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                    Abstract
According to the Western sexual script, orgasm for both partners is the ultimate goal of every sexual interaction and the most important marker of normal, healthy sexuality. Nowhere is this belief more evident than in romance novels, which enjoy widespread readership: in 2009 alone, 9,089 new romance titles were released and 1.36 billion in sales revenue was generated. However, despite their popularity, very little research has been done on depictions of sexual behaviours in romance novels, and none at all on depictions of orgasms. Therefore, the goals of this investigation were to examine the frequency and context in which orgasms occur and to determine whether these depictions have changed over time. The sample consisted of books that had won the Romance Writers of America award for best contemporary single title romance from 1989 to 2009. A quantitative analysis revealed that female characters were significantly more likely to be depicted experiencing an orgasm during a sexual encounter than male characters. Also, orgasms experienced by female characters were more likely to result from manual stimulation and penile-vaginal intercourse whereas male characters experienced the vast majority of their orgasms from penile-vaginal intercourse. Thematic analysis of the orgasm depictions resulted in three overarching categories: 1) factors that bring about orgasm (e.g., male agency/female receptivity), 2) qualities of the orgasm itself (e.g., violence and death imagery, orgasm as a shared experience of love), and 3) effects of the orgasm (e.g., physical transformation). Each of these larger categories also contained a variety of more specific themes. The implications of these results for sex therapy, sex education and further research are considered.



                    
    


                    
                        
                            
                                
                                    
                                        
                                    
                                    
                                        This is a preview of subscription content, log in via an institution
                                    
                                    
                                        
                                     to check access.
                                

                            

                        

                        
                            
                                
                                    Access this article

                                    
                                        
                                            
                                                
                                                    Log in via an institution
                                                    
                                                        
                                                    
                                                
                                            

                                        
                                    
                                    
                                        
 
 
  
   
    
     
     
      Buy article PDF USD 39.95
     

    

    Price excludes VAT (USA)

     Tax calculation will be finalised during checkout.

    Instant access to the full article PDF.

   

  

  
 

 
  
   
    Rent this article via DeepDyve
     
      
     

   

  

  
 


                                    

                                    
                                        Institutional subscriptions
                                            
                                                
                                            
                                        

                                    

                                

                            
                        

                        
                            
                        

                    

                    
                        
                    


                    
                        
                            
                                
        
            
                Similar content being viewed by others

                
                    
                        
                            
                                
                                    

                                
                                
                                    
                                        Why Women Engage in Anal Intercourse: Results from a Qualitative Study
                                        
                                    

                                    
                                        Article
                                         Open access
                                         07 November 2014
                                    

                                

                                Grace L. Reynolds, Dennis G. Fisher & Bridget Rogala

                            
                        

                    
                        
                            
                                
                                    

                                
                                
                                    
                                        Gay and Straight Men Prefer Masculine-Presenting Gay Men for a High-Status Role: Evidence From an Ecologically Valid Experiment
                                        
                                    

                                    
                                        Article
                                         Open access
                                         27 December 2022
                                    

                                

                                Benjamin Gerrard, James Morandini & Ilan Dar-Nimrod

                            
                        

                    
                        
                            
                                
                                    

                                
                                
                                    
                                        Differences in Orgasm Frequency Among Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, and Heterosexual Men and Women in a U.S. National Sample
                                        
                                    

                                    
                                        Article
                                        
                                         17 February 2017
                                    

                                

                                David A. Frederick, H. Kate St. John, … Elisabeth A. Lloyd

                            
                        

                    
                

            
        
            
        
    
                            
                        
                    

                    

                    

                    References
	Abramson, P. R., & Mechanic, M. B. (1983). Sex and the media: Three decades of best-selling books and major motion pictures. Archives of Sexual Behavior,
                  12, 185–206.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Althof, S. E., et al. (2005). Psychological and interpersonal dimensions of psychological function and dysfunction. Journal of Sexual Medicine,
                  2, 793–818.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	American Psychiatric Association. (2000). Diagnostic and statistical manual of mental disorders (4th ed., text rev.). Washington, DC: Author.

	Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in Psychology,
                  3, 77–101.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Brockmann, S. (1999). Bodyguard. New York: Random House, Inc.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Brown, J. D. (2002). Mass media influences on sexuality. Journal of Sex Research,
                  39(1), 42–45.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Chamberlain, D. (1989). Private relations. New York: Jove Books.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Clawson, L. (2005). Cowboys and schoolteachers: Gender in romance novels, secular and Christian. Sociological Perspectives,
                  48, 461–479.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Collins, R. L., Elliott, M. N., Berry, S. M., Kanouse, D. E., Kunkel, D., Hunter, S. B., et al. (2004). Watching sex on television predicts adolescent initiation of sexual behaviour. Pediatrics,
                  114(3), e280–e289.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Colson, M. H., Lemaire, A., Pinton, P., Hamidi, K., & Klein, P. (2006). Sexual behaviors and metal perception, satisfaction, and expectations of sex life in men and women in France. The Journal of Sexual Medicine,
                  3, 121–131.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Creighton, K. (1988). Winter’s daughter. New York: Loveswept.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Crusie, J. (2004). Bet me. New York: St. Martin’s Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Diekman, A. B., McDonald, M., & Gardner, W. L. (2000). Love means never having to be careful: The relationship between reading romance novels and safer sex behavior. Psychology of Women Quarterly,
                  24, 179–188.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Doring, N. (2009). The Internet’s impact on sexuality: A critical review of 15 years of research. Computers in Human Behaviour,
                  25, 1089–1101.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Eagle, K. (1992). This time forever. New York: HarperCollins.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Ellison, C. R. (2001). Intimacy-based sex therapy: Sexual choreography. In P. J. Kleinplatz (Ed.), New directions in sex therapy: Innovations and alternatives (pp. 163–184). Philadelphia: Brunner-Routledge.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Gagnon, J. H. (1977). Human sexualities. Glenview, IL: Scott, Foresman and Company.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Gagnon, J., & Simon, W. (1973). Sexual conduct: The social sources of human sexuality. Chicago, IL: Aldine Publishing Company.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Garland, D. (2008). On the concept of moral panic. Crime, Media, Culture,
                  4(1), 9–30.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Gibson, R. (2001). True confessions. New York: HarperCollins.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Gibson, R. (2008). Not another bad date. New York: HarperCollins.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Gilles Seidel, K. (1994). Again. New York: Onyx Books.

	Graham, C. A., Sanders, S. A., Milhausen, R. R., & McBride, K. R. (2004). Turning on and turning off: A focus group study of the factors that affect women’s sexual arousal. Archives of Sexual Behavior,
                  33, 527–538.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Greenberg, J. S., Bruess, C. E., & Conklin, S. C. (2011). Exploring the dimensions of human sexuality. Sudbury, MA: Jones and Bartlett.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Herbenick, D., Reece, M., Schick, V., Sanders, S. A., Dodge, B., & Fortenberry, J. D. (2010). Sexual behavior in the United States: Results from a national probability sample of men and women ages 14–94. The Journal of Sexual Medicine,
                  7(Suppl. 5), 255–265.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Kaplan, H. S. (1977). Hypoactive sexual desire. Journal of Sex & Marital Therapy, 3(1), 3–9.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Kim, J. L., & Ward, L. M. (2004). Pleasure reading: Associations between young women’s sexual attitudes and their reading of contemporary women’s magazines. Psychology of Women Quarterly,
                  28, 48–58.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Laumann, E. O., Paik, A., & Rosen, R. C. (1999). Sexual dysfunction in the United States: Prevalence and predictors. JAMA,
                  281, 537–544.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Lavie-Ajayi, M., & Joffe, H. (2009). Social representations of female orgasm. Journal of Health Psychology,
                  14, 98–107.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	L’Engle, K., Brown, J., & Kenneavy, K. (2006). The mass media are an important context for adolescents’ sexual behaviour. Journal of Adolescent Health,
                  38, 186–192.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	L’Engle, K., & Jackson, C. (2008). Socialization influences on early adolescents’ cognitive suceptibility and transition to sexual intercouse. Journal on Research on Adolescence,
                  18(2), 353–378.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Mah, K., & Binik, Y. (2005). Are orgasms in the mind or the body? Psychosocial versus physiological correlates of orgasmic pleasure and satisfaction. Journal of Sex & Marital Therapy,
                  31, 187–200.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Mar, R., & Oatley, K. (2008). The function of fiction is the abstraction and simulation of social experience. Perspectives of Psychological Science,
                  3(3), 173–192.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Masters, W. H., & Johnson, V. E. (1966). Human Sexual Response. Boston: Little, Brown & Co.

	McCormick, N. (2010). Preface to sexual scripts: Social and therapeutic implications. Sexual and Relationship Therapy,
                  25(1), 91–95.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Ménard, & Cabrera (2011). ‘Whatever the approach, tab b still fits into slot a’: Twenty years of sex scripts in romance novels. Sexuality and Culture,
                  15, 240–255.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Ménard, A. D., & Kleinplatz, P. K. (2008). Twenty-one moves guaranteed to make his thighs go up in flames: Depictions of ‘great sex’ in popular magazines. Sexuality and Culture,
                  12, 1–20.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Muehlenhard, C. L., & Shippee, S. K. (2010). Men’s and women’s reports of pretending orgasm. Journal of Sex Research,
                  47(6), 552–567.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Nicholson, P., & Burr, J. (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, 1735–1745.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Noar, S. M., Palmgreen, P., Chabot, M., Dobransky, N., & Zimmerman, R. S. (2009). A 10-year systematic review of HIV/AIDS mass communication campaigns: Have we made progress? Journal of Health Communication,
                  14, 15–42.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Phillips, S. E. (1997). Nobody’s baby but mine. New York: HarperCollins.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Phillips, S. E. (1998). Dream a little dream. New York: HarperCollins.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Phillips, S. E. (2000). First lady. New York: HarperCollins.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Potts, A. (2000). Coming, coming, gone: A feminist deconstruction of heterosexual orgasm. Sexualities,
                  3(1), 55–76.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Quilliam, S. (2011). “He seized her in his manly arms and bent his lips to hers…”. The surprising impact that romantic novels have on our work. The Journal of Family Planning and Reproductive Health Care,
                  37, 179–181.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Radway, J. (1984). Reading the romance: Women, patriarchy, and popular literature. Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Richters, J., de Visser, R., Rissel, C., & Smith, A. (2006). Sexual practices at last heterosexual encounter and occurrence of orgasm in a national survey. The Journal of Sex Research,
                  43, 217–226.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Roberts, N. (1995). Born in ice. New York: Penguin Group.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Roberts, N. (2003). Birthright. New York: Penguin Group.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Roberts, C., Kippax, S., Waldby, C., & Crawford, J. (1995). Faking it: The story of “Ohh!”. Women’s Studies International Forum,
                  18(5/6), 523–532.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Romance Writers of America [RWA] (2009) Romance literature statistics: Industry statistics. Retrieved August 22, 2011from http://www.rwa.org/cs/the_romance_genre/romance_literature_statistics/industry_statistics.

	Romance Writers of America [RWA] (2011a) About the romance genre. Retrieved January 7, 2011 from http://www.rwanational.org/cs/the_romance_genre.

	Romance Writers of America [RWA] (2011b) National contests and awards. Retrieved January 7, 2011 from http://www.rwanational.org/cs/the_romance_genre.

	Rye, B. J., & Meaney, G. J. (2007). The pursuit of sexual pleasure. Sexuality and Culture,
                  11(1), 28–51.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Samuel, B. (2002). No place like home. New York: Ballentine Books.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Simon, W., & Gagnon, J. (1986). Sexual scripts: Permanence and change. Archives of Sexual Behavior,
                  15, 97–120.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Thurston, C. (1987). The romance revolution: Erotic novels for women and the quest for a new sexual identity. Chicago: University of Illinois Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Uhlmann, E. L., Poehlman, T. A., Tannenbaum, D., & Bargh, J. A. (2011). Implicit Puritanism in American moral cognition. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology,
                  47, 312–320.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Ward, L. M. (2002). Does television exposure affect emerging adults’ attitudes and assumptions about sexual relationships? Experimental and correlational confirmation. Journal of Youth and Adolescence,
                  31(1), 1–15.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Ward, L. M. (2003). Understanding the role of entertainment media in the sexual socialization of American youth: A review of empirical research. Developmental Review,
                  23, 347–388.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Wellings, K., Field, J., Johson, A. M., & Wadsworth, J. (1994). Sexual behaviour in Britain. Middlesex, UK: Penguin Books.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Wendall, S., & Tan, C. (2009). Beyond heaving bosoms: The smart bitches guide to romance novels. New York: Simon & Schuster.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Wiederman, M. W. (2005). The gendered nature of sexual scripts. The Family Journal: Counseling and Therapy for Couples and Families,
                  13, 496–502.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Wu, H. (2006). Gender, romance novels, and plastic sexuality in the United States: A focus on female college students. Journal of International Women’s Studies,
                  18(1), 125–134.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Zilbergeld, B., & Ellison, C. R. (1980). Desire discrepancies and arousal problems in sex therapy. In S. R. Leiblum, & L. A. Pervin (Eds.), Principles and practices of sex therapy (pp. 65–101). New York: Guilford Press.


Download references




Author information
Authors and Affiliations
	University of Ottawa, Ottawa, ON, Canada
Christine Cabrera & Amy Dana Ménard


Authors	Christine CabreraView author publications
You can also search for this author in
                        PubMed Google Scholar



	Amy Dana MénardView author publications
You can also search for this author in
                        PubMed Google Scholar





Corresponding author
Correspondence to
                Christine Cabrera.


Rights and permissions
Reprints and permissions


About this article
Cite this article
Cabrera, C., Ménard, A.D. “She Exploded into a Million Pieces”: A Qualitative and Quantitative Analysis of Orgasms in Contemporary Romance Novels.
                    Sexuality & Culture 17, 193–212 (2013). https://doi.org/10.1007/s12119-012-9147-0
Download citation
	Published: 11 July 2012

	Issue Date: June 2013

	DOI: https://doi.org/10.1007/s12119-012-9147-0


Share this article
Anyone you share the following link with will be able to read this content:
Get shareable linkSorry, a shareable link is not currently available for this article.


Copy to clipboard

                            Provided by the Springer Nature SharedIt content-sharing initiative
                        


Keywords
	Orgasm
	Sexual scripts
	Romance novels








                    
                

            

            
                
                    

                    
                        
                            
    

                        

                    

                    
                        
                    


                    
                        
                            
                                
                            

                            
                                
                                    
                                        Access this article


                                        
                                            
                                                
                                                    
                                                        Log in via an institution
                                                        
                                                            
                                                        
                                                    
                                                

                                            
                                        

                                        
                                            
 
 
  
   
    
     
     
      Buy article PDF USD 39.95
     

    

    Price excludes VAT (USA)

     Tax calculation will be finalised during checkout.

    Instant access to the full article PDF.

   

  

  
 

 
  
   
    Rent this article via DeepDyve
     
      
     

   

  

  
 


                                        

                                        
                                            Institutional subscriptions
                                                
                                                    
                                                
                                            

                                        

                                    

                                
                            

                            
                                
    
        Advertisement

        
        

    






                            

                            

                            

                        

                    

                
            

        

    
    
    


    
        
            Search

            
                
                    
                        Search by keyword or author
                        
                            
                            
                                
                                    
                                
                                Search
                            
                        

                    

                
            

        

    



    
        Navigation

        	
                    
                        Find a journal
                    
                
	
                    
                        Publish with us
                    
                
	
                    
                        Track your research
                    
                


    


    
	
		
			
			
	
		
			
			
				Discover content

					Journals A-Z
	Books A-Z


			

			
			
				Publish with us

					Publish your research
	Open access publishing


			

			
			
				Products and services

					Our products
	Librarians
	Societies
	Partners and advertisers


			

			
			
				Our imprints

					Springer
	Nature Portfolio
	BMC
	Palgrave Macmillan
	Apress


			

			
		

	



		
		
		
	
		
				
						
						
							Your privacy choices/Manage cookies
						
					
	
						
							Your US state privacy rights
						
						
					
	
						
							Accessibility statement
						
						
					
	
						
							Terms and conditions
						
						
					
	
						
							Privacy policy
						
						
					
	
						
							Help and support
						
						
					


		
	
	
		
			
				
					
					3.81.26.102
				

				Not affiliated

			

		
	
	
		
			
		
	
	© 2024 Springer Nature




	






    