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Research Article

Women’s Masturbation: Experiences
of Sexual Empowerment in a Primarily
Sex-Positive Sample

Christin P. Bowman1

Abstract
With the present study, I explore the function, meaning, and empowerment potential of masturbation for 765 American
women. The sample was somewhat diverse, but primarily young (79% under 30), White (75%), educated (85% with at least a
bachelor’s degree), and heterosexual (67%). Participants completed an online anonymous survey that included endorsement
of various attitudes toward masturbation, reasons for masturbating, and emotions following masturbation. Two split-half
exploratory factor analyses (followed by confirmatory factor analyses) indicated that women’s reasons for masturbating clus-
tered into five main reasons: (a) sexual pleasure, (b) to learn about or better understand their bodies, (c) as a release, (d) to
substitute for partner sex, and (e) general sexual dissatisfaction. Women’s feelings regarding their masturbation fell into three
clusters: (a) shame, (b) sexual empowerment, and (c) fear that one is acting selfishly. Most women in my study did not feel
ashamed about masturbating; instead, many women felt sexually empowered. A hierarchical multiple regression demonstrated
that women were more likely to feel sexually empowered by the fact that they masturbate if they reported being more sexu-
ally efficacious, having higher genital self-image, and masturbating for sexual pleasure or to learn more about their bodies.
Results lend support to the feminist theory that when women are able to focus on their own sexual pleasure or learning,
without the concerns of pregnancy or pleasing a partner, they may feel sexually empowered.

Keywords
masturbation, psychosexual behavior, sexual attitudes, sexual satisfaction, empowerment

Despite being a pleasurable and common expression of sexu-

ality, masturbation remains highly stigmatized in our society

(Kaestle & Allen, 2011; Tiefer, 1998), and female masturba-

tion is particularly proscribed (Friday, 1993; Kaestle & Allen,

2011). However, research reveals that the majority of women

do masturbate, with reported prevalence consistently hover-

ing around 60–65% (Arafat & Cotton, 1974; Davidson &

Moore, 1994; Greenberg & Archambault, 1973; Hurlbert &

Whittaker, 1991; Kinsey, Martin, Pomeroy, & Gebhard,

1953; Smith, Rosenthal, & Reichler, 1996) and with more

recent estimates as high as 85% (Herbenick et al., 2010;

Mark, 2011). Despite the pervasiveness of this behavior, psy-

chological research has only just begun to investigate

women’s motivations for, and emotional responses to, mas-

turbation (Fahs & Frank, 2013). Furthermore, as many theor-

ists have contended, masturbation has the potential to feel

sexually empowering to women (Coleman, 2002; Dodson,

1996; Hite, 1976; Tiefer, 1996), yet the nature of these feel-

ings of sexual empowerment has not been evaluated. Using a

feminist sociocultural lens, the purpose of my investigation

was to explore some of women’s potential motivations for,

and feelings about, their masturbation, as well as to explicate

how feelings of sexual empowerment may be related to

women’s reasons for masturbating.

Female (hetero)sexuality has historically fulfilled one of

the two purposes: reproduction or male sexual pleasure (Rich,

1980; Vance, 1992). Framing female sexuality in this way

leaves little room for women to focus on their own sexual

desires and pleasures. Indeed, this narrow conceptualization

of female sexuality renders female masturbation utterly irre-

levant, or even ‘‘excessive’’ (McClelland & Fine, 2008).

However, feminists in psychology have begun to focus more

attention on the importance of women’s sexual pleasure for

their overall well-being, and, in the last 15 years or so, female

masturbation has been increasingly viewed as an acceptable

means for women to achieve autonomous sexual pleasure

(Coleman, 2002; Fahs & Frank, 2013; Tiefer, 1996). Because

this quest for pleasure does not rely on or answer to a partner,

female masturbation can be conceptualized as resistance to
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traditional feminine norms (Friday, 1993; Rich, 1980; Tiefer,

1998) and may feel empowering to women (Tiefer, 1996).

The current project was contextualized within this femin-

ist sociocultural milieu. Western women’s sexualities, even

when expressed in a private act like masturbation, are end-

lessly shaped and influenced by the norms and trends of con-

temporary Western society (Bartky, 1990). As mentioned

previously, heterosexual women’s sexual pleasure has his-

torically been understood as ‘‘excessive’’ (McClelland &

Fine, 2008)—that is, unnecessary for the purposes of repro-

duction or for male pleasure. ‘‘Excess is actually a word that

draws attention to the line between what is required and what

is not required, but is there anyway. Female sexuality, and

specifically female sexual pleasure, exists at this very line’’

(McClelland & Fine, 2008, p. 86). The line between ‘‘just the

right amount of sexuality’’ and excess is fuzzy and unstable.

Women are taught, for example, to solicit and appreciate

male sexual attention, while simultaneously playing ‘‘gate-

keeper’’ roles to protect themselves against it (Phillips,

1999). Women are expected to walk the tightrope between

looking sexy and looking trampy, between being flirty and

being easy, and between being a prude and being a whore

(Tolman, Hirschman, & Impett, 2005). All of these double

binds ignore the possibility of female sexual desire, and

women are left to interpret for themselves where the line

between these poles really is. As they inevitably discover, any

crossing of these lines, however brief or accidental, puts a

woman at risk of being labeled excessive and slutty.

Masturbation actually complicates McClelland and Fine’s

(2008) framework because it could be argued that nothing

about masturbation is ever ‘‘required’’ from the start. On the

other hand, perhaps it is this very quality of masturbation that

makes it all the more excessive and potentially empowering.

When a woman masturbates, she experiences her sexuality

in a way that does not conform to dominant expectations of

femininity or female sexuality. She is not concerned with pro-

ducing offspring, nor is she concerned with preventing preg-

nancy. She feels sexual sensations that are not provided by a

partner, and, because no partner needs to be present, she need

not concern herself with anyone’s pleasure but her own. In this

way, the ‘‘excessive’’ nature of masturbation may be related to

feelings of sexual empowerment for some women.

It is important to precisely define the construct of sexual

empowerment, especially considering that feminist theorists

continue to struggle with its definition (Lamb, 2010; Lamb

& Peterson, 2011; McClelland & Fine, 2008; Peterson,

2010; Tolman, 2012). Is empowerment best understood as

an internal experience of agency and power (i.e., feeling or

experiencing empowerment)? Or is it a concrete measure of

a person’s ability or power to alter social and political

arrangements (i.e., being empowered)? Some theorists distin-

guish ‘‘power to’’ (an internal sense of self-efficacy or self-

esteem) from ‘‘power over’’ (actual control over decision

making and resources; Hollander & Offermann, 1990; Riger,

1993; Yoder & Kahn, 1992), whereas others have simply

referred to the former as subjective and the latter as objective

empowerment (Peterson, 2010). Though there continues to be

a lack of consensus regarding which form of power constitu-

tes sexual empowerment, my study attempted to understand

women’s own experiences of sexual empowerment as an

aspect of masturbation, regardless of whether these beliefs

translate to observable shifts in power relations.

Conceptualizing masturbation, a frequently solitary beha-

vior, as one that has the potential to feel empowering to women

adds a new layer of complexity to the current debates surround-

ing sexual empowerment. Most of the thinking about girls’ and

women’s sexual empowerment has been decidedly interperso-

nal (Lamb, 2010; Tolman, 2012). That is, sexual empowerment

has been viewed as a construct that must be negotiated between

sexual partners. For example, sexual empowerment has been

conflated with (or at least correlated with) sexual self-efficacy

(Peterson, 2010), which is measured in relation to a sexual part-

ner. But what happens to the concept of sexual empowerment

when no partner is present or necessary?

Considering the extent to which the norms and messages

of a woman’s culture are in a continual interaction with her

psyche, I theorize that a woman can still experience a feeling

of sexual empowerment even if there is no other person for

her to have ‘‘power over.’’ In the process of living day to day

in a male-dominated and objectifying society, women may

begin to internalize the socially prescribed norms they

encounter to the point at which they participate in intimate

self-surveillance (Bartky, 1990; Foucault, 1990). When

women are able to transcend this self-surveillance for the pur-

poses of their own sexual desire and pleasure, they may not

be demonstrating concrete ‘‘power over’’ another individual,

but they are nonetheless resisting the oppressive norms that

would dictate their behavior. One such oppressive norm is

women’s frequent acceptance of the idea that their genitals

are somehow disgusting, unclean, and even shameful (Hite,

1976; Reinholtz & Muehlenhard, 1995; Rubin, 1984). Female

genital self-image, or the degree to which women feel posi-

tively about their genitals, may provide evidence of resis-

tance to this particular norm. For instance, positive genital

self-image has been shown to predict more frequent gyneco-

logical exams, more masturbation, greater enjoyment of and

participation in oral sex, and better overall sexual function

(DeMaria, Hollub, & Herbenick, 2011; Herbenick et al.,

2011; Reinholtz & Muehlenhard, 1995). Thus, it is possible

that genital self-image may also be related to women’s feel-

ings of sexual empowerment from masturbation. In a society

that co-opts women’s sexualities through neoliberal commo-

dification and pornification of women’s bodies (Lamb &

Brown, 2007; Paul, 2005), on one hand, and maintains the

ever-present prude/slut dichotomy, on the other (Phillips,

1999; Tolman et al., 2005), simply feeling entitled to and able

to experience sexual pleasure (with or without a partner) is an

expression of sexual empowerment.

The theoretical lens presented here presumes that

women’s feelings of sexual empowerment from masturbation
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likely depend on the reasons why women choose to mastur-

bate, and whether or not these reasons challenge gendered

sexual norms. Women’s motivations to masturbate, then, may

be closely tied to experiences of sexual empowerment. To

date, there is little research examining what motivates women

to masturbate. Most research on female masturbation focuses

on either a sort of accounting or on specific psychological or

health-related outcomes. For example, studies that focus on

accounting ask questions regarding how many women mas-

turbate, how frequently they masturbate, what methods they

use, and so on (Gerressu, Mercer, Graham, Wellings, & John-

son, 2008; Herbenick et al., 2010; Janus & Janus, 1993; Kin-

sey et al., 1953). On the other hand, some research has

focused on psychological outcomes such as self-esteem, body

image, and sexual function (Herbenick et al., 2009; Hurlbert

& Whittaker, 1991; Shulman & Horne, 2003; Wiederman &

Pryor, 1997). We know that women who masturbate tend to

have higher self-esteem (Hurlbert & Whittaker, 1991; Smith

et al., 1996) and a more positive body image (Shulman &

Horne, 2003; Wiederman & Pryor, 1997). There is also evi-

dence to suggest that masturbation correlates with better sex-

ual functioning overall (Herbenick et al., 2009; Hurlbert &

Whittaker, 1991), suggesting that masturbation in women

should be viewed as a productive and healthy behavior.

Although projects of accounting and psychological out-

comes are illuminating, they gloss over women’s lived

experiences (Fahs & Frank, 2013), failing to explore why

women decide to masturbate. Furthermore, are certain rea-

sons why women masturbate more closely tied to experi-

ences of sexual empowerment than others? A small set of

work has begun to address these questions, and in some

cases, women’s motivations to masturbate can be under-

stood as potentially sexually empowering. For instance,

many women report masturbating to relieve their own sex-

ual tension or to provide themselves with relaxation (Dod-

son, 1996; Fahs & Frank, 2013; Laumann, Gagnon,

Michael, & Michaels, 1994), whereas others masturbate for

pure physical pleasure (Fahs & Frank, 2013; Hite, 1976;

Laumann et al., 1994; Thompson, 1990). Masturbation can

also be empowering to women by providing a means for

learning more about their bodies, desires, and sensations,

because this type of sexual exploration among women is

socially undervalued (Thompson, 1990; Tiefer, 1996).

Women who masturbate may have increased sexual confi-

dence and comfort with their bodies because they are able

to gain more knowledge about their genital anatomy and

sexual response (Dodson, 1996; Hite, 1976). Although it

makes theoretical sense that several of these reasons for

masturbating could be conceptualized as sexually empower-

ing, no known research to date has examined whether any

(or all) of these potential reasons actually predict feelings

of sexual empowerment in women. Furthermore, no known

empirical work has explored whether some reasons for mas-

turbating are more closely related to feelings of sexual

empowerment in women than others.

The purpose of my project, then, is to explore women’s

motivations to masturbate as a step toward understanding

how these reasons may be related to feelings of sexual

empowerment for women. For the present study, I began by

asking: (a) Why do women masturbate? and (b) How does

masturbation make women feel emotionally? Because

women’s reasons for masturbating are likely related to their

feelings of sexual empowerment (Tiefer, 1996), I then further

examined this relationship by asking: (c) Which of women’s

reasons for masturbating are most closely related to feelings

of sexual empowerment? Finally, because sexual empower-

ment has been linked theoretically to sexual efficacy, entitle-

ment, and self-esteem (Lamb & Peterson, 2011), I asked: (d)

Do feelings of sexual efficacy, sexual entitlement, and/or

genital self-image predict feelings of sexual empowerment

related to masturbation?

Method

Participants

Participants were adult women (at least 18 years old) living in

the United States (see Table 1). A total of 765 women com-

pleted an online survey. Based on participants’ self-selected

primary race/ethnicity, the sample consisted of 572 (74.8%)

White Americans, 61 (8.0%) Multiracial Americans, 48

(6.3%) Asian Americans, 36 (4.7%) Latina Americans, and

30 (3.9%) African Americans. Participants’ ages ranged from

18 to over 61 (the oldest option was 61þ), with 537 (70.2%)

participants 22–30 years old. The majority of participants

were well educated (n¼ 648, 84.9%, had at least a bachelor’s

degree) and heterosexual (n ¼ 509, 66.9%).

Procedure

I recruited a national convenience sample of women via the

Internet. Women were notified of the availability of a survey

called ‘‘Sexuality and the Self’’ through the use of snowball

sampling using social networking websites (e.g., Facebook,

Twitter), e-mail campaigns, and word of mouth (Baltar &

Brunet, 2012). I employed several methods to access multiple

diverse ‘‘seeds’’ including posting the survey on my own

Facebook page, reaching out to psychology faculty and uni-

versity listservs both locally and nationally, and specifically

targeting harder-to-reach groups such as religious women and

socially conservative women. Although I posted the survey

on my own Facebook page, the nature of social ties on Face-

book is such that it is unlikely that any significant percentage

of the final recruited sample knew me well enough to have

succumbed to demand characteristics (see Ferrara, De Meo,

Fiumara, & Provetti, 2012, for a review of strong and weak

social ties on Facebook).

Participants were informed that the survey was anon-

ymous and that no one would be able to link their responses

back to them. The survey and recruitment efforts were

launched on March 3, 2011, and the survey was closed on
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April 13, 2011. SurveyGizmo.com was used to create an

online questionnaire so as to maximize participants’ comfort

and privacy, as well as for ease and accuracy of data manage-

ment. After completing an online consent form, participants

answered eligibility questions (gender, age, and U.S. resi-

dency) and were then directed to the survey. All surveys were

completed individually at the convenience of the participants,

and IP addresses were collected to reduce the possibility of

duplicate responses. Because of the sensitive nature of the

survey, it was suggested that participants complete the survey

in a private and comfortable environment and that they take

care to ensure their privacy. At the end of the survey, partici-

pants were given the option of providing their e-mail

addresses to be entered into a lottery to win a US$100 ama-

zon.com gift card (this opportunity had been an incentive dur-

ing recruitment as well). The study was approved by the

university Institutional Review Board.

Materials

The survey began with demographic items developed by the

researcher asking age, race/ethnicity, sexual orientation, edu-

cation level, religion, and relationship status (see Table 1).

These were followed by a single item assessing religiosity:

‘‘How important is religion in your life?’’ rated from 1 (not

at all) to 4 (extremely; Impett, Schooler, & Tolman, 2006;

Tolman, Impett, Tracey, & Michael, 2006). The following

measures were then included in the order listed.

Entitlement and efficacy in sexual situations. Two subscales (7

items total) of the Female Sexual Subjectivity Inventory

(FSSI; Horne & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2006) were used to mea-

sure intraindividual feelings of sexual entitlement and sexual

efficacy. Entitlement refers to how a woman might feel if her

sexual needs were not met by her partner; Efficacy, to a

woman’s motivations to ask for what she wants sexually from

a partner. Items measuring feelings of entitlement (4 items)

for pleasure from one’s partner included statements such

as: ‘‘If a partner were to ignore my sexual needs and desires,

I’d feel hurt.’’ Internal reliability was acceptable for entitle-

ment (a ¼ .81). An example of an item from the subscale

measuring sexual efficacy (3 items) in achieving sexual plea-

sure is: ‘‘I would not hesitate to ask for what I want sexually

from a romantic partner.’’ Reliability for the self-efficacy

subscale was also sufficient (a ¼ .85). Participants indicated

their level of agreement on a 5-point Likert-type scale rang-

ing from 1 (not at all true) to 5 (very true), where higher aver-

aged scores indicate higher levels of entitlement or efficacy.

Table 1. Demographic Information About Participants (N ¼ 765).

Variable n % Variable n %

Age Sexual orientation
18–21 64 8.4 Heterosexual/straight 509 66.9
22–25 281 36.7 Gay/lesbian 76 9.9
26–30 256 33.5 Bisexual 75 9.8
31–40 96 12.5 Queer 75 9.8
41–50 34 4.4 Questioning 17 2.2
51–60 21 2.8 Other 9 1.2
61þ 9 1.2 Relationship status

Race/ethnicity Single, never married 254 33.3
White 572 74.8 In a long-term relationship 234 30.6
Multiracial 61 8.0 Married 125 16.3
Asian 48 6.3 In a short-term relationship 118 15.4
Latina/Hispanic 36 4.7 Separated/divorced/widowed 21 2.7
African American 30 3.9 Domestic partner/civil union 10 1.3
Caribbean American 6 0.8 Religion
Arab/Arab American 2 0.3 Catholic 87 11.4
Middle Eastern 2 0.3 Protestant 83 10.8
Native Americana 1 0.1 Jewish 85 11.1
Other 3 0.4 Muslim 5 0.7

Education Hindu 6 0.8
Less than high school 1 0.1 Buddhist 12 1.6
High school/GED 15 2.0 Atheist 71 9.3
Some college 76 10.0 Agnostic 99 12.9
2-Year college degree 22 2.9 Spiritual but not religious 198 25.9
4-Year college degree 362 47.5 None of the above 53 6.9
Master’s degree 234 30.6 Other 64 8.4
Doctoral degree 19 2.5
Professional degree 33 4.3

Note. GED ¼ General Educational Development.
aIncludes American Indian and Alaskan Native.
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Female genital self-image. The Female Genital Self-Image

Scale (FGSIS; Herbenick & Reece, 2010) was used to assess

women’s attitudes toward their own genitals. The present

study included eight selected items from the scale (for brev-

ity, Items 3, 8, and 11 were excluded), showing an internal

reliability of a ¼ .87. Participants indicated their level of

agreement on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (dis-

agree) to 5 (agree). Sample items from the scale are: ‘‘I feel

positively about my genitals’’ and ‘‘I think my genitals smell

fine.’’ In place of the word ‘‘genitals’’ in the present study, I

used the word ‘‘vagina’’ because I believed that women

would more readily identify with references to their vaginas

than to their genitals. Despite the imprecision of this term (the

survey actually refers to external genitalia—technically vul-

vas, not vaginas), my experience with women’s colloquial

expressions informed my decision to replace the word ‘‘gen-

itals’’ with ‘‘vagina.’’ The imprecise language was not over-

looked, however. A disclaimer on the survey reminded

women that the survey questions are actually asking about

vulvas, but that the word ‘‘vagina’’ is used in its stead because

of the popular and familiar use of this term. To verify the

scale structure, I conducted a confirmatory factor analysis

(CFA), which supported the single-factor structure of the

scale: one eigenvalue was greater than 1, the largest factor’s

eigenvalue (4.24) was more than 4 times the size of the next

factor’s eigenvalue (0.92), and one factor was plotted before

the bend in the scree plot.

The experience of masturbation. Masturbation experience

and masturbation recency were assessed using four yes/no

items: (a) ‘‘Have you ever masturbated?’’ (b) ‘‘Have you

masturbated within the past year?’’ (c) ‘‘Have you mastur-

bated within the past three months?’’ and (d) ‘‘Have you mas-

turbated within the past week?’’ If participants indicated

never having masturbated, they were not prompted to answer

any further masturbation questions. Participants who indi-

cated having masturbated in the past also indicated their level

of agreement with the following statements: ‘‘Masturbation is

very important to me,’’ ‘‘I have discussed masturbation with

my friends in the past,’’ and ‘‘I think the fact that I masturbate

has improved my pleasure in sexual encounters’’—with all

rated on 5-point Likert-type scales from 1 (disagree) to 5

(agree).

Feelings about masturbating (FaM). Participants were asked:

‘‘How does the fact that you masturbate make you feel?’’ A

list of potential responses was provided, and participants indi-

cated how frequently they felt each response on a 5-point

Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always). Poten-

tial responses were as follows: powerful, guilty, gross,

ashamed, strong, sexy, disgusted, independent, satisfied,

afraid of getting caught (by roommate, parent, friend . . . ),

afraid of being judged by God (or another higher power), self-

ish because I’m taking the ability to provide pleasure away

from my partner, and selfish because I’m taking time to spend

on myself. These items were developed through the use of

previous research and theory (Hite, 1976; Laumann et al.,

1994; Tiefer, 1996), as well as from conversations with sev-

eral sexuality experts—defined, in compliance with the stan-

dards described by DeVellis (2012), as those with extensive

knowledge of female sexual desire and pleasure as documen-

ted by publication records in top sexuality research journals.

Reasons for masturbating (RfM). Participants were given the

following prompt: ‘‘We know that people masturbate for dif-

ferent reasons at different times. Please indicate how often

each of the following is a reason why you masturbate.’’ A list

of potential reasons was provided, and participants indicated

their responses on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1

(never) to 5 (always) that included a N/A (not applicable)

option. N/A responses were treated as missing data and

excluded from analysis. Potential responses were as follows:

orgasm, sexual stimulation, to keep me sexually satisfied

when my partner is not available, to keep me sexually satis-

fied when I don’t have a partner, exploring/learning/under-

standing my body, for a boost of energy, to relieve tension/

to relax/for a release, to fall asleep, to feel in control, anger,

horniness, because I like to, to avoid partnered sex, to

improve my sex life, to learn more about my own pleasure,

because sex with my partner leaves me unsatisfied, and bore-

dom. Once again, these items were developed through con-

versations with sexuality experts (DeVellis, 2012) in

combination with information gleaned from the research and

theoretical literatures (Dodson, 1996; Hurlbert & Whittaker,

1991).

Results

Descriptive Findings

Overall, 95.7% (n ¼ 729) of women reported ever masturbat-

ing, and the vast majority of women reported masturbating

within the past year (698, 92.9%), 3 months (658, 87.6%),

and week (465, 61.8%). Fully 60.1% (460) of women

reported that masturbation was very important to them, and

69.4% (531) reported believing that masturbation has

improved their pleasure in sexual encounters. About 3 of

every 4 women (576, 75.3%) reported that they had discussed

masturbation with their friends in the past.

Women in my sample generally demonstrated high scores

on genital self-image, sexual entitlement, and sexual efficacy.

A majority (422, 55.1%) scored between 4 and 5 on genital

self-image, indicating high average genital self-image (M ¼
4.00, standard deviation [SD] ¼ 0.83), and 628 (82.1%)

women scored between 4 and 5 on sexual entitlement, indi-

cating high mean levels of sexual entitlement (M ¼ 4.39,

SD ¼ 0.70). Although slightly less than half (363, 47.4%)

of these women scored between 4 and 5 on sexual efficacy

(M ¼ 3.71, SD ¼ 0.99), this distribution was negatively

skewed (z score skewness ¼ �4.28), indicating that more

women reported high levels of sexual efficacy. Taken
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together, these statistics indicate that the sample was a rela-

tively sex-positive one.

Percentages of missing data across demographic variables,

masturbation recency, RfM items, and FaM items ranged from

0.3% (demographics: religion) to 13.2% (RfM: ‘‘To keep me

sexually satisfied when I don’t have a partner’’). Three RfM

items had missing data that exceeded 5%: ‘‘To keep me sexu-

ally satisfied when my partner is not available’’ (10.6%), ‘‘To

keep me sexually satisfied when I don’t have a partner’’

(13.2%), and ‘‘Because sex with my partner leaves me unsatis-

fied’’ (10.2%). These items all refer to one’s partner, suggest-

ing that they were likely skipped with such high frequencies

because participants did not have a partner in mind when

responding. All other items and variables had no more than

5% missing data. Analysis of the patterns of missing data

revealed that across all variables, less than 3.19% of all items

for all cases were missing, and 489 (63.93%) participants had

no missing data across all variables.

Additionally, Little’s missing completely at random

(MCAR) analysis was performed on the items of the two FSSI

subscales and the items of the FGSIS. Results for the FSSI

Entitlement subscale revealed a nonsignificant chi-square sta-

tistic, w2(11) ¼ 14.76, p ¼ .19, indicating that the data were

likely MCAR. The FSSI Efficacy subscale also revealed a non-

significant chi-square statistic, w2(4) ¼ 3.03, p ¼ .55, again

indicating that the data were likely MCAR. The FGSIS

revealed a significant chi-square statistic, w2(90) ¼ 124.21, p

¼ .01, indicating that the data may not be MCAR. However,

follow-up analyses comparing missing to nonmissing cases

on all other related variables demonstrated that the pattern of

missingness in the FGSIS was not related to any other vari-

ables so that these data can be considered MCAR as well

(Schlomer, Bauman, & Card, 2010). Because Little’s MCAR

analysis cannot be performed on an individual item, the RfM

and FaM items were each dummy coded as missing or not

missing and then compared on all demographic and scale vari-

ables. No significant patterns of missingness were detected.

Given the small amount of missing data and the general ran-

domness of the missing data, as well as the negligible loss in

power due to the large original sample size, cases with missing

data were deleted listwise for analysis (Parent, 2012), which

resulted in different sample sizes (ranging from 563 to 765) for

various analyses.

Feelings About Masturbation (FaM)

I performed an exploratory factor analysis on the items pre-

sented to participants as potential feelings about masturbation.

The large sample size in my study made it possible to cross vali-

date my researcher-generated measure by performing a split-

half exploratory factor analysis, followed by a split-half CFA.

The sample was randomly split approximately in half (Statisti-

cal Package for the Social Sciences’s Random Sample Approx-

imate tool resulted in slightly unequally sized groups), and 13

responses to the question, ‘‘How does the fact that you mastur-

bate make you feel?’’ were factor analyzed with half the sample

(n ¼ 385) using principal axis factoring with oblique rotation

(see Table 2; Fabrigar, Wegener, MacCallum, & Strahan,

1999). Reasonable factorability was indicated by 12 of the 13

item communalities being above .30, and all variables were cor-

related at least .30 with at least one other variable. Oblique rota-

tion was thus appropriate. The Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin measure of

sampling adequacy was above the recommended value of 0.60

(0.85), and Bartlett’s test of sphericity was significant,w2(78)¼
2,188.77, p < .001. Due to these overall indicators, I performed a

split-half exploratory factor analysis with all 13 items.

Table 2. Split-Half Exploratory Factor Analysis of Feelings About Masturbation.

Factor Loadings

Factor 1:
Shame

Factor 2: Sexual
Empowerment

Factor 3: Fears of
Selfishness Communality

Guilty .62 �.04 .12 .50
Gross .88 �.01 �.05 .74
Ashamed .84 �.02 �.02 .71
Disgusted .83 �.04 .01 .72
Powerful .11 .90 �.05 .76
Strong .13 .93 �.04 .81
Sexy �.09 .70 �.04 .55
Independent �.06 .75 .09 .59
Satisfied �.21 .50 .02 .35
Selfish because I’m taking the ability to provide pleasure away

from my partner
�.05 �.01 .67 .41

Selfish because I’m taking time to spend on myself .02 �.04 .60 .38
Eigenvalue 4.77 2.64 1.05
% of Total Variance 36.68 20.30 8.09
Total Variance 65.08%

Note. The question asked was ‘‘How does the fact that you masturbate make you feel?’’ Salient loadings are printed in bold.
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The analysis yielded three factors, which together explained

a total of 65.08% of the variance for the entire set of variables

(see Table 2). Three factors were extracted for several reasons.

Velicer’s minimum average partial (MAP) test suggested two

factors, whereas parallel analysis suggested four. Because the

MAP test tends to underestimate the number of factors,

whereas parallel analysis tends to overestimate the number

of factors (O’Connor, 2000), the correct number of factors was

likely in between these two, so, three factors seemed to be the

correct solution. Additionally, the scree plot showed a leveling

off of values after three factors; three factors had eigenvalues

greater than 1; there were no primary loadings less than .32;

and the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA)

was 0.08, indicating adequate fit. Furthermore, a three-factor

structure was very interpretable and made conceptual sense.

Factor 1 included high loadings from the responses: guilty,

gross, ashamed, and disgusted. This factor, which accounted

for 36.68% of the variance, was labeled ‘‘Shame.’’ The sec-

ond factor was labeled ‘‘Sexual Empowerment,’’ because it

included high loadings from the responses: powerful, strong,

sexy, independent, and satisfied. This second factor explained

20.30% of the variance. Finally, a third factor was labeled

‘‘Fears of Selfishness’’ because it included high loadings

from the responses: ‘‘selfish because I’m taking the ability

to provide pleasure away from my partner’’ and ‘‘selfish

because I’m taking time to spend on myself’’ (hereafter this

factor will be referred to as ‘‘selfishness’’). The variance

explained by this factor was 8.09%. Items were excluded

from the factor structure if they contained cross-loadings with

a less than .15 difference from that item’s highest loading

(Worthington & Whittaker, 2006), and so two responses—

‘‘afraid of getting caught (by roommate, parent, friend)’’ and

‘‘afraid of being judged by God (or another higher power)’’—

were excluded. Substantively, this analysis identified three

clear patterns in the potential responses to the question ‘‘How

does the fact that you masturbate make you feel?’’: shame,

sexual empowerment, and afraid of acting selfishly.

The split-half maximum likelihood CFA, allowing the fac-

tors to be correlated and using the unanalyzed half of the sam-

ple (n ¼ 362) was performed using Mplus 7.0 (Muthén &

Muthén, 1998–2012). The CFA confirmed the relatively

good fit of the proposed three-factor structure. Each item

loaded significantly onto its intended factor, and standardized

factor loadings ranged from .34 to .89. The chi-square was

again significant (p < .001), but the comparative fit index

(CFI) met the ideal of .95 and the RMSEA (¼ .078) and stan-

dardized root mean square residual (SRMR; ¼.07) were

below the suggested cutoffs (Hu & Bentler, 1999), demon-

strating a reasonably good fit.

Reasons for Masturbating (RfM)

I performed a second factor analysis on the items presented to

participants as potential reasons for masturbating. Again, the

sample was randomly divided approximately in half (n¼ 385),

and then the 17 responses to the question, ‘‘Why do you mas-

turbate?’’ were factor analyzed using principal axis factoring

with oblique rotation (see Table 3; Fabrigar et al., 1999). Rea-

sonable factorability was demonstrated because 14 of the 17

communalities of the variables were above .30, and 16 of the

17 variables correlated at least .30 with at least one other item.

Because the items were generally correlated with one another,

the choice to employ an oblique rotation was appropriate. The

Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin measure of sampling adequacy was 0.79,

above the recommended value of 0.60, and Bartlett’s test of

sphericity was significant, w2(136)¼ 1,273.85, p < .001. Given

these overall indicators, a split-half exploratory factor analysis

was performed with all 17 items.

The analysis yielded five factors, which together

explained 59.94% of the variance for the entire set of vari-

ables (see Table 3). Five factors were extracted for several

reasons. Velicer’s MAP test recommended extracting three

factors, whereas parallel analysis suggested seven factors.

Further analysis demonstrated that five factors had eigenva-

lues greater than 1, and a five-factor solution made concep-

tual sense for interpretation. There were no primary

loadings less than .32, and the RMSEA was 0.05, indicating

a good fit.

The first factor included high loadings from the following

responses: orgasm, sexual stimulation, horniness, and

‘‘because I like to.’’ This factor, which accounted for

28.07% of the variance, was labeled ‘‘Sexual Pleasure.’’ Fac-

tor 2 was labeled ‘‘Learning about Body/Pleasure’’ due to the

high loadings by exploring/learning/understanding my body,

to improve my sex life, and to learn more about my own plea-

sure. This factor explained 10.46% of the variance. The third

factor, labeled ‘‘Release,’’ had high loadings on the following

items: for a boost of energy, to relieve tension/to relax/for a

release, and to fall asleep. The variance explained by this fac-

tor was 6.68%. Factor 4 included high loadings from the

items: ‘‘to keep me sexually satisfied when my partner is not

available’’ and ‘‘to keep me sexually satisfied when I don’t

have a partner.’’ Therefore this factor was labeled, ‘‘Substi-

tute for Partner Sex,’’ and accounted for 5.95% of the total

variance.

Finally, the fifth factor contained high loadings from the

items: to avoid partnered sex, anger, because sex with my part-

ner leaves me unsatisfied, and boredom. These loadings were

initially difficult to interpret, but because they were included in

a survey about sexuality, it is plausible that participants

responding to the items, ‘‘anger’’ and ‘‘boredom,’’ thought of

them as sexuality related. That is, rather than interpreting these

items as simply generalized anger or generalized boredom,

participants probably thought of anger as sexual anger and

boredom as sexual boredom. This factor, accounting for

8.79% of the variance, was thus labeled ‘‘Sexual Dissatisfac-

tion.’’ Items were excluded from the factor structure if they

contained cross-loadings with a less than .15 difference from

that item’s highest loading (Worthington & Whittaker,

2006), and so one variable, ‘‘to feel in control,’’ was excluded.
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Conceptually, this analysis revealed five clear patterns of rea-

sons why respondents masturbate: for sexual pleasure, to learn

about one’s body/pleasure, for a release, as a substitute for

partnered sex, and because one is feeling sexually dissatisfied.

Once again, the split-half maximum likelihood CFA,

which allowed the factors to be correlated and which drew

on the unanalyzed half of the sample (n ¼ 363), was per-

formed using Mplus 7.0 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2012).

The CFA demonstrated that the other half of the sample fit

into this five-factor structure reasonably well. Each item sig-

nificantly loaded on its intended factor, and standardized fac-

tor loadings ranged from .29 to .90. Although the chi-square

was significant (p < .001), the RMSEA (of .07) was less than

the suggested cutoff of .08, indicating moderate fit (Hu &

Bentler, 1999). Although the CFI (of .86) was below the sug-

gested ideal of .95, the SRMR (of .06) showed evidence of

good fit by falling below the suggested cutoff of .08 (Hu &

Bentler, 1999). Overall, these statistics confirm that the factor

structure held up reasonably well for this split-half sample.

Descriptions of Factors

For descriptive statistics (including means, skewness, and

kurtosis) of the RfM composites and the FaM composites—

where all composites are means of the item scores contribut-

ing to the factor, using the full sample—see Table 4. The

composite for shame, although accounting for the most

variance in the factor model, was highly skewed (z score

skewness ¼ 20.88), indicating that the vast majority of

respondents did not report feeling shame (607, 85.5%, had

a shame composite score between 1 and 2), and transforma-

tions (square root, logarithmic, and inverse) were insufficient

to eliminate this skewness. The selfishness factor was also

dropped from continued analysis because of its extreme

skewness (z score skewness¼ 26.75), which persisted despite

attempts at transformation. This skewness indicated that the

vast majority of respondents did not report feeling selfish

(652, 91.8%, had a composite score between 1 and 2). Sexual

empowerment, however, showed a normal distribution of

responses (z score skewness¼�2.07), and also accounted for

a large percentage of the variance in the factor model

(20.30%).

Predicting Sexual Empowerment

Hierarchical multiple regression was used to analyze the pre-

dictive potential of women’s various reasons for masturbat-

ing on women’s feelings of sexual empowerment.

Pearson’s correlations between feeling sexual empowerment

from masturbation and potential independent variables are

presented in Table 5. The demographic variables of age, edu-

cation, sexual orientation (dummy coded where 1 ¼ hetero-

sexual and 0 ¼ gay/lesbian, bisexual, and queer), and

religiosity (M ¼ 1.85, SD ¼ 0.87) were not associated with

Table 3. Split-Half Exploratory Factor Analysis for Reasons for Masturbating.

Factor Loadings

Factor 1:
Sexual

Pleasure

Factor 2:
Learning About
Body/Pleasure

Factor 3:
Release

Factor 4:
Substitute for
Partner Sex

Factor 5:
Sexual

Dissatisfaction Communality

Orgasm .51 �.05 .04 .11 .03 .34
Sexual stimulation .66 .05 �.04 .02 �.11 .42
Horniness .39 �.02 .15 .06 .12 .29
Because I like to .63 .20 .03 �.05 .17 .58
Exploring/learning/understanding my body .05 .69 .09 .07 �.11 .54
To improve my sex life .05 .49 �.06 .08 .21 .36
To learn more about my own pleasure .08 .99 �.04 �.04 �.11 .93
For a boost of energy .03 .21 .43 .12 .01 .36
To relieve tension/to relax/for a release .08 �.03 .80 .15 �.05 .74
To fall asleep .13 .00 .41 .08 .15 .34
To keep me sexually satisfied when my partner is

not available
.02 .01 .08 .78 .01 .65

To keep me sexually satisfied when I don’t have a
partner

.07 .03 .11 .73 �.02 .65

To avoid partnered sex .06 �.08 .11 �.07 .34 .15
Anger �.10 .13 .14 �.05 .41 .25
Because sex with my partner leaves me unsatisfied .01 .03 �.17 .18 .54 .31
Boredom .16 �.01 .05 �.01 .49 .32
Eigenvalue 4.77 1.78 1.14 1.01 1.49
% of total variance 28.07 10.46 6.68 5.95 8.79
Total variance 59.94%

Note. The question asked was ‘‘Why do you masturbate?’’ Salient loadings are printed in bold.
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sexual empowerment, so I did not control for these variables

in the regression. Several variables were significantly

skewed, so I transformed them to eliminate the skewness.

Transformations were applied in an escalating manner (first

square root, then logarithmic, then inverse; Tabachnick &

Fidell, 2001) until the skewness was eliminated in the vari-

ables: sexual pleasure (logarithmic), substitute for partner sex

(logarithmic), sexual dissatisfaction (logarithmic), genital

self-image (logarithmic), sexual entitlement (inverse), and

sexual efficacy (square root). Masturbation recency was also

significantly skewed (z score skewness ¼ �17.45), but all

three transformations were insufficient to eliminate the skew-

ness, so I did not include this variable in the regression.

Results of the hierarchical multiple regression are pre-

sented in Table 6. The RfM factors were entered in Model

1, and together explained 31% of the variance in sexual

empowerment. Next, the psychological variables that should

theoretically help to explain feelings of sexual empower-

ment—genital self-image, sexual entitlement, and sexual

efficacy—were added in Model 2, explaining an additional

2% of variance. Variables were entered hierarchically in this

manner so as to make it possible to draw conclusions about

the RfM factors’ stand-alone predictive potential, while still

investigating the predictive potential of the psychological

variables (as is possible in Model 2). When these variables

were added, the previously significant RfM factor of release

fell out of the model. The total variance explained by the

model was R2 ¼ 0.33, F(8, 476) ¼ 31.372, p < .001, meaning

that 33% of the variance in feelings of sexual empowerment

from masturbation can be explained by the final model.

As can be seen in Table 6, the RfM factors of learning and

sexual pleasure, as well as the psychological variables of gen-

ital self-image and sexual efficacy, each had significant pos-

itive regression weights. It should be noted, however, that

with such a large sample, my study was very high-powered,

and statistical significance may not be an adequate indicator

of meaningful findings. The standardized regression coeffi-

cients provide clues as to the relative importance of the pre-

dictors, indicating that the RfM factor of learning (b¼ 0.32, p

< .01) may have a bigger impact on feelings of sexual

empowerment from masturbation than sexual pleasure (b ¼
0.21, p < .01). Learning and sexual pleasure may also be more

important than genital self-image (b¼ 0.12, p < .01) and sex-

ual efficacy (b ¼ 0.11, p < .01), especially considering that

these psychological variables added just 4% of additional

explained variance to the final model.

Discussion

In my study, I sought to understand why women masturbate,

how masturbation makes women feel, and how women’s rea-

sons for masturbating may relate to their feelings of sexual

empowerment. All interpretations of my findings should be

undertaken with an understanding that the women who took

my survey were very likely to have generally positive atti-

tudes about their sexuality. Any woman who is willing to par-

ticipate in a study with ‘‘sexuality’’ in the title probably

already feels a certain degree of comfort with themes sur-

rounding sexuality. Additionally, my sample’s high average

scores on genital self-image, sexual efficacy, and sexual enti-

tlement support this notion. So although the current study

reports the highest rates of female masturbation in the litera-

ture, these findings should be interpreted in light of the spe-

cific characteristics of my sample.

Within this relatively sex-positive sample, 87.6% of

women reported masturbating in the past 3 months, and

61.8% of women reported masturbating in the past week. The

majority of the women in my study indicated that masturba-

tion is very important to them and that masturbation has

improved their pleasure in sexual encounters. These figures

demonstrate that masturbation may be a regular and benefi-

cial aspect of sex-positive women’s lives.

The current study also demonstrated that, of the possible

reasons for masturbating provided, sex-positive women’s rea-

sons for masturbating clustered into five main reasons: (a)

sexual pleasure, (b) to learn about or better understand their

bodies, (c) as a release, (d) to substitute for partner sex, and

(e) because of general sexual dissatisfaction with other

aspects of their sexual experiences. The first and third of

these confirm the work of previous researchers (Laumann

Table 4. Descriptive Information About Reasons for and Feelings About Masturbation.

Factors Number of Items M (SD) Skewness Kurtosis

RfM: Reasons for masturbating (n ¼ 708)
Sexual pleasure 4 4.18 (.68) �1.18 2.34
Learning 3 2.97 (1.07) .16 �.23
Release 3 3.07 (.96) .02 .40
Substitute for partner sex 2 3.78 (1.03) �.81 .38
Sexual dissatisfaction 4 1.72 (.56) .85 .93

FaM: Feelings about masturbating (n ¼ 710)
Shame 4 1.47 (.69) 1.90 3.76
Sexual empowerment 5 3.27 (.91) �.19 �.25
Fears of selfishness 2 1.33 (.61) 2.43 7.65

Note. All items ranged from 1 to 5.
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et al., 1994). However, although clinicians and feminist the-

orists have long believed it to be the case (Dodson, 1996;

Hite, 1976), mine is the first known study to systematically

demonstrate that some women are indeed motivated to mas-

turbate so they can learn more about their bodies. Still, the

most frequently endorsed reasons for masturbating were sex-

ual pleasure and as a substitute for partner sex, and the least

frequently endorsed was sexual dissatisfaction (see Table 4

for means).

Despite the stigmatized nature of masturbation and the

prevalence of research reporting feelings of shame from mas-

turbating (Arafat & Cotton, 1974; Greenberg & Archambault,

1973; Laumann et al., 1994), the current study found that

many sex-positive women were not particularly ashamed of

their masturbatory practices. Three of every four women

(75.3%) in my study reported that they had discussed mastur-

bation with their friends in the past, and the vast majority of

these women (85.5%) reported feeling little or no shame from

masturbating. Similarly, 91.8% of these women did not think

that they were being selfish by masturbating. Again, these

figures may be specific to sex-positive women so that average

rates of shame and selfishness among American women in

general may be higher (or lower) than reported here.

Beyond simply feeling more comfortable with masturbat-

ing (evidenced by the reporting of talking to friends about

masturbating, not thinking masturbation is selfish, etc.), the

current study also demonstrated that sex-positive women may

experience feelings of sexual empowerment from masturbat-

ing (recall that the construct of ‘‘sexual empowerment’’ here

and throughout the discussion refers to the clustered items

from the factor analysis: powerful, strong, sexy, independent,

and satisfied). The results of my study suggest that women

are more likely to feel sexually empowered by the fact that

they masturbate if they report being more sexually effica-

cious, have higher genital self-image, and masturbate for sex-

ual pleasure or to learn more about their bodies. Women with

higher levels of genital self-image and sexual efficacy could

be considered more sexually empowered (or sex positive) in

general, and so it is not surprising that these women also

tended to feel sexually empowered by masturbating.

By masturbating for pure sexual pleasure or as a means of

learning more about oneself or one’s pleasure, a woman has

been said to be at the height of ‘‘excess’’ (McClelland & Fine,

2008). For heterosexual women, this expression of their sexu-

ality is not related to pregnancy production or prevention. For

all women, the usual ‘‘requirements’’ of their sexuality (i.e.,

reproduction, partner pleasure) are off the table. A woman

is able to provide herself with pleasurable sensations on her

own terms without the need for a partner so that she is able

to focus solely on her own pleasure or learning without

thoughts of pleasing someone else. Indeed, when a woman

puts her efforts toward her own sexual desires, she is simul-

taneously working to overcome internalized oppressive

norms (Foucault, 1990; Rich, 1980; Tiefer, 1998). This resis-

tance is psychologically important regardless of whether it

reflects concrete shifts in power relations (Foucault, 1990).

It may be the case that this phenomenon varies depending

on whether a woman has a male or female partner because

of the power dynamics inherent in male–female sexual part-

nerships (Rich, 1980). However, the dominant discourses that

place expectations on women to be selfless in sexual encoun-

ters apply regardless of the sex of women’s partners. More-

over, irrespective of the sex of women’s partners, when

women are responding only to their own whims and wishes,

masturbation has the potential to feel sexually empowering.

The data presented here support the idea that the construct

of sexual empowerment in sex-positive women can still make

conceptual sense even without the presence or necessity of a

partner. That is, sexual empowerment need not be theorized

as solely interpersonal. The 5 items composing the factor

labeled ‘‘sexual empowerment’’ provide clues for under-

standing this frequently solitary form of sexual empower-

ment: powerful, strong, sexy, independent, and satisfied.

These emotions, although they may often refer to another—

someone to have power over, someone to be stronger than,

someone to be sexy for, someone to be independent from—

are not necessarily or always interpersonal. Instead, these

words can refer to simply feeling capable or efficacious (see

Spence, Helmreich, & Stapp’s, 1975, Personal Attributes

Questionnaire for an example of these sorts of items referring

to isolated individuals). Similarly, feeling satisfied about

one’s masturbatory experiences may refer to a kind of auton-

omous pride in one’s decision to masturbate, and feelings of

satisfaction from masturbating once again do not necessarily

reference a partner.

It has been argued by some theorists that the pornifica-

tion of our culture has had detrimental effects not just on

women’s body image in general, but also on their genital

self-image in particular (Paul, 2005; Tiefer, 2008). The

images available to women of female genitalia often come

from viewing pornography, and pornography perpetuates a

very narrow definition of acceptable female genitals—

Table 6. Summary of Hierarchical Multiple Regression Analysis
Predicting Feelings of Sexual Empowerment From Masturbation
(n ¼ 563).

Model 1 Model 2

Release .11* .09
Learning .35** .34**
Sexual pleasure .27** .21**
Partner sex substitute .05 .06
Sexual dissatisfaction .04 .07
Genital self-image (GSI) .10*
Sexual entitlement (FSSI) .07
Sexual efficacy (FSSI) .09*

R2 .31** .33**
R2 change .02**

Note. FSSI ¼ Female Sexual Subjectivity Inventory.
Numbers are standardized regression coefficients.
*p < .05. **p < .01.

Bowman 373

 at Mina Rees Library/CUNY Graduate Center on August 12, 2014pwq.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://pwq.sagepub.com/


namely, hairless, colorless, perfectly symmetrical, and even

‘‘childlike’’ (Conroy, 2006). These narrow and unrealistic

representations of adult women’s genitals in pornography

may help explain why many women feel that the look, feel,

and smell of their genitals are somehow abnormal or unat-

tractive (Braun & Wilkinson, 2001; Davis, 2002; Hite,

1976; Reinholtz & Muehlenhard, 1995, Schick, Calabrese,

Rima, & Zucker, 2010). However, women who are able to

overcome or do not subscribe to these narrow prescriptions

and who feel comfortable, and even prideful about their gen-

itals, are unsurprisingly more likely to feel sexually empow-

ered by the fact that they masturbate. These are women who,

despite the (c)overt cultural messages that women’s genitals

are disgusting (Braun & Wilkinson, 2001; Reinholtz &

Muehlenhard, 1995), have found a way to appreciate their

genitals. These women may be more likely to freely engage

in masturbation because they see nothing wrong with their

genitals from the start and, in doing so, could experience

feelings of sexual empowerment. Indeed, masturbation

recency and genital self-image were positively correlated

(see Table 5). However, it is also likely that masturbating

frequently could improve genital self-image, or that this

relationship is reciprocal.

It was surprising that the RfM factor of release fell out of

the final regression model after the psychological predictors

were added (although this variable still approached signifi-

cance, p ¼ .051). Release was a significant predictor in the

initial model, indicating that without the additional psycholo-

gical predictors, release contributed to the explained variance

in feelings of sexual empowerment from masturbating. How-

ever, the significant psychological predictors of genital self-

image and sexual efficacy seemed to be better explanations

of this variance than release. The release factor was com-

posed of items referring to seeking physical and psychologi-

cal relief, such as masturbating for a boost of energy or to fall

asleep. Perhaps these constructs are not as closely related to

feelings of sexual empowerment as those that more directly

challenge the cultural requirements of female sexuality. That

is, as discussed previously, in a culture that expects female

sexuality to exist in service to a partner’s pleasure or for

reproductive purposes, masturbating for sexual pleasure or

to learn more about one’s body is entirely ‘‘excessive.’’ Mas-

turbating as a means to find relaxation or energy, on the other

hand, does not directly challenge the expectations of female

sexuality in the same way. Although masturbation in general

can certainly be considered ‘‘excessive,’’ if the reason for

masturbating is not sexuality related, it is perhaps unsurpris-

ing that these reasons would not predict feelings of sexual

empowerment (the composite of which included the item

‘‘sexy’’).

Similarly, although I predicted that both sexual entitle-

ment and sexual efficacy would help to explain sex-positive

women’s feelings of sexual empowerment from masturbat-

ing, the final regression model showed sexual efficacy to

be the only significant predictor of the two. Though the

distinctions between sexual entitlement, sexual efficacy, and

sexual empowerment remain murky in the literature, it is

nonetheless surprising that sexual entitlement was not

included in the final model because it makes conceptual sense

that the more entitled a woman feels to sexual pleasure, the

more she would feel sexually empowered by masturbating for

that sexual pleasure (Horne & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2005;

Thompson, 1990). However, closer inspection of the actual

FSSI survey items (Horne & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2006) shows

that sexual entitlement is measured solely in relation to feel-

ings about a partner’s behavior. On the other hand, sexual

efficacy, although still related to a partner, measures a

woman’s willingness to make sexual demands of a partner.

Despite the partnered focus of these subscales, I suggest that

the latter construct is more closely related to feelings of sex-

ual empowerment because it refers to taking action on one’s

own behalf. Therefore, a sex-positive woman who feels able

to name her needs and then take care of them herself (demon-

strating sexual efficacy) is more likely to feel sexually

empowered by the fact that she masturbates.

My analysis reveals a shortcoming in the FSSI subscale

measuring sexual entitlement that warrants a closer look at

this widely used measure (Horne & Zimmer-Gembeck,

2006). ‘‘Entitlement’’ generally refers to the rights to which

one can claim access and the belief that one deserves certain

privileges (Campbell, Bonacci, Shelton, Exline, & Bush-

man, 2004). Items measuring female sexual entitlement,

then, should focus on a woman’s belief that she deserves

sexual pleasure and attentiveness from her partner and,

furthermore, that she is deserving of these because she has

the right to demand them. The FSSI, however, measures

sexual entitlement primarily through the use of emotional

responses to a neglectful partner (e.g., ‘‘If a partner were

to ignore my sexual needs and desires, I’d feel hurt’’; Horne

& Zimmer-Gembeck, 2006). A woman who feels hurt by a

neglectful partner may indeed feel this way because she

thinks she deserves better, but this is an interpretive leap that

is not justified by the item itself. Indeed, this item measures

only the emotional responses to a disappointing sexual situ-

ation and not the positive feelings of deservingness that may

exist in various temporal locations surrounding a sexual

encounter. Therefore, although I attempted to measure

women’s feelings of sexual entitlement—or, even more spe-

cifically, their feelings of deservingness of sexual plea-

sure—the measure I used may have been inappropriate to

capture the desired construct. Perhaps some more concep-

tually precise items to measure sexual entitlement in the

context of partnered sexual relations would be: ‘‘I feel that

I deserve a partner who is responsive to my sexual needs’’

or ‘‘I have the right to expect my partner to consider my sex-

ual pleasure.’’ Alternatively, the subscale measuring sexual

entitlement (entitled ‘‘Sense of Entitlement to Sexual Plea-

sure from Partner’’; Horne & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2006)

could be renamed to more precisely reflect the meaning of

its items.
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Limitations and Future Directions

Although the findings from my study provide a rich founda-

tion for understanding female masturbation and its relation to

sexual empowerment, a number of limitations deserve men-

tion. Although the sample was relatively large, it was none-

theless limited in a number of ways. First, because

participants were recruited online, participants needed to

have access to the Internet in order to complete the survey.

The data presented here also are not likely to include the

responses of women who would not feel comfortable volun-

tarily taking a sexuality survey. Furthermore, my recruiting

efforts involved sending the survey to potential participants

(often beginning with my own social networks), and then

requesting that these people send the survey on to others who

might be interested (a modified snowball method), which

may have narrowed the variety in the final sample. Finally,

as in all research that uses self-report measures, the data pre-

sented here are subject to reporting bias on the part of the par-

ticipants. Although self-report methods are difficult to avoid

in sexuality research (Fenton, Johnson, McManus, & Erens,

2001), more specific and perhaps more private methods such

as longitudinal diaries would be useful in future research

(Fenton et al., 2001), and, as I noted throughout my article,

the present study’s findings should be understood as a reflec-

tion of a sex-positive slice of the population that may not be

generalizable to all women.

The items that were factor analyzed in my study (both the

RfM and the FaM) were developed via the theoretical litera-

ture and discussions with experts, but nevertheless remain a

finite list of items that may not fully represent all possible

reasons for masturbating or feelings about masturbating. It

is possible that other reasons for masturbating or feelings

about masturbating exist for women, such as partnered self-

stimulation, and these possibilities should be identified and

then considered in future studies.

Additionally, the correlational nature of the relationship

between sexual empowerment and masturbation does not

allow for causal claims. Indeed, the current study cannot

explain whether certain reasons for masturbating make sex-

positive women feel more empowered, and/or whether more

empowered women tend to masturbate for these reasons.

However, because women were responding to the question

‘‘How does the fact that you masturbate make you feel?’’ it

seems plausible that women who felt sexually empowered

did so because they were thinking about ‘‘the fact that [they]

masturbate’’ (as prompted by the question). Additionally,

because masturbation has been tied to feelings of entitlement

to sexual pleasure, sexual efficacy, and sexual self-

reflectivity (Horne & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2005), future stud-

ies might consider framing masturbation in terms of mental

or emotional health.

A noteworthy strength of the present study is its large,

national, and diverse sample. Whereas previous masturbation

research has focused largely on college samples (Arafat &

Cotton, 1974; Davidson & Moore, 1994; Greenberg & Arch-

ambault, 1973), the current study, although not necessarily

representative of all U.S. women, includes women of diverse

ages, educations, sexual identities, and, to some extent, geo-

graphic locations. The large sample size made statistical anal-

ysis more viable by enabling me to perform split-half

exploratory and CFAs of women’s reasons for masturbating

and feelings about the fact that they masturbate. The modified

snowball method also yielded a sample that tended to be sex

positive, potentially making the construct of sexual empow-

erment more readily detected. Future studies should strive

to attain a more nationally representative and attitudinally

diverse sample of women to determine if my study’s findings

can be generalized to a broader population.

Nearly a third of my sample (226, 29.5%) identified as

gay, lesbian, bisexual, or queer, and these sexual minority

women demonstrated significant differences on several vari-

ables of interest (although not sexual empowerment)—

including masturbating for release, masturbating for sexual

pleasure, masturbation recency, genital self-image, and sex-

ual efficacy (see Table 5). As mentioned previously, women

who have sex with women may differ from women who have

sex with men because of the male privilege intrinsic to com-

pulsory heterosexuality (Rich, 1980). Additional analyses

exploring the differences between heterosexual and sexual

minority women (and among sexual minority women) are

beyond the scope of this article, but the data presented here

suggest that such analyses would be a promising direction for

future research.

Most importantly, however, my study lays the groundwork

for better conceptual understandings of female masturbation

in future research. Much of the literature on female masturba-

tion has explored psychological outcomes of masturbation

(Herbenick et al., 2009; Hurlbert & Whittaker, 1991; Smith

et al., 1996), specific methods women use to masturbate

(Herbenick et al., 2009; Leff & Israel, 1983), or a sort of

accounting of how many women masturbate and how fre-

quently (Arafat & Cotton, 1974; Herbenick et al., 2010; Janus

& Janus, 1993; Laumann et al., 1994). These projects have

missed an opportunity to develop a foundational understand-

ing of women’s subjective motivations for, and emotional

responses to, masturbation (notable exceptions: Fahs &

Frank, 2013; Kaestle & Allen, 2011). How can we make

sense of prevalence statistics regarding women’s masturba-

tion if we do not understand why women masturbate in the

first place? How can we make sense of psychological out-

comes of masturbation without a basic understanding of

women’s emotional responses to the fact that they mastur-

bate? Perhaps most important, however, is the lack of a con-

textually nuanced and socioculturally informed exploration

into women’s potential to feel individually sexually empow-

ered through masturbation. Understanding how women’s rea-

sons for masturbating are related to feelings of sexual

empowerment within a restrictive societal context is thus nec-

essary in order to further explore other masturbation-related
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questions. For example, because very few women in my

study reported feeling ashamed of their masturbatory prac-

tices, future research could investigate sexual empowerment

in addition to shame (Arafat & Cotton, 1974; Greenberg &

Archambault, 1973; Laumann et al., 1994).

Practice Implications

The findings of my study have implications for clinical prac-

titioners as well as policy makers and activists. For clinical

practitioners, the present study suggests that masturbation

should continue to be presented to women as a productive

sexual behavior. Though my study provides evidence that

masturbation is a common and beneficial aspect of many

women’s lives, the stigma attached to masturbation remains

relatively strong (Fahs & Frank, 2013; Kaestle & Allen,

2011). Clinicians should assure women who masturbate that

they are ‘‘normal’’ and that this behavior is enjoyed by many

other women, for various reasons. Furthermore, because my

study shows that many women masturbate specifically in

order to learn more about their own bodies or pleasures, clin-

icians should consider counseling women to explore mastur-

bation as a means to educate themselves about their own

bodies and about what sorts of sexual stimulation they enjoy.

Importantly, evidencing what theorists and clinicians have

long supposed (Coleman, 2002; Dodson, 1996; Hite, 1976;

Tiefer, 1996), masturbation has now been linked to feelings

of sexual empowerment in women. Though we are still

unable to say whether masturbation causes feelings of sexual

empowerment, feminist theory would suggest that feelings of

sexual empowerment likely arise from a woman’s perceived

ability to enjoy her sexuality on her own terms (McClelland

& Fine, 2008). Therefore, clinical practitioners should con-

sider encouraging women to masturbate as a means for acces-

sing this sort of autonomous, and perhaps even empowering,

sexuality.

Policy makers and activists, particularly those focusing on

sexual education reform, should consider the importance of

masturbation as a learning mechanism for women and as a

safe sex alternative to partnered sexual contact. Considering

the vast reach of sexualized media (Lamb & Brown, 2007;

Paul, 2005) and particularly the narrow representations of

female genitalia in pornography (Conroy, 2006), my findings

suggest that masturbation should be viewed as an opportunity

for women to learn about their bodies themselves. Further-

more, the focus on sexual risk, STDs, and pregnancy preven-

tion within sexual education curriculums can be improved

using the findings reported here. Masturbation is one of the

safest forms of sex in which an individual can engage and,

as such, should be incorporated into sexual education curricu-

lums as an alternative and very safe form of sexual expres-

sion. This sort of education not only would aid in

preventing disease transmission and teen pregnancy but also

could assuage fears that masturbation is unhealthy, uncom-

mon, or unacceptable. Teaching about masturbation is not a

new idea, but it has certainly been considered a dangerous

one in the past: In 1994, U.S. Surgeon General Jocelyn Elders

was asked to step down after she suggested that masturbation

could be discussed in sexual education (Coleman, 2002).

Nearly two decades later, the findings of the present study

should encourage activists and policy makers to revive

Elders’ call to provide young people with much needed infor-

mation about the benefits and pleasures of masturbation.

Conclusion

The research presented here provides a unique lens on sexual

empowerment in sex-positive women. Because masturbation

is often a solitary behavior, exploring the ways in which sex-

positive women experience feelings of sexual empowerment

in relation to masturbation allows us to expand the construct

of sexual empowerment to encompass noninterpersonal

experiences. I have argued that contextualizing these experi-

ences of sexual empowerment within a Western society that

values male pleasure and reproduction to the exclusion of

female pleasure and exploration allows us to begin to see why

women may feel sexually empowered by the fact that they

masturbate. However, further study is required to explore

these motivations more precisely. Do women recognize their

masturbatory behaviors as political resistance to restrictive

feminine norms (Bartky, 1990)? Or is a political awareness

unnecessary? If women do see their personal behaviors as

political, how does that change the nature of their experiences

of sexual empowerment? In a patriarchal culture that places

so little value on female sexual pleasure, a woman who feels

capable and justified in providing herself with her own sexual

pleasure and learning opportunities may truly be demonstrat-

ing confidence, agency, and, indeed, sexual empowerment.
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