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Abstract

The gendered disparity in orgasm frequency and sexual satisfaction during partnered sexual activity has implications for
wellbeing, mental health, and relationship satisfaction. As such the current study investigated the role of sexual assertiveness
and self-esteem as predictors of women’s sexual satisfaction, with sexual script theory offering a theoretical framework which
may illuminate the problematic female sexual role. It was hypothesised that sexual assertiveness would mediate the positive
relationship between self-esteem and both ego-centred and partner/activity-focused sexual satisfaction. Cross-sectional self-
report data were collected online from 304 participants aged between 18—68 years who identified as heterosexual women.
Results demonstrated that higher sexual assertiveness predicted higher sexual satisfaction, with sexual assertiveness found to
mediate the relationship between women’s self-esteem and ego-centred sexual satisfaction (R*=.46, p <.001; B, 4 ece=-29,
95% BCI=.267, .523). Sexual assertiveness was also found to mediate the relationship between self-esteem and partner- and
activity-focused sexual satisfaction (R*=.26, p <.001; B, girece= 29, 95% BCI — .191, .400). Findings offer a foundation for
future research and practical applications for practice professionals, mental health practitioners, and sex education programmes.
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theory

Sexual satisfaction has been found to be critical for health,
wellbeing, happiness, and relationship satisfaction (Fallis
et al., 2016; Flynn et al., 2016; Ménard, 2014). However,
within partnered sexual activity, heterosexual women
consistently report reduced sexual satisfaction in com-
parison to men (Holland et al., 2021; Mahar et al., 2020).
As reduced sexual satisfaction has been identified as a
predictor of depression in women (Carcedo et al., 2020),
and women are twice as likely to develop depression than
men (Kendler & Gardner, 2014), determining why women
experience diminished pleasure is critical for improving
mental health and wellbeing.

As one indicator of sexual satisfaction in women (Althof
& Needle, 2013), research on achieving orgasm has shown
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that approximately 90% of heterosexual men orgasm dur-
ing partnered sexual activity compared to just 50% of het-
erosexual women (Galinsky & Sonenstein, 2011; Vannier &
O’Sullivan, 2012). Reduced sexual satisfaction is primarily
experienced by women within heterosexual sexual interac-
tions, with research indicating that 89% of homosexual men,
88% of bisexual men, 86% of lesbian women and 66% of
bisexual women regularly orgasm during partnered sexual
activity (Frederick et al., 2018). Therefore, lesbian women
orgasm in comparable frequency to men within any man-
ner of sexual context, yet bisexual and heterosexual women
experience reduced frequency of orgasms. Considering the
normative rates of orgasm experienced by lesbian women
during partnered sexual activity, and that 95% of women are
physiologically capable of orgasm during masturbation (Puts
et al., 2012), reduced sexual satisfaction cannot be attributed
to female anatomical justifications.

Sexual satisfaction is a multifaceted experience com-
prising physiological reactions, attitudes, interpersonal
dynamics, and gender-specific socialisation (Carpenter
et al., 2009). Two key interrelated dimensions have been
identified in describing the conceptualisation of sexual
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satisfaction; ego-centred and partner/activity-focused
(Stulhofer et al., 2010). Ego-centred sexual satisfaction
relates to personal erotic experience and sensations. Part-
ner- and sexual activity focused describes sexual satisfac-
tion derived from a partner’s sexual behaviour, inclusive
of range and frequency of sexual activity (Stulhofer et al.,
2010).

Although there is ambiguity surrounding reasons for reduced
sexual satisfaction (Blair et al., 2017), gendered disparities
between cognitive construal and the prioritisation of sexual
pleasure could provide clarification (McNulty & Fisher, 2008).
Research indicates that behaviours favouring male pleasure
such as penile-vaginal intercourse and fellatio are given prefer-
ence during heterosexual sexual encounters (Blair et al., 2017).
Conversely, activities conducive to female orgasm typically
involving manual or oral clitoral genital stimulation are less
frequently provided by male sexual partners (Bay-Cheng et al.,
2009; Blair et al., 2017; Jozkowski & Satinsky, 2013; Wood
et al., 2016). Sexual script theory (Simon & Gagnon, 1984)
provides an insight into the perceived inconsequence of female
pleasure, by describing differential sociocultural expectations
surrounding the pursuit of sexual satisfaction for heterosexual
men and women (Wiederman, 2005; Wood et al., 2016).

Sexual Script Theory

Analogous to a scripted role written for an actor, sexual scripts
for heterosexual gender roles are offered by social messages and
media representations of behavioural and appearance expecta-
tions (Brown, 2002; Sanchez et al., 2006; van Oosten, 2016).
These messages then consciously and subconsciously guide
attitudes about an individual’s gender role and subsequent sex-
ual behaviour (Dworkin et al., 2007; Emmers-Sommer, 2016;
Sanchez et al., 2006). According to sexual script theory (Simon
& Gagnon, 1984), heterosexual male scripts portray an expecta-
tion to proactively initiate sexual activity and play the dominant
masculine role of the receiver of pleasure by pursuing sexual
encounters for the sole purpose of self-satisfaction (Armstrong
et al., 2012; Vannier & O’Sullivan, 2012). Conversely, hetero-
sexual female scripts depict sexual submissiveness and respon-
siveness to male desire through acting in the role of the provider
of pleasure (Armstrong et al., 2012; Vannier & O’Sullivan,
2012). Sexual objectification is seen to play a central role in
the reinforcement of the female sexual script (Simon & Gag-
non, 1984), as women are indoctrinated from early childhood
to view their bodies as a sexual commodity (Grower & Ward,
2018; Holland et al., 2016; Wiederman, 2005) and associate
self-worth on appeasing a mate (Impett et al., 2006; Koval et al.,
2019; Sanchez et al., 2005).
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Self-Esteem

Experiences of sexual objectification can lead to poor self-
esteem as internal states are subjugated by external states,
reduced psychological wellbeing (Sanchez et al., 2005),
and perceived failure to meet societal standards which can
lead to shame (Holland et al., 2016). Poor self-esteem in
women has also been associated with reduced awareness
of physiological sexual arousal (Moradi & Huang, 2008),
reduced sexual wellbeing (Woertman & van den Brink,
2012), and inability to orgasm (Erbil, 2013; Frederick
et al., 2018). These findings are supported by research
demonstrating that women with high self-esteem are more
likely to report higher psychological sexual satisfaction
than women with moderate or low levels of self-esteem
(e.g., Higgins et al., 2011). Research has additionally
demonstrated that women have lower self-esteem than
men, and lower self-esteem has been associated with less
orgasms and less enjoyment from receiving cunnilingus
(Galinsky & Sonenstein, 2011).

Acknowledging the association between sexual behav-
iour and self-esteem, sexual self-esteem has been identified
as a pertinent aspect of sexual health and wellbeing (Maas
& Lefkowitz, 2015; Ménard & Oftman, 2009; Peixoto et al.,
2018). Developed from models of global self-esteem, sexual
self-esteem encompasses self-perceived sexual competence
and sexual self-acceptance (Calogero & Thompson, 2009;
Peixoto et al., 2018), and is limited to self-evaluation within
sexual contexts (Calogero & Thompson, 2009; Peixoto
et al., 2018). As the pervasive sexual objectification of
women encapsulates messages pertaining to overall self-
worth and gender expectations, investigation of the role of
global self-esteem warrants further investigation.

Sexual Assertiveness

With increased societal acceptance of gender equality
(Petersen & Hyde, 2011), increased recognition of gender
fluidity (Frederick et al., 2018), synthesis of traditional
occupation and familial gender roles (Kowalski & Scheitle,
2020), and exposure to public feminist spokeswomen (van
Oosten, 2016), some women are challenging the female
sexual script (Emmers-Sommer, 2016; Petersen & Hyde,
2011; van Oosten, 2016). Research indicates that women
unconstrained by the female sexual script may achieve
sexual satisfaction via more open and assertive commu-
nication (Frederick et al., 2018; MacNeil & Byers, 2005;
Ménard, 2014). Women with higher levels of autonomy
report more partnered orgasms (Galinsky & Sonenstein,
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2011), and research indicates that sexual assertiveness is
associated with increased sexual satisfaction in women
(Anders & Olmstead, 2019; Bridges et al., 2004; Ferroni
& Taffe, 1997; Ménard, 2014; Sayyadi et al., 2019).
Sexual assertiveness requires further consideration as a
potential mechanism of change that can be utilised to improve
sexual satisfaction and overall wellbeing for women. Developed
from global measures of assertiveness, sexual assertiveness is
defined as actively communicating requests with a partner to
evoke specific sexual behaviours (Ménard, 2014). Sexual sat-
isfaction has been described as encompassing the two interre-
lated dimensions; personal sensations in addition to partner’s
reactions and sexual activity (Stulhofer et al., 2010). Studies
indicate individuals with higher self-esteem report higher levels
of sexual assertiveness, which is related to greater sexual satis-
faction (e.g., Attaky et al., 2020; Ménard & Offman, 2009). Due
to the inherent gender differences in the variables of interest
(Frederick et al., 2018; Galinsky & Sonenstein, 2011; Garcia
et al., 2014; Maas & Lefkowitz, 2015), understanding these
relationships as they relate to heterosexual women could more
precisely inform correlates of reduced sexual satisfaction.

Aim and Hypotheses

The current study seeks to investigate why sexual satisfac-
tion may be reduced for heterosexual women during part-
nered sexual activity. Previous research has highlighted that
self-esteem can play an integral role; however, it is possi-
ble that one’s adherence to sexual scripts and resultant low
sexual assertiveness may be the medium through which
self-esteem impacts sexual satisfaction. It is hypothesised
that, for heterosexual adult women, there will be a positive
relationship between their self-esteem and sexual satisfac-
tion such that higher self-esteem will predict higher sexual
satisfaction, and further, that this relationship will be medi-
ated by their sexual assertiveness.

Method
Participants and Procedure

A convenience sample of 304 participants were recruited
from the general Australian population via posts and paid
advertising on social media. To be eligible to take part in
the study, participants were required to identify as a cis-
gender adult woman of heterosexual sexual orientation. No
inducements were offered; however, participants could enter
an optional prize draw to win one of two $50.00 gift cards
for their time. An a priori power analysis was conducted
using G*Power which indicated that the minimum required
total sample size was 77, assuming a medium effect size

(f?=.15) with an alpha level of .05, power at .80 and three
predictors. Participants were aged between 18 and 68 years
(M =35.4 years, SD=11.2). Representative of Australian
women in the general population, the predominant ethnic-
ity of participants was White (69%), and the average highest
level of education was a bachelor’s degree (20%). The sam-
ple predominantly self-identified as being in a ‘long-term
relationship’ (n=266; 87.5%) which varied in duration from
1 to 44 years. The remainder of the sample (n=38; 12.5%)
self-identified as being in a casual relationship.

Ethical approval was obtained by the Monash Univer-
sity Human Research Ethics Committee. Participants were
informed that the study entailed an examination of the
role of assertiveness in predicting cisgender heterosexual
female sexual satisfaction, then followed a link provided in
a Facebook recruitment message to access the survey. Upon
obtainment of consent, verification of eligibility was con-
firmed with a series of questions including: “I am 18 years
of age or older” and “What is your current gender iden-
tity?”. Participants were excluded from the study if they a)
identified as a cisgender male, b) had a non-binary gender
identity, c) preferred not to state their gender identity, and
d) identified with an alternative sexual orientation includ-
ing being homosexual or bisexual. The survey was located
on a secure online platform (Qualtrics) and presented in a
standardised survey format, commencing with a measure
of sexual satisfaction, followed by sexual assertiveness and
finally, self-esteem. Due to the sensitive nature of the survey
items, contact details of relevant counselling services and a
web address outlining mindfulness activities were provided
upon completion in case of distress.

Measures
New Sexual Satisfaction Scale

Sexual satisfaction was measured with the 20-item New
Sexual Satisfaction Scale (NSSS; Stulhofer et al., 2010), an
instrument designed to measure the idiosyncratic and inter-
personal components of sexual satisfaction. To be inclusive
of different sexual relationship lengths, participants were
instructed to consider their most recent relationship when
answering the questions, rather than the original wording of
the measure which requires respondents to rate their satisfac-
tion with their sex life in the preceding six months.

The development of the scale was based on a five-dimension,
conceptual model. However, exploratory factor analyses did
not confirm the proposed conceptual framework but sug-
gested a two-dimensional structure focusing on self (‘ego-
centred’) and other (‘partner- and sexual activity-centred’)
domains, each containing items representing all five con-
ceptual dimensions. Ten items assess ego-centred dimen-
sions of sexual satisfaction (e.g., “The intensity of my sexual
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arousal”) and ten items assess partner- and activity-centred
dimensions of sexual satisfaction (e.g., “The way my partner
takes care of my sexual needs”) using a five-point Likert
scale from 1 (Not at all satisfied) to 5 (Extremely satisfied).
Total scores were obtained by summing scores for the two
subscales, with higher scores indicating higher ego-centred
or partner/ activity-focused sexual satisfaction.

The measure demonstrated excellent internally reliability
in the current study, a=.95, which was consistent with high
internal reliability derived from previous research using a
community sample of heterosexual women (a=.94 — .96)
(Stulhofer et al., 2010). The NSSS was selected to measure
the construct of sexual satisfaction due to the scale psycho-
metric properties and suitability for online administration,
as moderate convergent validity between a global measure of
sexual satisfaction was demonstrated by women completing
the survey on an online platform, (r=.44 — .67) (Stulhofer
et al., 2010).

Hurlbert Index of Sexual Assertiveness

Sexual assertiveness was measured with the 25-item
Hurlbert Index of Sexual Assertiveness (HISA; Hurlbert,
1991), an instrument designed to measure the behaviours
and cognitions associated with communicating sexual
preferences to a partner. Items are completed using
a five-point Likert scale from 1 (All of the time) to 5
(Never). Sample items include “I communicate my sexual
desires to my partner” and “I am reluctant to insist that
my partner satisfy me (reverse-scored).” A total score was
obtained by reversing the scores of 12 items and sum-
ming these with the remaining 13 items. Higher scores
indicated higher sexual assertiveness. The measure dem-
onstrated excellent internal reliability in the current study,
a=.93, which was consistent with high internal reliability
in a nonclinical sample of heterosexual women (o =.92;
Hurlbert, 1991). The scale was selected over alternative
scales to measure the construct as the HISA quantifies
communication within sexual contexts, and sexual asser-
tiveness involves communicating requests for specific
sexual acts and desires (Ménard & Offman, 2009).

Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale

Self-esteem was measured by the Rosenberg Self-Esteem
Scale (RSES; Rosenberg, 1965), an instrument designed to
measure global perception of self-worth. Ten items (e.g.,
“On the whole, I am satisfied with myself” and “At times I
think I am no good at all”’) are completed using a five-point
response scale from O (Strongly disagree) to 4 (Strongly
agree). After reverse scoring five items, a total score was
obtained by summing the ten items, with higher scores indi-
cating higher self-esteem. The RSES (Rosenberg, 1965) has
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demonstrated internal reliability in a community sample of
sexually active women (a=.83; Hatcher & Hall, 2009), as
also reflected in the current study (a=.91). The scale was
selected as a measure of self-esteem as strong convergent
validity has been established with a broad range of empirical
measures of self-esteem (e.g., Robins et al., 2001).

Results

Data from 304 participants was analysed to explore whether
there is statistical support for a positive relationship between
women’s self-esteem and sexual satisfaction, and the medi-
ating role of sexual assertiveness. Missing Value Analysis
(MVA) was conducted, with Little’s Missing Completely
at Random (MCAR) test found to be borderline significant,
XZ: 928.584, df=859, p=.049. With Little’s MCAR test
supporting the rejection of the hypothesis that the data were
MCAR, investigation into the missing values via a post hoc
MVA t-test showed no systematic pattern of missingness.
As such, the minimal missing values (n =25, .15%) were
deemed to be missing at random. As no notable differences
were found and the scale reliability estimates were high,
the small amount of missing data was replaced using mean
substitution to preserve power and minimise bias.

Two mediation analyses were conducted using the Hayes
PROCESS Macro for the Statistical Packages for Social Sci-
ences, exploring ego-centred sexual satisfaction and part-
ner/activity-focused sexual satisfaction as the outcomes.
Prior to analysis, each model was checked to confirm that
the assumptions underlying multiple regression were met.
Consistent with the nature of the constructs, some skew-
ness and kurtosis were noted. However, examination of the
residual errors suggested reasonable uniformity, and given
that transformation of the raw data did not alter the results
of the analyses, it was decided to retain the original data and
apply bootstrapping and a HC3 adjustment as a caution. All
other assumptions were met.

Descriptive scores indicated moderate levels of self-
esteem, sexual satisfaction, and sexual assertion relative to
other studies. An initial examination of the bivariate rela-
tionships between variables revealed associations consist-
ent with expectations. There were medium strength positive
associations between self-esteem and sexual assertiveness,
ego-centred satisfaction, and partner/activity-focused satis-
faction. A positive large association was noted between sex-
ual assertiveness and ego-centred satisfaction and between
sexual assertiveness and partner/activity focused satisfac-
tion. Also anticipated, there was a large overlap between
ego-centred and partner/activity-focused sexual satisfaction
(Table 1).

To test the hypotheses that the relationship between self-
esteem and ego-centred sexual satisfaction and self-esteem
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Tabe-: 1, Means, Standarq Variable M SD Range SE SA SS-Ego SS-Partner
Deviations, and Correlations

Between Measures (N =304) Self-esteem (SE) 298 59  11-40

Sexual assertiveness (SA)
Sexual satisfaction (SS-Ego)
Sexual satisfaction (SS-Partner)

899 174 37-124 37
340 95 10 -50 3077 68"
331 9.6 10 - 50 24 51

a1

Correlation is significant at “*p <.001

and partner/ activity-focused sexual satisfaction would be
mediated by sexual assertiveness, two mediated regression
analyses were conducted using the Hayes’s PROCESS macro
approach of testing the bootstrapped indirect effects to deter-
mine mediation of the relationship.

The total model predicting ego-centred satisfac-
tion demonstrated a medium effect, with 46% of the

variance in ego-centred sexual satisfaction explained
by self-esteem and sexual assertiveness (R>=.46, F (2,
301)=130.53, p<.001). As noted in Fig. 1 there was
no significant direct effect between self-esteem and
ego-centred satisfaction (B=.11, 95% CI=-.041, .248,
p=.158). Mediation was present with the indirect effect
of self-esteem via assertiveness accounting for significant

Sexual

assertiveness

Path a: B=0.36*** CI=0.77, 1.39 e

Self-esteem

""""""""""""""""""" Ego focused sexual
Indirect path a*b: B= .24, BCI=0.17,0.32 satisfaction

Path b: B =0.66***, CI= .31, 41

Direct Path ¢’: B=10.10
Self-esteem  |occoooooo

, C1=-0.07, 0.28 ..
____________________________ Partner / activity

.18, BCI=0.12,0.24 focused sexual

satisfaction

Path a: B=0.36*** CI[=0.77,1.39

Sexual
assertiveness

Path b: B =0.48*** CI=0.21, 0.33

Fig. 1 Standardised regression coefficients for the relationship between self-esteem and sexual satisfaction as mediated by sexual assertiveness

(¥+%p <.001)
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unique variance in ego-centred satisfaction (B=.29, 95%
BCI=.267, .523).

Consistent findings were noted for the partner/activity-
focused satisfaction model. The total model showed that
26% of the variance in partner/activity-focused sexual sat-
isfaction was explained by self-esteem and sexual assertive-
ness (R>=.26, F(2, 301)=53.11, p<.001). There was no
significant direct effect between self-esteem and partner/
activity-focused satisfaction (B=1.05, 95% CI=-.066,
276, p=.229). Mediation was present with the indirect
effect of self-esteem via assertiveness accounting for sig-
nificant unique variance in partner/activity-focused satisfac-
tion (B=.29,95% BCI=.191, .400). These relationships are
illustrated in Fig. 1.

Although not as theoretically compelling, for com-
pleteness of model testing given the cross-sectional data
the mediator and predictor variables were also reversed
to explore an alternative model. The direct relationship
between sexual assertiveness and ego-centred satisfaction
was significant (B=.36, 95% Cl=.31, .41, p<.001) and
there was no significant mediation via self-esteem (B=.02,
BCI=-.009, .061). Similarly, the direct relationship between
sexual assertiveness and partner/activity-focused satisfac-
tion was significant (B=.27,95% CI=.21, .33, p<.001) and
there was no significant mediation via self-esteem (B=.02,
BCI=-.01, .06).

Discussion

Sexual satisfaction is critical for wellbeing, mental health,
and relationship satisfaction (Holt et al., 2020; Ménard &
Offman, 2009; Zheng et al., 2020); yet heterosexual women
experience considerably less partnered orgasms in compari-
son to heterosexual men, a fundamental aspect of intimate
partner gratification. Addressing this gender disparity in
sexual satisfaction, the current study endeavoured to investi-
gate correlates of sexual satisfaction in heterosexual women.
Advancing understanding of the gendered context of sexual
satisfaction, drawing from research on the female sexual
script (Simon & Gagnon, 1984), and the role of sexual asser-
tiveness in sexual satisfaction, the current study examined
how sexual assertiveness and self-esteem relate to sexual
satisfaction among cisgender heterosexual women.

As expected, a significant positive association was also
found between self-esteem and sexual assertion. Further, a
positive association between sexual assertiveness and sexual
satisfaction was found, such that higher sexual assertiveness
predicted higher ego- centred and partner/activity-focused
sexual satisfaction. Though a direct association between
self-esteem and both ego and partner/activity related sex-
ual satisfaction was not significant, statistical support was
found for sexual assertiveness as a potential mediator of this
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relationship, suggesting that the impact of self-esteem on
sexual satisfaction may occur through sexual assertiveness.
Of additional note, sexual assertiveness was more strongly
associated with ego-centred sexual satisfaction indicating
that women who are more sexually assertive are also more
inclined to valuing their sexual experience.

The positive relationship noted between self-esteem and
sexual assertiveness in the current study offers a prospec-
tive rationale for how the female sexual script (Simon &
Gagnon, 1984) may contribute to less sexual satisfaction
among women. Sexual script theory postulates that societal
norms promote the objectification of women by prioritis-
ing aesthetics and performance to please a romantic and/
or sexual partner (Holland et al., 2016; Simon & Gagnon,
1984). Communication of equitable partnered sexual out-
comes may be compromised in these contexts. The female
sexual role does not accommodate for any manner of sexual
assertion, as submissiveness is an unequivocally conflicting
behaviour to assertiveness. It is suggested that higher levels
of self-esteem may overcome the objectified and marginal-
ised female sexual script in order for women to feel entitled
to sexual satisfaction. Specifically, high self-esteem in het-
erosexual women may supersede self-objectifying percep-
tions that the female body serves as a sexual commodity to
please a mate.

Results in the current study are also consistent with for-
mer research on female sexual assertiveness as a correlate
of partnered orgasm probability (e.g., Bridges et al., 2004;
Ferroni & Taffe, 1997; Sayyadi et al., 2019) and more sub-
jective sexual desire (e.g., Hurlbert, 1991). As autonomy
is a rudimentary aspect of sexual assertiveness (Anders
& Olmstead, 2019), results in the current study indirectly
support findings that autonomous women experience more
partnered orgasms (Galinsky & Sonenstein, 2011). As the
mechanisms behind how autonomy relate to sexual sat-
isfaction are ambiguous (Galinsky & Sonenstein, 2011),
findings on sexual assertiveness in the current study sug-
gest that self-assured sexual communication is the key to
women expressing desires, regardless of their self-esteem.
Additionally, findings in the current study indirectly support
research demonstrating that sexual self-disclosure predicts
sexual satisfaction and orgasm frequency (e.g., Frederick
et al., 2018).

Furthermore, finding that lower sexual assertiveness is
predictive of lower sexual satisfaction substantiates the pas-
sive female role as proposed by sexual script theory (Simon
& Gagnon, 1984). As the female sexual script serves to facil-
itate male pleasure in response to partner-dominated sexual
initiation (Simon & Gagnon, 1984), female pleasure is dis-
regarded (Armstrong et al., 2012; Vannier & O’Sullivan,
2012). In consideration of this inequitable exchange, it
is suggested that disassociation from the female sexual
script fosters a sense of entitlement to pleasure. Sexual
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assertiveness may then provide the direct and open com-
munication required to procure behaviours from a partner
that are conducive to orgasm. Hence, rewriting the female
sexual script may be a consideration to obtain orgasm equal-
ity between genders.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

As the experience of sexual satisfaction can be dynamic
(Vowels & Mark, 2020), the results of the current study are
to be interpreted with caution given the cross-sectional study
design. Longitudinal methodologies may identify variances
in sexual satisfaction according to relationship length of
time, as reduced orgasm frequency is reported by women
in short-term and casual sexual encounters as compared to
long-term relationships (Armstrong et al., 2012). Relation-
ship length of time could precede sexual assertion and self-
esteem, as sexual assertion could increase over time with
heightened comfort, and self-esteem could increase if a
woman’s self-worth is derived from partnership. Similarly,
sexually unassertive women with low self-esteem may be
viewed as desirable candidates for casual sex due to low
expectations of reciprocal sexual behaviours. A further limi-
tation regarding the cross-sectional causality for mediation is
the overlapping variance, and need for this to be considered
in the interpretation and replication of the study.

Probability sampling as opposed to convenience sampling
methodologies is further suggested for future research to
avoid issues with self-selection bias potentially restricting
population representativeness. With recruitment advertising
broadly stating that the study concerned women and sexual
wellbeing, moderately sexually satisfied women may have
been attracted to participation as a self-interest explora-
tory exercise. Likewise, exceptionally sexually unsatisfied
women may have been deterred from participation to avoid
consciously attending to confronting realities, or fear of
deviating from societal expectations of passivity (Simon &
Gagnon, 1984).

As the pervasive objectification of women comprises
overall self-worth and gender expectations, investigation of
the role of global self-esteem in the current study was war-
ranted. Further support for the pertinent role of the female
sexual script could be obtained by the inclusion of an assess-
ment of an objectification-related variable or a measure of
compliance with the female sexual script. Furthermore, as
sexual satisfaction is not a unidimensional experience, addi-
tional variables may be implicated in women’s sexual satis-
faction. Hence, inclusion of additional measures of sexual
satisfaction in future research could expand upon findings.

A potential theoretical limitation in the current study con-
cerns female alignment with marginalised societal norms
pertaining to sexual satisfaction. Although the female sex-
ual script regards female sexual satisfaction as a function of

the satisfaction offered to men (van Oosten, 2016), there is
an expectation of some gratification with this inequitable
arrangement. Hence, as the baseline level of female sexual
satisfaction is low, women endorsing of the female sexual
script (Simon & Gagnon, 1984) may be indoctrinated to per-
ceive that they are sexually satisfied, which could have had
implications for response validity to the sexual satisfaction
measure in the current study. Determining endorsement of
the female sexual script by utilising a measure such as the
Patriarchal Beliefs Scale (Yoon et al., 2015) is therefore sug-
gested as a consideration for future research.

Practice Implications

The findings of the current study have implications for
improving women’s experience of sexual satisfaction.
Given the implications of low sexual satisfaction, practice
professionals may wish to administer a measure of sexual
satisfaction when working with women who are present-
ing with mood or relationship challenges. Similarly, given
their strong predictive utility, exploration of self-esteem and
sexual assertiveness clearly offer important vantage points
for improving sexual satisfaction experienced by women.
That self-esteem impacts ego and partner focused sexual
satisfaction via sexual assertiveness offers practical utility,
as assertiveness training has been shown to be a simple and
effective brief intervention.

The current study contributes to the body of literature
on women’s sexual satisfaction, with findings offering a
foundation for future research and implications for practice.
As female sexual pleasure largely remains a taboo subject
(Marais, 2019), mental health practitioners have the unique
opportunity to contribute to destigmatising female pleasure
by normalising conversation about sexual satisfaction, and
thus potentially also enhancing confidence in speaking about
one’s sexual needs. Further, current sex education programs
in Western schools predominantly address risk prevention
and the active reproductive role of male ejaculation (Coll
et al., 2018) however this approach may unintentionally
reinforce the passive female sexual script. A focus on self-
esteem and assertiveness as they relate to sexual health and
wellbeing may be an approach to maximise impact.

Conclusion

The findings of the current study indicate that sexual asser-
tiveness may be one mechanism through which women’s
self-esteem impacts sexual satisfaction and may partly
explain how the female sexual script may perpetuate lower
sexual satisfaction among women. Although these find-
ings offer a foundation for future research and practical
applications, continued research is required to increase
understanding of this component of sexual wellbeing. As
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patriarchal sociocultural norms endorsing of the female
sexual script is institutional, the substantial task of foster-
ing sexual satisfaction equality requires multifaceted and
systemic changes.
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