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Introduction
At the age of five, when I was just starting to understand gender rules, I 

was a Flower Girl in a wedding. During an elevator ride with my mother and the 

groom’s parents, his mother complimented my dress. I smiled and thanked her. 

When the groom’s father laughed and said, “What about me? Am I pretty?” a 

horrified look crossed my tiny face and I became very serious. “No! No, you can’t 

be pretty you’re a boy! Boys are handsome!” Everyone in the elevator laughed 

and nodded approvingly at my correct compliment distinction. At the time I did 

not understand why pretty was for girls or why girls had to be pretty; I merely 

knew from observing the adults around me. I could cry but boys could not or they 

were sissies, something else I did not understand. I only knew it was bad for 

genders to be too alike, a lesson taught perpetuity.

I came to understand these rules through daily interaction and existence, 

the same way we all learn cultural boundaries. While gender aspects such as 

clothing can be ascertained through observation, more nuanced aspects like 

behavior come through observation as well as language. When someone scolds 

a young boy for lacking physical prowess by saying he throws like a girl, 

language is the cultural vehicle to transmit this norm. Furthermore, gender norms 

do not exist in isolation but work in concert with other aspects of social identities, 

most markedly sexual identities.
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Gender and sexuality are inextricably linked in our cultural consciousness, 

where the former dictates the parameters of the latter. The bicameral way we 

understand gender is by our genitals: at birth we look between an infant’s legs, 

clothe them in the socially appropriate color and begin their lifelong gender 

training. In our lifetimes we may subvert notions of gender, conform or rebel but 

the messages about gender and sexuality are omnipresent in our language and 

cultural constructions. How we describe gender and sexuality demonstrates 

values, behavioral proscriptions and norms. Words can police (“What a slut!”) or

applaud (“My big, strong man!”) to publicly declare the bounds of good and bad 

sexuality or gender. Even terms used to police are gendered, such as whore or 

sissy.

How people describe behaviors provides a guide to their internalized 

gender norms. The present study explores the boundaries and constructions of 

gendered sexual norms through the use of language. In this study, after watching 

carefully selected video clips demonstrating either normative or non-normative 

gendered sexual encounters, participants “tagged” the clip by providing one-word 

responses. They then had the option to predict what would happen next in the 

clip, which added a contextual dimension to labeling the sexual encounters. 

Conventional male gendered sexual norms were far more pervasive than 

conventional female gendered sexual norms.



3

Literature Review
Language simultaneously enables humans to share in a common social 

reality while constraining the possibility of meanings within that reality (Zerubavel, 

1997). Categorizing sculpts meaning in the world but this sculpting limits how we 

understand a person, place or thing to exist. Gender and sexuality terms create 

boundaries that confine the possibility of individual sexual expression. We create 

sexual norms based on, and constrained by, gender definitions and expectations. 

The most prominent of these gendered sexual norms are men as active, skilled 

sexual aggressors and women as sexually receptive gatekeepers (Bay-Cheng, 

2001; Carpenter, 1998). The words we use to describe sexual identities

demonstrate how we organize our gendered sexual world (Zerubavel, 1997).

Classifying people in sexual terms is largely a social act and language 

helps us to categorize our social world (Zerubavel, 1997). Words create mental 

divisions between managers and supervisors, professors and lecturers, children 

and adolescents, men and women. The categories carved into the social psyche 

through language are usually taken for granted and we believe the divisions we 

label to be concrete and natural when they are anything but (Zerubavel, 1997). 

Within this theoretical construct, words related to our social identities, who we are 

in the social world, are laden with social meaning. 

John H. Gagnon and William Simon (1974) first explored the social 

construction of sexuality in their seminal essay Social Scripts and Coordination of 
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Sexual Conduct. Within the realm of sexual conduct, many rules are implicit due 

to the relative silence surrounding intimate sexual relationships. We observe the 

social conventions in the world around us, whether evidenced in the news, 

stories or daily interactions, and internalize these scenarios. That we learn this 

conduct through observing the social world around us and that it varies across 

cultures is evidence of its social construction. In a sense, the social reality we 

understand functions like a script, with a determined set of actions and 

characters. These scripts provide us with a lexicon with which to ascertain 

meaning in our own and others’ actions and describe ourselves (Gagnon and 

Simon, 1974). Scripts guide interpersonal relations such as socially approved 

conduct in dating.  

Existing research identifies normative heterosexual dating scripts that 

assume males actively seek sex for the sake of pleasure and females resist sex 

unless motivated by love and affection in a monogamous relationship (Alksins, 

Desmaris and Wood, 1996; Firth and Kitzinger, 2001; Tolman, 2002 and 

Williams, 2002). Where masculine sexual motivation is primarily framed as 

pleasure-motivated, feminine sexual pleasure is primarily framed as motivated by 

feelings of love and affection (Alksins et al., 1996; Firth and Kitzinger, 2001; 

Tolman, 2002; Williams, 2002). Within normative frameworks, females must be 

sexually desirable but they must also avoid sexual activity and refrain from 

expressing overt sexuality; females must be sexual objects for consumption (by 
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men) but not sexual subjects seeking pleasure to satiate their own desires (Hird 

and Jackson, 2001; Tolman, 1994, 2002; White, 2002). Females violating this 

script are stigmatized (Tolman, 2002; White, 2002), while males are expected to 

assert their masculinity and heterosexuality. 

In addition to refraining from sexual activity solely for pleasure, 

heterosexual females are supposed to regulate both their own as well as males’ 

sexual desires (Tolman, 1994, 2002; White, 2002). This definition of heterosexual 

sexual activity is marked by a conflict where females become the defending 

gatekeepers of sexual activity and males the ardent aggressors satiating an 

uncontrollable biological drive (Hird and Jackson, 2001; Tolman, 1994, 2002; 

White, 2002). A female acquiescing to any physical sexual desires violates 

normative female sexuality.

A female engaging in sex outside the context of a relationship is another

example of gender specific sex norm violation.  Feminine sexuality is 

characterized by what feminist scholars refer to as a ‘double bind’. While females

must be sexually desirable they must avoid sexual activity and refrain from 

expressing overt sexuality (Hird and Jackson, 2001; Tolman, 1994, 2002; White, 

2002). In females, aspects of sexual pleasure are replaced by the relational 

pleasure derived from pleasing a partner and feeling affection and love, 

effectively restricting female sexual expression to heterosexual relationships. 
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Masculine sexuality is not girdled within the bounds of relationships but 

instead defined by a (supposedly) uncontrollable biologically-determined 

hypersexuality that only takes hold of males. If a male cannot perform sexually, 

he violates the tenets of normative male sexuality. Failing to have an erection is 

equated with failure as a male (Lunceford, 2008). Consider the anti-impotence 

pill, Viagra: in the first fiscal quarter of its release in the U.S., doctors wrote 

300,000 prescriptions. Consumers spent $400,000 despite the fact that many 

causes of ED (erectile dysfunction) are organic and can be combated with 

lifestyle change (Keith, 2000). Masculine sexuality is inextricably linked to the 

actively performing physical body, specifically sexual organs, and any 

dysfunction of the sexual male body becomes a social concern capitalized upon 

by the pharmaceutical industry. Our definition of masculine sexuality is 

embedded in a discourse of biology, of the uncontrollable sex drive that takes 

hold of males but not females.  

A more restrictive aspect of normative masculine sexuality is anti-

femininity (Beatty et al, 2006; Blazina, Settle and Eddins, 1997; Parrott, 2009; 

O’Neil, 1981; Thompson and Pleck, 1986). While females have increasingly been 

able to adopt aspects of male gender in behavior and dress, males learn to avoid 

all feminine norms, such as attaching sex to emotion or only having sex for 

reasons of love and affection. This anti-femininity script is reflected in the 

acceptance of female tomboys but not effeminate young boys, females wearing 
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pants but not males wearing skirts, or never questioning a female for watching a 

violent film but haranguing a male for watching a romantic film often referred to 

as a “chick flick”. To some extent, females have more cultural permission to 

engage in masculine-type sex for pleasure, though the “double standard” of 

males avoiding negative social assessments for “promiscuous” behavior still 

remains (Milhausen and Harold, 1999).

What we value and praise in masculine and feminine behavior reveals 

how we define appropriate or normative gendered sexuality. In the most distilled 

sense, males must be the sexual initiators and the aggressors while females

must be guarded and receptive. These rules are related to larger ideas of 

masculine and feminine values. A study that analyzed gender and compliment 

topics found that females most often complimented males on skills, while males

primarily complimented females’ physical appearance (Parisi and Wogan, 2006). 

Valuing males primarily for their skill is linked to ideas of men as agentic, a 

concept reflected when speaking about erotic experiences. Males describe their 

erotic experiences in agentic terms while females describe their experiences in 

receptive terms (Hood and Hall, 1980). Combined with sexual expectations of 

males as hypersexual beings, the ideal is a hypersexual, sexually skilled male of 

action. Females, in contrast, are valued for their physical attractiveness 

(Sheldon, 2007). Instead of skill and action being the primary concern, femininity 

is a physical issue: females are judged by their bodies and what they allow 
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others to do to their physical form (Hood and Hall, 1980, Lunceford, 2008; Milke, 

2002). 

Whether a person is overtly sexual or violates norms is, to augment a 

popular phrase, in the words of the beholder. Evaluating someone's behavior and 

appearance is a social act reifying our common understanding of norms. When 

we use words to describe a person sexually the word is often derogatory (whore), 

though sometimes laudatory (stud). The words fag and slut are particularly 

insidious sexual slurs often used by adolescents and young adults to police 

peers’ behaviors (Pascoe, 2005, White, 2002). The terms define the gender 

boundaries that individuals must not cross. For females, engaging in any sexual 

activity outside the bounds of a relationship is enough to earn the ‘slut’ label and 

sometimes females apply this term to peers in absence of any sexual activity as 

a tool of social exclusion (White, 2002). 

Males police one another with the slur fag, a term tied in with gender and 

sexuality usually applied with disregard to the recipient’s actual sexual 

orientation. This term differs from the use of slut in the sense that young people 

do not use it primarily to police sexuality, but gender as well (Pascoe, 2005). 

Young males use the term to police gender and define another boy as engaging 

in any non-masculine behaviors, sexual or otherwise (Pascoe, 2005). The words 

fag and slut are sexual by definition but in practice police gendered behavior. 
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These terms admonish socially deviant sexual behaviors but serve to restrain

other violations tied to gender.  

But, much like other regulations, language is not static. Our lexicons 

constantly evolve and shift even though gender expectations may remain 

relatively stable by comparison. The aforementioned term fag is one example of 

a gender and sexuality term changing meaning though it remains a derisive, 

judgmental term that polices gender boundaries. C.J. Pascoe’s study (2005) on 

adolescent males using the term fag found that though they used the term to 

police and enforce masculine gender, the young males did not solely use the 

term to mean a homosexual male. One third of the young males said that “while 

they may liberally insult each other with the term, they would not actually direct it 

at a homosexual peer” (337). A derogatory term once reserved exclusively for the 

marginalized gay male population expanded to a term to police heterosexual 

male gender, regardless of sexual orientation.

Performing male gender brings silent stress that often manifests in 

unhealthy behaviors, loneliness, depression (Blazina et al, 1997; Levant, Wimer, 

Williams, Smalley and Noronha, 2009; O’Neil, 1981). While stress, infectious 

disease and depression can affect any gender, males ascribing to traditional 

masculine gender norms (such as stoicism) are ill-equipped to handle these 

issues (Levant et al, 2009). Mandates of self-sufficiency, restrictive emotionality 

and limited affectionate behavior preclude seeking help from friends, partners or 
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health professionals (O’Neil, 1981; Levant et al, 2009). Not only do men 

represent 79% of all suicides in the US, they have higher rates of mortality, die 

5.2 years earlier than women and display more antisocial behaviors (CDC, 2007; 

Levant et al, 2009).

Female judgment and double standard can cause major sexual anxiety 

among females (Tolman, 2002; White, 2002). When females are taught to reject 

their physical desires outside of the monogamous relationship context, the only 

safe space allowed is within the bounds of a presumably heterosexual 

relationship. Further compounding this anxiety is the double bind, where females 

are expected to be sexy and sexually available but not have sex. These 

contradictory expectations leave females vulnerable to both sexual violence (i.e., 

if she had not been dressed provocatively, he would not have raped her) and the 

slut stigma (Tolman, 2002; White, 2002). 

Gender conflict, regardless of a person’s gender, can result in negative

outcomes such as anxiety, depression and compromised health (Blazina et al, 

1997; CDC, 2007; O’Neil, 1981; Levant et al, 2009; Tolman, 2002; White, 2002). 

Restrictive gender norms that lead to such conflict are supported and reinforced 

by how we and others verbally evaluate one another’s actions; this highlights the 

importance of language. If we examine how we discuss sexualized gender 

situations, we can evaluate behaviors, the depth of our normative scripts, and the 

pertinence of older social gender constructions such as the double bind.
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The intersections of (hetero)sexuality, gender, language and normative 

behaviors are complex and ever changing. Words that emerge to describe a 

sexual identity, such as fag or slut, expand to police gendered behaviors. Our

concepts of the agentic, biologically-driven man and the receptive, sexually-

guarded driven woman permeate aspects of sexuality to create restrictive sexual 

stereotypes. These cultural ideas emerge not only in the realm of language but 

remain embedded in our cultural consciousness and discourses.

Methods
Study Description

This study was conducted to identify and rate how respondents evaluate 

normative and non-normative gendered sexual situations. Respondents viewed 

four video clips from dating reality shows on a website and were asked to “tag”

(provide single-word descriptors for) the video clip and were then given the 

option to describe what would happen next. The tags (single-word descriptors) 

were coded two ways (objectivity/subjectivity code, descriptive tag categories) 

and analyzed quantitatively. The optional written responses were coded for 

normative and non-normative scripts for quantitative analysis. Later, the full 

written responses were analyzed qualitatively as case studies. 

After participants entered demographic information they viewed one of 

four randomly generated clips and tagged those clips with descriptors. They then

had the option to write up to five hundred words in an open ended response that 
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asked what they thought would happen next in the scene. This process took 

between one to five minutes, depending on the number of tags and length of 

optional written response. A total of N = 223 responses were collected and the 

responses are analyzed and discussed in this thesis.

Participants

Participants were 223 English-speaking U.S. residents between the ages 

of 18-71 with computer and internet access. All participants were recruited with 

snowball sampling and convenience methods through e-mail, online blogs and 

social networking sites over the course of three weeks.

Design

This study analyzed the dependent variables of gender and clip type with 

the independent variables tag codes and written responses. Participants viewed 

one of four video clips selected to fit the following categories of normative and 

non-normative gendered sexual behaviors: 

1. Heterosexual female engaging in normative male gendered sexual 
behaviors (such as discussing sex as an act for personal pleasure or 
actively seeking sex for the purpose of pleasure).

2. Heterosexual male engaging in normative female gendered sexual 
behaviors (such as refusing a heterosexual female’s sexual advances or 
only wanting to engage in sexual activity for reasons of love and affection).

3. Heterosexual male engaging in normative male gendered sexual 
behaviors (such as discussing sex as an act for personal pleasure or 
actively seeking sex for the purpose of pleasure).

4. Heterosexual female engaging in normative female gendered sexual 
behaviors (such as refusing a heterosexual male’s sexual advances or 
only wanting to engage in sexual activity for reasons of love and affection)
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Procedure

The privately hosted website used two pages for data collection. The first 

gathered demographic information and screened respondents, who were 

directed to a generic “thank you” page if they were not 18 or over, residing in the 

U.S. or comfortable writing and reading in English. The second page contained 

one entry field for tags and an entry field for the written responses underneath an 

embedded video player that featured one of the four randomly generated video 

clips. Over 40 hours of dating reality shows were viewed to identify clips featuring 

normative and non-normative gendered sexual behaviors. Twelve clips were 

selected, three for each of the 4 categories. In order to make a final selection, six 

colleagues were asked to view the videos and independently rate each one for 

clarity in demonstrating normative and non-normative behaviors.   The highest 

rated clips were selected for use in the study.  The final four clips selected were 

the following:

1. Normative Female: Young, light-haired, fair skinned female sitting on a 
couch speaking to a light-haired, fair-skinned male next to her. She is sitting 
close, turned slightly to him and lightly gesticulating with her right hand while her 
left rests on his arm. She says: “I would not spend the night with you in your bed 
because I don’t know-“ “He interrupts: “Tuesday?” She places her gesticulating 
hand on his chin and turns his face towards hers and holds it there while she 
finishes her point: “I don’t know who’s going to be spending the night with you.” 

2. Normative Male: Light-haired, fair-skinned male and three fair-skinned 
females (one with dark hair and two with light hair) on a bed. He narrates over 
the clip “Heather C., Brandy, and Lacy.” The dark haired female playfully pushes 
herself and one of the light-haired females onto the reclined man while emitting a 
high-pitched squeal. Camera switches between opening scene on the bed and a 
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shot of him addressing viewer. “I know for a fact this is what I don’t need to do. 
And this is going to cost me my soul. But it’s going be hot loving. I’m only human, 
dammit.” 

3. Non-Normative Male: Dark haired, fair-skinned male and female having 
a meal in a restaurant. Male speaks: “But, I’m more into just making love.” She 
responds: “Oh, you’re so sensitive.” He replies: “Yeah.” 

4. Non-Normative Female: Scene opens to two glasses of champagne 
with a male voice toasting: “Good health, prosperity, forever.” Glasses clink 
together, camera pulls back to show a dark haired, medium-skinned female who 
smiles broadly and says: “To us!” Camera pulls back fully to reveal the male, 
dark-hair and dark skinned. He replies “OK.” Clips cuts to medium-skinned 
woman addressing the viewer: “My evil plan is to get Bobby inebriated and take 
advantage of him.” Clip cuts back to previous scene, female says: “I’m already 
feeling it.” 

When participants viewed the website homepage they read a description 

of the study and the confidentiality and consent text. Below this text they elected 

to participate with ‘I Agree’ or opt out with ‘I Decline’. Participants were then 

directed to a page requesting demographic information, and after entering their 

information they could choose to continue or quit. If continuing, participants were 

sent to the next page of data collection to view one of four video clips. They were 

instructed on how to tag and were given the option to write what they thought 

would happen next in the clip. After participants finished tagging and responding 

they could elect to submit their response (Finished) or to quit and discard their 

response (‘I have decided not to complete this study’). After that, participants 

were directed to the final page where they could elect to enter their email 

address to be notified about the study results. 
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Data Analysis

Tags and written responses were coded and analyzed quantitatively 

against gender and clip type. Open ended responses were categorized 

thematically for quantitative analysis. Respondent quotes are presented to

illustrate quantitative findings.  All quantitative analysis utilized descriptive and 

inferential statistics between gender and tag codes as well as clips and tag 

codes. The tag responses were coded two ways: (1) an objective-subjective code

and (2) a descriptive code. The purpose of coding tags into objective and 

subjective categories was to identify any differences in objectivity or subjectivity 

between genders. The purpose of coding the descriptive tags into a limited 

number of categories was to cluster the data into more manageable groups for 

analysis and allow for more meaningful comparisons. The first round of tag 

coding identified each individual tag as an objective (e.g., table) or subjective 

(e.g., douchebag) term to describe the video clip. Respondents differed in the 

amount of words they used to describe the clips, so objective and subjective 

codes were grouped into the following categories: 

1. All Subjective (all subjective words)
2. Majority Subjective (more subjective than objective words)
3. All Objective (all objective words)
4. Majority Objective (more objective than subjective words)
5. Even Mix of Objective and Subjective (equal subjective and objective 

words)
6. Miscellaneous
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The second coding involved coding the responses into the following 

descriptive categories:

1. Coercion: Words that describe coercive behavior (e.g., manipulation, date 
rape)

2. Communication: Words that describe forms of communication (e.g.,
discussion, euphemism)

3. Emotion: Words that describe assumed emotions of the people in clips 
(e.g. disgust, uncertainty)

4. Environment: Words that describe the physical environment or situation 
(e.g. chandelier, party)

5. Fake: Words that describe insincerity on the part of the characters (e.g.,
sarcasm, phony)

6. Judgment: Words that describe the clip or characters unfavorably (e.g.,
douchebag, gross)

7. Identity/Characteristic: Words that describe the persons in the clip (e.g.,
woman, cowboy)

8. Miscellaneous: Words that were unclear or did not fit into the other ten 
categories (e.g., prelude, crunk)

9. Positive Emotion: Words that describe the clip or persons in a favorable 
way (e.g., fun, good-to-go)

10.Sex: Words that describe sexual aspects of the clip (e.g., threesome, 
lingerie)

11.Unreality: Words that describe the fabricated nature of the clip (e.g., MTV, 
realityTV)

Written responses to the question “What do you think will happen next?” were 

coded and analyzed quantitatively while the uncoded written responses were 

analyzed qualitatively as case studies. Quantitative analysis included coding 

written responses based on the respondents predicting normative gendered 

behaviors, non-normative gendered behaviors, both or not predicting any 

gendered behaviors. Written responses used for quantitative analysis were 

coded with the following codes:
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1. normative (such as a female having sex but regretting it afterwards), 
2. non-normative (partners talking about their feelings or boundaries and 

having a mutually fulfilling sexual encounter), 
3. both (an orgy occurring after negotiating boundaries but those 

boundaries being broken and a female feeling regret) and 
4. unreality (explicitly addressing the manufactured nature of the clip). 

A One-Way ANOVA was conducted to examine differences between clip type 

(i.e. normative male, normative female, non-normative male, non-normative 

female) and tag categories, tag objectivity/subjectivity as well as written response 

normativity. Then, a post-hoc analysis was conducted using the Bonferroni 

Correction to detect the direction of each significant difference between tag 

categories and video clips. Finally, an Independent sample T-Test was 

conducted to determine if there was a difference between males and females in 

regards the assigned tag categories for the clips.

Theory

Analysis of the data was guided by sexual scripting theory and cognitive 

sociology. Sexual scripting theory, first outlined by social theorists John Gagnon 

and William Simon (1974), posits that cultural understanding of sexuality 

functions like a script. Norms learned through social interaction, public 

discussions and media are the basic scripts that precede and inform sexual 

encounters. In this research, respondents rely on internalized scripts to evaluate 

and describe the behaviors shown in the video clips. When respondents 
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answered the question “What do you think will happen next?” they were filling in 

the blank using socially-learned scripts.   

Cognitive sociology is a sociological approach focusing on the intersection 

between our normative cultural rules and deeper cognitive structures, such as 

linguistics, that support and reinforce these rules (Zerubavel, 1997). Cognitive 

sociology asserts that our understanding is informed by identities and group 

membership such as being Catholic, identifying as female or growing up in 

California. The language and organization we internalize informs how we view 

the world and what we focus on or are able to see. In regards to this study, the 

ideas we attach to gender and the ways we are able to describe gendered sexual 

behavior is a product of our cultural consciousness.  

Script theory and cognitive sociology both suggest that notions of gender 

are socially constructed and maintained through the use of language. When we 

describe ourselves or others we unconsciously engage in a social process to 

elevate norms and marginalize or police gendered and sexual behaviors that 

violate these norms. Language serves as a tool to express and reify our 

internalized sexual scripts as well as our social reality of gender and sexuality.

Results
Demographics

A total of 223 individuals submitted responses. Gender queer identified 

respondents were removed from analyses because only 4 out of 223
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respondents identified in this category. Because of the small amount of 

participants, statistical analyses would not have had substantial power to indicate 

if differences between these groups were due to error or other possible 

confounds. Therefore N = 219 were included in the analysis.  

Participants were primarily young (34.7%: 18-28 years of age, 56.16%: 

29-46 years of age), White (87.21%), more from California (31.8%) than any 

other state, educated (42.47% held a Bachelor’s degree while 30.14% held a 

Master’s degree or higher), mostly straight-identified (64.1%), and included more 

males (55.71%) than females (44.49%). For quantitative analysis purposes, the 

transman identified respondent was categorized with males and the transwoman 

categorized with females.

Findings

Tag Category Frequencies for all Video Clips

The tags used to describe clips varied greatly and did not demonstrate 

any unifying themes. Once tags were coded into manageable categories or 

coded for objectivity/subjectivity, meaningful patterns surfaced. Overall, the tag 

category “sex” was the most common category used to describe each of the four 

video clips (22.8%) (see Table 1). The second most frequently used tag overall 

was environment (20.5%).  Finally, the third most commonly used tag line to 

describe all four video clips was judgment (16.1%).  
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Table 1.  Tag Category Frequencies for all Video Clips
Tag Category Number of times used by 

respondents to describe 
a clip (n=492)

Percent

Sex 112 22.8%

Environment 101 20.5%

Judgment 79 16.1%

Characteristic 60 12.2%

Communication

Unreality

Fake

Coercion

Emotion

Positive Emotion

Miscellaneous 

42

29

24

20

10

8

7

8.5%

5.9%

4.9%

4.1%

2.0%

1.6%

1.4%

Frequency of Objective and Subjective Tag Categories for all Clips

When the tags were coded as objective or subjective I found that the 

majority of respondents used both objective and subjective tags, but overall 

tended toward objective terms. Specifically, a combination of objective and 

subjective tags, with the majority objective, was reported by 26.9% of all of the 

respondents (see Table 2).   
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Table 2.  Objectivity versus Subjectivity of Tags
Objectivity/Subjectivity of Tags Individual Participant Responses (n=219) Percent

Majority Objective 59 26.9%

All Objective 56 25.6%

All Subjective 45 20.5%

Majority Subjective

Even Mix of Objective and Subjective

34

24

15.5%

11.0%

Miscellaneous 1 .5%

Categories of responses to “What do you think will happen next?”

In addition to providing tags, respondents had the option to answer the 

question “What do you think will happen next?” and I coded these responses for 

normativity of predictions. Nearly half of the written responses predicted a 

normative outcome (46.1%) regardless of behavior shown in the clip (see Table 

3).

Table 3.  Categories of responses to “What do you think will happen next?”  
Response Category Individual Participant 

Responses (n=219)
Percent

Normative 101 46.1%

Null 62 28.3%

Unreality 25 11.4%

Non-Normative 20 9.1%

Both 11 5.0%
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Gender Effect on Tag Code Objectivity/Subjectivity and Written Responses

After calculating tag category and tag objectivity/subjectivity frequencies, I 

analyzed the effect of gender on tag categories, tag objectivity versus subjectivity 

and written response normativity. Independent sample T-Tests comparing 

gender with objective versus subjective response categories, indicated no 

significant difference in subjective versus objective responses or written 

responses between male and female respondents (p>.05) . Further, there were 

no significant differences between male and female respondents for any of the 

tag categories (p>.05). 

Video Clips and Tag Categories

Respondents’ tag choices differed greatly for each clip. For the non-

normative male clip, 20.1% of total responses used a judgment term and 15.6% 

used a fake term (see Table 4). For the normative male clip, 31.1% of total 

responses used a sex term, and 17.8% used an unreality term (see Table 7). For 

the non-normative female clip, 31.9% of total responses used an environment 

term and 16% of respondents used a coercion term (see Table 10). For the 

normative female clip, 34.5% of total responses used a communication term (see 

Table 12). As no significant effect was found for gender, I analyzed for the effect 

of clip type on tag categories. A One-Way ANOVA comparing clip type (ie. 

normative male, normative female, non-normative male, non-normative female ) 
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and the 11 tag categories found that there were significant differences between 

tag categories used to describe each clip category, (p<.05).

Non-Normative Male Clip

Participants described the non-normative male clip with more judgment 

terms than anything else (20.1% of total responses). In addition to describing the 

clip with judgmental terms, participants frequently used fake (words that 

described personal insincerity) terms, making up 15.6% of total responses for 

that clip (see Table 4). A Bonferroni Correction was conducted between clip and 

tag category indicating that the non-normative male clip was more likely to be 

tagged with judgment terms (see Table 5) than the non-normative female clip

(F(3,215) = 2.990, p=.032) and more fake terms (see Table 6) than the normative 

male clip, (F(3.215) = 28.661, p=.000).
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Table 4. Tag Category Frequencies in Response to Non-Normative Male Clip 
Category Occurrence in Tags

(n=154)
Percent

Environment 40 26.0%

Judgment 31 20.1%

Sex 29 18.8%

Fake 24 15.6%

Characteristic

Communication

Miscellaneous

Coercion

Emotion

Positive Emotion

Unreality

14

13

3

0

0

0

0

9.1%

8.4%

1.9%

0%

0%

0%

0%

Table 5. Use of Judgment Term to Describe Clips 
Clip Total Tags Used to Describe 

Clip (n=492)
Times Used to 
Describe

Percentage Total 
Tags

Non-Normative Male 154 31 20.1%

Normative Male 135 23 17.0%

Normative Female 84 14 16.7%

Non-Normative Female 119 11 9.2%
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Table 6. Use of Fake Term to Describe Clips 
Clip Total Tags Used to Describe 

Clip (n=492)
Times Used to 
Describe

Percentage Total 
Tags

Normative Male 135 24 15.6%

Non-Normative Male 154 0 0%

Normative Female 84 0 0%

Non-Normative Female 119 0 0%

Participants were more likely to distrust the non-normative male’s 

motivation than any other clip. Written responses illustrated this trend.

An example of distrusting a male stating emotional sexual motivation is illustrated 

in the following statement:

“A man trying to impress a woman on a first date with the words 
he think she wants to hear. She's not that impressed although 
he hasn't realized, so he's probably not going to get lucky - or if 
he does, it will be down to the fact she feels obligated.” (Female, 
40)

This respondent felt similarly:

“I think that the man will continue to talk about how sensitive his 
fucking is, trying to manipulate the stereotype of women in order 
to get laid. The women, conforming to society's pressures to 
please men, will go along with it. They will go back to his place 
and have unsatisfying sex. The woman will fake an orgasm.” 
(Female, 21)

Another respondent had similar views:
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“He will try to get her into bed, she won't go, because he's full of 
crap” (Male, 42)

A different respondent felt these norms are universal, though not 
truthful: 

“Personally, I have a distrust of anyone who uses the phrase 
"making love" with a straight face.  I can't help but think he is 
feeding her a line, being untruthful, and that she is buying it.  I 
think the conversation will continue, and he will say what he 
thinks are the "right" things, the things men are supposed to say 
to women, and she will respond with the "right" responses.  
They will, in fact, be manipulating each other to get what they 
want instead of having an honest conversation.” (Female, 25)

Normative Male Clip

The most used tag category for the normative male clip was sex (31.1%), 

followed by unreality (tags that described the manufactured nature of the clip) 

(17.8%) (see Table 7). A Bonferroni Correction was conducted between clip type

(i.e. normative male, normative female, non-normative male, non-normative 

female) and tag category indicating that the normative male clip was more likely 

to be tagged with sex terms (see Table 8) than both the non-normative male clip

and the normative female clip(F(3,215) = 7.149, p=.000). The Bonferroni 

Correction also indicated that the normative male clip was more likely to be 

tagged with unreality terms (see Table 9) than any other clip (F(3,215) = 24.466, 

p=.000)
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Table 7. Tag Category Frequencies in Response to Normative Male Clip 

Category Occurrence in Tags
(n=135)

Percent

Sex 42 31.1%

Unreality 24 17.8%

Judgment 23 17.0%

Characteristic 22 16.3%

Environment

Positive Emotion

Miscellaneous

Coercion

Communication

Emotion

Fake

17

6

1

0

0

0

0

12.6%

4.4%

.7%

0%

0%

0%

0%

Table 8. Use of Sex Term to Describe Clips
Clip Total Tags Used to Describe 

Clip (n=492)
Times Used to 
Describe

Percentage Total 
Tags

Normative Male 135 42 31.1%

Non-Normative Female 119 29 24.4%

Non-Normative Male 154 29 18.8%

Normative Female 84 12 14.3%
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Table 9. Use of Unreality Term to Describe Clips 
Clip Total Tags Used to Describe 

Clip (n=492)
Times Used to 
Describe

Percentage Total 
Tags

Normative Male 135 24 17.8%

Non-Normative Female 119 5 4.2%

Normative Female 84 0 0%

Non-Normative Male 154 0 0%

The predictive responses reveal some hints as to whose behavior in the 

clip is described as existing in unreality.

One participant stated that the females were interested in an orgy for reasons 

other than personal pleasure:

“It felt like at some point at least one of the girls would get 
grossed out and try to leave the situation, the others will stay to 
get what they want (presumably some kind of monetary or 
social advantage).” (Female, 45)

One respondent asserted a similar view, echoing the sentiment that 
the women were the ones faking for personal gain: 

“Probably nothing. There probably all playing for the camera, 
and knowing the camera can't present what happens next, why 
carry on with the performance? Maybe these women hope to 
extract something from this guy, but he seems pretty washed 
up.”  (Male, 36)

Another respondent held a similar view about female motivation:

“My guess is that not much will happen after the camera cuts 
away from the room, aside from everyone straightening himself 
or herself up. The women didn't seem to be especially aroused 
by the situation; they seemed to be just acting out a male 
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fantasy in a way that they thought men would like/expect the 
fantasy to play itself out.” (Male, 45)

Another respondent that did not mention the females asserted that 
nothing sexual would really happen:

“The protagonist is going to have a sexual encounter with a 
number of girls.  It will be titillating to a mass-market 
demographic.  They won't show intercourse, and the encounter 
may not have actually involved intercourse when it actually 
happened.” (Male, 44)

Finally, another respondent asserted it was only for the cameras:

“Presumably tame clothes-on messing around. Just a show for 
the cameras.” (Female, 25)

Non-Normative Female Clip

In the non-normative female clip, a woman was looking to take advantage 

of a man by serving him liquor until he was sufficiently inebriated. The woman in 

the clip planned to date rape the man, yet the majority of tags were about the 

physical environment (31.9%), sex (24.4%) and coercion (16%) or judgment 

(9.2%) (see Table 10). A Bonferroni Correction was conducted between clip and 

tag category indicating that the non-normative female clip was more likely to be 

tagged with environment terms (see Table 11) than the normative male clip and 

the normative female clip (F(3,215) = 18.545, p=.000).
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Table 10. Tag Category Frequencies in Response to Non-Normative Female Clip 
Category Occurrence in Tags

(n=119)
Percent

Environment 38 31.9%

Sex 29 24.4%

Coercion 19 16.0%

Characteristic 13 10.9%

Judgment

Unreality

Miscellaneous

Positive Emotion

Communication

Emotion

Fake

11

5

2

2

0

0

0

9.2%

4.2%

1.7%

1.7%

0%

0%

0%

Total 119 100%

Table 11. Use of Environment Term to Describe Clips
Clip Total Tags Used to Describe 

Clip (n=492)
Times Used to 
Describe

Percentage Total 
Tags

Non-Normative Female 119 38 31.9%

Non-Normative Male 154 40 26.0%

Normative Male 135 17 12.6%

Normative Female 84 6 7.1%
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Out of 53 responses only 3 used the term rape. Compare this with 12 

responses mentioning flirt/flirting or 22 responses mentioning drunk/drinking.  

Something about a female date raping a male did not resonate with the majority 

of respondents. 

One commenter mentioned the possibility, but felt this was impossible 

because a woman cannot rape a man and men always want sex:

“she's saying she'll date-rape him but as it's physically 
impossible and anyway if he was drunk he'd have brewer's 
droop, she means she'll seduce him. Men usually have sex if 
asked, so he'll say yes.” (Female, 38)

Another respondent asserted that men are driven by sex

“He is happy to go with the flow and they end up spending the 
night together.” (Male, 59)

One respondent indicated alcohol as a factor, but that the male would 
want sex regardless:

“They both will drink more, and if there is any sexual tension, 
since she seems to be on the prowl and want him, being a male, 
he will most likely have no problem giving into sex with her.” 
(Female, 25)

Another respondent held a similar view: 

“The both probably got tipsy TOGETHER, had a fun time, she 
seduced him, they hooked up, it was consentual.” (Female, 37)

Normative Female Clip

The most used tag category for the normative female clip was 

communication (34.5%) (see Table 12). A Bonferroni Correction was conducted 
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between clip and tag category indicating that the normative female clip was more 

likely to be tagged with communication terms (see Table 13) than all other clips

(F(3,215) = 53.632, p=.000).

Table 12. Tag Category Frequencies in Response to Normative Female Clip 
Category Occurrence in Tags

(n=84)
Percent

Communication 29 34.5%

Judgment 14 16.7%

Sex 12 14.3%

Characteristic 11 13.1%

Emotion

Environment

Coercion

Miscellaneous

Fake

Positive Emotion

Unreality

10

6

1

1

0

0

0

11.9%

7.1%

1.2%

1.2%

0%

0%

0%
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Table 13. Use of Communication Category to Describe Clips 
Clip Total Tags Used to Describe 

Clip (n=492)
Times Used to 
Describe

Percentage Total 
Tags

Normative Female 84 29 34.5%

Non-Normative Male 154 13 8.4%

Normative Male 135 0 0%

Non-Normative Female 119 0 0%

Discussion
When I began this project I sought to identify common gender and sexual 

lexicons as well as differences between gender groups with regards to how 

respondents tagged clips. Instead, I found no unifying lexicon to describe 

gendered sexual behaviors and that gender differences in the way males and 

females described normative and non-normative sexual situations were not 

present. What I did find were significant differences in how respondents viewed 

and assessed video clips of normative and non-normative dating situations. This 

suggests that participants in the study shared a common social reality that 

reflects conventional gender norms.

Respondents tended to describe the non-normative male clip with 

judgment terms and fake terms. Using more judgment terms to describe non-

normative male behavior demonstrates a strong anti-femininity social proscription 

for males as well as a devaluing of feminine behaviors. The man did not want to 
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have sex; he wanted to make love, a term that describes emotional, bonding sex. 

This is possibly because the sex-driven male is such a deeply embedded norm 

that respondents had a hard time imagining a male who wants sex for emotional

reasons. A male stating a motivation other than physical gratification is viewed as 

insincere or merely attempting to persuade his potential (female) sexual partner, 

a gender norm in line with existing research on gender norms of the male as 

hypersexual and sexually motivated solely by physical pleasure (Beatty et al, 

2006; Blazina, Settle and Eddins, 1997; Parrott, 2009; O’Neil, 1981; Thompson 

and Pleck, 1986)

For the normative male clip, the most used tag categories were sex and 

unreality. The scene took place on a bed with three females in their underwear 

and the male discussing how a foursome with these females would be “hot 

loving” (far more explicitly sexual aspects than any other clip). Respondents 

demonstrated a difference between conceptualizing the “hot loving” mentioned in 

the normative male clip and “making love” as mentioned in the non-normative 

male clip: 31.1% of respondents used a sex term to describe the normative male 

clip while only 18.8% of respondents used a sex term to describe the non-

normative male clip.

Instead of identifying the normative male clip as fake, respondents used 

unreality terms to describe the clip and assert the actions did not reflect any form 

of reality. Respondents felt the scene itself was unreal and respondents tended 
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to direct their comments of unreality towards females, which is consistent with 

previous research that women do not have sex for the sake of pleasure (Alksins, 

Desmaris and Wood, 1996; Firth and Kitzinger, 2001; Tolman, 2002 and 

Williams, 2002). The gender norm of females motivated by emotion is so 

embedded in social constructions that something as supposedly non-relational 

and hedonistic as an orgy can only come about when women seek fame or 

riches from the encounter.

Responses to the non-normative female clip are the most troubling. In the 

clip, a woman explicitly states her intentions to use alcohol to “take advantage” of 

her male date, yet respondents were far more likely to describe the clip with 

environment terms than any other clip. Would a clip of a man discussing his 

plans to feed his female date alcohol and take advantage of her have been rated 

similarly? The results for this clip do not fit in with previous research as 

participants did not judge her negatively for wanting to have sex for reasons 

other than emotion. In fact, her “evil plan” did not elicit many negative responses. 

Participants were far more likely to comment on the kitchen, dress or champagne 

than describing the behavior in a negative light. A female as sexual predator did 

not fit into the normative sexual schema. So, rather than comment on a confusing 

situation, participants simply ignored the contradictory ideas and commented on 

the sink or the champagne.  
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Respondents tended to tag the normative female clip with communication 

terms. One possible reason is that participants saw more communication 

happening because the protagonist in the clip was female and verbal 

communication is a stereotypically feminine-typed behavior. The other reason 

could be this is the only clip featuring someone explicitly declaring sexual 

relationship boundaries directly to a potential sexual partner instead of discussing 

their plans for obtaining sex or describing sexual preferences. The act of 

discussion about sexual boundaries between two people could be seen more as 

an act of communication than a declaration. Few participants commented on the 

female refusing sex which might suggest the gender norm of a female as sexual 

gatekeeper is deeply internalized. It seems that the supposed ordinary does not 

elicit much response and commentary in these data. 

Study Limitations
As this was a master’s thesis, time and money were the biggest limitations

because, with more of both, I could have hired data coding assistants and 

gathered more responses. Another issue was interrater reliability. Though I 

submitted my final codes and category assignation to my advisor for approval, I 

was the only person assigning codes to the data. There was no interrater 

reliability for these codes so there is the possibility of personal bias in code 

assignation that could affect results. 
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Conclusion
When, in all my toddler wisdom, I corrected the groom’s father on his 

misuse of “pretty” the adults around me laughed and nodded to tacitly approve 

my gender knowledge. Subsequent experiences reinforced my internalized 

notions, day in and day out. This shared cultural reality often functions at a 

subconscious level due to repeated reinforcement through observation and 

everyday human interaction. At the same time, we are all capable of critical 

thought and everyone has the ability to question and challenge these norms 

through reflection and discourse.

Internalized gendered sexual norms run very deep and are also flexible, 

dynamic and not differentiated between genders. The slut stigma and sexual 

restraint norm for females mentioned in previous research did not surface in this 

study while the anti-femininity norm for males remained strong. One reason for 

this uneven gender norm permutation could be a disparate amount of critical 

public discourse over female gender norms. Male gender norms have received 

significantly less public attention. Even in academia, critical studies on 

masculinities have not been particularly visible. The first journal devoted to 

studying masculinity, The Journal of Men’s Studies, began on 1992, decades 

after university scholars began establishing Women’s Studies departments.

What is heartening about these results is the possibility that gender norms 

are malleable through public social discourse. Females in the study were not 
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judged harshly for their actions and this could be the result of years of public 

discourse over female gender norms and female sexual freedoms. One way to 

restructure gender norms can be through what I term “public concept campaigns” 

that present alternative ways of understanding sexuality in media-friendly sound-

bites and images. Social media, the growing communications technology in this 

study that garnered such high response rates, can be a tool for these public 

concept campaigns in addition to a welcome addition to the social science 

research toolbox. Ideas developed in academia can ultimately change gender 

and sexuality norms for the better as long as we strive to make this discourse 

available and accessible to humanity outside these halls.
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