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“It’s Happiness and Relief and Release”: Exploring Masturbation
Among Bisexual and Queer Women

Carolyn Meiller
University of Kentucky

Candice N. Hargons
University of Kentucky

Researchers have argued that masturbation contributes to sexual health, yet historically, mas-
turbation has been stigmatized (Coleman, 2003). Only a handful of qualitative studies have in-
vestigated masturbation (e.g., Fahs & Frank, 2014), and none of these studies have specifically
examined queer women’s masturbation. In the current study, ten bisexual and queer women
(age 19-48; 4 Black, 6 White) were interviewed about their masturbation. Using thematic
analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006), six themes were identified: a) reasons for masturbating, b)
politics of pornography, c) use of sex toys, d) feelings after masturbation, e) promoting mas-
turbation, and f) silence around masturbation. Implications for sexual health and counseling
are discussed.

Keywords: masturbation, sexual health, bisexual, queer, qualitative

Introduction

Researchers have argued that masturbation, or self-
stimulation of genitals for sexual pleasure, is a natural and
beneficial aspect of sexual health (Coleman, 2003; Kaestle
& Allen, 2011). However, masturbation is often stigmatized
and seen as a taboo topic (Kaestle & Allen, 2011; Watson &
McKee, 2013). The majority of the limited body of mastur-
bation research has focused on straight White perspectives
of masturbation (e.g., Kaestle & Allen, 2011). Although
some studies examine the masturbation experiences of queer
and bisexual women when looking at sexual pleasure as a
whole (Goldey, Posh, Bell, & van Anders, 2016) or look at
women’s masturbation broadly (Bowman, 2014), no studies
have looked exclusively at the masturbation experiences of
bisexual and queer women.

An understanding of the range of experiences bisexual and
queer women have with masturbation may help to decrease
the stigma and taboo associated with queer sexuality and
masturbation. Furthermore, understanding the experiences
bisexual and queer women have with masturbation and their
sexuality can help mental health professionals address con-
cerns related to sexuality with their clients. Moreover, re-
search highlighting and normalizing the experiences people
have with masturbation may help to undermine the stigma
attached to masturbation, and may help to promote sexual
health (Coleman, 2003). Using a qualitative approach, this
exploratory study examined the experiences with and atti-
tudes towards masturbation in 10 bisexual and queer women.

Masturbation as a Taboo

Historically, masturbation has been a stigmatized behav-
ior, especially for women (Coleman, 2003; Tiefer, 1998).

Religious, cultural, and medical values and practices have
shaped historical views of masturbation as immoral, wrong,
and leading to serious mental and physical health problems
as early as the Eighteenth century (Lidster & Horsburgh,
1994). As masturbation, along with other expressions of sex-
uality, such as anal sex and sex for pleasure, broke the soci-
etal norm of sex for reproduction, these sexual expressions
were often viewed as deviant (Mosher, 2017). Not until
Kinsey’s research in the 1950s did masturbation begin to be
seen as a common sexual practice among people (Kinsey,
Pomeroy, & Martin, 1998). Continued research on mastur-
bation and other expressions of sexuality that do not follow
the traditional script of sex for reproduction can contribute to
destigmatizing diverse expressions of sexuality.

The long history of stigma and association of masturba-
tion with negative outcomes has been reflected in the ex-
tant literature. Research has found associations between
masturbation and negative outcomes, such as depression
(Brody & Nicholson, 2013; Frohlich & Meston, 2002) and
guilt (Bowman, 2014; Carvalheira & Leal, 2013). Bow-
man (2014) and Carvalheira and Leal (2013) found that
women commonly reported shame or guilt as an emotional
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reaction to their masturbation, resulting in a decreased likeli-
hood of positive physical and psychological outcomes asso-
ciated with masturbation (Davidson & Darling, 1993). As
masturbation is stigmatized by society, the guilt that results
may be from the internalization of these messages, as op-
posed to the actual act of masturbation (Coleman, 2003).

Although many cultural values no longer equate mastur-
bation with pathology, the stigma around masturbation re-
mains today. Recent research has found girls begin to learn
about negative societal views towards masturbation at young
ages. In focus groups with girls between the ages of 14 and
16, Watson and McKee (2013) discovered young girls al-
ready knew about the taboo surrounding women’s masturba-
tion. The girls in these focus groups reported more embar-
rassment speaking to their parents about masturbation than
about sex. Additionally, the girls reported a lack of infor-
mation about masturbation, due to lack of discussion or por-
trayal of women’s masturbation compared to men’s mastur-
bation in school, among peers, or in the media. Madanikia,
Bartholomew and Cytrynbaum (2013) confirmed this per-
ception through a qualitative analysis of movies released
from 2005-2010. Masturbators were most commonly por-
trayed as men (75%), White (77%), and heterosexual (82%),
and often portrayed in a negative light. This research shows
that women have internalized societal messages around mas-
turbation at early ages, which may lead to guilt and shame
seen in other studies. Furthermore, counselors and other
mental health professionals are likely to have internalized
similar beliefs about masturbation and hold biases related
to sexuality and identity which can impact their work with
clients (Cruz, Greenwald, & Sandil, 2017). Because of the
long history of masturbation as a stigmatized behavior, it is
important to balance the current research and also understand
the positive and enhancing aspects of masturbation (Mosher,
2017).

Positive experiences with masturbation. Although
some women report guilt and shame associated with their
masturbation, positive experiences, such as empowerment,
are also connected to women’s masturbation (Bowman,
2014). Additionally, women who engaged in masturbation
reported decreased difficulties in arousal and lowered sexual
inhibition (Carvalheira & Leal, 2013). Furthermore, women
who had an orgasm during masturbation reported greater sex-
ual desire, higher self-esteem, greater marital and sexual sat-
isfaction, and less time to sexual arousal than women who re-
ported not having an orgasm during masturbation (Hurlbert
& Whittaker, 1991).

Although previous research primarily used heterosexual
samples, Bowman’s (2014) sample included 29.5% lesbian,
bisexual, and queer (LBQ) women. Bowman (2014) found
significant differences between LBQ women and heterosex-
ual women. Specifically, LBQ women reported more posi-
tive attitudes towards their genitals, more often masturbating

for release and sexual pleasure, having masturbated more re-
cently, and higher levels of sexual-efficacy, or belief in one’s
ability to navigate a sexual experience. Although Bowman
(2014) did not run full analyses to investigate further dif-
ferences between LBQ and heterosexual women in the sam-
ple, initial differences call for further exploration of queer
women’s masturbation. By delving further to fully under-
stand masturbation for LBQ women, we can begin to under-
stand the unique and varied experiences of LBQ women’s
masturbation.

Qualitative methodology and masturbation. Much of
the research on masturbation has been quantitative in nature.
Previous research on masturbation focused on addressing a
few primary questions: who masturbates, how often, and do
they feel guilty (Bowman, 2014; Coleman, 2003; Goldey
et al., 2016). Coleman (2003) and Tiefer (1998) have
called for research to move beyond focusing on frequency
and prevalence of masturbation and to instead explicate the
range of experiences of masturbation. By only addressing
the basic frequency of masturbation as well as the negative
outcomes related to masturbation, the current literature fur-
ther contributes to the silence and stigmatization of mastur-
batory behaviors. Furthermore, by using primarily White and
heterosexual samples, masturbation is further stigmatized for
diverse groups.

As masturbation is a natural part of healthy sexual devel-
opment, researchers have argued for the need to normalize
masturbation (Coleman, 2003; Fahs & Frank, 2014). One
way to normalize people’s experiences with masturbation is
to understand the range of experiences. Qualitative research
is an ideal methodology to help raise the voices of diverse
individuals to express their varied experiences with mastur-
bation (Cresswell & Poth, 2017). Furthermore, qualitative
research is especially useful in answering questions related
to describing and understanding meaning, as well as un-
derstanding what and how people experience phenomenon
(Cresswell & Poth, 2017). Qualitative research can provide
in-depth, nuanced, and varied understanding of the experi-
ences of masturbation among sexual minority women.

In the handful of qualitative studies on women’s mastur-
bation (Fahs & Frank, 2014; Goldey et al., 2016; Kaestle &
Allen, 2011; Morin, Levesque, & Lavigne, 2017; Watson &
McKee, 2013) only one specifically looked at differing expe-
riences for LBQ women (Goldey et al., 2016). However, this
study discussed experiences of sexual pleasure more broadly,
investigating differences in masturbation and partnered plea-
sure.

This study sought to fill some of these gaps by explor-
ing masturbation among sexual minority women, looking at
both personal experiences with masturbation and views and
attitudes towards masturbation. An exploratory qualitative
investigation allows the lived experiences of bisexual and
queer women to be highlighted and allows researchers to gain
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understanding of the range of masturbation experiences for
bisexual and queer women. Importantly, in addition to de-
scribing the way some participants self-identified, queer will
also be used in this paper to refer to other sexual minority
identities that women self-identified, such as demisexual and
pansexual.

Methods

Recruitment and Participants

Initial recruitment occurred through contacting LGBTQ+

(lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer; the + indi-
cates inclusion of other sexual minority identities) organi-
zations at a large public southeastern university and in the
surrounding community. Flyers recruiting for the study were
posted throughout the university campus. Snowball methods
of recruitment also occurred as participants shared informa-
tion about the study with friends or posted to social media.
Interested participants were instructed to contact the primary
investigator.

After participants expressed interest in the study, the pri-
mary researcher conducted an initial eligibility screener. To
be eligible, participants had to identify as a woman, identify
as LBQ+ (lesbian, bisexual, and queer; the + indicates in-
clusion of other sexual minority identities), be over the age
of 18, have masturbated at some point in their lives, and
be willing to talk about their experiences while being audio
recorded. Recruitment continued until themes reached satu-
ration, meaning that later interviews added no new themes to
the data (Charmaz, 2014).

A total of 10 individuals were interviewed for the current
study. Participants ranged from 19-48 years old. Four par-
ticipants identified as Black and six as White. Three par-
ticipants identified as queer (one further identified as demi-
sexual), six identified as bisexual, and one identified as pan-
sexual. Although participants who identified as lesbian were
eligible for participation, none agreed to participate. Nine
of the participants identified as ciswomen, one participant
identified as gender-queer but used feminine pronouns and
additionally reported self-identification as a woman. Partic-
ipants were assigned pseudonyms to protect their confiden-
tiality (see Table 1 for pseudonyms and further demographic
information).

Procedures

All procedures were approved by the university Insti-
tutional Review Board. After conducting the eligibility
screener, the researcher and participant agreed on a time and
place to conduct the interview. Individual, face-to-face inter-
views were conducted on the university campus. Interviews
began with the researcher reading aloud the informed consent
document and answering any questions or concerns. Upon
giving consent, the interviewer followed a semi-structured

interview protocol. All interviews were conducted by the
primary researcher, audio recorded, and transcribed. Inter-
views lasted on average 70 minutes. Examples of interview
questions included: “How do you identify?” “How do you
think society views women’s masturbation?” “What are your
views on women’s masturbation?” and “When you think of
your own masturbation, what comes to mind? Can you set
that scene for me?”

Table 1
Demographics and Pseudonyms of Participants

Pseudonym Self-Identified Demographics

Abbey 30, Queer, Black, Haitian, Working
class, not religious, Graduate stu-
dent, fat

Bianca 22, Bisexual, Black, Hispanic, Mid-
dle class, Spiritual Christian, Grad-
uate student, fat

Carrie 36, Bisexual, White, Working class,
Atheist, undergraduate student

Daphne 19, Bisexual, African American,
Low/middle class, not religious, un-
dergraduate student

Ella 22, Bisexual, White, Russian, Athe-
ist, Nursing student

Felicia 28, Bisexual, White, Mid-
dle/working class, Atheist,
Graduate student

Gloria 31, Queer/demisexual, White,
Low/working class, Non-religious,
chronic physical and mental
illnesses, Associates degree, fat

Hannah 43, Queer, gender-queer, androg-
ynous, pronouns: she, her, hers,
White, Low class, intentionally
anti-capitalist, Daoist and Pagan,
Bachelor’s degree

Ingrid 23, Bisexual, Black, working class,
questioning religious identity,
Bachelor’s degree, mental illness,
fat

Joan 48, Pansexual, White, poor, Pagan,
mental illness, fat

Note. Participants were asked “How do you identify?”. Participants self-
described with the above identifications. The researcher asked about addi-
tional social identities that were not mentioned.
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Subjectivities Statement

I (primary investigator) identify as a White, bisexual, cis-
gender woman who is a current doctoral student in a counsel-
ing psychology doctoral program with research focused on
sexual health and sexual experiences of diverse individuals.
As someone who grew up with a lot of sex-negative mes-
sages and education, I came to this project hoping to high-
light and normalize the various experiences of masturbation
among lesbian, bisexual, and queer women. I hoped to find
stories of empowerment, pleasure, and fun, but also expected
stories of guilt and shame. As a bisexual woman, I wanted to
contribute more diverse perspectives and voices to the sexual
literature. I hoped that emphasizing the range of experiences
LBQ+ women have with masturbation would further help to
normalize masturbation as a form of sexual expression.

The second author identifies as a Black, straight, cisgen-
der woman who serves as the primary investigator’s research
advisor. She studies Black sexuality and relationships, and
she has provided sex positive sexual health trainings for uni-
versities and community members for eight years.

Data Analysis

Thematic analysis was used to identify and name themes
that appeared across the interviews as outlined by the six-
step process described by Braun and Clarke (2006). First, to
become familiar with the data, audio recordings were tran-
scribed and read by the primary investigator. Next, initial
coding began using grounded theory methods (Charmaz,
2014) of line-by-line coding for action, meaning, and con-
tent. This style of coding allowed researchers to stay close to
the data collected. Afterwards, initial codes were collapsed
into possible themes, and all the data that reflected these
codes were identified. Next, reviewing themes took place
in two forms, comparing the themes to the overall data set to
check that the data set was reflected in the themes, and look-
ing at relationships across themes, which spurred the creation
of subthemes. After this, the themes were named and further
defined so that they were more specific and clear. Themes
were removed if support for them was not found across in-
terviews.

Through consultation with the second author, themes were
further collapsed and expanded, until six primary themes
were identified. Supporting data for each of the themes
was gathered from the interviews to expand the themes
and identify sub-themes. The final step of the six-step
method outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006) involved pro-
ducing the report, which consisted of choosing the spe-
cific quotes that highlight each code best and connect-
ing the information to past literature and original research
question. Throughout this process, the primary investiga-
tor engaged in memoing (Charmaz, 2014) through writ-
ing down ideas and possible themes, as well as noting and

processing reactions and biases.
Underlying these methods, a constructivist paradigm

framed this research (Ponterotto, 2005). Under this
paradigm, reality is constructed by the research participant,
and therefore what they share in an interview inherently
holds their experience and meaning making of the content
expressed. In addition, the interactive nature of the interview
means the researcher helps the participant engage in deep re-
flection to stimulate this deeper meaning making. Within this
paradigm, the results in this research are a co-construction
between researchers and participants.

Results

Results included six primary themes related to how par-
ticipants experienced masturbation and saw masturbation
within society. The following themes occurred in the inter-
views: 1) Reasons for Masturbating, 2) Politics of Pornogra-
phy, 3) Use of Sex Toys, 4) Feelings after Masturbation, 5)
Promoting Masturbation, 6) Silence around Masturbation.

Reasons for Masturbating

All participants endorsed a variety of reasons for mastur-
bating. The following subthemes occurred: 1) Being in the
Mood, 2) Improving Health, 3) Feeling Bored, and 4) Build-
ing Skills.

Being in the mood. Participants expressed masturbat-
ing because they were in the mood. As Daphne described,
she masturbates “Just when I get horny in general.” For the
women, being horny or turned on came from a variety of
sources, such as movies, music, stories, and art. For exam-
ple, Joan found spending time on the internet may lead to
being in the mood. She described “getting turned on from
reading a dirty story or running across a particularly nice
piece of erotic art online, or just plain smut art.” For the in-
terviewed women, outside sources that sparked the desire to
masturbate were purposefully sought out or randomly found.
Ella summed up the view of being in the mood as a need,
“Like if you’re hungry you eat, if you’re thirsty you drink
something, if you’re horny then you masturbate.” This quote
equates desire for sexual pleasure as a naturally occurring
need that manifests for most people in similar ways to thirst
and hunger. Being in the mood in this view is a drive that
might be brought on by environmental situations, but also
may occur without prompting, and can be satisfied through
masturbation

Improving health. Masturbation was used by the
women as both physical and mental health treatment. For
Hannah, when something feels wrong with her body, such as
a headache, one of her first attempts at treatment is mastur-
bation, “for just like general health treatment.” Using mas-
turbation to combat mental health difficulties such as stress
was also described. For Joan, when she was in school, mas-
turbation was a stress release. She stated, “I had a shitty day
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at school, or tests were bad or whatever, and I’d go home
and masturbate.” In these ways, masturbation sometimes did
not come about for women to satisfy an urge or a need to
pleasure themselves, but instead came as a way to take care
of themselves, physically and mentally.

Feeling bored. Most commonly, the women discussed
masturbation coming from having nothing better to do. Mas-
turbation was used by women to fill extra time. For exam-
ple, Bianca described “like I’ve got an hour before my fa-
vorite show comes on, let’s go.” The women in this study
also explicitly named boredom as a primary reason for mas-
turbating. Felicia insisted “I feel like I only really do it if
I’m bored.” A more common response involved describing
another reason why they masturbated, such as being in the
mood, and then also commenting that sometimes the reason
was less clear and came from boredom.

Building skills. For these bisexual and queer women,
masturbation offered an opportunity to practice and build
skills that could be used to provide pleasure to women part-
ners in the present or future. As Gloria summarized, “when
you’re a queer woman you want to build your skills up a little
bit.” Ingrid expanded on this statement by detailing the need
to be comfortable with your own body as a woman in order
to provide pleasure to other women. She said, “Besides it
does help with your sexuality as well, and being comfortable
enough as you are a woman, being comfortable with other
women.” For the bisexual and queer women interviewed,
masturbation provided a way to build comfort and skills with
their own female bodies and genitals, which may later trans-
fer to sexual relationships with other women.

Politics of Pornography

Although the interview protocol did not ask about the use
of pornography, pornography came up as related to the inter-
viewed women’s experiences of masturbation in nine of the
ten interviews. The women described specific approaches to-
wards pornography, which included reconciling the desire to
utilize porn, while also recognizing the harm of porn. Politics
of Pornography took three forms, which made the follow-
ing subthemes: 1) Seeking Representation, 2) Having Mixed
Feelings Towards Porn, and 3) Seeking Specific Attributes in
Porn.

Seeking representation. Seeing actors within pornog-
raphy that reflected their own social identities was a priority
for the women, specifically the six women who identified as
Black and/or fat. Abbey specifically discussed searching for
pornography of larger women of color who looked like her.
She stated, “It makes me even more comfortable with my
body. Seeing someone who’s shaped like me masturbating.”
Women discussed not only becoming more comfortable upon
seeing representation of themselves in porn, but also enjoy-
ing the porn more because they were better able to imagine
the scenes as reality for themselves. Bianca, a Black woman

who self-identified as fat, shared, “It’ really hard, especially
as a woman of color to be consuming pornography of color,
like I don’t have blonde hair. I don’t have a Pilates body.”
For Bianca, seeing other larger women of color masturbating
also helped her feel more comfortable with her body, which
allowed her to experience greater pleasure while masturbat-
ing.

Having mixed feelings towards porn. Participants re-
flected on the negative ways porn has treated their identi-
ties, specifically as bisexual and queer women. Participants
struggled with how to enjoy and feel comfortable in their use
of porn during their masturbation, while understanding the
larger societal impacts of the messages within porn. Joan
shared:

I think there’s a real big stigma for women,
much less queer women to look at porn, you
know? It’s demeaning to women, it’s only made
for men, especially if you’re a queer woman,
you hear that one a lot.

Joan went on to describe how she has started giving her-
self permission to look at porn and go against some of these
messages. Gloria experienced guilt for looking at porn be-
cause “porn really informs a lot of straight people’s ideas
about gay and lesbian sex, and I feel guilty for looking it
up and getting off on it.” The conflicted feelings towards
porn would result in feelings of guilt or decreased pleasure
during masturbation for the women interviewed. However,
some women found ways to use porn that matched their val-
ues while masturbating, ultimately increasing their pleasure
and experience of masturbation. For example, Bianca noted
“sometimes a masturbation endeavor will turn into like an
hour to two hours, because I’m still trying to find that video
that I can just be okay with and continue on with the act.”
Bianca’s approach to pornography allows her to enjoy her
masturbation to pornography, but also means she has to put
more time and effort into finding pornography to utilize that
matches her values.

Seeking specific attributes in porn. Outside of looking
for porn that will align with their beliefs, women also had
certain preferences in their porn, looking for their turn-ons,
kinks, and quality. The search for the right porn became a
guiding principle for these participants. For example, Ingrid
searched for porn that feels genuine and described, “I want
them to be like enjoying it or making it seem like they enjoy
it, or like to actually see the vagina get wet.” For Daphne,
the porn she looks at changes based on what stage of mas-
turbation she is in. She details her journey of masturbating
with porn as, “I start out looking at men and women first, and
then I’ll go to when I want to masturbate and might actually
cum, I’ll look at lesbian porn.” In addition to looking for
representation of their identities in pornography that mapped
onto their values, participants also wanted quality porn that
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aligned with what they found attractive, desirable, and sexy
in order to enhance their pleasure while masturbating.

Use of Sex Toys

All ten participants described their views and use (or
sometimes non-use) of sex toys in their masturbation. With
sex toys, the women emphasized clitoral stimulation over
penetration. Three participants discussed using toys to pen-
etrate for a “filling” sensation but still emphasized clitoral
stimulation, usually with a vibrator. When asked what comes
to mind when thinking of their own masturbation, sex toys
took center stage for the majority of women, such as Bianca
who stated “batteries.” However, for two women, toys were
overstimulating. Gloria explained, “I don’t really like toys.
I guess I’m just very sensitive, so I always have felt over-
stimulated with vibrators.” In the use of sex toys, sexual
orientation was centralized for three of the participants. Al-
though she does not use toys herself, Gloria wanted queer
women to feel like they could use toys without invalidating
their sexuality. Gloria stated, “I really feel like because queer
women do use toys with themselves and each other, that to
the status quo that kind of validates this idea that secretly all
women just really want a dick.” For Gloria, the messages
have been that queer women’s use of sex toys undermines
their queer identity. Although sex toys were related to all the
interviewed women’s masturbation, the role the toys played
varied. Sex toys were often used to increase pleasure during
masturbation. However, experiences of overstimulation and
connection of sex toys to stereotypes about the invalidity of
their sexual orientation kept women like Gloria from being
able to enjoy sex toys during their masturbation.

Feelings After Masturbation

Similar to the theme of reasons for masturbation, there
was a range of feelings the women experienced after mastur-
bation. The following subthemes were within feelings after
masturbation: 1) Satisfaction, 2) Guilt and Shame, and 3)
Frustration.

Satisfaction. Most commonly, eight of the ten women
reported feelings of satisfaction after masturbation. Satisfac-
tion included experiences of pleasure, happiness, relaxation,
and release. Abbey embodied this feeling with a big sigh
marked by satisfaction and feeling content. Bianca described
the feeling of when masturbation is satisfying as “it’s almost
like drinking enough water for the day.” Pleasure came up
as another form of satisfaction. Ingrid described, “mostly
it’s like pleasure, almost like loving myself...Feeling really
connected with your own body.” Joan noted that she has var-
ied feelings, but most often satisfaction: “it’s run the gam-
bit, but mostly it’s happiness and relief and release.” Al-
though the exact definition of satisfaction differed for the in-
terviewed women, satisfaction was the most common feeling
the women reported following masturbation.

Guilt and shame. Despite the women proclaiming pri-
marily positive feelings and personal attitudes towards mas-
turbation, feelings of guilt and shame were still present for
four of the women. Women discussed feeling larger amounts
of guilt and shame in the past. Hannah described feelings of
“deep guilt” following orgasm from masturbation when she
was younger. Gloria echoed these past experiences and dis-
cussed how sometimes she still feels similarly, “Some of that
weird residual guilt and shame is still in there somewhere.”
Although Gloria has other positive feelings about her mas-
turbation now, old messages and understandings of mastur-
bation sometimes lead to feelings of guilt and shame. Han-
nah emphasized no longer experiencing these same residual
feelings. She explained, “The best part about afterwards now
is that I don’t have any of the shame and guilt. . . I feel
this strong sense of relief for not feeling shame and guilt.”
The experiences of Hannah and Gloria highlight the lasting
impact negative messages about masturbation had on their
experiences with masturbation later in their lives.

Ingrid expressed feelings of shame following her mastur-
bation related to the material that enhanced her masturbation.
She stated, “The after part, it’s always like that brief period of
shame, it’s like oh my god I can’t believe I read that type of
stuff, or I watched that.” Therefore, guilt and shame were not
always directly related to engaging in the act of masturbation
but sometimes related to material used during masturbation,
similar to the Politics of Pornography theme.

Frustration. For half of the participants, frustration was
associated with not being satisfied or pleasured through mas-
turbation. Frustration occurred when masturbation was tak-
ing too long to reach orgasm and finding the right supporting
material was proving difficult. Ingrid described feeling “frus-
tration if I can’t find the right clip or read the right thing.”
Frustration in this way was attached to being unsatisfied in
the material she was hoping to use to enhance her mastur-
bation experience. Joan lamented the fact that sometimes
she is unable to orgasm and has to go to bed frustrated. She
stated, “Sometimes I’ve just gotten flat out angry at myself
and stopped.” Frustration was connected to an inability to
experience pleasure, such as through difficulty finding sup-
porting materials, porn or erotica, to improve the moment or
inability to climax.

Promoting Masturbation

Nine participants used the interview as a platform to pro-
mote masturbation by sharing their views of masturbation as
a natural behavior and their desire for people to masturbate
more. When asked about her own views on women’s mastur-
bation, Abbey responded, “It should be done more!” Belief
of masturbation as “totally normal and natural,” as expressed
by Ella, was common. Participants cited many reasons for
increasing masturbation frequency, such as physical health.
The majority of the women expressed benefits of masturba-

8 Vol. 1 No. 1, 3-13, doi:10.34296/01011009



Meiller & Hargons, 2019 Journal of Counseling Sexology & Sexual Wellness: Research, Practice, and Education

tion in increasing comfort and knowledge about sex. Daphne
expressed, “I feel like it’s something you need to do. You
need to know what turns you on. You need to know what
turns you off.” Within their promotion of masturbation, the
women interviewed shared the viewpoint that masturbating
was a necessary aspect of understanding and experiencing
their sexuality.

Specifically, women wanted to promote discussion of
masturbation as a form of sexual health. Joan asserted, “I
think it’s a good and healthy thing, and we need to make sure
people continue to understand that it’s a good and healthy
thing.” Joan went on to specifically talk about how sexual
minority women’s masturbation in particular “. . . needs to
be spoken about and it needs to be destigmatized” and calls
for education around masturbation as an alternative to part-
nered sex. The women interviewed discussed normalizing
masturbation as a way to encourage more people to mastur-
bate to improve their sexual health and pleasure.

Silence Around Masturbation

Women were asked how they thought society viewed
women’s masturbation and specifically LBQ+ women’s mas-
turbation. A common theme in eight of the interviews was si-
lence around masturbation. Mostly, participants reflected on
the non-discussion and non-acknowledgement of women’s
masturbation. A distinction was made in how society actu-
ally views masturbation versus how it is implicitly or explic-
itly portrayed. Felicia described, “In the United States peo-
ple mostly think it happens and mostly are okay with it, but
nobody ever really talks about it.” The majority of women
noted the specific silence society has in regard to women’s
masturbation. Joan, for instance, stated “nobody really talks
about how you can, or should, or might want to masturbate
as a girl.”

More implicit messages around masturbation communi-
cated to the participants that masturbation is something to be
kept secret. Bianca described the ways masturbation is dis-
cussed and that “masturbation also gets this shhh, don’t talk
about it, allude to it. Use a weird metaphor that kind of makes
sense.” The use of metaphors or need to discretely buy vi-
brators “in a little pink box”, as described by Joan, portrays
the message that while masturbation is okay, it is not to be
discussed or shared with others. A distinction was made be-
tween how society viewed men’s and women’s masturbation.
Felicia shared that “[women’s masturbation] is accepted but
maybe not something that you would just be talking about.
Whereas boys’ masturbation I feel like now people just talk
about now more, more than girls’.” For Hannah, the dis-
cussion of men’s masturbation along with the silence around
women’s masturbation made her think that masturbation was
not for women. She described, “If I’d thought about it, I think
I associated that word with dudes.” Although the majority of
interviewed women felt bisexual and queer women’s mastur-

bation was viewed similarly to heterosexual women’s mas-
turbation by society, Joan shared a different view: “I don’t
know if they have any idea what to do with queer women
having sex, much less masturbation. Unless it’s lesbian porn
for guys, I don’t think they have any idea.” From Joan’s
perspective, perhaps the silence around queer and bisexual
women’s masturbation is even more prevalent within society.

Gloria shared that the silence around masturbation in so-
ciety led her to the conclusion that “you don’t ever know
how you are supposed to feel about it.” However, for four
women the silence meant masturbation was something that
was wrong. For Felicia, the messages of silence meant hid-
ing her vibrator. She disclosed, “When I was a teenager,
I had a vibrator, and I always just hid it. It was always
just obvious that I would want to put this where I put my
cigarettes and stuff.” The implicit message behind hiding
a vibrator with cigarettes is that masturbation and smoking
under age are similar and need to be hidden in the same
way. The dominant view the women perceived society as
having towards women’s masturbation was silence and non-
acknowledgement. However, this silence still affected the
way they thought and felt about masturbation. As Abbey
summarized, “It’s something that’s taught consciously as
well as subconsciously. By not talking about it, you’re
teaching something.” The silence around masturbation these
women experienced within society directly contrasted with
and bolstered their personal beliefs in the need to promote
and normalize masturbation.

Discussion

This exploratory study focused on how bisexual and queer
women experience and understand their own and societal at-
titudes towards masturbation. The thematic analysis high-
lighted common themes across their understandings. The
results show the diverse and shared experiences among the
10 bisexual and queer women interviewed. Six themes were
constructed: 1) Reasons for Masturbating, 2) Politics of
Pornography, 3) Use of Sex Toys, 4) Feelings after Mastur-
bation, 5) Promoting Masturbation, 6) Silence around Mas-
turbation.

Although there were aspects of masturbation that the ma-
jority of women interviewed endorsed, such as use of toys,
pornography, and emphasis on clitoral stimulation, there was
still a great amount of variety in masturbation within this
sample. Specifically, the women discussed a range of rea-
sons for masturbating and feelings that came after mastur-
bation. There was a range of these factors across women,
but also for the individual woman. These results are similar
to the Bowman (2014) study, in that the heterosexual and
LBQ women in that study both reported a variety of feelings
following masturbation and reasons for engaging in mastur-
bation. Similar to Bowman’s (2014) study, bisexual and
queer women in the current study reported pleasure, being in
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the mood, and relieving stress as reasons for masturbation.
Furthermore, feelings of shame following masturbation were
found in both studies.

In contrast to the Bowman (2014) study, women in the
current study did not discuss masturbating due to dissatisfac-
tion with their sexual lives or as a substitute for partnered
sex. In fact, the majority of the women talked about mas-
turbation in addition to and complementing satisfactory sex
with a partner. The focus on bisexual and queer women also
allowed the themes to highlight specific aspects of mastur-
bation influenced by sexual orientation and other intersect-
ing identities. For example, both the women in Bowman’s
sample (2014) and the current study discussed masturbation
as a form of learning about one’s body. However, unique
to the queer and bisexual women in this study was translat-
ing learning about one’s body to building skills to pleasure a
partner. Research has shown that most sexual education pro-
grams within U.S. schools do not cover information related
to LGBTQ+ individuals (Santelli et al., 2006). Due to lack
of information in formal sexual education, LGBTQ+ individ-
uals often turn to alternative sources of information related to
sex and sexual health, such as the internet, pornography, and
friends (Charest, Kleinplatz, & Lund, 2016; Estes, 2017).
Perhaps, for bisexual and queer women, engaging in mas-
turbation is another source of information to learn about sex
with other women.

Additionally, the women interviewed discussed how
stereotypes and perceptions of their sexuality influence their
masturbation. For example, the women detailed how their
use of sex toys led to others invalidating their sexuality. For
some of the women, the use of sex toys had been linked to
delegitimizing their sexual orientation and leading others to
viewing them as heterosexual due to their use of phallic-
shaped toys for penetration. This research complements
the common stereotype that bisexuality is not a legitimate
sexual orientation (Flanders, Robinson, Legge, & Tarasoff,
2016; Friedman et al., 2014; Matsick & Rubin, 2018). Re-
searchers have argued that bisexual and non-monosexual in-
dividuals, or those who are attracted to more than one gender,
experience greater amounts of stereotyping and discrimina-
tion based on double discrimination from heterosexism and
monosexism (Flanders et al., 2016; Friedman et al., 2014;
Matsick & Rubin, 2018). Stereotypes and perceptions of
bisexual and queer women were additionally present in the
ways women navigated and used pornography.

Women in this study searched for porn that did not stereo-
type or portray LBQ women for a heterosexual male au-
dience. The difficulty the women in the current study ex-
pressed in navigating their values and their use of porn com-
plements a larger systematic review of qualitative research
on women’s experiences with porn (Ashton, McDonald, &
Kirkman, 2018). For women who identified as Black and/or
larger women, representation of these identities along with

their sexual orientation within pornography was also a fo-
cus. Research has previously found that Black and Hispanic
youth prefer pornography with actors of the same race as
them (Rothman, Kaczmarsky, Burke, Jansen, & Baughman,
2014). However, this may also be problematic, as Black and
Hispanic women have been found to be hypersexualized and
stereotyped within porn (Miller-Young, 2010).

Underlying many of the themes in the current study is a
tension between feeling silenced or stigmatized and moving
towards breaking the taboo around masturbation. With the
use of sex toys and pornography, the majority of the women
in this study reported enjoying and using these resources to
complement and improve their masturbation, while contend-
ing with external and internal stigma and guilt associated
with their use. Feelings of guilt and shame following mastur-
bation directly undermined feelings of satisfaction. And ulti-
mately, societal silencing of masturbation taught the women
interviewed to hide their masturbation as they strive to en-
courage others to masturbate and emphasize the positive ele-
ments of masturbation.

The interviews with the women underscore the need to
normalize and discuss masturbation within society on a
larger scale to help ease the tension between silence and
breaking the taboo around masturbation. Research has
previously supported the need to normalize masturbation
(Coleman, 2003; Kaestle & Allen, 2011). Masturbation has
been linked to less difficulty in sexual arousal (Carvalheira
& Leal, 2013), greater sexual desire, higher self-esteem and
greater sexual satisfaction (Hurlbert & Whittaker, 1991).
However, even with the positive potential of masturbation,
women reported silence as being the dominant societal mes-
sage around women’s masturbation. Fahs and Frank (2014)
discuss the impact of silence around masturbation by stat-
ing, “. . . the relative invisibility of women’s masturbation
infects women’s consciousness about how they talk about,
think about, and engage in masturbation” (p. 241). The in-
visibility around women’s masturbation may be a possible
contributor to women having different perceptions of mas-
turbation than men. For example, Kaestle and Allen (2011)
found that whereas 62.5% of men in an undergraduate sam-
ple believed that masturbation was critical to sexual health,
only 16.1% of women within the sample held this same be-
lief.

More explicit reactions to masturbation within U.S. soci-
ety enhance and reinforce the societal silence around mastur-
bation. For example, Dr. Joycelyn Elders, the first African
American Surgeon General of the United States was fired in
1994 for suggesting masturbation be taught in schools as an
aspect of sexual health (Coleman, 2003). In this way, the
United States sent a clear message that masturbation should
not be discussed.
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Limitations

This study originally set out to understand the experiences
of LBQ+ women’s masturbation; however, a limitation to
the study was that we did not have any lesbian participants.
There are several reasons why this may have occurred. One
possible reason is that the number of individuals who identify
as bisexual is increasing faster than other LGBTQ+ identities
(Copen, Chandra, & Febo-Vazquez, 2016). Furthermore, as
masturbation is still a taboo topic, perhaps queer and bisexual
women are more open to masturbation, and therefore more
likely to respond to a research study about masturbation, than
lesbian women. In fact, identifying as queer has been posi-
tively associated with empowerment and activism (Galinsky
et al., 2013; Gray & Desmarais, 2014). Therefore, perhaps
greater engagement in activism among queer individuals and
increasing identification as bisexual led to the current sam-
ple.

While not satisfying the original goal of understanding
LBQ women’s masturbation experiences, focusing on queer
and bisexual identities allowed for a greater understanding
of the unique aspects of masturbation for bisexual and queer
women. Researchers have discussed how the experiences of
bisexual individuals is often underrepresented within psy-
chological research (Pollitt, Brimhall, Brewster, & Ross,
2018), and especially bisexual people of color (Ghabrial
& Ross, 2018). Many studies that mention bisexual along
with gay and lesbian do not often focus on the unique expe-
riences of bisexual individuals (Pollitt et al., 2018). Further-
more, Israel (2018) argues for a need to focus on bisexuality
within the field of psychology as a distinct identity and not
subsumed within a larger LGBTQ+ framework. Therefore,
the focus on bisexual and queer women in this study pro-
vides an important and previously unexamined perspective.
However, future research should look into the experiences of
lesbian women’s masturbation. Additionally, a limitation of
this study is that all of the participants held primarily positive
views towards masturbation and expressed genuine interest
and excitement over the topic. In future research, it will be
important to recruit participants with a greater diversity of
opinions on masturbation.

Implications for Counseling

The results of this study show the varied and complex
masturbation experiences and views of bisexual and queer
women. The women described pleasure and passion related
to their masturbation and masturbation more generally. How-
ever, they also shared difficulties related to stereotypes about
their sexual orientations in connection with their sexuality
and the general silence in society around women’s masturba-
tion. Echoing Dr. Elders’ message, the women interviewed
stressed the need to normalize masturbation. Psychologists
and counselors are in a unique position to answer this call.

Sexual health as defined by the World Health Organiza-
tion (2006) includes mental and emotional well-being, as
well as the possibility of the experience of pleasure. Mental
health professionals can help clients address negative atti-
tudes and emotional reactions towards sex, and specifically
masturbation. Although the participants within this study
held primarily positive views towards masturbation, they still
at times felt negative emotions, such as guilt, or grappled
with stereotypes about their sexual orientation. Bisexual and
queer women who have more negative views towards mastur-
bation might experience additional negative reactions to mas-
turbation. Therapists can help clients work through negative
views they hold about masturbation and work to help clients
have more positive attitudes and beliefs about masturbation,
which is important for overall sexual health promotion.

The participants within this study discussed the silence
around women’s masturbation within society. Due to the
stigma around masturbation (Coleman, 2003), people may
feel hesitant to discuss difficulties around masturbation in a
therapeutic context. Despite the prevalence of sexual con-
cerns connected to mental health issues (Balon, 2005),
therapists report low rates of initiating conversations with
clients about sexuality and sexual health (Miller & Byers,
2009). Therapists should actively work to decrease the si-
lence around sexuality, and specifically masturbation, within
their work with clients in order to normalize the variety
of ways people engage in and experience sexuality through
proactively bringing up sexuality and sexual health within
therapy (Cruz et al., 2017).

Finally, therapists should be aware of their own biases
about sexuality and masturbation, especially for bisexual and
queer women. Cruz, et al. (2017) argue that therapists are
just as likely as clients to have negative views about sex and
sexuality. The bisexual and queer women within the present
study noted some possible stereotypes and biases therapists
may hold about sexual minority women’s sexuality and mas-
turbation, including invalidation of bisexuality and stigma-
tized views of queer sexuality as influenced by media such
as porn. Therefore, therapists need to spend time examin-
ing their own biases about sexuality, especially as related
to marginalized identities (Cruz et al., 2017). Ultimately,
the above study and previous research highlights positive as-
pects of masturbation for bisexual and queer women, such as
increasing experiences of pleasure, comfort with one’s own
body, and mental and physical self-care. Therefore, thera-
pists should make sure they are prepared to discuss sexuality,
including masturbation, with their clients to promote sexual
and overall health and wellness.
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