender differences in
sexuality as a durable social fact (Baumeister
and Vohs 2004; Regnerus and Uecker 2011).
Given that our analysis is limited to women,
it is beyond our scope to examine whether
women’s orgasm and enjoyment are more
strongly affected by relationship quality than
are men’s, or whether context affects both
genders similarly. For our analysis, this per-
spective generates the expectation that in
either relationships or hookups, reported
affection and commitment will be associated
with orgasm and enjoyment. Given that we
can assume relationships, on average, entail
more affection and orientation to the future
than do hookups, this perspective also leads us
to expect that women’s higher level of orgasm
and sexual enjoyment in relationships com-
pared to hookups, if observed, is not explained
entirely by differences in sexual practices.

Gender inequality. This perspective
draws attention to the cultural suppression of
(or indifference to) women’s sexual pleasure
(Brownmiller 1975; Reiss 1986; for a review,
see Baumeister and Twenge 2002). Scholars
adopting this perspective often view gender
differences in sexuality as a result of the oper-
ation of power. Researchers point to explicit
attempts to prevent female sexual satisfaction,
such as female genital mutilation, and note
that women often have little control over
when and with whom they have sex and often
lack access to contraception and other gyne-
cological services. College women in the
United States typically do not experience
these harsh forms of gender inequality. Even
so, evidence suggests that gender inequality

in sexuality persists on U.S. college campuses
(Bogle 2008; Martin 1996; Regnerus and
Uecker 2011). Rates of sexual assault appear
to be high and resistant to change (Fisher,
Cullen, and Turner 2000).

Little stigma remains associated with pre-
marital sex in relationships, except among
conservative religious groups (Regnerus
2007), so the older version of the double stand-
ard, in which women are judged more harshly
than men for having premarital sex, is largely
dead. However, a new version of the sexual
double standard, in which women who seek
sexual pleasure outside of committed relation-
ships are judged more harshly than men who
do so, has emerged in its place (Crawford and
Popp 2003; Peterson and Hyde 2010; Risman
and Schwartz 2002). This new double standard
also involves judgments about appropriate lev-
els of sexual enthusiasm or initiative, as men
are assumed to have a strong, active drive to
seek sex, whereas women are viewed as more
sexually passive, responding to men’s desire.
In hookups, men may be more selfish sexually
because of their tacit lack of respect for wom-
en’s right to pleasure in a casual context.
Women participating in hookups may not feel
entitled to communicate their sexual desires.
Or, a partner’s disrespect may block women’s
desire (Graham et al. 2004; Tolman 1994). In
relationships, men are more likely to invest in
learning to please their partners, not only
because of the presence of affection and com-
mitment, but also because relationship sex is
more egalitarian and less affected by the new
double standard. This perspective leads us to
expect that both men and women will report
that men are not concerned about women’s
pleasure in hookups, and that women will
report feeling more entitled to pleasure in rela-
tionships and more disrespect from men in
hookups.

DATA AND METHODS
Data

The quantitative portion of our analysis uses
the Online College Social Life Survey
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(OCSLS), conducted between 2005 and
2011.° The 15 to 20 minute survey was
administered online because self-adminis-
tered questionnaires produce higher rates of
reporting of sensitive behaviors than do face-
to-face interviews (Bradburn and Sudman
1979; Schroder, Carey, and Vanable 2003).

The OCSLS collected data from men and
women, but we used only women’s responses
for our quantitative analysis, beginning with the
14,583 undergraduate women at 21 colleges and
universities granting bachelor’s degrees. Given
our analytic focus on sex between men and
women, we did not utilize the 8 percent of these
women who reported themselves to be lesbian,
bisexual, or not sure or did not answer the ques-
tion. This left us with a sample of 13,484
women. Our two analytic samples were overlap-
ping subsets of these women. The first sample
included the 8,132 women who reported they
had ever hooked up, and when asked about their
most recent hookup, said that it was with a man.’
After deleting the 15 percent of cases with miss-
ing values on any of the variables in our hookup
models, we were left with 6,881 cases for analy-
sis. The second sample included the overlapping
group consisting of the 7,063 women who
reported a relationship of at least six months with
a man. After deleting the 7 percent of cases with
missing values on any of the variables in our
relationship sexual event model, we were left
with 6,591 cases for analysis.®

Most survey recruitment took place in
classes. Almost all participating instructors
gave students some course credit for taking
the survey. To make the survey voluntary,
students had the option of an alternative
assignment designed to take the same amount
of time. Virtually no one elected this option or
to forgo the credit. Thus, the response rate in
most classes was 99 to 100 percent.” Because
our sample is nearly a census of classes, non-
representativeness within universities emerges
mainly from who selects into participating
classes. Our sample was only 11 percent soci-
ology majors, despite recruiting largely in
sociology courses. We found few differences
between sociology majors, technical majors
(computer science, engineering, natural sci-

ence, and math), and other majors on items
such as the percent who had an orgasm on the
most recent hookup or who gave or received
oral sex on the last hookup. Major was thus not
a source of non-representativeness, although
students who choose sociology electives may
differ from other students. Unfortunately, we
cannot assess how much non-representative-
ness this introduces.'’

Our quantitative analyses are largely based
on heterosexual undergraduate women’s reports
of two distinct events. Respondents were asked
about their most recent hookup, if they had had
one in college. The instrument did not define a
hookup, but said, “Use whatever definition of
‘hookup’ you and your friends use.” The instru-
ment specified that we were interested in their
most recent hookup with someone with whom
they were not in a relationship. The women
were then asked a series of questions about
their most recent hookup, including all the
sexual practices that occurred in the event with
a “check all that apply” list. They were also
asked whether they had an orgasm and how
much they enjoyed the sexual aspect of the
event. Next, the women were asked about their
most recent sexual occasion in their current or
most recent relationship of at least six months.
If they had been in such a relationship, they
were asked about the last time they and this
partner did anything sexual “that went beyond
kissing.” Respondents were asked the same
questions about the sexual practices, orgasm,
and sexual enjoyment that were asked about the
most recent hookup. The two sets of questions
did not elicit reports of the same event because
the questions about the most recent hookup
specified that we were asking about a hookup
with someone with whom they were not already
in a relationship.

We augmented the survey data with in-
depth interviews gathered in 2006 and 2007
at Indiana University (n = 17 women) and
Stanford University (n =43 women, 25 men),
using the same interview guide (available
upon request) at the two institutions. The
interviews, lasting approximately one hour,
were with college seniors and asked about
experiences with hooking up, dating, and
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relationships. We drew on male interviews for
insight into how men treat women in hookups
and relationships. Fifty-one of the 68 Stan-
ford respondents (26 women, all 25 men)
were recruited from a probability sample of
college seniors, with a response rate of
approximately 50 percent during 2006 to
2007. Our goal was to delve into the mean-
ings of sex for this population and to identify
social processes, rather than to provide repre-
sentative incidence statistics. Thus, to achieve
more diversity in the sample, we added a
convenience sample from Indiana (17) as
well as more women from a convenience
sample from Stanford during 2007 to 2008.
Interviewers were graduate and undergrad-
uate students because we felt that similarity
of age and student status would facilitate rap-
port."" Women conducted the vast majority of
the interviews, even with men. This may have
led male respondents to underreport attitudes
and behaviors that they thought might offend
the female interviewers. Interviews were con-
ducted in a private place on campus selected
by the respondent. Using a semi-structured
interview guide and a conversational manner,
interviewers led respondents through their
college years, asking about hookups, dates,
and relationships in each year and in the sum-
mers between academic years. Respondents
were asked about their experiences with
orgasm as they described specific events, and
also their experiences with and views on
orgasm in more general terms toward the end
of the interview. They were explicitly asked
whether sex was better in hookups or rela-
tionships, and more generally about the
advantages and disadvantages of being in a
relationship versus being open to hookups.

Statistical Models

We conducted logistic regressions to assess
determinants of women’s orgasm and enjoyment
of sexual activity. In models predicting orgasm,
we estimated four regression models: one for all
hookup events, one for only the hookup events
that included intercourse, one for all relationship
sexual events, and one for only the relationship

events that included intercourse. We provided
separate models for events that included inter-
course (which are a minority of all hookup
events but the vast majority of relationship
events) because effects of other sexual practices
may be different when intercourse is present. In
models predicting sexual enjoyment, we have
three nested models for each of the four cases
mentioned above.'”

We also used regression results to compute
predicted orgasm probabilities under specified
assumptions of interest. We show the pre-
dicted probability of orgasm with and without
selected sexual practices, taken one at a time,
while holding all other variables (which can
be thought of as control variables for the pur-
pose of the exercise) at their sample means.
By holding all variables at their sample means
except the variable whose effect on the prob-
ability of orgasm is being assessed, results
show how the presence or absence of that
practice affects the probability of orgasm in a
population that has the distribution on each
other variable of our sample. In the case of
setting each of a set of dummy (control) vari-
ables to their means, we computed the proba-
bility of orgasm for a population that has the
proportion in each category of the dummy
variables of our sample.

Using this method of computing predicted
probabilities also allowed us to decompose the
difference between women’s orgasm rate in
hookups and relationship events by assessing
how different the orgasm rate in hookups would
be if the means on selected variables observed
in relationships were to occur in hookups. This
entailed substituting means on measures of the
selected variables from the sample of relation-
ship events into the regression equation for
hookups. We did this one variable at a time, as
well as for a group of variables combined,
again holding all other variables at their
(hookup) means. Holding variables at their
means has the same interpretation as discussed
in the paragraph above. Unfortunately, we
could not include both hookup and relationship
events in the same regression analysis because
some key measures available for one kind of
event were not asked about for the other event.
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Respondents answering questions about a
hookup were asked about interest in a relation-
ship and the number of previous times they had
hooked up with this person, while those answer-
ing questions about a relationship sexual event
were asked about interest in marrying this
partner and whether they had cohabited.

Variables

Dependent variables. Our two dependent
variables are a respondent’s report of whether
she had an orgasm in the event (yes or no) and
the level of enjoyment reported. The latter
dependent variable is from responses to the
question, How much did you enjoy whatever
happened physically? Respondents chose /
did not enjoy the sexual activity at all, 1
enjoyed the sexual activity very little, 1
enjoyed the sexual activity somewhat, or [
enjoyed the sexual activity very much. We
dichotomized responses for enjoyment, split-
ting them into the top one (enjoyed very
much) versus the bottom three. Analyses
dichotomizing the variable so that the bottom
two categories were combined in the refer-
ence category yielded qualitatively similar
results. (Descriptive statistics in Table 1 retain
the full detail for comparison.) We did not use
ordered logistic regression because a Brant
test showed it to be inappropriate.

Technical. Sexual practices were reported
in a dichotomous fashion and coded into
dummy variables scored 1 if the behavior
occurred. All respondents were asked sepa-
rately about the most recent hookup and
relationship event. The variables are her hand
stimulated own genitals, indicating if the
respondent stimulated her genitals with her
hand; his hand stimulated her genitals, indi-
cating if her partner stimulated her genitals
with his hand; her hand stimulated his geni-
tals, indicating if she stimulated her partner’s
genitals with her hand; received oral sex, indi-
cating if she received oral sex from her
partner; performed oral sex, indicating if she
performed oral sex on her partner; had inter-
course, indicating if the pair had vaginal

intercourse; and had anal sex, indicating if the
respondent was anally penetrated by her
partner.

Partner-specific experience. In models
pertaining to hookups, partner-specific expe-
rience was tapped by the variable previous
hookups with this partner. For the question,
How many times had you previously hooked
up with this person before this hook up? we
coded responses as none, 1 to 2, 3 to 5, and 6
or more hookups.

Commitment and affection. In models
pertaining to relationships, we measured com-
mitment with two variables. One measure was
whether the couple had cohabited. Regarding
the person they were in a relationship with,
respondents were asked, Have you ever lived
together with this significant other? Response
categories were No, we never lived together in
any fashion, We had our own places, but spent
most of our nights together, and We shared an
apartment or room. Individuals sometimes
cohabit to save money, but cohabitation often
indicates that the couple views the relation-
ship as ongoing into at least the near-term
future, although it does not imply a life-long
commitment. Another measure tapping com-
mitment or affection was interested in
marrying partner. Respondents still in the
relationship were asked, How likely do you
think it is that you will want to marry this
partner? Response categories were very
unlikely, somewhat unlikely, somewhat likely,
and very likely. We combined somewhat and
very unlikely into one category and used the
other two categories. We created a separate
category for respondents no longer in the rela-
tionship, because they were not asked the
question and in most cases would not expect
to marry this ex-partner. In models pertaining
to hookups, we measured affection and inter-
est in moving toward commitment with
interested in relationship prior to hookup.
Respondents were asked, Were you interested
in having a romantic relationship with the
person you hooked up with before you hooked
up? Response categories were No, [ wasn t at
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all interested; Possibly, I didn't really know
yet; Maybe, it has some appeal; and Yes, [ was
definitely interested. We dichotomized into
the top-two and bottom-two categories.

Our control variables included age (18 to
19 years, 20 years and above), self-rated
physical attractiveness, whether respondent is
an immigrant (i.e., not born in the United
States), and mother’s education. We included
the respondent’s and the partner’s race, based
on answers to questions that asked respond-
ents to check all categories that applied (i.e.,
white, black, Hispanic, Asian, and othelr).13
We included the number of drinks prior to the
sexual event, and whether drugs were used.
We included whether the partner attended the
same college and, for analyses of relation-
ships, how long the respondent knew the
partner before the relationship. Past sexual
behaviors controlled for include number of
intercourse partners ever, whether respondent
has ever had concurrent sexual partners, and
whether respondent has ever had sex with one
person, then another, and then the first person
again. In models limited to hookups or rela-
tionships involving intercourse, we controlled
for whether the respondent reported that the
couple used a condom. Table 1 shows means
for all variables for the subsamples used for
separate regression models.

QUANTITATIVE RESULTS

Overview of Women'’s Sexual and
Romantic Lives in College

We begin with an overview of women’s sex-
ual and romantic activity in college because
we need to know what women are doing
sexually before addressing whether it leads to
orgasm or enjoyment. By their senior year, 69
percent of heterosexual women reported at
least one hookup and the median was three
(retaining respondents with no hookups in the
computation).'* The rise of hookups has not
meant the demise of relationships. By their
senior year, 74 percent of women reported
they had been in a relationship that lasted at

least six months while in college. In inter-
views, we learned that many more have had
shorter relationships. Hookups typically
involve less sexual activity than do relation-
ships. Among hookups, 34 percent involved
just kissing and non-genital touching, 16
percent also involved manual stimulation by
one partner of the other’s genitals (but not
oral sex or intercourse), another 11 percent
involved oral sex but not intercourse, and the
remainder (39 percent) included intercourse.
By contrast, approximately four-fifths of rela-
tionship sexual events included intercourse.
Many college students view relationships as
the most appropriate context for intercourse
and do not engage in intercourse in hookups.
Almost one-fifth (18 percent) of female col-
lege seniors reported that they are virgins.
The median number of intercourse partners
senior women reported was three (retaining
those with no partners). Numbers in this para-
graph are from results not shown in tables,
calculated from the sample of heterosexual
female undergraduates.

Figure 1 shows what percent of hetero-
sexual undergraduate women had an orgasm
in first hookups, higher-order hookups, and
relationship sexual events. Women had
orgasms more in repeat hookups compared to
hookups with a new partner, and relationship
sex led to orgasm most often. Women reported
orgasms in 11 percent of first hookups, 16
percent of second or third hookups, 34 per-
cent of higher-order hookups, and 67 percent
of relationship sexual events."

Women reported that they enjoyed the
sexual activity very much in 50 percent of
hookups (and 81 percent of relationship sex-
ual events) (see Table 1). If we include
respondents who enjoyed the event some-
what, reported levels of sexual enjoyment
reach 86 percent for women in hookups and
97 percent for women in relationships. Lack
of orgasm does not mean the absence of sex-
ual enjoyment. However, as we shall see
below, respondents who had an orgasm were
much more likely to say they enjoyed the
activity very much.
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Figure 1. Percent of College Women Experiencing Orgasm, by Sexual Context

Determinants of Orgasm and Sexual
Enjoyment in Women’s Hookups and
Relationships

We now turn to results from regression analy-
ses of the determinants of women’s orgasm
(Table 2) and sexual enjoyment (Table 3). To
make implications of the regressions more
concrete, for each of the four overlapping
subsamples for which we did orgasm regres-
sions in Table 3, Table 4 presents the regres-
sion equations to provide the predicted
probability of women having an orgasm with
and without certain sexual practices and com-
mitment and affection present, with all other
variables held at the sample mean for that
subsample.

Sexual practices. Tables 2, 3, and 4 show
the importance of sexual practices to women’s
orgasm and sexual enjoyment. Most sexual
practices had strong positive effects on
orgasm in both hookups and relationships (see
Table 2), consistent with the technical per-
spective. The odds of orgasm were greater

when a couple had intercourse, with odds of
orgasm over three times as great in hookups
and over two times as great in relationships if
intercourse occurred (see Table 2). The pre-
dicted probability calculation in Table 4
shows that a hookup without intercourse (and
all else at the all hookups sample means)
offered women only an 8 percent probability
of orgasm, while a hookup with intercourse
boosted this to 24 percent. Within relationship
events, the probability of orgasm without
intercourse (with all else at the relationship
means) was 53 percent, whereas with inter-
course it was 75 percent (see Table 4). Vaginal
intercourse thus appears more predictive of
women’s orgasm than some authors (e.g.,
Hite 1976) have suggested. However, the
finding that intercourse increases the odds of
orgasm is subject to other interpretations; for
example, it is possible that when women have
an orgasm first, they go on to have intercourse
either as reciprocation or because orgasm
increased their interest in intercourse (Gavey
et al. 1999). In hookups, women reported less
enjoyment if they had intercourse, despite it
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Table 2. Odds Ratios for Effects on Whether Respondent Had an Orgasm in Most Recent
Hookup or Most Recent Sexual Event within Relationship

All Relationship
Hookups with Relationship Events with
Variables All Hookups Intercourse Events Intercourse
Sexual Practices
R’s hand stimulated own genitals® 2.192%* 2.055™* 2.309** 2.249%*
P’s hand stimulated R’s genitals® 2.249** 1.472%* 1.979** 1.549**
R’s hand stimulated P’s genitals® 1.624** 1.239 1.843™* 1.859™*
Received oral sex 1.943%* 1.553%* 2.880** 2.495%*
Performed oral sex 1.175 1.122 1.196* 1.239*
Had intercourse 3.699** 2.672%*
Had anal sex 1.428 1.846 1.620* 1.416
Partner-Specific Experience
Previous hookups with partner
Reference = none
1 to 2 hookups 1.244* 1.159
3 to 5 hookups 1.468** 1.442%
6 or more hookups 2.278** 2.278%*
Affection and Commitment
Interested in relationship prior to 1.305** 1.4471%*
hookup
Cohabited with partner
Reference = never cohabited
Most nights 1.274* 1.328**
Cohabited 1.381%* 1.335%*
Interest in marrying partner
Reference = no longer in relationship
Not likely 1.155 1.217
Somewhat likely 1.449™* 1.642%*
Very likely 1.803** 2.165**
Controls
Age: Reference = 18 or 19 years
20 years and above .955 1.057 .955 1.038
Self-rated physical attractiveness 1.055* 1.072* .996 .984
Race
White 1.032 .958 .957 .878
Black 1.310 1.094 .743 .768
Hispanic 1.123 1.190 .940 .890
Asian .843 .909 .707* .714%*
Other .889 .880 1.176 1.258
Race of partner
White .851 .755 .951 1.040
Black .837 .870 1.153 1.141
Hispanic .825 .658* 1.074 1.164
Asian 1.195 .809 1.101 1.227
Other 1.387 1.239 .933 877
Immigrant 1.258 1.337 .937 927
Mother’s education
Bachelor’s or more .915 .850 .902 .872
(continued)

Downloaded from asr.sagepub.com at UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN on June 5, 2012


http://asr.sagepub.com/

448

American Sociological Review 77(3)

Table 2. (continued)

All Relationship
Hookups with Relationship Events with

Variables All Hookups Intercourse Events Intercourse
Number of intercourse partners

Reference = 4 or more

2to3 .950 1.053 .950 .943

Zero to 1 .750%* .585* .900 .812
Ever had simultaneous partners 1.039 1.112 .839 .862
Ever alternated between partners 1.082 1.110 .969 .968
Number of drinks prior to event .959%* .970%* .984 .991
Used drugs prior to event 1.191 1.156 .896 .959
Used a condom .893 1.064
Partner attends same college .927 .928 .883 .837*
Time knew partner before relationship

Reference = less than one month

1 to 6 months 1.044 1.045

>6 months .964 913
Sample Size (N) 6,881 2,748 6,591 5,242

Note: University is controlled in all regressions.
‘R =respondent, P = respondent’s partner.
*p <.05; ** p < .01 (two-tailed tests).

positively affecting orgasm, suggesting that
women are sometimes worried about reputa-
tional effects of having intercourse in a casual
context or are coerced or talked into inter-
course. In relationships, by contrast,
intercourse was associated with more enjoy-
ment, which is explained by its association
with orgasm (see Table 3, Models 2 and 3).
Practices providing direct clitoral stimula-
tion were extremely important to orgasm and
enjoyment. Women who stimulated their own
genitals during sexual activity more than dou-
bled their odds of orgasm in hookups or rela-
tionships, and these large effects were true
even when intercourse also took place (see
Table 2). As Table 4 shows, all else held at the
mean, women who self-stimulated their geni-
tals boosted their rate of orgasm from 12 to 24
percent in hookups taken as a whole, from 39
to 57 percent in hookups with intercourse,
from 67 to 83 percent in relationship events
taken as a whole, and from 74 to 86 percent in
relationship sex involving intercourse. When
men used their hands to stimulate women’s
genitals there was also a strong positive effect

on orgasm in hookups and relationships (see
Table 2). Receiving oral sex also increased
women’s orgasm, increasing the odds by
approximately half in hookups with inter-
course, nearly doubling the odds in all
hookups, and more than doubling the odds in
relationships (see Table 2). Table 4 shows that
when hookups did not provide oral sex for the
woman, we predict an 11 percent probability
of the woman’s orgasm; this rises to 20 per-
cent with receipt of oral sex, with other vari-
ables at their means. In hookups with
intercourse, receiving oral sex moved the
probability of orgasm from 37 to 48 percent.
Oral sex helped women in relationships as
well—boosting the probability of orgasm
from 58 to 80 percent in all relationship events
combined, and from 66 to 83 percent in rela-
tionship events with intercourse (see Table 4).

Several practices that do not entail even
indirect clitoral stimulation nonetheless show
significant effects in Table 2 and increase the
probability of orgasm in Table 4, raising ques-
tions about the mechanism. The following
behaviors were associated with higher odds of
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Table 4. Predicted Probability of Women’s Orgasm, Manipulating One Variable and Setting
Others to Their Mean

Hookups with All Relationships
Variables All Hookups Intercourse  Relationships with Intercourse
Sexual Practices
R’s hand stimulated own genitals®
No 12 .39 .67 74
Yes .24 .57 .83 .86
P’s hand stimulated R’s genitals®
No .09 .34 .59 .70
Yes .18 .43 .74 .79
R’s hand stimulated P’s genitals®
No .10 .38 .60 .67
Yes .16 43 .73 .79
Received oral sex
No 11 .37 .58 .66
Yes .20 .48 .80 .83
Performed oral sex
No .12 .40 .69 .75
Yes .14 43 73 .79
Had intercourse
No .08 .53
Yes .24 .75
Had anal sex
No .13 41 71 77
Yes 17 .56 .80 .83
Partner-Specific Experience
Previous hookups with partner
None .10 .32
1 to 2 hookups 12 .35
3 to 5 hookups .14 .40
6 or more hookups .20 .51
Affection and Commitment
Interested in relationship prior to hookup
No 12 .37
Yes .15 .45
Cohabited with partner
Never cohabited .69 .75
Most nights 74 .80
Cohabited .75 .80
Interest in marrying partner
No longer in relationship .64 .69
Unlikely .68 .73
Somewhat likely 72 .79
Very likely .76 .83

Note: Predicted probabilities calculated from Model 1 in Table 2 holding all other variables at their
means. They are predicted probabilities of orgasm with (yes) and without (no) the behavior.
‘R =respondent, P = respondent’s partner.
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orgasm in at least one of the four subsamples:
using her hands to stimulate her partner’s
genitals, performing oral sex, and having anal
sex. We suspect that willingness to engage
in a variety of sexual practices indicates the
partners were erotically in sync, and this gen-
erated both a diversity of practices and orgasm.
The practices themselves may not have causal
effects.

As we have shown, most sexual practices
increased orgasm and enjoyment, lending
support to our hypothesis from the technical
perspective. Perhaps more surprisingly, some
practices also increased—or decreased—sexual
enjoyment over and above their effects
through orgasm (see Model 3 for each sub-
sample in Table 3). This applied in at least
one of the four subsamples to women hand-
stimulating their own genitals, partners stim-
ulating women’s genitals, and receiving as
well as performing oral sex.

The most important finding from regres-
sions predicting enjoyment, however, was
seen in the effect of orgasm itself (Model 3 in
each subsample in Table 3). The odds of
reporting enjoyment were approximately five
to six times higher in relationships and
hookups if women had an orgasm. These
large effects should put to rest doubt about
whether women care about orgasm.

Partner-specific experience. Women
had orgasms much more in relationships than
in hookups and reported enjoying relationship
sex more (see Table 1 and Figure 1). This is
consistent with partner-specific learning, as
all relationships reported on here had lasted at
least six months.

We also found support for our hypothesis
regarding partner-specific experience within
hookups; the more times a woman had previ-
ously hooked up with her current hookup
partner, the more likely she was to orgasm.
Compared to a first hookup with a partner,
respondents who hooked up with this partner
three to five times before were over 40 per-
cent more likely to orgasm, and respondents
who hooked up more than six times were
more than twice as likely to orgasm (see

Table 2).'° Past experience with a hookup
partner also vastly increased the odds that a
woman said she enjoyed the hookup sexually
(see Table 3), whether she had an orgasm or
not. Of course, these findings could reflect
selection into higher order events based on
enjoyment—that is, women were less willing
to hook up again if the sex was not good—
rather than a causal effect of partner-specific
experience. We suspect, however, that some
learning was present. This learning occurred
even in the absence of commitment; we can
infer this from the fact that, given how stu-
dents use the term hookup, even six hookups
with the same partner typically does not entail
the commitment of a relationship. Figure 1
indicates that rates of women’s orgasm in
repeat hookups never converged with rates of
orgasm in relationships, suggesting there may
be a categorical difference between hookups
and relationships, a difference we suspect is
related to commitment, affection, or gender
equality.

Commitment and affection. One vari-
able regarding hookup partners was suggestive
of affection or long-term orientation: whether
the woman was interested in a relationship
before the hookup. Respondents who were
interested in a relationship were about a third
more likely to orgasm (see Table 2), and more
than twice as likely to say they enjoyed the
hookup (see Table 3). Consistent with the per-
spective stressing affection and commitment,
this suggests that romantic interest enhances
sexual enjoyment for women. Of course, it is
possible that the association indicates only that
enjoying the sex increases romantic interest.

For respondents in relationships, we treated
marital interest as an indicator of affection and
commitment. Respondents who had already
broken up and those who said they were
unlikely to marry had the same odds of orgasm,
but relative to the first group, women who said
it was somewhat likely they would marry were
about half again as likely to orgasm, while
those who said it was very likely were approx-
imately twice as likely to orgasm. More enjoy-
ment was also reported by those likely to
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marry. We suggested that cohabitation with the
partner could be seen as an indicator of affec-
tion or future orientation, and it too increased
orgasm likelihood by about a third, as did
spending most nights together. Neither of these
increased enjoyment, however, and in events
with intercourse, cohabitants expressed less
enjoyment.'” Overall, we find substantial but
not entirely consistent support for the notion
that commitment and affection enhance orgasm
and sexual satisfaction.

Do Differences in Sexual Practices
Explain the Higher Orgasm Rate in
Relationships?

Our previous descriptive results (see Figure 1)
as well as the probabilities in Table 4 estab-
lished that the base level of orgasm and sexual
enjoyment is much higher in relationships
than in hookups. Here we examine how much
of the hookup/relationship gap in women’s
orgasm can be explained by the fact that more
sexual practices occur in relationships, as the
technical perspective suggests. To do this
decomposition, we used predicted probabili-
ties from our logistic regressions under vary-
ing assumptions of values of the independent
variables. We took the means on independent
variables from relationships and substituted
them into the hookup regressions (slopes and
intercepts). Doing this, a variable at a time, for
our sample reporting on hookups, speaks to
the following thought experiment: What if the
population of women in hookups experienced
this behavior (e.g., receipt of oral sex) at the
level observed for women in relationships, but
all other variables had remained at the average
for hookups, and, equally important, the inter-
cept and slopes from the hookup equation
remained the same? (Results discussed in the
next paragraph are not shown in tables.)
Taken one variable at a time, the effects of
variables other than intercourse look very
small, often increasing the probability 1 to 3
percentage points. For example, women
received oral sex 23 percent of the time in
hookups and 56 percent of the time in relation-
ship sexual events; if hookups moved to 56

percent and all else remained constant, includ-
ing the intercept and slopes associated with
hookups, women’s rate of orgasm would
increase from 13'® to 16 percent. Intercourse
happened in 41 percent of hookups but 81
percent of relationship events. Simply adding
intercourse to hookups would boost the female
hookup orgasm rate from 13 to 20 percent.
While boosts from individual variables other
than intercourse are relatively small, if we
simultaneously gave women the relationship
means on all the sexual practices, their orgasm
rate would move from 13 to 37 percent,
clearly a big jump, but still much below the
rate of orgasm predicted from these same
(relationship) means if we used the slopes and
intercepts in force for relationship events—72
percent. Thus, practices explain less than half
of the percentage point hookup/relationship
difference in orgasm. That practices are impor-
tant is consistent with the technical perspec-
tive. Couples go farther in relationships—they
have intercourse more often than in hookups
and women are provided much more direct
clitoral stimulation—and these factors explain
a sizeable part of why women have orgasms
more. But, inconsistent with the technical
hypothesis, which practices occur does not
fully account for the orgasm gap between
hookups and relationships.'” We turn now to
our qualitative data to deepen our understand-
ing of how hookups and relationships differ.

QUALITATIVE RESULTS

In interviews, women reported they most fre-
quently had orgasms when they were with a
caring sexual partner: he was concerned with
her pleasure, willing to take time and perform
the practices that worked, and she could com-
municate about what felt good. In describing
good sexual partners, women often empha-
sized attentiveness:

I know that he wants to make me happy. |
know that he wants me to orgasm. I know
that, and like just me knowing that we are
connected and like we’re going for the same
thing and that like he cares.
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Women often also highlighted good part-
ners’ willingness to perform oral sex. One
woman explained, “And I didn’t come during
sex but I did come from oral sex. . . . So he
made sure I came before he came. And he was
like okay with having sex and then going
down on me, so I came, and then going back
to having sex and then he came. . . . It was
great.” Another said, “He was always very . . .
considerate and conscious of my side. . . . |
didn’t have an orgasm from intercourse but
from . . . like oral or touching.” As one
woman eloquently explained, caring facili-
tated the communication key to learning to
sexually please a partner:

I think it’s because when you actually care
about the other person, you’re also more in
tune with what they want and so you can be
more comfortable communicating and more
knowledgeable and intuitive about their
body and really work together, passing the
awkward steps or any obstacles.

These conditions were much more likely to
be met in relationships than in hookups. In all
the cases quoted, women were referring to boy-
friends rather than hookup partners. With a few
exceptions, women told us that relationship sex
was better than hookup sex. Although our quan-
titative data show that women who said they
were likely to want to marry this partner had
higher rates of orgasm and enjoyment, women
we interviewed did not attribute their greater
enjoyment of relationship sex to commitment or
a future, but rather to affection and caring.

Part of why good sex is more likely in
relationships is probably gender-neutral. For
example, a number of women talked about
the “awkwardness” of sex with a new partner,
frequently contrasting it with the “comfort”
of sex with an established partner. One
woman said:

No one who has sex with someone for the
first time is gonna say that it wasn’t an awk-
ward experience. Like body parts, not sure
what the other person wants, it’s hard what
to say, you know, and all that. So as you get

more comfortable, you . . . do stop thinking
.. . about the way you look when he’s look-
ing down at you.

Another woman explained:

I think with any relationship over time, they
just learn how to please you and you learn
how to please them and you work with each
other. So I guess the benefit of a relationship
is that you can tweak your skills.

These reports suggest that sex improves for
both men and women with partner-specific
experience, as partners become familiar with
each others’ bodies and sexual tastes.

Although the evidence is indirect, qualita-
tive data also support the version of the gen-
der inequality perspective that posits that the
new sexual double standard reduces the qual-
ity of hookup sex for women. Women reported
hookups characterized by their partners’ com-
plete disregard for their pleasure. For exam-
ple, one woman said, “When I . . . meet
somebody and I’'m gonna have a random
hookup . . . from what I have seen, they’re not
even trying to, you know, make it a mutual
thing.” Another woman complained, “I just
was with some stupid guy at a frat party and
we were in his room and I gave head. And I
was kind of waiting and he fell asleep. And I
was like, ‘Fuck this,” and I just left. It’s
degrading.” Moreover, women did not always
trust that their sexual boundaries would be
respected. For example, one woman attrib-
uted the better sex she had with a boyfriend
to the fact that she could tell him when to stop
and that he would stop: “I felt comfortable
with him, to tell him you know, what to do,
what not to do, when to stop.” That she
explicitly mentioned this suggests this was
not the case with all partners.

Men, too, reported that they were fre-
quently sexually inconsiderate with hookup
partners. Even when interviewed by women,
men’s reports of how they treated women in
hookups were consistent with women’s
reports of how they were treated by men.”’
For example, one man said:
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If it’s just a random hookup, I don’t think
[her orgasm] matters as much to the guy.
Say they meet a girl at a party and it’s a one
night thing, I don’t think it’s gonna matter to
them as much. . . . But if you’re with some-
body for more than just that one night, I
think guys, it is important for guys. I think
guys feel that they should make sure that a
girl has an orgasm. And I think if you’re in a
long-term relationship, I know I feel person-
ally responsible. I think it’s essential that she
has an orgasm during sexual activity.

Another male respondent, when asked how
important his partner’s orgasm was to him,
noted that it was “more important if it’s in a real
relationship than if it’s a one night stand.” Still
another said he would care more “if it’s some-
body I care about.” Another man explained that
in a “onetime hookup thing” he would not be
concerned about his partner’s orgasm because
“I guess it’s more of a selfish thing.”

The man who expressed feeling “responsi-
ble” for his girlfriend’s orgasm was not alone.
A number of men expressed pride in their
ability to evoke orgasms in their girlfriends.
For example, one man explained, “I feel like
it’s important to have her satisfied, too, other-
wise I’d feel I didn’t get the job done. Like I
know that I would not be maximizing my
potential.” His comments, and those of other
men, indicated that men believed that sexu-
ally satisfying their girlfriends reflected on
their masculinity.”’ They did not, however,
feel obliged to care about the sexual satisfac-
tion of hookup partners. For example, another
man told us, “I’m all about just making her
orgasm,” but when asked if he meant “the
general her or like the specific her?” he
replied, “Girlfriend her. In a hookup her, I
don’t give a shit.” Another man noted that his
girlfriend’s orgasms were important because
“you have a certain stake in your own man-
hood,” but when asked directly about whether
the investment applied to a more casual con-
text, he clearly stated “definitely you feel less
investment.” While a few men reported being
equally invested in their partners’ orgasms in
both hookups and relationships, they were in

the minority. Most men operated with differ-
ent understandings of their sexual obligations
to girlfriends and hookup partners.”

One might suspect that men’s differential
regard for hookup and relationship partners is
a simple reflection of the casual context. Nei-
ther men nor women typically have great
affection for a hookup partner, and perhaps it
takes affection to care about a partner’s pleas-
ure. If this was the case, we would expect
women to report a level of disregard for their
hookup partners’ pleasure similar to that
reported by men. But this was not the case.
Women often reported concern about hookup
partners’ pleasure. For example, one woman
explained, “I will do everything in my power
to, like whoever I’'m with, to get them off. Just
because it makes me feel like I'm good at sex
. . . because in a hookup, that’s really all you
have.” Similarly, another woman described
herself as “a giver”: “I don’t feel like I've had a
sexual experience if the guy doesn’t come. . . .
I don’t think that we hooked up if the other
person hasn’t.”” Another woman, who hooked
up a lot, reported that sometimes she just
decided to “focus completely on giving them
an orgasm” instead of worrying about whether
she was going to orgasm. Except in a few
cases, women did not seem to view boyfriends
and hookup partners as owed categorically
different levels of consideration.

Respondents’ comments led us to see
this gender difference in sexual regard as
resulting from gender inequality. Men and
women both implied that sexual equality is
expected in relationships but not in hookups.
For example, one woman, implicitly con-
trasting relationships with hookups, pointed
to the more egalitarian nature of relation-
ship sex:

I think also just because in a relationship,
there’s much more expected as far as like
equality-wise, like give and take sexually. If
you're gonna be in a relationship, it’s
expected, like more equality.

This woman suggests equality is not expected
in hookups. Another woman explained that
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she cared a lot more about her own orgasms
in relationships than in hookups. She viewed
having orgasms in relationships “as an issue
of balance. It is an issue of equality. You do
have to learn how and work on it, work on it
together.” Because she did not expect hookups
to be “balanced,” she did not expect orgasms
in hookups. A man explained that “with my
partner now, now that I’m in a relationship, I
think [her orgasms are] actually pretty impor-
tant. More important than I think the hookup
because you have more invested in that per-
son. You know, when you have sex, it’s more a
reciprocal thing” (emphasis added). This man
implied that relationship sex is expected to be
reciprocal while hookup sex is not.

Men seemed to take their entitlement to
pleasure in hookups for granted, while women
sometimes expressed uncertainty about
whether it was acceptable to want their sexual
desires met. For example, when the man
above unapologetically described hookups as
“selfish,” he revealed a sense of entitlement
to his own sexual pleasure in hookups. By
contrast, one woman explained that, for her,
“being able to communicate” about what she
wanted was important for good sex, but, she
added, “I feel like when it’s just a hookup, I
just feel like I almost like don’t have the right.
Or not that I don’t have the right but it’s just
not comfortable enough to be like, “You
know, hey, this isn’t doing it for me.””” Another
woman said,

I didn’t feel comfortable I guess. I don’t
know. I think I felt kind of guilty almost,
like I felt like I was kind of subjecting
people to something they didn’t want to do
and I felt bad about it. So I think that was
partly it. But probably I just got so much
encouragement from giving . . . but I didn’t
even really like it, to be honest. I like . . .
making someone feel good.

This woman expressed guilt about having her
sexual desires met in a hookup, but at the
same time she performed sexual acts that she
did not “really like” in service of her partner’s
pleasure.

Neither men nor women explicitly stated
that women are only entitled to pleasure in
relationships but men are also entitled to
pleasure in hookups. This double standard
can, however, be inferred from women’s
complaints of lack of mutuality and uncer-
tainty about whether they had the right to
expect pleasure in hookups, men’s descrip-
tions of their own behavior in hookup sex as
“selfish,” and women and men both describ-
ing relationship sex as more equal. The
OCSLS survey data offer further support for
this explanation. Asked Have you ever hooked
up with someone and afterward had the feel-
ing that the person respected you less because
you hooked up with him/her, 54 percent of
heterosexual women but only 22 percent of
heterosexual men said yes (results not shown).
We surmise that the greater gender inequality
in hookups than relationships flows, at least
in part, from today’s version of the double
standard—both women and men are seen to
deserve pleasure in relationships, but women’s
entitlement in hookups is not fully accepted.

DISCUSSION AND
CONCLUSIONS

We have investigated what factors encourage
orgasm and sexual enjoyment in heterosexual
college hookups and relationships, and what
explains why sex in relationships provides
more orgasm and enjoyment for women. In
support of the technical perspective, we found
that most sexual practices increase women’s
orgasm. Intercourse itself increases orgasm in
both hookups and relationships, although it
decreases enjoyment in hookups. Women’s
orgasm is also enhanced by receiving oral
sex, and by having her genitals stimulated by
her own or her partner’s hand, and these prac-
tices were more common in relationship sex.
These findings suggest that 1970s feminists
such as Hite (1976) and Koedt (1973) were
correct about the importance of direct clitoral
stimulation. At the same time, these authors
may have contributed to a misconception that
intercourse contributes little to women’s
orgasm. College women and their partners
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typically engage in more sexual practices in
relationships than in hookups, and this
explains some—albeit less than half—of the
hookup/relationship gap in orgasm, with the
higher rates of intercourse in relationships a
large part of this.

Rates of orgasm and enjoyment increase
dramatically between the first hookup and sub-
sequent hookups, suggesting that partner-
specific learning plays a role even in the absence
of long-term commitment. Consistent with this,
in interviews women talked at length about the
awkwardness of first sex and the importance of
getting to know each other’s bodies.

Affection and commitment are also impor-
tant. In hookups, interest in a relationship
increased orgasm and enjoyment. In relation-
ships, women who said they were likely to
want to marry their partner were more likely
to report orgasm and enjoyment. Our data did
not allow us to quantitatively estimate what
portion of the hookup/relationship gap was a
result of affection or commitment. Relation-
ships are likely accompanied by higher levels
of affection and commitment than are
hookups, and a portion of the hookup/rela-
tionship gap is thus likely attributable to these
factors. Interviews also support the role of
affection. Although there was virtually no
mention of the importance of commitment,
women talked extensively about the role of
“caring” and “love” in good sex.

Our interview data suggest that gender
inequality also contributes to the hookup/
relationship gap in orgasm and sexual enjoy-
ment for women. Both men and women
reported that men are typically not concerned
with women’s pleasure in hookups, but both
reported that men are very attentive to wom-
en’s pleasure in relationships. We interpret
these findings as consistent with the new ver-
sion of the double standard in which entitle-
ment to sexual pleasure has become reciprocal
within relationships, but doubts about wom-
en’s entitlement to pleasure in casual liaisons
keep women from asking to have their desires
satisfied and keep men from seeing women as
deserving of their attentiveness in hookups.
This does not reflect just a gender-neutral

indifference to partners’ pleasure in the casual
context, as women reported extensive efforts
to please men in casual hookups.

This research has implications for sex edu-
cation. One motivation for our inquiry was
imbalance in past research, which has focused
on the dangers of sex for youth with little
attention to what promotes pleasure and
enjoyment. Sex education—particularly for
young adults—might attend as much to the
pleasure of sex as its perils. Our analysis
speaks to what would make sex better—in
terms of orgasm and enjoyment—for college
women at four-year institutions. First, because
sex is, for most women, better in relation-
ships, they would enjoy sex more if more of
their sex was in relationships, which might
occur more readily if women and men were
educated about relationship-building skills.
Second, sexual behavior in hookups would
lead to women’s orgasm and enjoyment more
if men attended to women’s pleasure in
hookups more like they do in relationships. A
reduction in the double standard might
increase men’s attentiveness to women’s
pleasure in hookups and women’s sense of
entitlement to pleasure. This suggests that
education related to gender equity in general,
but particularly in the sexual arena, might
improve the quality of young adult sex.

The status of non-relationship sex is con-
tested in our society, and our readers undoubt-
edly have differing opinions about its
appropriateness to which our empirical analy-
sis cannot speak. What our analysis can speak
to is the question of what would increase col-
lege women’s levels of orgasm and sexual
satisfaction: women’s pleasure would increase
by either increasing the prevalence of rela-
tionships in college, and thus relationship sex,
or by increasing men’s attentiveness to wom-
en’s pleasure and women’s sense of entitle-
ment to pleasure in hookups.
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Notes

1. Our research cannot be generalized to women who do
not attend college. Currently, about half of U.S. high
school graduates start college at a four-year institu-
tion (see http://nces.ed.gov/surveys/els2002/tables/
enrollment table 03.asp). There is no reason to think
that determinants of orgasm or sexual enjoyment
differ by class background or education, but we sus-
pect that less privileged women experience less
sexual enjoyment due to high levels of gendered vio-
lence in low-income communities (Jones 2010;
Miller 2008).

2. This other survey is the National Survey of Sexual
Health and Behavior (NSSHB) released by Indiana
University in October 2010 (Center for Sexual Health
Promotion 2010). This study classifies sexual partner
types as relationship, casual/dating, friend, new
acquaintance, or transactional, which does not fully
correspond to the ways in which college students
classify sexual partners.

3. Tiefer and colleagues (Kaschak and Tiefer 2001;
Tiefer 1996) criticize the medicalization of sexuality,
particularly women’s sexuality.

4. The benefits of partner-specific experience are likely
achieved early in a relationship. Duncombe and
Marsden (1996) found that the quality of sex deterio-
rates over the course of marriage. Carpenter and
colleagues (2009) found no change over time in
satisfaction.

5. Some scholars argue that gender is internalized
through modeling and reinforcement (Bandura and
Walters 1963), while others emphasize cultural
gender schema (Bem 1983). Psychoanalytic feminist
theory suggests that women are more relational
because both boys and girls typically have a female
primary caretaker, but to mature, boys must individu-
ate more, while girls maintain their relationship to
their female caretaker to a greater extent (Chodorow
1978). Evolutionary psychologists assert that humans
are hard-wired in ways that lead men to enjoy casual
sex more than women (Buss 1989).

6. OCSLS data collection spanned 2005 to 2011. Prior
publications use earlier versions of the dataset and
thus differ in their Ns. We use the final, June 2011
version of the data. The data, as well as the Stata code
producing the tables in this article, are available from
the second author.

7. A few women identified as heterosexual but reported
a female hookup or relationship partner. We removed
these cases.

8. We present results using listwise deletion of missing
values. To assess whether this treatment of missing
values influenced our conclusions, in results not
shown (available upon request), we used Multiple

10.

11.

13.

14.

15.

Imputation to replace missing values. This method
uses observed data from sample members on other
variables in a model to create an imputed score for
each missing value. Using Stata (Version 12), we per-
formed Imputation with Chained Equations (ICE),
making the missing at random (MAR) rather than the
more restrictive missing completely at random
assumption, using a massive rather than constrained
approach that predicts any missing value from all
other variables (including the dependent variable) in a
given model, and specifying that five imputed datasets
be created. We dropped cases missing on the depen-
dent variable but used imputed scores for all other
missing values in this analysis. Results were very
close to those presented in Tables 2 and 3. Out of 514
odds ratios, no relationship changed sign, and only 19
(4 percent) moved from significance to nonsignifi-
cance or vice versa; 17 of the 19 that changed
significance concerned control variables, rather than
variables about which we had hypotheses. Even in the
latter cases, changes in coefficients were small.

. Early in data collection, a few instructors did not offer

course credit for survey completion. Because this
yielded low response rates, we subsequently recruited
only professors willing to award credit. We provided
instructors with the names of respondents (students
input their names to consent to the survey, and we
unlinked the names from their responses). These
instructors reported response rates of nearly 100 per-
cent. Unfortunately, we do not know the precise
response rate.

A probability sample would better ensure representa-
tiveness, provided it had a high response rate. While
sampling frames of students are available, lists of stu-
dent cell phone numbers are not. Even with five
attempts, our effort to recruit a probability sample on
one campus via e-mail yielded a response rate of only
approximately 50 percent.

The second author, a faculty member, conducted two
interviews.

. Tables containing coefficients and standard errors are

available in the online supplement (http://asr.sage-
pub.com/supplemental). Our significance tests do not
account for clustering of the sample by university and
class, so may be insufficiently conservative.

Thus, these dummy variables do not have a reference
category because more than one race could be chosen.
Given the high correlation between respondent’s and
partner’s race, coefficients on race should be inter-
preted with caution. We included them only as control
variables.

Paul and colleagues (2000) report that 78 percent of
the 555 students they surveyed at one school had at
least one hookup, and Glenn and Marquardt (2001)
report that 40 percent of the 1,000 women participat-
ing in their phone survey had at least one hookup.
Comparing women’s rates of orgasm with men’s
yields a gender gap in orgasm in all contexts, but the
gap is smaller in repeat hookups than first hookups,
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and smallest in relationships. In a related paper, we
plan to account for gender differences (and similari-
ties) in sexual satisfaction and orgasm. Kinsey and
colleagues (1953) and Laumann and colleagues
(1994) also found a gender gap in orgasm.

. Increases in experience with a particular hookup part-

ner also increase knowledge of one’s own sexual
responses. We attempted to control for general sexual
experience with number of intercourse partners.
Results confirm that general experience matters;
respondents who had intercourse with four or more
partners were more likely to orgasm than those with
zero or one partners. But number of partners does not
fully control for number of times one has had sex, so
our measures of partner-specific experience may also
tap experience effects that are not specific to a partner.

. In results not shown, we controlled for duration of the

relationship and found it was never significant in pre-
dicting orgasm, suggesting that beyond six months,
there is little additional learning that promotes
orgasm. This control, however, did not diminish the
effects of interest in marriage. Thus, we are not con-
cerned that interest in marriage simply proxies a
longer relationship; rather, it appears that either love
or future orientation improves sex. Alternatively, it is
possible that good sex increases marital interest. We
did not include duration in our main models because
it had many missing values.

. Thirteen percent is the predicted rate of orgasm for

women in all hookups when all variables are at their
observed means for hookups (see Table 1).

. What about how drunk women were? We saw in

Table 1 that the average number of drinks prior to
relationship sex was less than one (.6), but for hook-
ups the average was between three and four. If
women drank only as much as they did before rela-
tionship sex (but kept all other characteristics and
behaviors at the hookup means) it would only move
the percent having an orgasm in hookups from 13 to
14 percent.

Recent studies suggest that men may be more willing
to make crass comments about women and sexuality
when interviewed by men (Kimmel 2008; Sweeney
2010).

Roberts and colleagues (1995) argue that men’s asso-
ciation of “giving” women orgasms with masculinity
leads women to fake orgasms to protect male self-
esteem. Indeed, a number of women admitted to
faking orgasms for this reason. Research is needed to
determine whether faking is more common in hook-
ups or relationships.

Sweeney (2010) argues that some college men clas-
sify women as worthy of different levels of sexual
respect based on how sex with the women will affect
their status among men. Refusing to engage in sexual
reciprocity with lower status women reduces the inti-
macy of the encounter and thus protects their status.
Women who enhance their status are treated more
respectfully.

References

Bancroft, John. 2002. “The Medicalization of Female
Sexual Dysfunction: The Need for Caution.” Archives
of Sexual Behavior 31:451-55.

Bancroft, John, Jeni Loftus, and J. Scott Long. 2003.
“Distress About Sex: A National Survey of Women
in Heterosexual Relationships.” Archives of Sexual
Behavior 32:193-208.

Bandura, Albert and Richard H. Walters. 1963. Social
Learning and Personality Development. New York:
Holt, Rinehart, and Winston.

Baumeister, Roy F., Kathleen R. Catanese, and Kath-
leen D. Vohs. 2001. “Is There a Gender Difference
in Strength of Sex Drive? Theoretical Views, Con-
ceptual Distinctions, and a Review of Relevant Evi-
dence.” Personality and Social Psychology Review
5:242-73.

Baumeister, Roy F. and Jean M. Twenge. 2002. “Cultural
Suppression of Female Sexuality.” Review of General
Psychology 6:166-203.

Baumeister, Roy F. and Kathleen D. Vohs. 2004. “Sex-
ual Economics: Sex as Female Resource for Social
Exchange in Heterosexual Interactions.” Personality
and Social Psychology Review 8:339—63.

Bem, Sandra. 1983. “Gender Schema Theory and Its
Implications for Child Development: Raising Gender-
Aschematic Children in a Gender-Schematic Soci-
ety.” Signs 8:598-616.

Bogle, Kathleen. 2008. Hooking Up: Sex, Dating, and
Relationships on Campus. New York: New York Uni-
versity Press.

Bradburn, Norman M. and Seymour Sudman. 1979.
Improving Interview Method and Questionnaire
Design: Response Effects to Threatening Questions
in Survey Research. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Bradshaw, Carolyn, Arnold S. Kahn, and Bryan K. Sav-
ille. 2010. “To Hook Up or Date: Which Gender Ben-
efits?” Sex Roles 62:661-69.

Brownmiller, Susan. 1975. Against Our Will: Men,
Women, and Rape. New York: Simon & Schuster.
Buss, David. 1989. “Sex Differences in Human Mate
Preferences: Evolutionary Hypotheses Tested in 37

Cultures.” Behavioral and Brain Sciences 12:1-49.

Carpenter, Laura M., Constance A. Nathanson, and
Young J. Kim. 2009. “Physical Women, Emotional
Men: Gender and Sexual Satisfaction in Midlife.”
Archive of Sexual Behavior 38:87-107.

Center for Sexual Health Promotion, Indiana University.
2010. “Findings from the National Survey of Sexual
Health and Behavior (NSSHB).” Journal of Sexual
Medicine 7(suppl 5).

Chodorow, Nancy. 1978. The Reproduction of Mother-
ing: Psychoanalysis and the Sociology of Gender.
Berkeley: University of California Press.

Christopher, F. Scott and Susan Sprecher. 2000. “Sexual-
ity in Marriage, Dating, and Other Relationships: A
Decade Review.” Journal of Marriage and Family
62:999-1017.

Downloaded from asr.sagepub.com at UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN on June 5, 2012


http://asr.sagepub.com/

Armstrong et al.

461

Crawford, Mary and Danielle Popp. 2003. “Sexual Dou-
ble Standards: A Review and Methodological Cri-
tique of Two Decades of Research.” Journal of Sex
Research 40:13-26.

Darling, Carol A., J. Kenneth Davidson, and Ruth P. Cox.
1991. “Female Sexual Response and the Timing of
Partner Orgasm.” Journal of Sex and Marital Therapy
17:3-21.

Davidson, J. Kenneth and Carol A. Darling. 1988. “The
Sexually Experienced Woman: Multiple Sex Partners
and Sexual Satisfaction.” Journal of Sex Research
24:141-54.

Duncombe, Jean and Dennis Marsden. 1996. “Whose
Orgasm Is This Anyway? ‘Sex Work’ in Long-Term
Heterosexual Couple Relationships.” Pp. 220-38 in
Sexual Cultures: Communities, Values, and Intimacy,
edited by J. Weeks and J. Holland. New York: St.
Martin’s Press.

England, Paula, Emily Fitzgibbons Shafer, and Alison C.
K. Fogarty. 2007. “Hooking Up and Forming Roman-
tic Relationships on Today’s College Campuses.” Pp.
531-47 in The Gendered Society Reader, edited by
M. Kimmel. New York: Oxford University Press.

Eshbaugh, Elaine M. and Gary Gute. 2008. “Hookups
and Sexual Regret among College Women.” Journal
of Social Psychology 148:77-89.

Fisher, Bonnie, Francis Cullen, and Michael Turner.
2000. “The Sexual Victimization of College Women.”
Washington, DC: National Institute of Justice and the
Bureau of Justice Statistics.

Fugl-Meyer, Kerstin S., Katarina Oberg, Per Olov
Lundberg, Bo Lewin, and Axel Fugl-Meyer. 2006.
“On Orgasm, Sexual Techniques, and Erotic Percep-
tions in 18- to 74-Year-Old Swedish Women.” Jour-
nal of Sexual Medicine 3:56-68.

Gavey, Nicola, Kathryn McPhillips, and Virginia Braun.
1999. “Interruptus Coitus: Heterosexuals Accounting
for Intercourse.” Sexualities 2:35-68.

Glenn, Norval and Elizabeth Marquardt. 2001. Hooking
Up, Hanging Out, and Hoping for Mr. Right: Col-
lege Women on Dating and Mating Today. New York:
Institute for American Values.

Graham, Cynthia A., Stephanie A. Sanders, Robin R.
Milhausen, and Kimberly R. McBridge. 2004. “Turn-
ing On and Turning Off: A Focus Group Study of
the Factors That Affect Women’s Sexual Arousal.”
Archives of Sexual Behavior 33:527-38.

Grello, Catherine M., Deborah P. Welsh, and Melinda
S. Harper. 2006. “No Strings Attached: The Nature
of Casual Sex in College Students.” Journal of Sex
Research 43:255-67.

Haavio-Mannila, Elina and Osmo Kontula. 1997. “Cor-
relates of Increased Sexual Satisfaction.” Archives of
Sexual Behavior 26:399-419.

Herbenick, Debby, Michael Reece, Vanessa Schick,
Stephanie A. Sanders, Brian Dodge, and J. Dennis
Fortenberry. 2010. “An Event-Level Analysis of the
Sexual Characteristics and Composition among Adults
Ages 18 to 59: Results from a National Probability

Sample in the United States.” Journal of Sexual Med-
icine 7(suppl 5):346-61.

Hite, Shere. 1976. The Hite Report: A Nationwide Study
of Female Sexuality. New York: Macmillan.

Hurlbert, David F. and Carol Apt. 1994. “Female Sexual
Desire, Response, and Behavior.” Behavior Modifica-
tion 18:488-504.

Jones, Nikki. 2010. Between Good and Ghetto: African
American Girls and Inner-City Violence. New Bruns-
wick, NJ: Rutgers University Press.

Kaschak, Ellyn and Leonore Tiefer, eds. 2001. 4 New
View of Women's Sexual Problems. Binghamton, NY:
Haworth Press.

Kimmel, Michael. 2008. Guyland: The Perilous World
Where Boys Become Men. New York: HarperCollins.

Kinsey, Alfred C., Wardell B. Pomeroy, Clyde E. Martin,
and Paul H. Gebhard. 1953. Sexual Behavior in the
Human Female. Philadelphia: Saunders.

Koedt, Anne. 1973. “The Myth of the Vaginal Orgasm.”
Pp. 198207 in Radical Feminism, edited by A.
Koedt, E. Levine, and A. Rapone. New York: Quad-
rangle Books.

Laumann, Edward O., John H. Gagnon, Robert T.
Michael, and Stuart Michaels. 1994. The Social
Organization of Sexuality: Sexual Practices in the
United States. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Mah, Kenneth and Yitzchak M. Binik. 2001. “The Nature
of Human Orgasm: A Critical Review of Major
Trends.” Clinical Psychology Review 21:823-56.

Manning, Wendy D., Peggy C. Giordano, and Monica
A. Longmore. 2006. “Hooking Up: The Relationship
Contexts of “Non-Relationship’ Sex.” Journal of Ado-
lescent Research 21:459-83.

Martin, Karin. 1996. Puberty, Sexuality, and the
Self: Girls and Boys at Adolescence. New York:
Routledge.

McHugh, Maureen C. 2006. “What Do Women Want? A
New View of Women’s Sexual Problems.” Sex Roles
54:361-69.

McNulty, James K. and Terri D. Fisher. 2008. “Gender
Differences in Response to Sexual Expectancies and
Changes in Sexual Frequency: A Short-Term Longitu-
dinal Study of Sexual Satisfaction in Newly Married
Couples.” Archives of Sexual Behavior 37:229-40.

Miller, Jody. 2008. Getting Played: African American
Girls, Urban Inequality, and Gendered Violence.
New York: New York University Press.

Nicholson, Paula and Jennifer Burr. 2003. “What is
‘Normal” about Women’s (Hetero)sexual Desire and
Orgasm? A Report of an In-depth Interview Study.”
Social Science and Medicine 57:1735-45.

Parish, William L., Ye Luo, Ross Stolzenberg, Edward
O. Laumann, Gracia Farrer, and Suiming Pan. 2007.
“Sexual Practices and Sexual Satisfaction: A Popula-
tion Based Study of Chinese Urban Adults.” Archives
of Sexual Behavior 36:5-20.

Paul, Elizabeth L., Brian McManus, and Allison Hayes.
2000. “‘Hookups’: Characteristics and Correlates
of College Students’ Spontaneous and Anonymous

Downloaded from asr.sagepub.com at UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN on June 5, 2012


http://asr.sagepub.com/

462

American Sociological Review 77(3)

Sexual Experiences.” Journal of Sex Research 47:76—
88.

Pederson, Willy and Morten Blekesaune. 2003. “Sexual
Satisfaction in Young Adulthood: Cohabitation, Com-
mitted Dating or Unattached Life?” Acta Sociologica
46:179-93.

Peterson, Jennifer and Janet S. Hyde. 2010. “Gender
Differences in Sexuality.” Pp. 471-91 in Handbook
of Gender Research in Psychology, edited by J. C.
Chrisler and D. R. McCreary. New York: Springer.

Potts, Annie. 2000. “Coming, Coming, Gone: A Feminist
Deconstruction of Heterosexual Orgasm.” Sexualities
3:55-76.

Regnerus, Mark D. 2007. Forbidden Fruit: Sex and Reli-
gion in the Lives of American Teenagers. New York:
Oxford University Press.

Regnerus, Mark D. and Jeremy Uecker. 2011. Premarital
Sex in America: How Young Americans Meet, Mate,
and Think about Marrying. New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press.

Reiss, Ira L. 1986. Journey into Sexuality: An Explor-
atory Voyage. New York: Prentice Hall.

Richters, Juliet, Richard de Visser, Chris Rissel, and
Anthony Smith. 2006. “Sexual Practices in Last Het-
erosexual Encounter and Occurrence of Orgasm in a
National Survey.” Journal of Sex Research 43:217-26.

Risman, Barbara and Pepper Schwartz. 2002. “After the
Sexual Revolution: Gender Politics in Teen Dating.”
Contexts 1:16-24.

Roberts, Celia, Susan Kippax, Cartherine Waldby,
and June Crawford. 1995. “Faking It: The Story
of ‘Ohh!"” Women's Studies International Forum
18:523-32.

Schroder, Kerstin E. E., Michael P. Carey, and Peter
A. Vanable. 2003. “Methodological Challenges in
Research on Sexual Risk Behavior: II. Accuracy
of Self-Reports.” Annals of Behavioral Medicine
26:104-123.

Sweeney, Brian. 2010. “Sorting Women Sexually: Col-
lege Men’s Respect for Women in Sexual Inter-
actions.” Presented at the annual meeting of the
American Sociological Association, Atlanta, GA.

Tiefer, Leonore. 1996. “The Medicalization of Sexual-
ity: Conceptual, Normative, and Professional Issues.”
Annual Review of Sex Research 7:252-81.

Tolman, Deborah. 1994. “Doing Desire: Adolescent
Girls’ Struggles for/with Sexuality.” Gender & Soci-
ety 8:324-42.

Waite, Linda and Kara Joyner. 2001a. “Emotional and
Physical Satisfaction with Sex in Married, Cohabit-
ing, and Dating Sexual Unions: Do Men and Women
Differ?” Pp. 239-69 in Sex, Love, and Health in
America: Private Choices and Public Policy, edited
by E. O. Laumann and R. T. Michael. Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press.

Waite, Linda and Kara Joyner. 2001b. “Emotional Satis-
faction and Physical Pleasure in Sexual Unions: Time
Horizon, Sexual Behavior, and Sexual Exclusivity.”
Journal of Marriage and Family 63:247-64.

Elizabeth A. Armstrong is Associate Professor of Sociol-
ogy and Organizational Studies at the University of
Michigan. She and Laura Hamilton are working on a book
based on a year of observation and five years of interviews
with residents of a women’s floor in a college dorm. This
project sheds light on how universities simultaneously
facilitate social mobility and social reproduction.

Paula England is Professor of Sociology at New York
University. She is principal investigator of the Online
College and Social Life Survey, a study of dating, hook-
ing up, relationships, and sexuality among college
students. She is also studying class differences in contra-
ception, unintended pregnancies, and premarital births.

Alison C. K. Fogarty is a doctoral candidate in the
Department of Sociology at Stanford University and her
main fields of research are sex, gender, and sexuality as
well as social psychology. In addition to her work on the
sexual practices of college students, she conducts
research on gender variance and discrimination.

Downloaded from asr.sagepub.com at UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN on June 5, 2012


http://asr.sagepub.com/

