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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.
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                                    Introduction
Romance novels are generally defined as fiction focused on a central love story that culminates in an optimistic and emotionally satisfying ending (Romance Writers of America 2011a). These novels have a widespread readership, accounting for 1.36 billion (USD) in book sales in the United States in 2009, which was the largest market share by a wide margin (Business of Consumer Book Publishing, 2010 as cited in RWA 2011a). Although there have been studies on the impact of romance novel content on individuals’ sexual attitudes and behaviours, the specific cultural messages that are being promoted have not been studied, with certain exceptions (e.g., Ménard and Cabrera 2011). Therefore, the aims of this study were to explore portrayals of orgasm within contemporary romance novels and to determine if these portrayals have changed over time.
The Orgasmic Imperative and Sexual Scripts
In contemporary Western society, there is a pervasive belief that sexual fulfillment is a universal goal (Rye and Meaney 2007) and that this can be equated with attaining orgasm (Nicholson and Burr 2003; Potts 2000). Correspondingly, a failure to achieve orgasm is thought of as atypical and dysfunctional; both female and male orgasmic disorders are classified as sexual dysfunctions in the DSM-IV-TR (APA 2000). Prevailing models of “normal” sexual response depict a sexual encounter as physiological responses leading up to and culminating in orgasm (Kaplan 1977; Masters and Johnson 1966; Zilbergeld and Ellison 1980).
Orgasm is an essential element of Western sexual scripts, which are defined as cognitive schemas consisting of knowledge about the unspoken “rules” of a sexual interaction (e.g., the sexual behaviours that occur and the order in which they occur) (Gagnon 1977; Gagnon and Simon 1973; Simon and Gagnon 1986). There is little research focused specifically on the role of orgasm within the Western sexual script; however, extant research suggests that it is significant. Study results have shown that there is an expectation for both partners to achieve orgasm during a sexual encounter and that the male orgasm signals the end of the encounter (Nicholson and Burr 2003; Potts 2000; Sewell and Muehlenhard 2009 cited in McCormick 2010). The ‘orgasmic imperative’, defined as simultaneous mutual orgasms during intercourse, is idealized (Nicholson and Burr 2003; Potts 2000).
Orgasm is considered to be such a central component of sexual experience that women, and even men, may “fake it” (Nicholson and Burr 2003; Roberts et al. 1995). A focus-group study of university-age men and women confirmed that faking orgasm was common among females; male participants agreed that their female partner’s achievement of orgasm was very important to them (Roberts et al. 1995). Male effort and technique is expected to result in the female orgasm; if there is no orgasm, than the inevitable conclusion is that the man’s technique was lacking and/or that the woman’s body was faulty (Roberts et al. 1995). Men may also experience this pressure to live up to orgasm expectations. The results from a recent study showed that males also feign orgasm, though admittedly less often than their female counterparts (Muehlenhard and Shippee 2010). The clear need to falsify an orgasm on the part of both males and females indicates that there is a discrepancy between the reality of many people’s sexual experiences and their expectations about the sexual script. These results also illuminate the central role of orgasm in the Western sexual script.
Orgasm Depictions in Fiction and Romance Novels
There is little research to date on the depictions of orgasms in works of fiction, and more specifically in romance novels. In her classic romance novel analysis Reading the Romance, Radway (1984) described the sexuality in romance novels as monogamous, male-initiated, and rooted in a love relationship; however, she did not specifically address depictions of orgasms within these novels. An analysis of romance novels by Thurston (1987) showed that heroines were becoming more agentic in the giving and receiving of orgasms and were increasingly the recipients of multiple orgasms. A content analysis by Abramson and Mechanic (1983) examined best-selling fiction novels and found that sexual partners were depicted as constantly available for and desiring sex. Orgasms in these novels were depicted as ‘incredible’ for both sexes; in addition, when orgasms were described, they were more likely to be female orgasms. There is also much anecdotal evidence in popular culture regarding the characteristics of orgasms in romance novels (e.g., depictions of perfect simultaneous orgasms that are evidence of true love) (Wendall and Tan 2009). The lack of research on the characteristics of orgasms in media portrayals, and more specifically fiction, is significant given the central role that orgasms play in the Western sexual scripts and the degree to which they are idealized within the general public.
It is important to establish the nature of media depictions of sex and sexuality because there is a strong potential that consumers will be influenced by such content. Media sources (e.g., books, television) transmit and reinforce sexual scripts, setting the standard for cultural expectations around sexual behaviours and orgasm. It has been well-established that adolescent and adult consumers’ attitudes and behaviours are impacted by exposure to sexuality in various media (Brown 2002; Diekman et al. 2000; Kim and Ward 2004; L’Engle et al. 2006; L’Engle and Jackson 2008; Ward 2003). Among adolescents, greater exposure to sexual content in their regular media consumption was linked to reports of more frequent sexual activity, greater intention to initiate sexual activity in the future and earlier age of sexual initiation (Collins et al. 2004; L’Engle et al. 2006; L’Engle and Jackson 2008). Greater exposure to sexual stereotypes, whether this occurs in the context of a research investigation or through everyday media consumption, was found to significantly predict the endorsement of sexual stereotypes (e.g., males are sex-driven, dating is a game) among adult men and women (Diekman et al. 2000; Kim and Ward 2004; Ward 2002).
Previous research has shown that reading romance novels has a significant impact on female readers sexual expectations and beliefs towards sexual responsibility (Diekman et al. 2000; Wu 2006). Given that causation cannot be drawn from the correlational research it remains unclear whether romance novels attract readers with particular attitudes towards sexuality or whether these novels influence reader’s attitudes and beliefs. Some argue that readers use romance novels primarily for entertainment and therefore they are unlikely to exert undue influence on attitudes and behaviours (Quilliam 2011). On the other hand, some research and theory suggests that these novels have significant influence and promote specific values and expectations around sexuality (e.g., condoms are not romantic, expectations about high sexual desire) that readers could use to guide their sexual behaviours and relationships (Abramson and Mechanic 1983; Diekman et al. 2000; Mar and Oatley 2008; Wu 2006).
Purpose and Hypotheses of This Study
Thus far, existing studies on sex and sexuality in romance novels have tended to focus primarily on sexual risk/responsibility and gender roles associated with sexuality (e.g., Clawson 2005; Diekman et al. 2000) rather than on sexual behaviours. As of yet, there have been no formal investigations of the portrayal of orgasms within romance novels. This is surprising given the large number of romance readers (e.g., 74.8 million people read at least one romance novel in 2008) and the widespread popularity of the genre (e.g., 9,089 new romance titles released in 2009) (RWA 2009). Moreover, there is a contentious debate surrounding the influence of romance novels on readers with several studies and theories suggesting that there is a significant impact on our attitudes and behaviours (Diekman et al. 2000; Mar and Oatley 2008; Quilliam 2011; Wu 2006).
It seems probable that romance novels, like other forms of media (e.g., television, movies, music videos), act to reinforce cultural beliefs concerning the orgasmic imperative and the belief that orgasm is necessary and sufficient for great sex (Nicholson and Burr 2003; Potts 2000). However, cultural beliefs can be fluid and romance novels are surely a product of the attitudes and expectations of their authors and the sexual zeitgeist at the time of their writing. Many aspects of the sexual landscape have changed over the last 20 years, including rising moral conservatism, increased rates of oral and anal sexual behaviours, extensive media campaigns regarding safe-sex practices, the availability of the HPV vaccine and sildenafil citrate (a.k.a. Viagra), the funding of abstinence-only sex education in the U.S., and the rising use of the Internet to access sexual content (Doring 2009; Garland 2008; Herbenick et al. 2010; Noar et al. 2009; Uhlmann et al. 2011).
For these reasons, the goals of this investigation were to 1) examine the frequency and context in which orgasms occur and determine whether these characteristics have changed over time and 2) identify the qualitative themes found within orgasm descriptions in contemporary romance novels over the last 20 years.


Method
Sample
As part of a larger investigation on portrayals of sexual behaviours and sexuality in romance novels (please see Ménard and Cabrera 2011 for further details), information was collected regarding depictions of male and female orgasms in single-title contemporary romance novels. The romance novels sampled for this study were the Rita award winners for best contemporary single title romance from 1990 to 2009 and the winner of the Golden Medallion award for best single title romance in 1989 for a total of 20 books (no award was given in this category in 1991) (see Table 1). The title of the award was changed in 1990 from Golden Medallion to Rita award but the criteria for judging the books remained the same (RWA 2011b).
Table 1 Books included in study sampleFull size table


                The Rita awards are distributed by the Romance Writers of America (RWA) association in order to “promote excellence in the romance genre” (RWA 2011b). Rita award winners were chosen for this investigation because these novels were considered to be especially representative or prototypical examples of the genre. Also, the use of a uniform selection criteria enabled comparisons to be made between books over time. Single title contemporary novels (i.e., books released individually and taking place after 1945) were chosen because these novels were thought to be the most likely to reflect the social mores regarding sex and sexuality at the time of their publication (as opposed to historical romances, which might be written in the 20th century but are intended to reflect the sexual attitudes of the 18th century).
Procedure
Relevant books were identified for inclusion based on statistics kept by the RWA (2011b) (see Table 1). The unit of analysis for this study was orgasm resulting from partnered or independent sexual activity. Each book was read in its entirety and each occurrence of an orgasm was noted and coded independently by both coders. Each coder noted the presence of an orgasm, the method by which it was achieved, the sex of the giver and the receiver of the orgasm, and other important characteristics (e.g., simultaneous with partner, single vs. multiple). Also, coders noted the exact phrasing used to describe the orgasm. Coders then met to compare data with the goal of achieving complete consensus.
Quantitative Analysis
Frequency counts of orgasms per scene, per character, and per book were noted, as well as the characteristics of the orgasms (e.g., means of achieving orgasm, type of orgasm). This information was expressed in percentages. Chi-square statistic was used to examine differences in method and type of orgasm by gender and order of orgasm (e.g., first, second, third) and changes in orgasm frequency and characteristics across time (i.e., between 1989–1999 and 2000–2009) and gender. Yates Continuity Correction and Fisher’s Exact Test were interpreted when appropriate.
Qualitative Analysis
Every occurrence of an orgasm was noted and the description was transcribed in its entirety. These descriptions were then “de-identified” (i.e., associated book title and character names were removed) so as not to bias subsequent analyses. Descriptions of male and female orgasms were compiled together so as to facilitate analysis. (The possibility of dividing orgasm descriptions along gender lines was left open if there had been significant and obvious differences between them). The descriptions were then examined using thematic analysis, a process for identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns within qualitative data (Braun and Clarke 2006). This approach is data-driven and not associated with any particular theoretical framework for qualitative analysis (e.g., grounded theory, phenomenology).
Coders independently read and re-read orgasm descriptions in order to familiarize themselves with the data. Each coder then generated themes that reflected features of the data; this step was followed by a meeting to compare initial themes. Coders independently organized codes into larger categories, collated data relevant to each category and met again to compare these results. The coders defined, named, and refined the resulting categories and collaborated in the production of a thematic map. Themes were reviewed several times to determine whether they reflected the coded extracts as well as the entire data set. Finally, each orgasm description was classified according to the final set of categories. The percentage of descriptive extracts that reflected particular categories was recorded (please note that the total of these percentages is greater than 100 % because many extracts contained references to several themes).


Results
Quantitative Results
It should be noted that four of the twenty books (20 %) in the original sample had no orgasm depictions and were therefore removed from subsequent analyses. The final study sample consisted of 91 depictions of orgasm across 16 books. In total, there were 37 depictions of male orgasm; the number of male orgasms in a given sex scene ranged from 0 to 2, with a mean of 0.69 male orgasms per scene (SD = .58). There were 54 depictions of female orgasm and the number of female orgasms in a given sex scene ranged from 0 to 3, with a mean of 1.04 female orgasms per scene (SD = .91). Female characters were significantly more likely than male characters to be depicted as experiencing an orgasm during a sexual encounter, t(102) = −2.32, p < .05, d = .43. The magnitude of the differences in the means (mean difference = −.35, 95 % CI: −.64 to −.05) was small (eta squared = 0.03).
Orgasm Characteristics and Method of Achieving Orgasm
Depictions of orgasm were coded with respect to the method by which orgasm was achieved (e.g., manual, oral, penile-vaginal, masturbation) and the type of orgasm (e.g., simultaneous, multiple) (See Table 2). A visual inspection of Table 2 reveals that the overwhelming majority of male orgasms (94 %) and a significant proportion of female orgasms (56 %) were reached through penile-vaginal intercourse. A smaller proportion of the females’ orgasms were reached through manual stimulation (30 %), which was the second most popular method. Oral stimulation and the ‘other methods’ category, which included techniques such as dirty talk, accounted for 14 % of orgasms experienced by female characters. The remaining orgasms (6 %) experienced by male characters were a result of oral stimulation, manual stimulation and one orgasm resulting from masturbation. When examining the type of orgasms depicted it is worth noting that an outstanding proportion of orgasms (45 %) were coded as simultaneous for both parties (see Table 2).
Table 2 Method of achieving orgasm and orgasm type for female and male charactersFull size table


                A chi-square test was used to determine whether there was a significant difference between males and females in the method by which they attained orgasm. However, the lack of variability in stimulation methods restricted the analyses to examining the differences between orgasms achieved by penile-vaginal intercourse and manual stimulation. In fact, in the entire sample, only one instance of a male character achieving orgasm through oral stimulation was recorded. Only 3 % of males reached orgasm by manual stimulation, compared to 30 % of females, a difference that was statistically significant (Yates Continuity Correction), X² (1, n = 82) = 10.715, p = .001, phi = .392. A chi-square test for independence (Yates Continuity Correction) indicated no significant difference between males and females in the type of orgasm depicted (e.g., simultaneous, single), X² (1, n = 88) = .958, p = .23, phi = −.127. A chi-square test for independence (Yates Continuity Correction) indicated a significant association between method of orgasm and characteristics of orgasm depicted for female characters, X² (1, n = 43) = 15.1, p = .00, phi = −.64. For female characters, 100 % of simultaneous orgasms and 40.9 % of single orgasms were achieved by penile-vaginal intercourse. It was not possible to examine the interaction between method of orgasm and type of orgasm in male characters due to the lack of variety in methods of attaining orgasm (which is nevertheless a noteworthy finding).
Sequence of Orgasms Within a Sex Scene
Orgasms that occurred sequentially within a given sex scene were examined for differences in stimulation method and type (see Tables 3, 4). Examinations between the first and second orgasm reached by female characters revealed there was no significant difference in the method by which these orgasms were reached within a sex scene (p = .28, Fisher’s Exact Test). However, first and second orgasms were significantly different (p = .014, Fisher’s Exact Test) in type; for female characters, the majority of first orgasms were single whereas second orgasms were more likely to be simultaneous in a given sex scene. There were not enough depictions of third orgasms for female characters to study interactions. Examinations of the first and second orgasm reached by male characters revealed no significant difference in either the method by which these orgasms were reached (p = 1.00, Fisher’s Exact Test) or their type (p = 1.00, Fisher’s Exact Test).
Table 3 Method of achieving orgasm and orgasm type of first, second and third female orgasms within a sex sceneFull size table


                  Table 4 Method of achieving orgasm and orgasm type of first and second male orgasms within a sex sceneFull size table


                Orgasm Depictions Across Time Blocks
There were 56 depictions of orgasm within the first time block of books (1989–1999) and 35 depictions of orgasm within the second time block (2000–2009) (see Table 5). An independent samples t-test was conducted to compare the number of orgasms across books between the designated time periods. There was no significant difference in the number of orgasms depicted in Time Block 1 (M = .93, SD = .86) and Time Block 2, (M = .80, SD = .63); t(102) = .90, p = .37, d = .17 (two tailed). Also, there were no significant differences between the number of orgasm experienced by males and females in Time Block 1 (t(58) = −1.83, p = .07, d = .08 (two tailed)) and Time Block 2 (t(42) = −1.2, p = .24, d = .25. (two tailed)). There were no significant differences across time with regard to method of achieving orgasm and qualities of orgasm when both sexes were combined (X² (1, n = 82) = .48, p = .49, phi = −.08; X² (1, n = 88) = .55, p = .46, phi = .08). For female characters, a chi-square test indicated that there were no statistically significant variations in method of achieving orgasm (X² (1, n = 46) = 1.02, p = .31, phi = −.15) or orgasm type (X² (1, n = 51) = .48, p = .49, phi = .10) across time. There were also no statistically significant variations in method of achieving orgasm (X² (1, n = 36) = 1.29, p = .26, phi = .26) or orgasm type among male characters across time, X² (1, n = 37) = .06, p = .82, phi = .82.
Table 5 Differences in stimulation method and orgasm type for men and women across the first and second time blockFull size table


                Qualitative Results
The thematic analysis of orgasm descriptions within romance novels yielded three overarching categories: factors that bring about orgasms, qualities of the orgasms themselves and effects of the orgasm. Each of these larger categories also contained a variety of more specific themes.
Factors that Bring About Orgasms
Within the larger category of factors that bring about orgasms, two distinct themes emerged: male agency/female receptivity and female agency. Male characters were frequently described as being responsible for bringing about their partner’s orgasm. This theme was present in 29 % of orgasm descriptions. Romance novel heroes were depicted as holding their partner down, surging and pumping inside her, and driving her to climax. The implication of these descriptions is that the male character was responsible both for his own and his partner’s orgasm: “He kissed her, and with all the tenderness in his heart, he let her fall” (Phillips 1998). It sometimes appeared that the male character’s expertise was predicated on having special, quasi-magical knowledge about sex and/or about his partner. In Private Relations, the hero brought the heroine to orgasm easily: “He made her come with his mouth, his fingers, his mouth again. He knew her so well. It was as if they had been lovers all their lives” (Chamberlain 1989).
In contrast, the role of the female character was to be passively acted upon by her male partner: “…and then she broke, arching under his hands as he held her down, spasming helplessly as his body surged against hers” (Crusie 2004). In Nobody’s Baby but Mine, the hero steadied his partner during orgasm: “His teeth sank into the side of her neck, not hurting her, but holding her as he spilled himself within her depths” (Phillips 1997). In some instances, the female character was depicted as protesting, although never seriously or vehemently. (No instances of non-consensual sex were noted in the initial investigation by Ménard and Cabrera 2011.)
Far fewer descriptions reflected agentic behaviour on the part of the female character with respect to bringing about her own or her partner’s orgasm; only 3 % of extracts included this theme. However, there were a few exceptions to the rule. In True Confessions, the heroine’s orgasm triggered one in her partner: “The strong contractions of her orgasm wrung a release from him…” (Gibson 2001).
Qualities of the Orgasms Themselves
The second major category of themes identified related to qualities of the orgasms themselves. A variety of common themes emerged across orgasm descriptions, including violence and death imagery; speed of orgasm; involuntary vulnerability and helplessness; natural and space imagery; intense, whole-body pleasure; orgasm as shared experience; and spiritual, celestial and time imagery. There were also two orphan themes that did not fit with any other grouping and were classified as “miscellaneous”.

                  
                    Violence and Death Imagery
                  

                  Many orgasm descriptions contained images referring to violence and death. In fact, almost half of coded extracts (42 %) contained references to this theme. Orgasms were associated with breaking, shattering, ripping, and exploding of the characters’ bodies. The heroine of Birthright survived the following: “The orgasm seemed to tear up from her toes, ripping her to pieces on the flight through loins, heart, head” (Roberts 2003). Many of these descriptions alluded to injuries so severe as to suggest death, including images of drowning, airlessness and loss of breath. In Body Guard, a male character experienced the following orgasm: “His release crashed on top of him like a tidal wave, lifting him up and knocking the breath clear out of his lungs with its force” (Brockmann 1999). Orgasms were also described as wild, fierce, dangerous or reckless. Imagery of violence and death was sometimes associated with the depth of penetration during intercourse: “He came deep inside where she was hot and slick” (Gibson 2001).

                
                  
                    Speed of Orgasm
                  

                  Female characters in romance novels were often described as reaching orgasm very quickly, a theme that appeared in 14 % of descriptions. Orgasm sometimes occurred within a matter of minutes or even seconds; several female characters climaxed immediately on penetration (e.g., Nobody’s Baby but Mine, Private Relations). This theme was only used in conjunction with a male orgasm on one occasion.

                
                  
                    Involuntary Vulnerability and Helplessness
                  

                  Depictions of romance novel orgasms were often characterized by a sense that the character had become involuntarily vulnerable during climax. Over half of orgasm descriptions (52 %) reflected this theme. This could be in the form of uncontrolled movements (e.g., shuddering, spasming, trembling, arching) or vocalizations (e.g., strangled cries). Loss of sight was commonly experienced by both male and female characters: “For one glorious moment she was blind and deaf to everything but herself and the velvet shocks convulsing her” (Roberts 1995). The helplessness of the character due to the intensity of the orgasm was emphasized: “For a fraction of a time she felt his utter defenselessness” (Phillips 1997). In Not Another Bad Date, the heroine’s orgasm, “Curled her toes and clenched her fists, and she opened her mouth on a silent scream” (Gibson 2008). This category also included themes related to characters falling or plummeting.

                
                  
                    Natural and Space Imagery
                  

                  Descriptions of romance novel orgasms often incorporated references to various kinds of natural images, such as water, fire, light, thunder, and rain. Themes of this type were found in 22 % of extracts. In Not Another Bad Date, the hero’s orgasm, “spread fire across his skin” (Gibson 2008). Waves were frequently evoked, in the form of light, water or fire. There was also extensive use of images associated with space, atoms, and molecules. A female character in Nobody’s Baby but Mine underwent a transformation at the molecular level during orgasm: “She cried out as all the molecules that made up who she was fragmented: atoms dissociated, nuclei detached, everything broke open, shattered…” (Phillips 1997).

                
                  
                    Intense, Whole-Body Pleasure
                  

                  Orgasmic experiences in romance novels were characterized by intense pleasure felt throughout the entire body. Themes of this type appeared in 30 % of orgasm descriptions. The magnitude of the pleasure was often described using words such as “pure”, “ecstasy” and “intolerable”. For one male character, the orgasm he experienced was, “The most intense pleasure he’d ever felt in his life rippled through his body” (Gibson 2008).

                
                  
                    Orgasm as a Shared Love Experience
                  

                  Romance novel orgasms were often described as a form of merger or an expression of love and tenderness between characters. References to this theme occurred in 29 % of extracts. In Body Guard (Brockmann 1999), a mutual orgasm is described as follows:

                      “She kept her eyes open and let him see everything she was feeling, the sweet intensity of the pleasure he gave her, the limitless passion she had for him, the strength of her love. She’d never dare to say the words aloud, but if he wanted to, it was there for him to see in her eyes.”

                    


                  
                  The emphasis of this theme was on sharing and being together in the moment of orgasm: “They clung to each other as if no one else existed” (Phillips 2000). In Birthright, a female character found herself falling for her partner: “So she closed [her eyes], kept her hands in his, stayed with him. And was with him when they shattered” (Roberts 2003). The experience of an orgasm between two characters was sometimes equated with the development or realization of true love: “As he loved her with his body, she knew with a fierce certainty that he also loved her with his heart. It could be no other way and the knowledge catapulted her over the top” (Phillips 1997).

                
                  
                    Spiritual, Celestial and Time Imagery
                  

                  Spiritual, celestial and time-related images were referenced in 15 % of orgasm descriptions. For some characters, orgasms were so intense as to be felt in the soul. Other descriptions referenced heaven and “touching creation” during orgasm. The author of Dream a Little Dream used explicit Christian imagery: “When they came together, both of them knew that only God could have designed something so perfect” (Phillips 1998). A few orgasm descriptions contained themes related to time and infinity. For the heroine of Not Another Bad Date, her orgasm, “rushed across her over and over for an eternity” (Gibson 2008). In several books, the “ancient rhythms” of intercourse pushed the characters into “oblivion” (e.g., First Lady).

                
                  
                    Miscellaneous
                  

                  A miscellaneous category was created for those orphan themes that did not seem to be conceptually related to any other category (5 % of descriptions); this included flight imagery and music imagery. A female character, who was a experiencing her first orgasm, discovered: “…a silvery path, the bright slick soaring she had always imagined, and then the sudden bright bursting” (Gilles Seidel 1994). In This Time Forever, music imagery was evoked by the heroine singing a “pleasured song” to her partner during sex (Eagle 1992).

                Effects of the Orgasm
The orgasms in romance novels had a significant impact on the characters that experienced them, at the physical, emotional and cognitive levels. References to this theme appeared in 8 % of coded extracts. The impact of experiencing an orgasm often left characters physically weakened, spent, drained or shattered. For one female character, the intensity of her orgasm “brought back my hangover headache” (Samuel 2002). Another female character experienced a profound physical transformation: “And then she cried out as all the molecules that made up who she was fragmented: atoms dissociated, nuclei detached, everything broke open, shattered, and, at the end, left her more complete than she had ever been” (Phillips 1997). Orgasms in romance novels also resulted in significant emotional and mental consequences. Some characters found themselves vulnerable and defenseless; in other cases, the descriptions suggested a temporary deleterious impact on functioning such that the character lost their sense of self or reality orientation. A male character found that after orgasm, “He couldn’t speak or even think coherently” (Brockmann 1999). Orgasms were sometimes shown to have a positive impact by creating personal improvement in the character or by triggering loving feelings. However, when characters were depicted experiencing an orgasm without their partners, descriptions often reflected significant shame. For one male character, “Wonder and relief washed over him and for a moment there was only pleasure. All his” (Eagle 1992). A female character, who had orgasmed without her partner in a previous scene, was able to avoid this outcome a second time: “He held there so hard and sharp and deep that I could finally make it with him, instead of selfishly taking my own pleasure” (Samuel 2002).


Discussion
Summary
The results of this study provide the first comprehensive overview of the qualitative and quantitative characteristics of orgasm depictions in romance novels (and the first content analysis on orgasms in any media). To summarize, the experience of orgasms in romance novels is likely to occur in the following manner: The female character orgasms first from manual stimulation by her male partner (30 % of orgasms). The couple then engages in penile-vaginal intercourse, which is likely to result in orgasms for both partners (94 % of male orgasms and 56 % of female orgasms), experienced simultaneously (45 % of all orgasms). This pattern was consistent for the twenty year period; there were no significant differences in any of the orgasm characteristics between romance novels published between 1989 and 1999 and those published between 2000 and 2009 for male or female characters.
The qualitative portion of the investigation revealed three larger groupings of categories: factors that bring about orgasm, qualities of the orgasm itself, and effects of the orgasm. Factors that bring about orgasm included themes related to male agency/female receptivity (29 % of descriptions) and female agency (3 %). The most prominent themes related to the qualities of the orgasms themselves included involuntary vulnerability and helplessness (52 %); violence and death imagery (42 %); intense, whole-body pleasure (30 %) and orgasm as shared love experience (29 %). The effects of orgasm included physical, mental and emotional consequences of the event (8 %).
Centrality of Orgasm to the Script
The results of this investigation reinforce the centrality of orgasm to the North American sex script. Orgasms within romance novels were an essential component of a complete and fulfilling sexual encounter, to the extent that on the few occasions in which only one character experienced orgasm, words associated with shame were invariably used by the author to describe the thoughts and feelings of the character who achieved orgasm at the “expense” of his/her partner. Qualitative themes reflecting violence and death, helplessness and vulnerability and intense, whole-body pleasure reinforce the extraordinary, potentially life-changing nature of these orgasms. These results certainly support popular speculation about “amazing, over-the-top orgasms” in romance novels (Wendall and Tan 2009).
The emphasis on orgasms within romance novels is not particularly surprising given the value placed on orgasms within the Western sexual script. Previous investigations have shown that many women (and men) equate sexual satisfaction with orgasm (Lavie-Ajayi and Joffe 2009; Potts 2000; Wellings et al. 1994). Romance novel authors may be writing sex scenes with the goal of pleasing their readers, who they may perceive as espousing this belief. It is also possible that writers of romance novels have internalized the sexual mores of their social context, and consciously or unconsciously, incorporated some of their personal beliefs into their writing.
Studies of the real-world sexual script tend to show that male orgasm is privileged over female orgasm. Wellings et al. (1994) found that almost half of both their male and female participants agreed that sex without orgasm is not really satisfying for men. Sexual behaviour surveys have shown that men are significantly more likely to have experienced an orgasm during their last sexual encounter than women (Richters et al. 2006). These results are contradicted in the present investigation, where the orgasm of female characters was prioritized and female characters experienced significantly more orgasms than male characters. The contrast between the central role of female orgasm in romance novels compared to their more marginalized role in real-world sexual experiences may have several explanations. For instance, romance writers might be creating an idealized, feminist re-imagining of the script to privilege womens’ orgasms over mens’. Or, authors may be producing material designed to give readers an enjoyable vicarious experience (similar to camera angle selection in pornography).
However, the results of this study do reinforce the gendered nature of sexual scripts (Wiederman 2005) in other ways. Consistent with previous research on the ‘orgasmic imperative’, (e.g., Nicholson and Burr 2003; Potts 2000), both qualitative and quantitative analyses showed that the male character was responsible for bringing about both his own and the orgasm of the female character. This expectation may be maintained in romance novels so that female readers can enjoy vicariously “abdicating” responsibility for their orgasm to their partner; in fact, studies on sexual arousal show that some women do enjoy being “surprised” or “overpowered” by their partner (Graham et al. 2004).
Sexual Practices in Romance Novels Versus the Real World
Analyses of romance novel descriptions show that the orgasms of female characters were likely to be triggered by penile-vaginal intercourse or manual stimulation whereas the orgasms of male characters were almost always the result of penile-vaginal intercourse. This finding reflects the frequency of this behaviour in the general public, where penile-vaginal intercourse is the most commonly-endorsed behaviour in sex surveys (Herbenick et al. 2010; Richters et al. 2006). However, real-world women are unlikely to orgasm from penile-vaginal intercourse alone but also require oral and/or manual stimulation (Richters et al. 2006); this experience is not reflected in romance novels and may lead to false expectations and frustration, if these expectations are applied to real life sexual scenarios.
The lack of variety in method of achieving orgasm and type of orgasm amongst male characters limited our analyses but was also an interesting finding. This result is inconsistent with findings within the sexual behaviours literature, which show that many men experience orgasm from receiving oral and/or manual stimulation from their partners (Herbenick et al. 2010; Richters et al. 2006). The absence of manual and/or oral stimulation of male characters in romance novels exemplifies female sexual passivity and traditional gender roles, suggesting that women may not experience pleasure from stimulating their partner and that the ideal male orgasm occurs though penile-vaginal intercourse. In fact, large-scale surveys have shown that these behaviours are commonly-practiced (e.g., most women aged 18 to 49 reported having performed oral sex on a male partner in the last year) (Herbenick et al. 2010). Research has also shown that sexual partners may derive significant pleasure and satisfaction from stimulating one another (Mah and Binik 2005). This gender-specific scripting of sexual behaviours is also seen in other forms of media (e.g., Clawson 2005; Ménard and Kleinplatz 2008; Ward 2003).
A large proportion of all orgasms occurred simultaneously for both sexes (45 %). While simultaneous orgasms are idealized in Western culture (Colson et al. 2006; Ellison 2001), many couples may experience difficulty with creating this scenario (Greenberg et al. 2011). Again, this may lead to false expectations and disappointment.
Our findings showed no changes in the characteristics of orgasm for male and female romance novel characters. This is somewhat surprising given the changes that have occurred during the timespan in which these novels were published. For example, given the growing number of individuals who report engaging in oral sex in surveys (Herbenick et al. 2010), we might have seen a higher incidence of oral sex to orgasm in the novels, which did not occur. However, the failure to find significant differences between romance novel orgasms of 1989 to 1999 and those from 2000 to 2009 likely speaks to the stability of sexual scripts and the formulaic nature of these particular contemporary romance novels.
Implications
Information about the qualities of romance novel orgasms may be valuable for clinicians and sex educators. The focus on orgasms as an index for “great sex”, their extraordinary qualities and the unrealistic means by which they are achieved may have a significant impact on some readers. Readers are likely to be impacted differently but it is possible that a portion of readers may derive unrealistic expectations or beliefs about their own sexual experiences from these novels. Indeed, many women report feeling shame or a sense of inadequacy due to their difficulties with orgasm (Lavie-Ajayi and Joffe 2009) and difficulties with orgasm are the second most-commonly reported problem by American women (Laumann et al. 1999). In contrast, rapid and frequent orgasms for female characters in romance novels are considered the norm. However, rapid orgasms were never connected with male characters, most of who had significant control of their orgasm and could withhold orgasm for a significant period of time (during which the female character would experience multiple orgasms). Again, this stands in stark contrast to survey data indicating that rapid ejaculation may be a problem for some men (Laumann et al. 1999). The vast majority of orgasms for both male and female characters in romance novels (90 %) occur as a result of manual stimluation or penile-vaginal intercourse, reflecting a very limited range of acceptable sexual behaviours (see also Ménard and Cabrera 2011). This stands in sharp contrast to the variety of real world-behaviours associated with experiencing orgasm (Richters et al. 2006). Traditional gender roles, i.e., male agency and female passivity, are reinforced within the sexual scripts for orgasm in romance novels. This may lead some readers to experience conflict between their own authentic sexual desires and those mandated by romance novels.
Clinicians and sex educators need to be aware of the messages that their clients may be consuming so that they may know the specific expectations and ideals held by the individual/couple (Althof et al. 2005). They may want to explore the origins of their clients’ affective and cognitive beliefs regarding orgasm and assist them in developing a broader conceptualization of sexual satisfaction. Clients may also require psychoeducation about sexuality and sexual behaviours in relation to orgasm.
Strengths and Limitations
This study was subject to a few limitations, the most obvious being sample size (i.e., 16 books and 91 depictions of orgasm). The lack of variation in orgasm descriptions led to small cell sizes, which restricted our ability to conduct statistical analyses; however, it could be argued that this lack of variation is inherent to the portrayals of sexuality in this sample of romance novels and might not be remedied through use of a larger sample size. In addition, the sample was composed of Rita award winning romance novels and as such, results may only be generalizeable to mainstream contemporary English language North American romance novels. Specifically, these results may not be relevant for novels from other romantic sub-genres (i.e., historical, paranormal, romance/erotica); it is possible that novels from other genres might show greater deviation from the traditional sexual script. This sample included multiple novels from the same authors (see Table 1); therefore, it is possible that results may have been influenced by the biases or preferences of said authors. Certain authors might be particularly prone to using descriptors from particular categories (e.g., violence and death imagery, natural imagery), which may have skewed the results. Conversely, the study sample may also be perceived as a strength since award-winning romance novels are likely to have a proportionately greater influence among other romance novel authors. Novels by popular authors (e.g., Nora Roberts, Susan Elizabeth Phillips) may also have a wider influence among the general public.
This study represents the first attempt to empirically examine depictions of orgasm within any form of media. It fills a significant gap in the literature whereby the clarification of the content of these cultural messages lays the foundation to determine the impact of this content in future studies. A particular strength of this study is the use of both quantitative and qualitative analyses and comparisons across time, which provide a thorough and comprehensive picture of contemporary romance novel orgasms and insight into the stability of these trends. Also, the use of two coders greatly increased the reliability and validity of the qualitative and quantitative analyses.
Directions for Further Research
Future researchers might consider how romance novel readers understand and are impacted (or not) by the material they read. This could be explored by qualitative analysis of interviews and/or focus groups with romance readers. Areas to study might include readers’ introduction to romance novels, novel preferences, and the impact and influence of these novels on their sexual attitudes and behaviours. This would inform the ongoing debate regarding the influence of romance novels, i.e., whether they function to entertain readers, educate them or both (Quilliam 2011). Additional quantitative studies to replicate and extend the findings of this study could be done with a larger sample of romance novels and/or romance novels from a variety of subgenres (e.g., historical, supernatural). It would also be of interest to explore and compare how orgasm is depicted in other forms of media (e.g., film, television, other types of fiction) and to determine if these portrayals converge to produce a picture consistent with predominant Western sexual scripts.
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