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ABSTRACT 
Introduction: Masturbation in India is a sexual behavior enveloped in taboo, a manifestation 
of cultural norms that have been deeply ingrained through generations.
Objective: This study aims to address the paucity of contemporary research on women’s 
experiences of masturbation, particularly in the Indian context, using phenomenology.
Methods: In-depth interviews were conducted with twelve heterosexual women aged 18–30, 
and the technique of reflexive thematic analysis was employed to interpret the data.
Result: The three themes that we identified: Theme 1: Influence on Young Women’s 
Masturbation Experiences (Societal Norms and Cultural Biases, Impact of Media), Theme 2: 
Barriers to Masturbation Practices (Inadequate Sexual Literacy and Resource Scarcity), Theme 
3: Impacts of Masturbation (Positive Experiences and Emotional Vulnerabilities).
Conclusion: This study addresses a significant gap in the literature on women’s experiences 
with masturbation in India, providing a foundation for future research. The themes identi
fied can serve as a basis for developing culturally relevant programs to enhance sexual well- 
being among Indian women.
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Introduction

Masturbation is a common and developmentally 
normative form of solitary sexual expression involv
ing self-stimulation to evoke sexual arousal and 
pleasure, often culminating in orgasm. (Bullough, 
2013). Historically, it was predominantly associated 
with males, reflected in its etymology meaning 
“man” and “aggressive movement” (van Driel, 2013).

An online survey of 2,500 anonymous urban 
millennials reported on the prevalence of mastur
bation, revealing that 90% of respondents engage 
in masturbation at least once a month (Rathore, 
2020), while 99.45% of men and 82% of women 
have tried it at least once (Vitamin Stree, 2018). 
This data is not nationally representative; it pro
vides insight into the prevalence of masturbation 
among urban, internet-savvy populations in India. 
This prevalence is attributed to one’s ability to 

provide sexual gratification independent of a part
ner’s presence or performance (Hinchliff et al., 
2018).

Masturbation has psychological and physio
logical effects, with both benefits and drawbacks. 
It helps reduce stress by lowering cortisol and 
releasing endorphins and oxytocin (Gianotten 
et al., 2021). It also improves sleep quality by 
inducing hormonal changes that promote deeper 
sleep (Jaiswal, 2024). Additionally, masturbation 
has been associated with self-exploration and 
body awareness, which some studies suggest may 
relate to sexual satisfaction (Hogarth & Ingham, 
2009). Physiologically, regular ejaculation may 
lower prostate cancer risk by clearing carcinogens 
(Kokori et al., 2024). In women, it relieves men
strual cramps by increasing pelvic blood flow and 
relaxing muscles (Nandy & Das, 2019). It also 
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boosts self-esteem and body image, particularly 
in those with sexual anxiety (Kılıç et al., 2023).

However, excessive masturbation can cause 
distress and interfere with daily life (Shan et al., 
2025). Frequent masturbation, especially with 
excessive pornography use, may desensitize sexual 
response and contribute to erectile dysfunction 
(Park et al., 2016). Overindulgence can also lead 
to genital irritation and fatigue (Shan et al.,2025; 
Tooley, 2022). Some studies report that frequent 
masturbation is negatively associated with part
nered sexual satisfaction or relationship quality 
(Brody & Costa, 2009; Fischer & Træen, 2022; 
Regnerus et al., 2017), suggesting that while it 
can serve as sexual self-exploration, it may some
times reduce satisfaction in partnered contexts 
suggesting mixed findings.

To elucidate the evolution of the practice of 
masturbation especially in India, it is prudent to 
understand the historical context of the land. 
During colonial rule, India absorbed Victorian 
values that stigmatized its sexual liberalism 
(Chakraborty & Thakurata, 2013). However, histor
ical artifacts, such as ancient Hindu dildos, indicate 
a long-standing acceptance of self-stimulation in 
Hindu culture, associated even with deities like 
Krishna (Bullough, 2003). Despite reform move
ments, in post-independence India, masturbation 
remains unacceptable for girls and is often seen as 
preparatory for boys (Chakraborty & Thakurata, 
2013). However, masturbation is becoming more 
common among females in India, indicating a shift 
from traditional norms (Jaiswal, 2024).

Existing research consistently indicates that men 
report masturbating more frequently than women 
(Fischer et al., 2022; Ragnarsd�ottir, 2020). While 
this disparity may partly stem from limited aware
ness and discomfort in discussing the topic 
(Ramadugu et al., 2011), such factors are often 
reflective of deeper, underlying socio-cultural influ
ences. Other factors may largely be greater social 
acceptance of male sexuality, increased exposure to 
sexual content, and fewer cultural restrictions on 
men’s sexual expression (Ramadugu et al., 2011). In 
many contexts, including India, female sexuality is 
subjected to greater moral scrutiny, with masturba
tion seen as deviant or inappropriate for women, 
thereby reinforcing silence and shame around the 
topic (Terhechte, 2021). Gender norms rooted in 

patriarchal ideologies continue to restrict how girls 
are socialized to perceive and express sexual desire 
(Wood et al., 2006).

In general, masturbation has been considered 
sinful, offensive, and morally corrupt across 
many cultures, including India, where it is often 
framed as a violation of religious and spiritual 
purity (Acharya, 2024). Indian culture regards 
semen as a precious body fluid that must be 
preserved. Many traditional beliefs view the loss 
of semen as a threat to the individual’s well- 
being, and ancient Indian literature presents 
semen loss as a negative health-related event. 
This belief is closely tied to the concept of Dhat 
syndrome, a culture-bound syndrome observed 
among the natives of the Indian subcontinent, 
where individuals may experience anxiety and 
distress related to perceived semen loss (Prakash 
et al., 2014).

Hinduism, for instance, emphasizes self- 
control (brahmacharya), and texts such as the 
Manusmriti and Ayurvedic doctrines suggest 
that semen contains vital life energy (ojas), 
which should be preserved rather than wasted 
through self-gratification (Alter, 2011). Similar 
beliefs exist in Jainism and certain sects of 
Buddhism, where any form of sexual activity, 
including masturbation, is seen as an obstacle 
to spiritual liberation (Faure, 1998).

From a moral standpoint, masturbation is 
often linked to impurity and sin in Indian soci
ety. Islamic teachings prevalent in India also clas
sify masturbation as a morally undesirable act 
(makruh) unless it prevents greater sexual trans
gressions (Kruijtzer, 2024).

Christian perspectives, influenced by colonial- 
era morality, have further contributed to the 
widespread belief that self-pleasure is shameful 
and indicative of moral weakness (Reis, 2012). As 
a result, discussions on masturbation are often 
avoided, and those who engage in it may experi
ence guilt, fear, or anxiety about its supposed 
spiritual and physical consequences (Reis, 2012).

Media representations, including recent Indian 
films like “Lipstick Under My Burkha” and “Lust 
Stories,” aim to combat taboos around female 
pleasure (Laxman, 2022). In India, female mas
turbation is still a taboo topic due to cultural 
norms that discourage open conversations about 
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female sexual desire. However, the widespread 
availability of digital content, especially pornog
raphy, has created new opportunities for women 
to explore their sexuality and boost self-esteem 
(Daskalopoulou & Zanette, 2020; Kohut & 
�Stulhofer, 2018). Although pornography is often 
criticized for promoting gender stereotypes and 
objectification (Rjxfhzy, 2018), it can also pro
vide sexual knowledge and private space for 
experimentation, particularly in the absence of 
formal sex education. Recent studies suggest that 
more young Indian women are using online plat
forms, including pornography, to explore their 
sexuality (Brindha et al., 2021; Chowkhani, 2016). 
These changes reflect a complex dynamic where 
pornography plays both a liberating and contro
versial role in shaping female sexual behavior, 
amid persistent stigma and evolving attitudes 
influenced by globalization and economic liberal
ization (Bhatia, 2018).

While global research highlights the psycho
logical, physiological, and sexual health benefits 
of masturbation (Gianotten et al., 2021; Hogarth 
& Ingham, 2009; Kokori et al., 2024), in India, 
female masturbation remains heavily stigmatized. 
Rooted in religious doctrines, patriarchal norms, 
and colonial morality, cultural narratives often 
frame female sexual autonomy as morally 
inappropriate or spiritually impure (Acharya, 
2024; Chakraborty & Thakurata, 2013; Reis, 
2012). This leads many women to experience 
guilt, shame, and confusion around their sexual 
desires (Wood et al., 2006). Despite societal shifts 
and increasing digital exposure, there remains a 
significant lack of in-depth, qualitative research 
on women’s masturbation experiences in India. 
Existing literature is either outdated (Abraham, 
2001; Sachdev, 1998) or predominantly quantita
tive (Meiller & Hargons, 2019), offering limited 
insight into the personal and cultural meaning- 
making around this practice (Hungrige, 2016; 
Mukherjee et al., 2019). Despite the pressing 
need for further research in this area (Rowland 
et al., 2020), there seems to remain a dearth of 
comprehensive exploration concerning the Indian 
population.

This study addresses a critical gap by explor
ing how young Indian women navigate the 
emotional, social, and moral complexities of 

masturbation. By uncovering the internal and 
external factors that influence their engagement 
with self-pleasure, the research aims to illumin
ate how cultural stigma undermines sexual 
autonomy and to inform more inclusive, 
empathetic discourse on female sexuality in 
India (Chertow, 2019).

Moreover, the review of the current literature 
revealed the lack of research papers that integrate 
psychological, social, and behavioral theories, par
ticularly the Social Learning Theory (Bandura, 
1977), Sexual Script Theory (Simon & Gagnon, 
1984), and Sexual Double Standard Theory 
(Milhausen & Herold, 2002) with masturbation. 
While some studies explored the association 
between Sexual Script Theory and masturbation 
(Haus, 2018; Todesco & Camoletto, 2021; 
Yadlosky, 2015), a paucity was observed in the 
context of the Indian population.

Theoretical and Conceptual Framework

To explore how Indian women experience and 
make meaning of masturbation within their 
sociocultural context, this study draws on three 
key frameworks: Social Cognitive Theory (SCT), 
Sexual Script Theory (SST), and the concept of 
Sexual Double Standards (SDS). These theories 
informed the development of the research ques
tions and guided the interpretation of findings.

Social Cognitive Theory(SCT), originally 
introduced as Social Learning Theory (Bandura, 
1977), emphasizes that individuals learn by 
observing others, particularly when the model is 
influential or shares similarities with the obser
ver (Bandura, 1977, 1986, as cited in Prati, 2012; 
Koutroubas & Galanakis, 2022). Over time, the 
theory evolved to incorporate cognitive proc
esses, portraying individuals as active agents 
capable of shaping and being shaped by their 
environments (Bandura, 1986). In the context of 
masturbation, SCT offers a lens to understand 
how individuals may acquire information from 
sources such as peers, media, or other social 
influences, particularly when formal sex educa
tion is absent. The theory supports inquiry into 
how women come to understand and engage in 
masturbation, as well as how these sources shape 
meaning-making processes.
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Sexual Script Theory (SST) (Simon, 1973) sug
gests that sexual behavior is guided by socially 
constructed scripts that operate at cultural, inter
personal, and intrapsychic levels (Simon & 
Gagnon, 1984, as cited in Beres, 2014). Schank 
and Abelson (1977) describe scripts as blueprints 
for behavior, and in this context, they can guide 
how women interpret and engage in masturba
tion. Although SST is often applied to partnered 
sexual behavior, it is equally relevant to solo 
practices, influencing internal fantasies, motiva
tions, and the meanings individuals assign to the 
act (Jones & Hostler, 2002). This theory is useful 
for examining how societal norms, gendered 
expectations, and private reflections shape wom
en’s experiences of masturbation in the Indian 
context. It also helps explore how such scripts 
may vary across individuals, with some women 
perceiving masturbation as empowering, while 
others associate it with guilt or shame, depending 
on the cultural narrative they have internalized.

Closely related to SST is the concept of Sexual 
Double Standards (SDS), which refers to the ten
dency to evaluate identical sexual behaviors dif
ferently based on gender. Typically, women are 
judged more harshly than men for the same 
behaviors (Milhausen & Herold, 2002; Papp 
et al., 2015). In many cases, male masturbation is 
normalized, whereas female masturbation is dis
couraged or seen as deviant (Thomas, 2008). 
Agents of socialization, such as family, peers, and 
media, often reinforce these unequal standards in 
line with broader societal norms (Hyde & Jaffee, 
2000; Sanchez et al., 2012). While recent research 
suggests that SDS is weakening in some Western 
societies (Jonason & Marks, 2009), particularly 
for behaviors like premarital sex, it persists in 
relation to masturbation (Haus, 2018). In fact, 
some studies have pointed to a reverse SDS, 
where men are increasingly stigmatized in spe
cific contexts (Papp et al., 2015; Sakaluk & 
Milhausen, 2012). According to Haus and 
Thompson (2020) women were assumed to have 
masturbated for both pleasure and intimacy- 
focused motives to a greater extent than men and 
that these motives helped to explain the 
reverse SDS.

Nonetheless, there remains limited research on 
how SDS operates specifically in the context of 

masturbation among men and women (Haus, 
2018; Madanikia et al., 2013), particularly in non- 
Western settings. The theory is therefore relevant 
to this study’s focus on how stigma and social 
norms shape engagement, inhibition, or conflict 
around masturbation.

Together, these frameworks provide a multidi
mensional lens to examine women’s understand
ing and experiences of masturbation, particularly 
in relation to sociocultural learning, internalized 
gendered scripts, and differential social judgment. 
Specifically, the study’s central research questions 
are informed by these theoretical perspectives: 
how Indian women make meaning of masturba
tion (RQ1), driven by Sexual Script Theory 
(SST); how it influences their self-perception 
(RQ2), guided by the concept of Sexual Double 
Standards (SDS); and what factors facilitate or 
hinder the behavior (RQ3), shaped by Social 
Cognitive Theory (SCT).

Research Questions

1. How do Indian women experience and make 
meaning of masturbation within their sociocul
tural context?

2. How does the practice of masturbation influ
ence the self-perception of women in the 
Indian context?

3. What factors shape the experience of masturba
tion among Indian women, including those that 
facilitate, hinder, or reduce their engagement in 
the behavior?”

Method

Participants and recruitment

The study included twelve heterosexual females, 
aged 18 to 30, who had prior experience with 
masturbation. To determine the appropriate 
number of interview participants, the researchers 
employed data saturation, a point at which no 
new codes were generated by the researcher dur
ing analysis (Pilarska, 2021). After the data satur
ation, the research was completed with 12 
participants. This approach ensured that the 
study had gathered sufficient data to form a valid 
understanding of the phenomenon.
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Recruitment flyers were posted on various 
online sources, including Facebook, Instagram, 
LinkedIn, and Twitter. The recruitment flyer dis
closed the purpose of the study (i.e., Exploring 
masturbation experiences of women), inclusion 
criteria, as well as the contact information of the 
primary investigator. The majority of participants 
were recruited through a acquaintances 8(66.6%), 
followed by Instagram 2 (16.6%), Facebook 
1(8.3%), or via other means (WhatsApp groups) 
1 (8.3%). All data was collected during the month 
of October 2023. The survey was only provided 
in English, and as such, only English reading par
ticipants were able to participate; however, we 
did not restrict our study to participants from 
any specific geographical location.

Data collection was conducted through an 
online platform via Zoom meeting. The inclusion 
criteria for the study were as follows: (1) must be 
18 years or older; (2) Prior experience with mas
turbation; (3) Identify as female. Exclusions 
encompassed participants with physical, mental, 
or neurological challenges, as well as those who 
had experienced the loss of a loved one in the 
past six months.

Before the interviews, participants completed a 
pre-interview questionnaire (see Table 1. 
Sociodemographic characteristics of the sample 
(n¼12). 7 (58.3%) participants were aged 23 to 
26, 4 (33.3%) were between 18 and 22, and 1 
(8.3%) was aged 27 to 30. 11 (91.6%). 
Participants lived in urban areas, while 1(8.3%) 
resided in a semi-urban location. The study 
adopted a qualitative phenomenological research 
design to explore women’s experiences with 
masturbation.

Method of Data Collection

Purposive sampling was used to select partici
pants with masturbation experience. Interviews 
lasted 45 to 90 minutes each, conducted bilin
gually in English and Hindi. Interview data was 
transcribed in its original language to preserve 
content essence and context for analysis, without 
translation. A semi-structured interview schedule 
was employed to address the research questions, 
allowing for the inclusion of additional questions 
that emerged organically during the interviews in 

response to the conversational context. A per
sonal information form was also administered to 
gather participants’ sociodemographic details. 
The semi-structured interview guide was devel
oped by the researcher after a thorough review of 
relevant literature. To ensure validity, the inter
view questions were reviewed and revised by 
three researchers specializing in women’s mental 
health. Based on their suggestions and comments, 
the final set of questions was refined and formed 
as follows-

1. Can you describe your earliest memory or 
awareness of masturbation?

2. How would you describe your current experi
ences with masturbation?

3. What messages did you receive about mastur
bation while growing up?

4. How do you think masturbation fits within 
your personal beliefs or values?

5. What factors make it easier or harder for you 
to engage in or talk about masturbation?

Some additional questions that emerged were: 
how frequently do you engage in it, if at all? Has 
your practice changed over time, and if yes, how? 
What emotions or thoughts usually accompany 
the act? Do you ever feel conflicted about it? 
Have your feelings evolved over time? Are there 
religious, moral, or cultural values that influence 
this? etc.

Ethics and Researcher Positionality

Before commencing the research, ethical approval 
was obtained from the Institutional Review Board 
(IRB). Verbal and written consent was obtained 
from the participants. Participants were informed 
about the research purpose, ensuring voluntary 
participation. Confidentiality was ensured, with 
assurances that no names would be used in any 
reports or publications. Participants were 
informed that the interviews would be recorded 
and transcribed verbatim. Additionally, partici
pants were assured that psychosocial support 
would be available as needed. During the inter
views, participants were informed of their right 
to stop or interrupt the interview at any point if 
they felt uncomfortable. The researcher avoided 
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asking piercing or probing questions, prioritizing 
the comfort and well-being of the participants 
throughout the research process. No incentive 
was provided to be part of the study.

The interest of one researcher in conducting 
this study emerged from personal reflections on 
gender, sexuality, and experiences of growing up 
as a young Indian woman navigating conversa
tions around pleasure and shame. The researcher 
maintained a reflexive journal throughout the 
research process and regularly engaged in dia
logue with a peer mentor and the co-researcher 
to remain attentive to how personal experiences 
and assumptions might shape the analysis. While 
the researcher identifies as a woman and shares 
some experiences with the participants, she 
acknowledges her caste and class privilege, and 
the access it has afforded her to discourses on 
sexuality, feminism, and academic research. She 
remains committed to leveraging this position to 
amplify voices and narratives that are often 
silenced. The second researcher identifies as a 
heterosexual cisgender woman and positions her
self as a feminist scholar. She recognizes the 
importance of critically engaging with her own 
social positioning, including the privileges she 
holds, and approaches the research with a com
mitment to ethical responsibility. Our social loca
tions as Indian women facilitated rapport with 
participants and shaped the co-construction of 
meaning during interviews. Through reflexive 
journaling and ongoing dialogue, we critically 
engaged with how our assumptions and experien
ces influenced data collection and analysis, treat
ing subjectivity as a lens rather than a limitation.

Data analysis and trustworthiness of data

We used the six stages of reflexive thematic ana
lysis to develop themes that cut across partici
pants: (a) familiarization; (b) coding; (c) 
generating initial themes; (d) developing and 
reviewing themes; (e) refining and naming 
themes; (f) writing up. This provides a flexible 
method for distilling data into themes organized 
around a central idea. Reflexive thematic analysis 
goes beyond topic description and values the 
researchers’ interpretive lens (Braun & Clarke, 
2021). The first author coded each transcript, a 

process that involves assigning a short phrase to 
a unit of meaning. Two researchers then dis
cussed whether the assigned code did justice to 
the meaning. The aim of the discussion was not 
to agree on a ‘correct code’ but to make sure that 
valuable nuance was not lost. The codes were 
then organized into themes around a central 
idea. Working in close collaboration during 
weekly meetings, the research team developed 
themes through discussions. This process facili
tates the development of ideas by comparing sim
ilarities and differences across data (Braun & 
Clarke, 2021). The research team independently 
coded the responses, identifying initial themes 
through collective review. Three researchers 
coded the data into the identified themes, with a 
fourth acting as an external auditor to ensure 
dependability. Themes and subthemes were 
defined and operationalized to reflect participant 
diversity and experiences. The data underwent 
double coding to confirm the alignment of the 
thematic structure with participants’ responses, 
enhancing the trustworthiness of the findings. An 
overview of the findings is presented in Table 2, 
which outlines the themes, sub-themes, codes, 
and illustrative quotes (n ¼ 12).

Findings

Theme 1: Influence on Young Women’s 
Masturbation Experiences

Participants appeared to highlight several factors 
that may shape their masturbation experiences, 
including societal norms, cultural practices, and 
media influence. Masturbation seemed to be 
deeply rooted in patriarchal values and conserva
tive societal beliefs, which were possibly passed 
down generationally and may have been internal
ized by some participants. Gender disparities 
appeared to further shape their perceptions and 
experiences. Media, including pornography, mov
ies, print articles, and the internet, seemed to 
play a significant role in influencing their know
ledge and attitudes toward masturbation.

Societal Norms and Cultural Biases
Participants’ experiences revealed the impact of 
conservative upbringings on attitudes toward 
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masturbation. Raised in households where sex, 
physical affection, and masturbation were stigma
tized, 5 out of 10 participants reported internal
ized beliefs that masturbation was morally wrong. 
For instance, P8 expressed self-blame and ques
tioned her character for engaging in the practice. 
The stigma also extended to the use and purchase 
of sex toys, with participants reporting feelings of 
discomfort and fear of judgment. P9 highlighted 
this anxiety, stating, “What if I go there (sex 
store) and someone I know sees me?” Even after 
acquiring sex toys, some participants felt com
pelled to use them discreetly and hide them at 
home.

Impact of Media
played a significant role in shaping participants’ 
knowledge and perceptions of masturbation, as 
noted by 9 out of 15 participants. Pornography, 
movies, print articles, and the internet provided 
exposure to sexual acts, facilitating arousal and 
quicker sexual gratification. P2 highlighted how 
pornography offered insights into sexual acts but 
cautioned against potential dependency. Media 
also served as a key source of education, with 
shows like Bridgerton and Lust Stories sparking 
realizations about masturbation. For instance, P1 
shared, “Bridgerton … this one scene about 
masturbation … that was the point I realized, 
‘can we do that?’ “Social media platforms and 
pages discussing female pleasure and sex educa
tion, such as Stree, further informed participants. 
While pornography educated about solo and 
partnered acts, 8 participants reported negative 
experiences, including unrealistic depictions of 
female bodies and sexual stamina, leading to 
body dissatisfaction and skewed expectations. 
Participants also criticized the exploitative practi
ces within the pornography industry, with P9 
noting that “content is made for men and rein
forces unrealistic standards for masturbation and 
body image”.

Theme 2: Barriers to Masturbation Practices

Participants identified inadequate sexual literacy 
and resource scarcity as key barriers to masturba
tion practices. The societal discomfort and avoid
ance of discussions around sex and sexuality in 

India, coupled with a lack of comprehensive 
sex education, limited their knowledge and 
understanding. Three out of 15 participants 
recounted the adverse effects of uninformed 
experimentation. Nine participants reported expe
riencing resource scarcity, which limited their 
ability to explore sexual self-satisfaction. 
Challenges such as lack of privacy and restricted 
access to sex toys were particularly constraining.

Inadequate sexual literacy
Participants noted that skewed sexual education, 
with an excessive focus on ethics, left their initial 
encounters with masturbation lacking adequate 
information and understanding. P2 shared, “The 
absence of discussions led many to rely on unre
liable sources like pornography or peer discus
sions, intensifying the taboo.” Four participants 
highlighted the societal taboo surrounding discus
sions of sexuality and masturbation, contributing 
to feelings of guilt and uncertainty about self- 
pleasure due to the lack of open conversations.

Two participants found comfort in specific 
contexts; as P10 stated, “I felt comfortable discus
sing it with women or with my partners.” 
Despite these challenges, P5 observed a gradual 
shift in attitudes: “I have seen things changing 
now, especially among the younger generation, 
toward destigmatizing discussions on sexuality 
and masturbation. “Ill-informed experimentation 
also led to adverse outcomes for some. P12 
described “initial challenges with using sex toys, 
including difficulties with insertion, discomfort, 
and pain due to a lack of knowledge and 
practice.”

Resource Scarcity
Participants highlighted how the lack of privacy 
hindered their ability to masturbate. P5 shared, “I 
don’t have my own room and have to share space 
with my brother, so the only space I get is the 
bathroom, where I cannot spend time exploring 
more.” In contrast, P4 noted that moving out of 
their family home provided the privacy needed 
for sexual exploration.

The participants also discussed challenges in 
accessing sex toys due to high costs and financial 
constraints. P5 explained, “Using a vibrator is 
more satisfying than fingers, but I struggled with 
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the financial burden, especially as a freelancer 
with limited stability. Even finding credible web
sites to buy such products was scary. I wanted 
more affordable options to enhance sexual 
exploration and pleasure.” These experiences 
highlight the combined impact of limited privacy 
and financial barriers on participants’ ability to 
explore masturbation.

Theme 3: Impacts of Masturbation

The participants’ accounts revealed that mastur
bation had both positive impacts and emotional 
vulnerabilities. Despite cultural taboos and stereo
types, five participants acknowledged benefits 
such as stress relief, enhanced sexual pleasure, 
empowerment, and improved sleep quality. 
However, nine participants reported emotional 
challenges, including feelings of guilt, shame, fear 
of social repercussions, and moral dilemmas, 
reflecting the complex interplay between personal 
experiences and societal norms.

Positive Experiences
Participants shared their experiences of using 
masturbation as a way to help them relax and 
cope with stress. One such experience was shared 
by P12-

“I feel stressed not having a partner to provide me 
satisfaction but, then I know I can masturbate and 
fulfill my sexual needs. It helps me to release my 
stressors “. P5 also reiterated the relaxing property of 
masturbation. It provides her with “alone time” and 
helps her rejuvenate as she tends to “run out of social 
battery very soon”. She also mentioned that “because 
I’m relaxed, I am able to introspect, take a step back 
and then evaluate the … stressful situation” P2 
added to this, emphasizing that “masturbation has 
helped reduce her worries and distract her from 
overthinking”. Four participants- P5, P8, P9, and P7- 
found that masturbation induces sleep when one is 
fatigued or restless. P7 stated “Masturbation is a 
deliberate strategy to relax and unwind, enabling me 
to easily drift off to sleep”.

Masturbation served as a means to fulfill sex
ual needs and desires, as expressed by P2: “I do 
it because … I just wanna have a good time.” 
For P8, “it bridged the gap in the absence of a 
regular sexual partner, like I am in a long- 
distance relationship. Additionally, it aided self- 

exploration, understanding preferences, and 
communicating desires to partners, enhancing 
sexual experiences”.

Participants mentioned that masturbation 
made them feel more comfortable and connected 
to their bodies. Knowing that they can please 
themselves and have control over their desires 
led to increased confidence.

Theek hai, aise source lagta hai ki ab kahi aur 
pleasure dhundne ki jagah tumhare paas khud hai. 
Isliye confidence hai.

[The confidence stems from the fact that I do not 
have to look for pleasure elsewhere because I can 
pleasure myself.]- P7

P5 mentioned how “masturbation … has 
increased self-esteem because I am more comfort
able with my body, I know I can make myself feel 
better … gives me more control over myself … 
made me more confident in a way.”Masturbation 
was seen as an empowering experience that 
allowed them to prioritize themselves and their 
needs.

Emotional Vulnerabilities
Participants frequently described feelings of guilt, 
self-doubt, and fear of judgment tied to their 
masturbation practices. P12 regretted not utiliz
ing her time more productively, while P6 and P2 
felt conflicted for challenging familial and per
sonal expectations. P2 shared, “My parents said, 
‘You’re not supposed to do it.’ And I was still 
doing it, so I felt like I was hurting them and 
breaking their faith in me.”

Concerns about secrecy also emerged, as P4 
explained, “I have to take precautions to avoid 
being caught with my sex toy by my parents. The 
stress of secrecy became so intense that I 
refrained from masturbating altogether.” 
Similarly, P2 noted discomfort in discussing mas
turbation, even with friends, stating, “I feel they 
will surely internally judge me.”

Religious beliefs played a mixed role. While 
three participants reported no impact, two others 
described significant internal struggles. P6 
remarked, “Masturbation is sinful according to 
our faith, yet I continue to engage in it, leading 
to guilt and fear.” P12 added, “Religion imposes 
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pressure without giving a specific reason and, in 
my opinion, forbids one from enjoying oneself.”

The societal taboo surrounding masturbation 
in India exacerbated internal conflict for many 
participants, leading to mixed emotions and 
moral dilemmas. P1 encapsulated this dissonance, 
stating, “It’s scary and makes me feel guilty … 
like, are we not supposed to do this? Or are we? 
I haven’t spoken about this to anyone else. So 
how do I keep this secret? Is it okay? A lot of 
conflicting emotions.”

Discussion

This study investigated vulnerabilities, influence on 
self-perception, factors impeding masturbation, and 
the impact of media consumption on engagement 
for young Indian women through interviews with 
twelve participants. Thematic analysis revealed 3 
themes: Theme 1: Influence on Young Women’s 
Masturbation Experiences (Societal Norms and 
Cultural Biases and Impact of Media), Theme 2: 
Barriers to Masturbation Practices (Inadequate 
Sexual Literacy and Resource Scarcity), Theme 3: 
Impacts of Masturbation (Positive Experiences and 
Emotional Vulnerabilities).

Women in our study reported facing vulner
abilities in perceiving and engaging in masturba
tion, including negative emotions and physical 
consequences. Masturbation was seen as defying 
social norms, leading to fear of judgment and 
guilt (Sharma & Sharma, 1998).

Some participants in our study faced internal 
tension due to religious values and media influ
ence. Religious norms labeling masturbation as 
sinful created cognitive dissonance and emotional 
distress in participants, receiving greater emphasis 
in a study by War and Albert (2013) on the Khasi 
tribe, where participants reported facing similar 
conflicts due to religious beliefs that portray mas
turbation as sinful. Media, especially pornography, 
contributed to the distress experienced by our par
ticipants due to the portrayal of idealized sexual 
behaviors and body standards, aligning with body- 
related insecurities reported in other studies 
(Pujols et al., 2010). Participants also reported 
physical vulnerabilities such as warts, lesions, and 
discomfort from sex toy use, often stemming from 
a lack of proper knowledge.

Many participants internalized orthodox beliefs 
about masturbation being deviant, perpetuated by 
suppression of discourse in schools and families, as 
also noted by Neuman (1975). This aligns with the 
Sexual Script Theory (Simon & Gagnon, 1984), 
where societal norms shape sexual behaviors. 
Internalized beliefs led to self-blame, questioning 
motives, and discomfort during masturbation 
(Simon, 1973). Comprehensive sexual education 
addressing diverse perspectives and emphasizing 
autonomy can challenge and reshape these conser
vative beliefs (Lottes, 1993).

Contrastingly, some participants viewed mastur
bation as empowering and contributing to higher 
self-esteem, while others had negative experiences 
with pornography, which reinforced unrealistic 
standards and contributed to body image issues 
and self-doubt. The positive perspective aligns 
with the idea that sexual scripts can be reshaped 
through individual experiences (Simon & Gagnon, 
1984), but the unrealistic depictions, shaping ideal
ized standards and behaviors, set expectations on 
how one’s body should look, fuel social compari
son, and model imitation, contribute to negative 
self-perceptions aligning with Social Learning 
Theory (Bandura, 1977). Encouraging positive nar
ratives around masturbation in educational mate
rials, media, and conversations may reshape 
societal perceptions (Tolman, 2002), while media 
literacy programs can help individuals critically 
analyze and navigate sexual content (Peter & 
Valkenburg, 2006).

In India, masturbation remains taboo, albeit less 
so than in earlier years, hindering the experience 
of young women. Cultural biases and societal 
norms contribute significantly to this hindrance, 
with participants noting Sexual Double Standards 
accepting male masturbation over female, a phe
nomenon observed in various cultures (Gartrell & 
Mosbacher, 1984; Kaestle & Allen, 2011; Wade 
et al., 2005). The obscurity of discourse around sex 
and sexuality, observed by our participants from 
an early age, led to the internalization of tradition
alist beliefs and questioning the normalcy of desir
ing sexual gratification.

Inadequate sexual literacy exacerbates the issue, 
as most participants reported a lack of discussion 
about masturbation by parents, teachers, or 
through sex education. Other studies found similar 
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communication gaps (Aggarwal et al., 2000; Dutt 
& Manjula, 2017). While some participants had 
open communication with friends, the overall lack 
of accurate and non-judgmental information could 
lead to ill-informed experimentation and emo
tional vulnerabilities, including guilt, shame, and 
fear of being caught. Engaging in positive commu
nication from early childhood may foster positive 
views of sexual self and subsequent sexual activity 
(Hogarth & Ingham, 2009).

Resource scarcity and constraints, such as lim
ited personal space due to economic or family 
dynamics, further hindered masturbation among 
participants, restricting sexual exploration and 
informed experimentation. High costs and soci
etal taboo also limit access to sex toys, as also 
noted by Das (2014), particularly for marginal
ized groups like women.

Our participants underscored the significant influ
ence of visual media, including television shows and 
movies like Bridgerton, The Great Indian Kitchen, 
and Lust Stories, in shaping perceptions and dissemi
nating knowledge about masturbation. This reliance 
on media as a primary source of information high
lights the limited guidance provided by parents and 
schools on the topic, leaving young women with few 
alternative sources of information (Watson & 
McKee, 2013). This finding aligns with previous 
research by Madanikia et al. (2013), which empha
sized the role of media in reflecting and shaping soci
etal attitudes, particularly on sensitive topics like 
masturbation. The influence of media representa
tions on individuals’ perceptions of masturbation 
extends beyond mere observation, as evidenced by 
one participant’s desire to recreate a masturbation 
scene from a TV show which can be explained by 
the Social Learning Theory (Bandura, 1977). But 
besides this traditional theory, the Media Practice 
Model (Steele, 1999) gives a more nuanced under
standing and provides a new perspective on the effect 
of media on individuals. Where Social Learning 
Theory might say that our participant is learning 

from observing sexual media or media that has sex
ual content in it, the Media Practice Model would 
say that our participant is “attracted to sexual content 
in media because it resonates with their experience” 
(Rich, 2005). This distinction offers valuable insights 
into the complex relationship between media con
sumption and personal behavior.

Pornography emerged as another significant 
category of visual media influencing participants’ 
perceptions and behaviors related to masturba
tion. While many participants acknowledged 
watching porn, they also highlighted its gendered 
nature and its reinforcement of patriarchal ideals 
regarding sexuality, as evidenced in other studies 
(Brindha et al., 2021; Daskalopoulou & Zanette, 
2020). Despite this, some participants found 
pleasure and a sense of mastery in engaging with 
pornographic material, reflecting the multifaceted 
impact of such media on individuals’ self- 
perception (Daskalopoulou & Zanette, 2020). On 
the other hand, the discrepancies between on- 
screen portrayals and personal appearance in 
pornographic material led to feelings of self- 
consciousness and insecurity among some partici
pants, while others reported feeling less insecure 
or even empowered. This variability in responses 
underscores the need for a nuanced understand
ing of the psychological effects of consuming 
pornographic media (Brindha et al., 2021).

Beyond media influences, participants high
lighted the diverse benefits of masturbation, 
including stress alleviation, improved sleep, and 
enhanced sexual satisfaction. These findings align 
with previous research emphasizing the positive 
impact of masturbation on various aspects of 
individuals’ lives (Bowman, 2014; Phuah et al., 
2023). Importantly, masturbation was seen as a 
means for women to prioritize their own pleasure 
and assert agency over their sexual experiences, 
countering patriarchal norms that discourage 
such self-exploration (Foucault, 1990; Rich, 1980; 
Tiefer, 1998). However, our study also revealed 

Table 1. Sociodemographic characteristics of the sample(n¼ 12).
Characteristic Categories (n, %)

Age (years) 18–28 (M ¼ 23.5)
Area Urban: 10 (83.33%), Semi-Urban: 2 (16.67%)
Socioeconomic status Middle-class: 8 (66.67%), Upper middle-class: 4 (33.33%)
Relationship status Single: 4 (33.33%), Dating: 3 (25.00%), Committed: 3 (25.00%), Open relationship: 1 (8.33%), Not interested: 1 (8.33%)
Education level Graduation: 8 (66.67%), Masters: 3 (25.00%), Pursuing Doctorate: 1 (8.33%)
��Note: In India, “graduation” specifically refers to the completion of an undergraduate (bachelor’s) degree.
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Table 2. Themes, sub-themes, codes and quotes (n¼ 12).
Themes Sub-themes Codes Quotes

Influence on Young Women’s 
Masturbation Experiences

Societal Norms and Cultural Biases Patriarchy Their (women’s) pleasure is not seen as 
important. I think it’s all tied with this 
patriarchal society where men are 
considered as superior and women 
always have to be a [sic] submissive, 
and … their needs are not being 
taken care of (Participant 4)

Conservative Upbringing When we’re kids [they would say] “beta 
ganda scene aa raha hai, hat jao, mat 
dekho”, (“There is a dirty scene playing, 
go away, don’t watch it”). [As] kids, we 
are taught that this is not a good 
thing, it has to be looked down upon. 
This is how we have been raised in our 
traditional family.(Participant 5)

Internal conflict due to society Earlier I used to be like “What am I 
doing?” “Am I an addict or 
something?” I used to scold myself- “I 
should not be doing this thing” “What 
am I doing? [ … ]”. [ … ] It affected my 
mind a lot … I was mad at myself for 
a long time and use to experience lot 
of internal conflict because of 
society.(Participant 10)

Fear of Exposure to others If you get caught then [it is a] very big 
issue at home. So I got a vibrator (sex 
toy) … [and] I have to keep it hidden 
under piles of clothes before I … use 
[it]. I am very scared what if someone 
sees it while I’m charging it? So there 
are so many things that you have to 
keep in mind and masturbation has to 
be a process that helps you relax, and 
get in touch with yourself [but] it 
becomes [a] stressful 
thing.(Participant 9)

Impact of Media Dependency on Pornography I would say it has … helped me to come 
quicker because early on I didn’t 
exactly need it, but now I need some 
sort of simulation. I need to watch 
porn to feel it.I have become 
dependent on it.Like early on … you 
use your imagination and that is 
enough … But in recent years … I 
need to look at something … my … 
brain … it’s rusted and it doesn’t help 
me. (Participant 1)

Source of Knowledge I saw for the first time a woman 
masturbating in a movie. That is how I 
got to know about the concept. I 
understood from the movies how to 
masturbate. I was glad that I could 
watch that movie and find out about 
it.(Participant 15)

Unrealistic expectations They show something which is not real 
… even about … my private area. It 
is … supposed to be … hairy, it is 
supposed to be dark in color. But in 
porn, we are not shown that. And we 
… try to change it. I think it does 
have a … huge impact and that’s why 
it’s very important to watch … 
realistic and right porn. It sets up 
unrealistic expectations for the 
partner.(Participant 11)

Barriers to Masturbation Practices Inadequate Sexual Literacy Lack of sex Knowledge I am from a semi-urban place, and I was 
in [an all] girls school … girls had a 
separate school and boys had a 
separate school. So obviously there’s 
lot of taboo around this topic … we 
were not taught very openly, about 

(continued)
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Table 2. Continued.
Themes Sub-themes Codes Quotes

sexual acts or attraction. No sex 
education- we [were] never taught 
about … sexual identities or sexual 
preferences. There was lack of sex 
knowledge.(Participant 2)

Lack of Communication Nobody was there to talk to me about it 
… None of my friends. I cannot even 
communicate it with any of the friends 
… I used to think that only I am 
doing it (masturbating) [and] nobody 
else is .I use to feel shameful.. nobody 
else is watching porn a lot. Nobody 
else is touching their private parts a 
lot. I just could not tell it to 
anyone.(Participant 8)

Consequences of ill-informed 
Experimentation

So I bought a dildo and I don’t know … 
if it is because of [the] dildo or maybe 
some manipulation with my hands, 
there is (sic) some warts … or small 
lesions ( … ) I suspect it is because of 
this bad handling of dildo and all these 
manipulation and fingering and 
everything.(Participant 15)

Resource Scarcity Lack of Privacy and Personal Space Even if you have your own room … 
there’s hardly any privacy because 
people will come and knock [on] your 
door at any point of time and they will 
question- “why [did] you closed (sic) 
your door?” So … even if you wanted 
to masturbate, you can’t because you 
… have this thing at the back of your 
mind that … someone might come or 
… interrupt in between … and the 
whole experience is 
gone.(Participant 10)

Limited Accessibility to Sex Toys So that (vibrator) made me feel really 
good. And I don’t think fingers can do 
that … Vibrators are [costly] and not 
readily available … so I did not know 
if I should invest so much, but one of 
my friends gifted it to me so … I was 
served on a silver platter [to use it]. 
(Participant 14)

Impacts of Masturbation Positive Experiences Stress alleviation I am using it quite a bit for coping with 
stressors. Aaj kal (these days) [my] 
stress levels are pretty high. I think I 
have been using it (masturbation) [to] 
relieve stress … Of course, it does 
bring down my stress levels … but 
that … sense of relief is 
temporary.(Participant 7)

Improved Sleep Quality I’m an IT person, so I mostly sit and work, 
and I don’t get much movement. 
Because of that, I don’t feel tired and 
often have trouble sleeping. However, 
masturbation helps me feel tired, and 
then I have a very sound sleep. I 
usually masturbate and then 
sleep.(Participant 14)

Sexual Gratification There are only a few specific techniques 
that bring me pleasure and orgasm. So 
not fingering and stuff but rubbing. I 
was able to understand enough that I 
could tell others that if you do it like 
this, it gives me pleasure. Do not do 
the normal, usual stuff.(Participant 1)

Empowerment The confidence stems from the fact that I 
do not have to look for pleasure 
elsewhere because I can pleasure 
myself. I feel empowered.(Participant 3)

(continued)
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challenges associated with deeply ingrained soci
etal norms, particularly regarding marriage and 
pleasure, which may hinder women’s comfort 
and enjoyment of masturbation, especially in 
non-urban settings. Addressing these barriers 
requires comprehensive efforts to destigmatize 
masturbation, improve sexual literacy, and pro
mote a positive approach toward sexuality from 
an early age.

While our study provides valuable insights into 
women’s experiences of masturbation in the 
Indian context, certain limitations should be 
acknowledged. A key limitation of this study is 
that it includes participants primarily from mid
dle- and upper-class backgrounds, which restricts 
the understanding of masturbation experiences 
across diverse socioeconomic groups. 
Additionally, the present study pertains to the 
linguistic criterion for participation does not 
reflect the perspectives of women from rural or 
non-English-speaking backgrounds, whose lived 
experiences, cultural beliefs, and access to sexual 
health information may differ substantially, thus 
limiting the cultural richness of the data and 
other sociocultural narratives. Future research 
would benefit from adopting linguistically inclu
sive methodologies, such as translating 

instruments and conducting interviews in 
regional languages, and recruiting participants 
through community-based approaches. Such 
strategies would enable a more representative 
exploration of women’s sexual health experiences 
in the Indian context and enhance the depth and 
applicability of the findings. The recruitment pro
cess relied on participants within the researchers’ 
social networks, including friends and social 
media connections. This convenience sampling 
approach may have introduced selection bias, 
potentially limiting the diversity of perspectives 
and experiences represented in the study. 
Furthermore, the relative homogeneity of the 
sample, particularly with regard to class, educa
tional background, and urban location, may limit 
the transferability of the findings to more diverse 
populations and contexts. Another limitation is 
that our study focused primarily on vulnerabil
ities faced by women, and could benefit from a 
deeper analysis of factors like resilience and 
empowerment as well for a more comprehensive 
understanding.

Future research should aim to include a more 
diverse sample, encompassing older populations, 
individuals of different sexual orientations and 
gender identities, and those residing in non- 

Table 2. Continued.
Themes Sub-themes Codes Quotes

Emotional Vulnerabilities Shame and Guilt My parents said ‘you’re not supposed to 
do it’ And I was still … doing it, so I 
felt like I’m hurting them … and 
breaking their faith in me. I felt guilt 
and shame. (Participant 5)

Fear of Social Repercussions I think fear would definitely be there that 
they won’t accept this (masturbation) 
fact. And then my privacy would be 
… taken from me … I think, because 
of that fear, I would be very 
traumatized.(Participant 3)

Moral dilemma According to what we follow, it’s 
(masturbation) not good, it’s 
(masturbation) a sin, but we still do it 
because our body needs that pleasure. 
But our spirit doesn’t need that … I 
don’t want to sin but my body needs 
it so much that I go ahead. So I’m like 
overwhelmed with those feelings that 
take over my conscience sometimes 
and I just have to go and do it, right 
… but now I’m … trying [ … ] to like 
see through like, do I need it? Does my 
spirit really need this or does my body 
really need this? … Which one would 
I give more priority to?(Participant 6)
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urban areas. Exploring the impact of culture, lib
eralization, and globalization on masturbation 
across different generations and demographic 
groups would further enrich our understanding 
of this complex phenomenon. Overall, our study 
contributes to bridging the gap in the literature 
on Indian women’s experiences of masturbation 
and highlights the need for continued research 
and advocacy to promote healthy attitudes 
toward sexuality and self-exploration.
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