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ABSTRACT
This article examines the prevalence and correlates of orgasm and faking orgasm in the last year among 
a representative sample of Chinese men and women. Existing research on orgasm in China has largely 
been confined to medical research. To our knowledge, no published studies have examined faking 
orgasm in a Chinese context. These data come from the Chinese Health and Family Life Survey (CHFLS) 
conducted in 1999 and 2000. We used multivariable logistic regression to identify independent correlates 
of orgasm and faking orgasm among 1496 women and 1497 men, ages 20–64. In accounting for orgasm 
and faking orgasm in China, we found evidence that men and women are trying to manage social 
expectations and to act in accordance with gender expectations, consistent with research in other 
countries. Results provide insight into how specific sexual practices (e.g., oral sex) and interactional 
pressures (e.g., insecurity) are correlated with orgasm and faking orgasm. Findings pave the way for 
future research on the presence of gender inequality as evidenced through lower orgasm rates among 
women and higher rates of faking orgasm. These findings have implications for how we conceptualize and 
study gendered and interactional components of sex, which are often overlooked in research and 
programmatic efforts in China.

Introduction

China is arguably in the midst of a “sexual revolution” (Ho 
et al., 2018; Jeffreys, 2007, 2015; Pan, 2007). Sexual attitudes 
and practices in China have changed rapidly over the past 
30 years, with remarkable generational and gender differences. 
It is thus not surprising that sex has become a popular object in 
academic research in contemporary China in recent decades 
(Jeffreys, 2015). Nevertheless, orgasm, particularly faking 
orgasm, among Chinese people remains an under-researched 
area.

In China, studies in relation to orgasm have largely been 
confined to medical research, (Sun et al., 2011; Xia et al., 2013), 
precluding our ability to fully understand the social patterning 
of these outcomes and their implications for sex education and 
sexual health interventions. In existing research on sexual 
practices in China, orgasm is rarely the center of interest; it is 
often considered an indicator of sexual (dys)function or 
a predictor of sexual satisfaction (e.g., Ma et al., 2014; Xia 
et al., 2013)). To our knowledge, there are only two published 
studies that directly examined the predictors of orgasm among 
Chinese people (Parish et al., 2007; Pollet & Nettle, 2009), 
neither of which investigated the practice of faking orgasm.

Studies in Western countries have found that faking orgasm 
is a common practice in heterosexual relationships, especially 
among women (Herbenick et al., 2019; Mialon, 2012). While 
fake orgasm, or jia gaochao, is a colloquial term commonly 
used by Chinese people, it is unclear how common the practice 
is and what factors predict it. Against this background, we used 
data from the Chinese Health and Family Survey (CHFLS) to 

examine the prevalence and correlates of orgasm and faking 
orgasm in China in the year 2000 (Cheung & Tang, 2017; Lear, 
1995). Although dated, the CHFLS is the largest and most 
comprehensive nationally representative survey of sexual beha-
vior among Chinese men and women. Our analysis provides an 
important baseline for knowledge of men’s and women’s xing 
gaochao (orgasm) and gender equality. In particular, we sought 
to set a foundation so that newer studies can compare findings 
to these results to further the study of Chinese sexual health in 
recent decades.

Sex and Orgasm in a Chinese Context

To fully understand experiences of orgasm and faking orgasm 
among Chinese people, the sexual cultural context of China 
should be considered carefully. Scholars argue that traditional 
Chinese sexual culture is simultaneously affected by three 
philosophies: Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism (Ming, ; 
Ruan, 2013). Each has important perspectives on sex. For 
instance, Confucianism positions sex and procreation as inte-
gral to the functioning of society (Jeffreys, 2007; Ruan, 2013). 
Many ancient Taoists writings emphasize a practical way of 
life that includes a sexual life (Ruan, 1991). Likewise, some 
sects of Buddhism greatly stressed the importance of sexual 
unions for spiritual awakening (Needham, 1976; Ruan, 1991). 
Thus, while it is often presumed that sexuality was repressed 
in historical China, recent scholarship has uncovered negative 
as well as positive attitudes toward sex in historical texts 
(Ruan, 2013).
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China’s more recent history paints a similarly complex 
picture. For instance, it is often assumed that sex and sexuality 
were repressed as a bourgeois indulgence during the reign of 
Mao Zedong (1949–77; Jeffreys, 2007; Pan, 2007). Yet, scholars 
are increasingly arguing that the Communist regime may have 
unintentionally set the stage for China’s present day “Sexual 
Revolution” (Jeffreys, 2007). In post-Mao China, state control 
over private lives has gradually lessened, leading to new forms 
of sexual subjectivity and discourses. For instance, under the 
Communist Party some official discourses paid close attention 
to the role of sexual pleasure in harmonizing marital and 
family relations (Ho et al., 2018; Sigley, 1998). Likewise, the 
social acceptance of contraception and abortion – both con-
nected to the one-child family policy – have allowed women to 
avoid unintended pregnancy and have de-coupled sex from 
reproduction (Jeffreys, 2007; Pan, 2007). It is in this context 
that many Chinese people, especially the younger generation, 
have become more tolerant of different forms of sex and 
sexuality, such as casual sex, pornography consumption, 
homosexual sex, and sex work (Hu, 2016; Kong, 2016; Pan, 
2007). Today, sexuality is increasingly becoming an important 
part of individual identity and premarital sex is becoming 
normalized (Jeffreys, 2015; Pan, 2007). As a result, a wide 
spectrum of sexual attitudes and behaviors now co-exist in 
Chinese society (Mou et al., 2019). “A new model of sex for 
pleasure” has been witnessed that encourages sexual satisfac-
tion for both men and women (Xiao et al., 2011). For instance, 
China is home to a growing number of workshops designed to 
create a “’pleasure community’” – a safe and positive space for 
Chinese people of all ages and sexual orientations to learn 
about sex, particularly from a female perspective” (Qin, 
2019). There has also been an emergence of China-based pro-
ducts and companies that sell adult toys and offer adult sex 
education courses and workshops (Ashok, 2019). Love and 
pleasure are increasingly seen as essential parts of marriage. 
Divorce rates are increasing, as are reports of sexual harass-
ment and violence, signaling women’s new-found awareness of 
their sexual rights (Pan, 2007; Xiao et al., 2011).

Yet, perhaps as in most parts of the world, many women in 
China continue to be subjected to a male dominant sexual 
culture (Ho et al., 2018; Hong et al., 1993; Jeffreys, 2007). 
Survey data demonstrate that more traditional ideas about 
men’s and women’s sexuality in China are prevalent (Li et al., 
2017; Parish et al., 2007; Wei & Liu, 2019; Wu et al., 2017). Men 
in China are often expected to be more assertive, competent, 
and desiring of sex than women (Cheung & Tang, 2017; Hong 
et al., 1993). Chinese men may be less concerned with safe sex 
practices and more concerned with taking advantage of sexual 
opportunities (Ma et al., 2009; Zhang, 2010).

In contrast, female chastity remains generally highly valued. 
Chinese women are often expected to be accommodating and 
less assertive than men in sexual activities (Hong et al., 1993). 
Many young married women still report obligations to meet all 
the sexual demands of their husbands (Ho et al., 2018; Hong 
et al., 1993; Hu, 2016). Concerns remain where women’s sexu-
ality is more tabooed than men’s sexuality and sexual inter-
course is most acceptable in the case of reproduction and 
familial lineage (Cheung & Tang, 2017). To avoid being seen 
as sexually experienced, some research suggests that Chinese 

women tend to stay silent and place themselves at a higher risk 
for less communicative sex or even unsafe sex (Lau et al., 2006; 
Xiao, 2015). Thus, while some argue recent decades have 
brought about dramatic sex-positive changes in sexual beha-
vior in China – many of which have benefited women – other 
findings suggest a more complex and nuanced reality (Jacobs, 
2016; Jeffreys, 2007; Zhang, 2011). For example, Parish et al. 
(2007) documented the presence of a rapid sexual revolution in 
China, accompanied by lagging expectations and experiences 
for women and some men.

The aforementioned research suggests that, on the one 
hand, unequal, gendered norms around pleasure and sex pre-
vail among women and men in China as they do in most 
Western, Anglophone contexts (Armstrong et al., 2012; 
Frederick et al., 2018; Herbenick et al., 2019, 2010). Yet, on 
the other hand, we see indications of a “new model of sex for 
pleasure” in China (Jeffreys, 2007; Pan, 2007; Xiao et al., 2011). 
This leads us to the research question underlying our study: In 
the years 1999 and 2000, do we find evidence of substantial 
gender equality where sex is associated with pleasure for both 
women and men equally, or do gendered inequalities persist 
that privilege men’s sexual pleasure? Although our cross- 
sectional data cannot measure change across time, our analyses 
can set the stage for ongoing research. The CHFLS remains the 
most comprehensive national survey in China to date and we 
hope this analysis provides a foundation to inspire and com-
pare future findings related to orgasm and faking orgasm.

Orgasms and Fake Orgasms

Existing studies on orgasm come mostly from Western coun-
tries (Armstrong et al., 2012; Herbenick et al., 2010; Pollet & 
Nettle, 2009; Swieczkowski & Walker, 1978; Tao & Brody, 
2011). These studies show that orgasm is more common in 
relationships, compared to casual sex, for both men and 
women (Armstrong et al., 2012; Herbenick et al., 2019). 
Gender inequality is very much embedded in orgasm rates 
during heterosexual interactions (Frederick et al., 2018), in 
part because of the prioritization of male pleasure, particularly 
during casual encounters (Armstrong et al., 2012). Event-level 
analyses of orgasm also show that it is associated with a greater 
number of sexual behaviors for both men and women (e.g., oral 
sex, manual stimulation; Herbenick et al., 2010). Qualitative 
research on women’s orgasm finds that interpersonal connec-
tion, sexual acts other than intercourse, and feeling positive 
and confident about one’s body are all important precursors to 
orgasm (Fahs, 2014).

Studies examining the association between increasing age 
and orgasm have shown mixed results based on the age range 
of the subjects. For instance, Laumann et al. (2005) found 
a trend of increased difficulty reaching orgasm in their sample 
(age 40–80) as did Lindau et al. (2007) in their sample (age 57– 
85; Laumann et al., 2005; Lindau et al., 2007). However, 
research that includes younger respondents shows the oppo-
site. Among men and women age 18–59, Herbenick et al. 
(2010) found that age was associated with a higher likelihood 
of one’s own orgasm for women, but a lower likelihood of one’s 
own orgasm for men. In an article about orgasms among 
Finnish women, Kontula and Miettinen (2016) found that 
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women aged 18–24 were less likely on average to usually have 
an orgasm in love-making compared to middle-aged and 
older-aged women (Kontula & Miettinen, 2016). We interpret 
these findings to suggest that the effect of age on orgasm may 
not be linear. We also posit that respondents might be more 
likely to fake orgasm at younger and older ages if they are 
having difficulty reaching an actual orgasm. In particular, 
women may be more likely to fake orgasm at younger ages 
while men may be more likely to fake orgasm at older ages.

Overall, less is known about faking orgasm, which refers to 
an instance where someone pretends or feigns a climax of 
sexual arousal when they did not experience an actual orgasm 
(Herbenick et al., 2019). To date, studies show that it is rela-
tively common for women to fake orgasm, at least occasionally 
(Braun et al., 2003; Fahs, 2014; Roberts et al., 1995). 
Somewhere between one-half to two-thirds of women have 
faked orgasm at some point (Cooper et al., 2014; Herbenick 
et al., 2019; Muehlenhard & Shippee, 2010). Despite how 
common it may be to fake it, very little empirical research has 
examined the circumstances when heterosexual women choose 
to (or choose not to) fake orgasm, particularly in a non- 
Western context.

Even less is known about whether and why men fake 
orgasm; it is often assumed that it would be nearly impossible 
for a man to fake an orgasm due to biology. As described by 
Braun et al. (2003) “the almost complete linking of orgasm 
and ejaculation for men almost exclusively precludes men 
faking orgasm” (p. 257). However, one mixed methods 
study found that that 25% of men and 50% of women 
reported pretending orgasm at least once in their sample of 
180 male and 101 female college students (Muehlenhard & 
Shippee, 2010). When they considered only participants who 
had engaged in penile-vaginal intercourse, 28% of the men 
and 67% of the women had pretended orgasm, pointing to 
a noticeable gender gap that is consistently recorded in stu-
dies (Frederick et al., 2018).

Why Do People Fake Orgasm?

Existing literature identifies three broad reasons why people 
fake orgasm in a Western cultural context: 1) they want the 
other person to feel good about themselves (Fahs, 2014; 
Muehlenhard & Shippee, 2010), 2) they worry about upsetting 
or disappointing a partner (Mialon, 2012), and/or 3) they want 
to end sex and they think (or they believe their partner thinks) 
it is not natural to end sex until people experience orgasm 
(Frith, 2015; Muehlenhard & Shippee, 2010). Other reasons for 
faking orgasm reported in research include being young and 
insecure, falling out of love with a partner, feeling pressured to 
orgasm, difficulties with having an orgasm due to past sexual 
abuse, and not knowing what an orgasm feels like (Herbenick 
et al., 2019).

Some mixed methods and qualitative research suggests 
that the reasons for faking orgasm may relate to gender. Men 
more often report faking orgasm when they think it is unli-
kely they will actually reach orgasm from sex or when they 
are worried they are “taking too long,” while women 

frequently report avoiding negative consequences (usually 
not wanting to hurt a partner’s feelings; Muehlenhard & 
Shippee, 2010). For men, pressure to fake orgasm may relate 
to pressure to perform masculinity more broadly (Connell & 
Messerschmidt, 2005; Kimmel & Mahler, 2003). Women’s 
behaviors may also function to protect male self-esteem 
(Herbenick et al., 2019) and are informed by gendered inter-
actional expectations that encourage women to act as defer-
ential, grateful and “nice” partners during sexual 
interactions with men (Armstrong et al., 2006; Fishman, 
1997; Gagnon & Simon, 2011; Zimmerman & West, 1975).

A central point here is that faking orgasm has implications 
for interactional expectations (Jackson & Scott, 2007). That is, 
even during sex – a very intimate interaction – both men and 
women are trying to manage social expectations. Existing 
research shows people care about not being awkward during 
sex (Ford, 2021; Hirsch & Khan, 2020; Wade, 2017). Therefore, 
they try to act in ways that are expected for their gender, 
avoiding conflict and smoothing over interactions if they 
become uncomfortable (Armstrong et al., 2006; Collins, 2014; 
Goffman, 1983; Masters et al., 2013). These interactional pres-
sures can result in people deceiving each other in social and 
sexual contexts. For example, people may give a false reason for 
having to leave a party. It seems likely that some of these same 
efforts to manage interactional expectations may play into 
faking orgasm. That is, perhaps when sex has gone on for 
a while, and does not seem likely to end without one or both 
participants reaching orgasm, then faking orgasm becomes 
a polite exit strategy. In addition, existing research shows 
men and women both sometimes have sex they do not want 
in order to avoid an awkward situation (Ford, 2021; Hirsch & 
Khan, 2020; Muehlenhard et al., 2016). If we know this hap-
pens, we might expect something in the same vein to happen 
with faking orgasm – the person may wish for an unwanted or 
awkward sexual experience to be over.

It seems worth pointing out that in most cases, people 
probably prefer to have an orgasm during sex rather than to 
fake an orgasm. Presumably, people may fake one if they 
cannot have one (given their partner’s behavior or the situa-
tion; Fahs, 2014; Gavey et al., 1999; Herbenick et al., 2019). As 
noted above, they probably do this either because they want 
the partner to avoid embarrassment and/or want to end sex. 
Given the first part of that – that people only fake when they 
cannot reach orgasm – we would expect that whatever pre-
dicts not having an orgasm (e.g., less physical satisfaction) 
would also predict being more at risk for pretending. For 
example, if we believe that faking orgasm is often an effort 
to make the other person feel okay about themselves or to 
avoid negative reactions from them when you cannot have an 
orgasm, then it follows that a) predictors of not being able to 
orgasm will also predict faking orgasm and b) anything that 
might be an indicator of caring more what the other person 
wants will be associated with faking orgasm, as well as a lower 
likelihood of orgasm. As such, orgasm and faking orgasm may 
be connected to sexual inexperience, unsatisfying sex, inse-
curity in the relationship, or concern about a partner’s 
impression of you.
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We had three main hypotheses: 

H1: Compared to men, women will be less likely to report 
frequent orgasm and more likely to report faking orgasm.

H2: Sexual practices/feelings during sex, including greater sex-
ual satisfaction, receiving oral sex, and fewer sexual difficulties 
will predict higher odds of frequent orgasm and lower odds of 
faking orgasm.

H3: Interactional pressures, including performance anxiety, 
having sex to acquiesce or satisfy a partner, and insecurity 
(e.g., people who feel jealous/insecure, people who believe 
they love their partner more) will predict lower odds of fre-
quent orgasm and higher odds of faking orgasm for both men 
and women.

By addressing these hypotheses, our goal was to shed light 
on the ways that sexual practices/feelings during sex and inter-
actional pressures are associated with the outcomes of sexual 
behavior. Our hope is that this analysis will provide 
a foundation for future, newer studies to examine recent 
changes in sexual outcomes since these data were collected.

Method

Data Source

The data for this analysis came from the Chinese Health and 
Family Life Survey (CHFLS), a collaborative project between 
the University of Chicago, University of North Carolina, 
Renmin University, Beijing, and Peking Union Medical 
College, Beijing.1 Survey questions were developed in colla-
boration between American and Chinese scholars (Parish et al., 
2003, 2007, 2004). Between 1999 and 2000, interviews were 
conducted with 3,824 participants in 18 provinces in the 
People’s Republic of China. All of these data have been made 
available for public use. The original study did not ask about 
same-sex partners; it only asked about heterosexual relation-
ships. These data included a geographically representative 
sample of participants from 60 villages and urban areas in 
mainland China, excluding Hong Kong SAR, Macao SAR, 
Taiwan and Tibet. To obtain a target sample of 5000, 83 
participants (ages 20–64) were chosen at random from each 
location (Parish et al., 2003, 2004). The total response rate 
was 75%.

In our analysis, we included data from 1496 women and 
1497 men who reported having sex with a current partner (78% 
of the sample interviewed) and had no missing information on 
other key variables. All interviews with participants lasted 
roughly one hour (Parish et al., 2004). Interviewers were 
trained as researchers or social workers and were the same 
gender as the respondent. Given the sensitive nature of this 
study, extensive measures were taken to ensure privacy and 
confidentiality (Parish et al., 2003). All interviews took place 
away from the participants’ home in a meeting facility or 

private hotel room. For the majority of the questions, the 
interviewer was in control of the computer. All sexual behavior 
questions were answered with the respondent directly using the 
computer.

Survey Questions
All survey questions were originally asked in Mandarin 
Chinese and translated into English by the collaborative 
CHFLS research team in 1999–2000. Study instruments are 
publicly available for analysis in both Mandarin and English 
on the CHFLS website.2 To confirm that the meaning of our 
main measures of interest (orgasm and faking orgasm) were 
the same in English, the study team asked three bilingual 
(Mandarin and English) speakers to review the survey ques-
tions in Mandarin, which were available on the CHFLS web-
site. They agreed that the meaning of items asking about 
orgasm and faking orgasm were the same in both languages. 
One strength about these data is that all participants were 
asked about both orgasm and faking orgasm with current 
partner A. Various other questions in the data, regarding 
frequency of sex, sexual satisfaction, attractiveness of partner 
etc. were also asked about partner A. Therefore, all variables 
regarding a partner are referring to the participants’ current 
partner A.

The CHFLS has some very specific variables on sexual 
interactional expectations, practices, satisfaction, and difficul-
ties, which allow us to test whether sexual practices/feelings 
during sex and interactional pressures predict faking orgasm. 
Of note, the variables in this data set do not allow us to 
directly ascertain whether a participant is trying to manage 
the interaction and avoid embarrassment for themselves or 
for their partner3 by faking an orgasm during sex. However, 
there are a few variables that we use as a distant proxy for 
these things. All potential correlates were identified via 
a priori literature review. As the data are cross sectional, we 
see these data as useful for hypothesis generation and for 
exploring theoretical explanations; however, prospective 
cohort studies that evaluate relationships over time are also 
needed.

Dependent Variables
Frequent Orgasm and Faking Orgasm. Our analyses exam-
ined two dependent variables. We analyzed self-reported 
orgasm consistency with a current partner (When having sex 
with your current partner, how often did you have an orgasm?). 
There were five response categories, which we recoded into 
dichotomous variables (1 = always/often; 0 = sometimes/ 
rarely/never). We also analyzed self-reported faking orgasm 
with a current partner (Some people, in order to satisfy their 
partners, fake having orgasm during sexual intercourse. In the 
past 12 months, have you ever done it?4) There were four 
response categories, which we recoded into has faked an 
orgasm (1 = often/sometimes/rarely; 0 = never).

1For more detail on the study, the entire translated survey can be downloaded 
from the University of Chicago or by contacting the researchers involved at 
https://voices.uchicago.edu/popcenter/.

2https://voices.uchicago.edu/popcenter/research/sex-and-reproductive-health/
3The study did not ask about same-sex partners; it only asked about heterosexual 

relationships.
4Of note: There are many reasons for faking orgasm and to satisfy partner is just 

one of them. The framing of this question may have primed respondents to 
think about faking orgasm as something done to satisfy a partner.
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Independent Variables
Independent variables were grouped into two broad cate-
gories according to our a priori literature review and our 
hypotheses about sexual practices/feelings during sex and 
interactional pressures. In line with the literature, we were 
conceptually interested in examining whether sexual prac-
tices/feelings during sex that predicted frequent orgasm (i.e. 
more physical/emotional sexual satisfaction) would predict 
lower rates of faking orgasm and conversely whether markers 
of sexual inexperience and sexual dysfunction (e.g., trouble 
achieving orgasm) would predict a lower likelihood of fre-
quent orgasm and a higher likelihood of faking orgasm. 
Likewise, based on existing research, we also sought to 
explore whether interactional pressures (feeling insecure, 
concern with satisfying a partner) were associated with 
a lower likelihood of frequent orgasm and a higher likelihood 
of faking orgasm.

Sexual Practices/Feeling during Sex

Receiving Oral Sex. Participants were asked, When having 
sexual intercourse, many people have their genitals stimu-
lated by their partner’s mouth or tongue. In the past 
12 months, did your partner often do this to you? (often/ 
sometimes or never).

Satisfaction. Sexual satisfaction was asked two ways by 
asking participants, Did having sex with this partner 
make you feel physically satisfied? (very, somewhat, or not 
very/not at all) and Did having sex with this partner make 
you feel emotionally satisfied? (very, somewhat, or not very/ 
not at all).

Perceived Sexual Frequency. Participants were asked to eval-
uate current sexual frequency by asking, Generally speaking, 
do you consider the frequency of sexual intercourse with your 
current partner too much or too little? (too much; too little; just 
right)

Masturbation. Men and women were asked about mastur-
bation separately with the following questions. Men: 
Masturbation is a very common and normal human behavior. 
Most men have stimulated their own genitals (penis) to obtain 
sexual pleasure, orgasm and ejaculation. In the last 
12 months, how often did you masturbate? Women: 
Masturbation is a very common and normal human behavior. 
Many women have used their hands or other things to stimu-
late their clitoris, genitals (vulva, pubis), or nipples, or tigh-
tened their legs to obtain sexual pleasure and orgasm. In the 
last 12 months, how often did you masturbate? Responses 
included at least once a week; month; year; never.

Sexual Discomfort. Participants were asked, Occasionally dur-
ing sex, some people feel that they can’t get any pleasure (they are 
uncomfortable, unaroused). During the past 12 months, have 
you ever encountered this situation? (yes (often or occasionally); 
never).

Trouble Achieving Orgasm5. Participants were asked, Some 
people are not able to achieve an orgasm during sex.6 In the 
past 12 months, have you experienced the situation of being 
unable to achieve an orgasm? (at least occasionally7; never).

Two or More Lifetime Partners. This was measured by recod-
ing lifetime number of partners into 2 or more (yes; no).

Interactional Pressures

Sex to Satisfy Partner. This was measured by asking partici-
pants, Some people do not want to have sex themselves, but they 
do it to satisfy their partner. In the past 12 months, how often did 
this situation occur to you? (often/sometimes or rarely/never).

Performance Anxiety. This was measured with, Before having 
sex, some people worry about their performance in sex or being 
unable to satisfy their partner. In the past 12 months, have you 
encountered the same situation? (yes; never)

Participant Loves Partner More. This item was measured by 
asking participants, Right now, who loves the other more, you or 
your partner? We recoded this as participant loves partner 
more (yes or no).8

Participant Feels Insecure. Participants were asked Have you 
ever felt insecure, or even jealous about your partner? (often/ 
sometimes or rarely/never)

Partner Infidelity. We measured infidelity by asking, 
Throughout the sexual relationship with your present partner, 
has your partner ever had sex with other people (even if it 
happened just once)? (definitely/perhaps or no)

Women Should Acquiesce during Sex. The following item was 
used: Some say that men should be proactive and take the lead 
while women should be cooperative and acquiescent during 
sexual intercourse. Do you agree? (agree or disagree)

Wife Should Focus on Family/Man on Career. We measured 
gendered expectations for domestic life using the question 
Some say that a wife should be responsible for the family and 

5While the variable trouble achieving orgasm may overlap conceptually with the 
outcome variables, we believe that there is an important conceptual difference 
between experiencing orgasm/faking it and trouble reaching the orgasm. In 
particular, having trouble reaching orgasm does not mean someone cannot still 
have an orgasm. We see this in our data – a substantial percent (over 40%) of 
those who had trouble achieving orgasm also reported sometimes having an 
orgasm during sex in the last year. Theoretically, we are particularly interested 
in this item as it gets at sexual dysfunction and we are curious about the 
relationship between dysfunction and orgasm/faking orgasm.

6Of note: We checked the original Chinese questions (question no. KN13 in 
CHLFS). In the Chinese questionnaire, they use the term 性生活 xing- 
shenghuo which translates to sex life. Thus, it is possible that people who say 
they had trouble achieving orgasm may be referring to intercourse sex and not 
to sex in general. We elaborate on this in our limitations section.

7This item was collapsed from (never, occasionally, yes-for more than 2 months) 
into (at least occasionally, never).

8This item was collapsed from (I love my partner more, My partner loves me more, 
More or less the same, We no longer love each other) to I love my partner more 
(yes, no).
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domestic tasks while a husband should focus on career and 
matters outside home (so-called, “men focus on the outside, 
women focus on the inside”). Do you agree? (agree or disagree).

Control Variables

We used a series of independent control variables to account 
for socio-demographic differences. These included marital sta-
tus (married; never married; divorced or widowed); age (20– 
29; 30–39; 40–49; 50–64); education (primary school; middle 
school; high school/vocational; junior college/college plus); 
urban residence (yes; no); self-reported health (good; fair; 
poor); and self-reported depression in the last year (yes; no).

Analysis

We calculated the percentage of participants who reported fre-
quent orgasm and faking orgasm in the last 12 months by gender. 
We then examined the column percentages for each of the inde-
pendent variables and control variables. Next, we used multivari-
able logistic regression to identify independent correlates of 
orgasm and faking orgasm, adjusting for sociodemographic con-
trol variables (Hidalgo & Goodman, 2013). Specifically, we ran 
two multivariable logistic regression models to identify factors 
independently associated with 1) orgasm and 2) faking orgasm. 
In each model, relevant correlates were included at the same time. 
We view these two dependent variables (orgasm and faking 
orgasm) as two different constructs and we are interested in 
independent correlates, rather than the relationship between the 
dependent variables. This is why we opted to run two multivari-
able logistic regression models. In Tables 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5, we first 
ran logistic regression models to predict the odds ratio (OR), 
without adjusting for sociodemographic controls. Next, we re- 
ran the models to predict the adjusted odds ratio (AOR), to 
determine whether effects were still significant under sociodemo-
graphic controls. We present confidence intervals (CIs) and 
p-values in all logistic regression models.

Results

Initial descriptive analyses of the CFHLS data show gender 
differences in both orgasm and faking orgasm. Table 1 shows, 
for example, in the year prior to the interview, substantially 

more men reported always having an orgasm (40%) compared 
to women (8%), and substantially more men reported never 
faking an orgasm (73%) compared to women (55%). However, 
it is also interesting that around 27% of men faked an orgasm at 
least once (rarely/sometimes/often) in the last year, as did 45% 
of women. These findings support our first hypothesis (H1) 
that compared to men, fewer women would report frequent 
orgasm and more women would report faking orgasm in the 
past year.

Table 2 shows the distribution of characteristics for 
those participants who did and did not have an orgasm 
frequently in the last year. On average (based on a visual 
comparison of values in Table 2), the percentage of 
women who often received oral sex was higher amongst 
those women who experienced frequent orgasm (33%), 
compared with those who did not (16%). The same was 
true for men regarding oral sex (31% vs. 15%). Likewise, 
women and men who reported frequent orgasm (com-
pared to those who did not report frequent orgasm), 
more often described sex as “very” physically and emo-
tionally satisfying and described sexual frequency as “just 
right.” Discomfort during sex or trouble achieving orgasm 
were less common among those who experienced an 
orgasm frequently. In terms of variables that we concep-
tualized as related to interactional pressures, among those 
women and men who did not orgasm frequently, a greater 
percentage had sex to satisfy a partner (51% vs. 32% in 
women; 27% vs. 18% in men) and had performance anxi-
ety during sex (38% vs. 30% in women; 55% vs. 47% in 
men). A lower percentage of women (22%) and men who 
orgasmed frequently (16%) reported traditional gender 
views that women should acquiesce during sex, compared 
to women (41%) and men (19%) who did not orgasm 
frequently. For both men and women, a greater percentage 
of respondents who did not orgasm frequently had poor 
health, less education, and older age compared to those 
who orgasmed frequently.

Table 3 shows the distribution of characteristics for 
those participants who did and did not fake an orgasm in 
the last year. A visual review of our findings shows that we 
essentially observed opposite patterns to those above. 
Results suggest a larger percentage of women who faked 
orgasm reported sexual difficulties such as discomfort dur-
ing sex (71%) compared to women who did not fake 
orgasm (55%). The same trend was true for men regarding 
discomfort during sex (54% vs. 31%). The percentage of 
women and men who had trouble achieving orgasm was 
higher amongst those who faked orgasm (79% of women; 
71% of men), compared with those who did not fake an 
orgasm (66% of women; 47% of men). Likewise, a lower 
percentage of those who faked orgasm often received oral 
sex or had physically satisfying sex. Interactional pressures 
also appeared to be important for both men and women. 
Specifically, among men and women who faked orgasm 
(compared to those who did not) a greater percentage felt 
insecure in the relationship, had performance anxiety and 
had sex to satisfy their partner. Of the men who faked 
orgasm, a greater percentage had an elementary or middle 
school education.

Table 1. Frequency of orgasm and faking orgasm in the last year among women 
(n = 1,496) and men (n = 1,497): Chinese health and family life survey (1999– 
2000).

Women 
n (%)a

Men 
n (%)a

Frequency of Orgasm
Always 120 (8) 592 (40)
Often 399 (27) 540 (36)
Sometimes 742 (50) 316 (21)
Rarely 179 (12) 35 (2)
Never 56 (4) 14 (1)
Faking Orgasm
Often 31 (2) 18 (1)
Sometimes 302 (20) 171 (11)
Rarely 345 (23) 226 (15)
Never 818 (55) 1082 (73)

aColumn percentages are shown.
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Factors Associated with the Odds of Frequent Orgasm

To test whether these bivariate results were significant under 
controls, we conducted a series of multivariable logistic regres-
sion models. In line with our theorizing (H2) and the distribu-
tion of variables in Tables 2 and 3, we were interested in 
whether items that might make someone less able to orgasm 
(e.g., low physical satisfaction) would be associated with higher 
odds of faking orgasm. Thus, we included physical and emo-
tional satisfaction, discomfort during sex, as well as sexual 
frequency in all models. As shown in Table 4, several kinds of 

sexual practices/feelings during sex were associated with fre-
quency of orgasm in the last year. In support of H2, for both 
men and women, receiving oral sex, physical satisfaction, and 
emotional satisfaction were independent correlates of frequent 
orgasm. For example, the adjusted odds of frequent orgasm 
(often/always), relative to sometimes/rarely/never, were 1.61 
times greater among women who received oral sex vs. women 
who did not receive oral sex (AOR 1.61 [95% CI:1.17, 2.20]). 
Likewise, the adjusted odds of orgasming frequently were 
3.98 and 12.80 times higher for women who described sex 

Table 2. Percentage of women (n = 1,496) and men (n = 1,497) who did and did not have a frequent orgasm (“often/always”) in last year based on sexual practices/ 
feelings during sex, interactional pressures, and sociodemographic control variables: Chinese health and family life survey (1999–2000).

Women Who Had Frequent 
Orgasm (N = 519)

Women Who Did Not Have Frequent 
Orgasm (N = 977)

Men Who Had Frequent 
Orgasm (N = 1,132)

Men Who Did Not Have Frequent 
Orgasm (N = 365)

Variable Percent Percent Percent Percent
Sexual Practices/Feelings during Sex
Received oral sex 33% 16% 31% 15%
Sex Physically Satisfying

Very 33% 8% 35% 15%
Somewhat 65% 69% 61% 70%
Not very/at all 2% 23% 5% 16%

Sex Emotionally Satisfying
Very 37% 13% 35% 18%
Somewhat 61% 70% 61% 67%
Not very/at all 2% 18% 4% 15%

Perceived Sexual Frequency
Yes, just right 76% 62% 65% 45%
No, too much 4% 7% 5% 4%
No, too little 20% 31% 30% 51%

Masturbates
Never 84% 86% 64% 68%
At least 1x a year 10% 10% 23% 17%
At least 1x a month 3% 2% 8% 6%
At least 1x a week 3% 2% 5% 9%

Sexual discomfort 48% 70% 32% 53%
Trouble achieving 

orgasm
70% 74% 48% 70%

2+ lifetime partners 9% 10% 34% 25%
Interactional Pressures
Sex to satisfy partner 32% 51% 18% 27%
Performance anxiety 30% 38% 47% 55%
Loves Partner More 25% 20% 18% 11%
Feels Insecure 14% 9% 15% 16%
Partner infidelity 16% 20% 13% 16%
Women should 

acquiesce
22% 41% 16% 19%

Wife focus on family 57% 67% 63% 64%
Sociodemographic Controls*
Marital Status

Married 97% 98% 95% 95%
Never Married 2% 1% 4% 4%
Divorced/ Widowed 1% 1% 1% 1%

Age
20–29 23% 15% 17% 12%
30–39 42% 35% 38% 26%
40–59 26% 32% 28% 38%
50–64 9% 18% 17% 25%

Participant Education
Elementary 14% 28% 13% 26%
Middle School 35% 40% 38% 41%
High school 37% 22% 31% 24%
College/Graduate 13% 10% 19% 9%

Urban residence 83% 75% 81% 73%
Health

Good 65% 58% 67% 56%
Fair 30% 30% 27% 30%
Poor 5% 12% 6% 13%

Depression 46% 52% 52% 56%

Note: Column percentages are shown. *We did not control for the sociodemographic control variables here; instead we present percentages for these variables. We do 
control for these variables in the logistic regression models (Tables 4 and 5).
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as somewhat and very physically satisfying, respectively. For 
men, the adjusted odds of frequent orgasm were 2.52 and 
3.76 times greater when sex was very physically and emo-
tionally satisfying, respectively. Among men, low perceived 
sexual frequency and frequent masturbation were both asso-
ciated with lower odds of frequent orgasm.9 Sexual discomfort 

predicted lower odds of frequent orgasm for both men and 
women, as did trouble achieving orgasm in men. The odds of 
experiencing frequent orgasm were greater for men with at least 
two past sexual partners.

In support of our third hypothesis (H3), several measures 
related to interactional pressures were associated with frequent 
orgasm among participants. The odds of experiencing frequent 

Table 3. Percentage of women (n = 1,496) and men (n = 1,497) who did and did not fake orgasm in last year based on sexual practices/feelings during sex, interactional 
pressures, and sociodemographic control variables: Chinese health and family life survey (1999–2000).

Women Who Faked Orgasm 
(N = 678)

Women Who Did Not Fake Orgasm 
(N = 818)

Men Who Faked 
Orgasm 

(N = 415)

Men 
Who Did Not Fake Orgasm 

(N = 1082)

Variable Percent Percent Percent Percent
Sexual Practices/Feelings during Sex
Received oral sex 25% 19% 28% 26%
Sex Physically Satisfying

Very 12% 20% 21% 33%
Somewhat 70% 66% 69% 61%
Not very/at all 18% 14% 10% 6%

Sex Emotionally Satisfying
Very 17% 24% 24% 34%
Somewhat 71% 63% 66% 61%
Not very/at all 12% 13% 10% 6%

Perceived Sexual Frequency
Yes, just right 64% 69% 53% 63%
No, too much 6% 5% 6% 4%
No, too little 30% 26% 41% 33%

Masturbates
Never 80% 89% 60% 67%
At least 1x a year 13% 8% 23% 21%
At least 1x a month 4% 1% 8% 8%
At least 1x a week 3% 2% 9% 5%

Sexual discomfort 71% 55% 54% 31%
Trouble achieving 

orgasm
79% 66% 71% 47%

2+ lifetime partners 11% 8% 34% 31%
Interactional Pressures
Sex to satisfy partner 54% 36% 35% 14%
Performance anxiety 48% 25% 66% 42%
Loves Partner More 27% 17% 19% 16%
Feels Insecure 11% 10% 19% 13%
Partner infidelity 24% 15% 23% 10%
Women should 

acquiesce
33% 35% 22% 15%

Wife focus on family 63% 64% 70% 61%
Sociodemographic Controls*
Marital Status

Married 97% 98% 95% 95%
Never Married 2% 2% 5% 4%
Divorced/widowed 1% 0% 0% 1%

Age
20–29 21% 15% 13% 16%
30–39 35% 40% 36% 35%
40–59 30% 30% 34% 29%
50–64 15% 15% 17% 20%

Participant Education
Elementary 20% 26% 22% 14%
Middle School 39% 37% 41% 37%
High school 28% 27% 25% 31%
College/Graduate 12% 10% 12% 18%

Urban residence 80% 75% 76% 80%
Health

Good 59% 62% 62% 65%
Fair 31% 29% 28% 27%
Poor 10% 10% 10% 8%

Depression 54% 47% 64% 49%

Note: Column percentages are shown. *We did not control for the sociodemographic control variables here; instead we present percentages for these variables. We do 
control for these variables in the logistic regression models (Tables 4 and 5).

9It is interesting that low perceived sexual frequency was associated with lower 
likelihood of frequent orgasm. Conceivably, if someone does not have sex as often 
as they would like, when they do have sex, they might orgasm quickly/easily. 
However, we interpret this finding in line with sexuality literature that finds a “use 

it or lose it” effect (Gewirtz-Meydan & Ayalon, 2019). That is, having more sex can 
make people orgasm more frequently and in turn, less sex can make orgasming 
more difficult.
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orgasm were significantly reduced when a woman reported 
having sex to satisfy a partner (AOR = 0.75; p < .05) and 
when a woman believed that women should acquiesce during 
sex (AOR = 0.56; p < .001). Among men who sometimes felt 
insecure about their partner, the odds of frequent orgasm were 
significantly higher (AOR = 1.80; p < .01). We suspect this may 
have to do with mechanisms around desire, where some pre-
cariousness can increase pleasure (Meston & Buss, 2007). The 
odds of frequent orgasm were lower (AOR = 0.67; p < .05) 
among men who reported that they loved their partner more 
than their partner loved them. It is notable that for both gender 
variables (i.e., women should acquiesce during sex and women 
should focus on family), the AOR is above 1 for men and below 
1 for women.

Across gender models, the odds of frequent orgasm were 
higher among participants with more education (results not 
shown). This pattern was significant and monotonic with the 
strongest effects seen in men. Men who were never married 
reported lower odds (AOR = 0.40; p < .05) of frequent orgasm. 
Other demographic controls were not significant at the p < .05 
level.

Factors Associated with the Odds of Faking Orgasm

Next, we turned to models predicting faking orgasm. As noted in 
the Introduction, we hypothesized (H2) that factors associated 
with not having an orgasm would also increase the odds of faking 

orgasm. Table 5 confirms this relationship in several instances, 
showing differential adjusted odds ratios based on sexual prac-
tices/feelings during sex, particularly for women. The odds of 
faking orgasm in the past year were lower (AOR = 0.42; p < .01) 
among women who described sex as very physically satisfying. For 
men and women, the odds of faking orgasm were higher among 
those who reported trouble achieving orgasm. Among men, sex-
ual discomfort was associated with higher odds of faking orgasm.

In contrast, women who described sex as somewhat 
(AOR = 2.37; p < .001) or very (AOR = 2.18; p < .05) emotion-
ally satisfying had higher odds of faking orgasm. This may 
support a different hypothesis; namely, that women may fake 
orgasm to avoid disappointing a partner or hurting their 
feelings.

Interestingly, the odds of faking orgasm were significantly 
higher among women who received oral sex (AOR = 1.37; 
p < .05) and positively (though not significantly) associated 
with faking orgasm in men. Likewise, women who reported 
masturbating at least 1x a month (AOR = 2.87; p < .001) and 
men who reported masturbating at least 1x a week 
(AOR = 1.77; p < .01) had higher odds of faking orgasm in 
the last year. Another interpretation relates to opportunity. 
Past research suggests that individuals who are more sexually 
exploratory (e.g., more sexual partners, oral sex, masturbation) 
may have had more opportunities to fake an orgasm (Darling 
& Davidson, 1986; Muehlenhard & Shippee, 2010). We elabo-
rate on this further in the discussion.

Table 4. Logistic regression of factors associated with frequent (“often/always”) orgasm in the last year among women (n = 1,496) and men (n = 1,497): Chinese health 
and family life survey (1999–2000).

Model 1 Women                         
OR (95% CI)                               

Model 2 Women                         
AOR (95% CI)                             

Model 3 Men                              
OR (95% CI)                               

Model 4 Men       
AOR (95% CI)      

Sexual Practices/Feelings during Sex
Received oral sex 1.844***(1.367–2.488) 1.607***(1.174–2.200) 2.019***(1.422–2.865) 1.826***(1.275–2.617)
Sex physically satisfying

Not at all (ref)
Somewhat 4.019***(1.974–8.182) 3.983***(1.952–8.126) 1.559* (0.967–2.515) n.s.
Very 12.34***(5.535–27.52) 12.80***(5.700–28.72) 2.861***(1.557–5.256) 2.522***(1.340–4.744)

Sex emotionally satisfying
Not at all (ref)
Somewhat 2.321** (1.104–4.879) 2.330** (1.100–4.936) 2.714***(1.644–4.479) 2.945***(1.748–4.959)
Very 3.219***(1.437–7.211) 3.274***(1.452–7.385) 3.178***(1.719–5.875) 3.760***(1.986–7.119)

Perceived sexual frequency
Yes, just right (ref)
No, too much 0.565* (0.315–1.014) n.s. 0.663 (0.343–1.280) n.s.
No, too little 0.852 (0.635–1.143) n.s 0.546***(0.414–0.721) 0.631***(0.473–0.843)

Masturbates
Never (ref)
At least 1x a year 1.05 (0.690–1.598) n.s. 1.491** (1.055–2.107) 1.367* (0.956–1.953)
At least 1x a month 1.242 (0.568–2.713) n.s. 1.175 (0.687–2.010) n.s.
At least 1x a week 0.95 (0.457–1.973) n.s. 0.602* (0.356–1.017) 0.580** (0.340–0.992)

2+ lifetime partners 1.042 (0.665–1.634) n.s. 1.854***(1.356–2.535) 1.799***(1.298–2.494)
Trouble achieving orgasm 1.142 (0.849–1.535) n.s. 0.592***(0.437–0.802) 0.584***(0.429–0.796)
Sexual discomfort 0.611***(0.461–0.809) 0.607***(0.456–0.809) 0.642***(0.475–0.866) 0.658***(0.484–0.896)
Interactional Pressures
Performance anxiety 0.802 (0.609–1.056) n.s. 0.954 (0.717–1.271) n.s.
Feels Insecure 1.334* (0.977–1.823) n.s. 1.901***(1.247–2.900) 1.799***(1.169–2.770)
Loves partner more 1.245 (0.840–1.846) n.s. 0.655** (0.456–0.939) 0.669** (0.462–0.968)
Partner infidelity 0.823 (0.579–1.168) n.s. 0.719* (0.486–1.063) n.s.
Sex to satisfy partner 0.772* (0.593–1.005) 0.747** (0.570–0.978) 0.939 (0.679–1.298) n.s.
Women should acquiesce 0.453***(0.342–0.601) 0.562***(0.417–0.756) 0.925 (0.657–1.303) n.s.
Wife focus on family 0.809 (0.627–1.044) n.s. 1.039 (0.792–1.364) n.s.
Constant 0.095***(0.042–0.219) 0.046***(0.018–0.119) 1.05 (0.560–1.969) n.s.

Note: Non-significant is abbreviated as n.s. AOR models include sociodemographic controls (not shown); these included marital status, age, education, urban residence, 
self-reported health, and self-reported depression in the last year. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001
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Several measures of interactional pressures were asso-
ciated with faking orgasm in line with our third hypoth-
esis (H3). For men and women, having sex to satisfy 
a partner (women: AOR = 1.70; men: AOR = 2.32), per-
formance anxiety (women: AOR = 2.30; men: 
AOR = 1.80), and believing their partner was unfaithful 
(women: AOR = 1.29; men: AOR = 2.05) were all asso-
ciated with higher odds of faking orgasm in the last year. 
Women who often/sometimes felt insecure in the relation-
ship had higher odds of faking orgasm, as did men who 
believed they loved their partner more. In line with pres-
sures around masculinity, men who subscribed to more 
traditional views about gender (i.e. that women should 
focus on the family, men on careers) had higher odds of 
faking orgasm (AOR = 1.28; p < .05).

Some demographic controls were significant in models 
(not shown), yet a high number of them were not signifi-
cant at all. Men with more education had lower odds of 
faking orgasm, whereas men who reported depression had 
higher odds of faking orgasm in the past year (AOR = 1.54; 
p < .01). Women who were ages 30–39 had lower odds of 
faking orgasm (AOR = 0.57; p < .01) than women ages 20– 
29. In line with past research, we suspect this has to do 
with acquired sexual experience, which results in 
a decreased need to fake orgasm (Herbenick et al., 2010; 
Kontula & Miettinen, 2016). Other demographic controls 
were not significant.

Sensitivity Tests

To explore the possibility of other interpretations, various 
sensitivity analyses were run. We tried including both orgasm 
and faking orgasm as categorical variables in ordinal regres-
sions and as continuous variables using OLS regression and 
found significant effects. Results did not change in size or 
direction. We ran more conservative regression models with 
robust standard errors and the main conclusions remained 
unchanged in terms of significance of effects. In addition, we 
ran all models without the variables: sexual discomfort, sexual 
satisfaction and trouble achieving orgasm since these variables 
could be built into the outcome variable (e.g., satisfaction 
might depend on whether one has an orgasm). Even without 
these variables, the main effects remain unchanged. We justify 
including these variables in the final models because we are 
theoretically interested in this question of whether things that 
make it difficult to have a real orgasm are predictive of fake 
orgasm. Models, not shown, also controlled for sexual debut 
and condom use showing nonsignificant effects. Additional 
tests did not detect multicollinearity.

Discussion

Our findings provide insight into the mechanisms associated 
with both orgasm and faked orgasm, an under-studied topic 
in the Chinese general population. First, we found evidence 

Table 5. Logistic regression of factors associated with faked orgasm in the last year among women (n = 1,496) and men (n = 1,497): Chinese health and family life survey 
(1999–2000).

Model 1 Women                         
OR (95% CI)                               

Model 2 Women                         
AOR (95% CI)                             

Model 3 Men                               
OR (95% CI)                                

Model 4 Men       
AOR (95% CI)      

Sexual Practices/Feelings during Sex
Received oral sex 1.396** (1.052–1.854) 1.368** (1.021–1.834) 1.041 (0.778–1.394) n.s.
Sex physically satisfying

Not at all (ref)
Somewhat 0.666* (0.432–1.026) 0.646* (0.416–1.004) 1.024 (0.625–1.678) n.s.
Very 0.433***(0.243–0.772) 0.421***(0.235–0.756) 0.646 (0.358–1.168) n.s.

Sex emotionally satisfying
Not at all (ref)
Somewhat 2.283***(1.423–3.663) 2.372***(1.472–3.823) 0.793 (0.474–1.327) n.s.
Very 2.106** (1.183–3.750) 2.177***(1.216–3.897) 0.956 (0.523–1.747) n.s.

Perceived sexual frequency
Yes, just right (ref)
No, too much 0.917 (0.561–1.497) n.s. 1.369 (0.761–2.465) n.s.
No, too little 1.075 (0.833–1.388) n.s. 1.013 (0.769–1.335) n.s.

Masturbates
Never (ref)
At least 1x a year 1.359 (0.931–1.984) n.s. 1.072 (0.787–1.460) n.s.
At least 1x a month 2.743** (1.257–5.986) 2.867***(1.297–6.340) 1.2 (0.750–1.919) n.s.
At least 1x a week 1.354 (0.682–2.687) n.s. 1.747** (1.058–2.886) 1.772** (1.059–2.965)

2+ lifetime partners 1.144 (0.777–1.683) n.s. 0.846 (0.640–1.120) n.s.
Trouble achieving orgasm 1.355** (1.039–1.768) 1.370** (1.044–1.798) 1.800***(1.354–2.394) 1.860***(1.392–2.485)
Sexual discomfort 1.153 (0.889–1.495) n.s. 1.362** (1.027–1.806) 1.337** (1.003–1.783)
Interactional Pressures
Performance anxiety 2.268***(1.789–2.876) 2.298***(1.806–2.924) 1.830***(1.396–2.398) 1.801***(1.366–2.375)
Feels Insecure 1.536***(1.159–2.036) 1.534***(1.149–2.048) 0.8 (0.563–1.137) n.s.
Loves partner more 1.003 (0.696–1.444) n.s. 1.633***(1.165–2.287) 1.638***(1.158–2.317)
Partner infidelity 1.264 (0.936–1.707) 1.293* (0.952–1.754) 2.080***(1.468–2.947) 2.048***(1.429–2.934)
Sex to satisfy partner 1.719***(1.359–2.174) 1.699***(1.340–2.155) 2.297***(1.711–3.084) 2.316***(1.714–3.130)
Women should acquiesce 1.034 (0.812–1.317) n.s. 1.566***(1.136–2.158) n.s.
Wife focus on family 1.008 (0.800–1.270) n.s. 1.322** (1.015–1.722) 1.283* (0.977–1.685)
Constant 0.192***(0.116–0.317) 0.245***(0.131–0.458) 0.115***(0.0605–0.220) 0.130***(0.055–0.309)

Note: AOR models include sociodemographic controls (not shown); these included marital status, age, education, urban residence, self-reported health, and self- 
reported depression in the last year. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001
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of significant gender differences in both frequency of orgasm 
and faking orgasm. Second, we found evidence that sexual 
practices/feelings during sex and interactional pressures are 
central predictors of orgasm and faking orgasm, with simi-
larities and differences by gender. In line with our hypoth-
esis that people are more likely to fake it when they cannot 
reach orgasm or when they wish to smooth over interactions 
that feel uncomfortable, we found that indicators of a) not 
being able to orgasm (e.g., sexual difficulties, discomfort, 
and less satisfying sex) and b) caring more what the other 
person will think (e.g., trying to satisfy partner) predicted 
faking orgasm. We also found that faking orgasm was con-
nected to not just unsatisfying sex, but also to insecurity in 
the relationship and concern about a partner’s impression. 
These findings, discussed in further detail below, have 
important implications for how we think about sex as 
a socially embedded behavior and the importance of inter-
actional expectations for sexual encounters (Collins, 2014; 
Goffman, 1983).

Existing research on orgasm in China has largely been con-
fined to medical research on sexual dysfunction (Ma et al., 2014; 
Sun et al., 2011; Xia et al., 2013). To our knowledge, no pub-
lished studies have examined faking orgasm in a Chinese con-
text. Although dated, the CHFLS provides an important 
foundation for studying men’s and women’s orgasm patterns, 
which can inform ongoing sexual health research in China. 
While some argue that dramatic sex-positive changes in sexual 
behavior in China have greatly benefited women (Jacobs, 2016; 
Jeffreys, 2007; Zhang, 2011), this study provides insight into the 
enduring presence of gender inequality in sexual practices pre-
sent when these data were collected in 1999 and 2000. (Hu, 2016; 
Renaud et al., 1997). Compared to men, a greater percentage of 
women experienced infrequent orgasm and faked orgasm in the 
past year. The gender differences in orgasm consistency are in 
line with more recent research (Frederick et al., 2018); however, 
the rates are much lower in our study, particularly for women 
(i.e., 76% men and 35% women) compared with the US (i.e., 
95% men and 65% women in US). This may be because of the 
older data, differences in measures, cultural norms in reporting, 
and/or true differences.10

Extending the work of scholars who argue for the enduring 
presence of traditional ideas about men’s and women’s sexu-
ality in China (Li et al., 2017; Wei & Liu, 2019; Wu et al., 2017), 
we find evidence that these ideas matter for orgasm and faking 
orgasm and we encourage more research on this subject. 
Women who ascribe to traditional gender views and women 
who had sex to satisfy their male partner reported lower rates 
of orgasm and higher rates of faking orgasm. Men who 
reported feelings not typically associated with masculinity 
(insecurity, relationship worries) had lower odds of frequent 
orgasm. Men who subscribed to more traditional views around 
gender and masculinity had higher odds of having faked 
orgasm in the past year.

While existing research has documented gender differences 
in orgasm in China (e.g., Pollet & Nettle, 2009), our findings 
offer a more nuanced picture of how these gender differences 
are tied to the CHFLS norms and attitudes. Future research 
should continue to explore how sexual practices/feelings dur-
ing sex are shifting based on beliefs around gender in China. 
We would reiterate that the CHFLS data (and accompanying 
survey) are publicly available from the University of Chicago. 
We highly encourage researchers to use these data to create 
similar, follow-up surveys and to inform ongoing research.

We find evidence that sexual exploration may be associated 
with faking orgasm. That is, receiving oral sex was significantly 
positively associated with faking orgasm for women and posi-
tively (though not significantly) associated with faking orgasm 
for men. Masturbating was also associated with faking orgasm 
for women and men. Muehlenhard and Shippee (2010) 
reported a similar finding where participants who reported 
faking orgasm were more sexually experienced (e.g., more 
likely to receive/perform oral sex, to orgasm with a partner, 
to masturbate, and to orgasm from masturbation) than parti-
cipants who had not faked orgasm. Muehlenhard and Shippee 
(2010) suggested that this association between faking orgasm 
and sexual experience occurs, in part, because more experi-
enced participants have had more opportunities to fake it. 
These findings echo Darling and Davidson’s (1986) findings 
that women who had faked orgasm were more likely than other 
women to have “explored a variety of ways to achieve orgasm, 
such as using a vibrator, . . . anal penetration, . . . and erotic 
literature” (p. 187). Taken together, these findings suggest that 
exposure to a variety of sexual experiences could provide more 
opportunities to fake orgasm.

In line with recent work arguing that sexuality and pleasure 
hold a new, central role in individual identity for both men and 
women in China (Jeffreys, 2015; Pan, 2007), our results also 
point to some more hopeful findings in terms of gender equal-
ity in orgasm. As of 1999 and 2000 we find substantial evidence 
that physical and emotional satisfaction are important for both 
men and women. Women, in particular, had exponentially 
higher odds of experiencing frequent orgasm when they 
reported very physically satisfying sex.11 Oral sex was highly 
predictive of frequent orgasm for both genders. Men reported 
non-negligible rates of faking orgasm in the last year (27%), 
suggesting that women’s impressions of them matter. Both 
men and women were less likely to orgasm when sex was not 
comfortable/pleasurable and more likely to have faked an 
orgasm when they were having trouble achieving an actual 
orgasm. Thus, our findings point to the importance of emo-
tional and physical comfort for men and women’s reports of 
orgasm and faking orgasm.

However, what is really unique about this study is our 
focus not just on gender differences, but also on these social 
processes related to interactional pressures. Our findings 
show that while sexual practices and feelings during sex 

10Some of these cultural differences might relate to a tendency to over-report 
orgasm rates, particularly among men in the West and increasingly less shame 
associated with female orgasm (Ho et al., 2018; Jeffreys, 2015). We’ve opted not 
to speculate too much here but we do highlight this as an area ripe for future 
research below.

11Of note, while very physically satisfying sex was associated with frequent 
orgasm for women, we would point out that it is also possible that frequent 
orgasms lead to greater physical satisfaction. Ideally, ongoing future research 
including: mixed methods approaches, prospective cohort studies, and random 
assignment to conditions can help us continue to evaluate this relationship over 
time to further explore the direction of effects.
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matter, efforts to manage interactional pressures also greatly 
impact orgasm outcomes. Using the CHFLS data we found 
that during sex, both men and women are trying to manage 
social expectations (Armstrong et al., 2006; Collins, 2014; 
Goffman, 1983; Masters et al., 2013). In particular, results 
suggest that efforts at interactional management may take 
away from sexual pleasure. Those participants more preoccu-
pied with managing interactional pressures on average were 
less likely to frequently experience orgasm and more likely to 
fake orgasm. For instance, frequent orgasm was less common 
among men to who loved their partner more and men who 
reported partner infidelity and women who had sex to satisfy 
their partner.

When looking at women’s reasons for no longer faking 
orgasm, Herbenick et al. (2019) found that over 90% of 
women said they felt greater comfort with sex, greater con-
fidence as a woman, or greater acceptance from their part-
ner, regardless of whether they had an orgasm or not. Simply 
put, women felt secure enough in themselves, in their rela-
tionships, and in their sex lives to no longer fake orgasm. 
The key point being that faking it is not necessarily about 
being unable to orgasm, but also about sexual comfort, 
confidence, and communication with partners among 
a host of other reasons. These findings have implications 
for how we discuss this interactional component of sex, 
which is often overlooked in research, sex education and 
programmatic efforts in China (Ho et al., 2018; Q. Ma 
et al., 2009), as in countries around the world (Ford, 2021; 
Muehlenhard et al., 2016; WHO, 2011). The importance of 
interactional pressures for both genders suggests it is not 
just women, but also men who are expected to smooth over 
and manage sexual interactions.

On the whole, our results paint somewhat of a mixed base-
line picture of the state of gender equality and the sexual 
revolution in China as of the year 2000. On the one hand, 
we find evidence that pleasure is important to both men and 
women, yet we also find evidence of gender inequality in 
sexual practices and feelings during sex. While our study 
does not definitively summarize the effects of the Chinese 
sexual revolution, it opens up a whole other series of ques-
tions related to how we think about sexual experiences as 
physical, emotional, social, and gendered, which can guide 
future research.

Strengths and Limitations of the Study

First, as mentioned, data for this study were collected in 
1999 and 2000 and, thus, the findings do not reflect current 
heterosexual practices. However, CHFLS is the most com-
prehensive survey of the Chinese general population con-
ducted to date. Our findings provide a foundational 
assessment of orgasm and faking orgasm in this population. 
We hope that newer studies can compare their findings with 
those presented here to examine change over the last two 
decades. Second, self-reporting of sexual practices/feelings 
during sex may have been influenced by social desirability 
bias. For example, participants may have over-reported their 
frequency of orgasms or their level of physical and 

emotional satisfaction with sex, which could have impacted 
the results. Third, the study lacked a rigorous approach to 
survey translation. We largely relied on prior translations 
conducted by the 1999–2000 research team, which pre-
cluded us from establishing data equivalence. This is not 
uncommon in cross-language studies and may bias empiri-
cal results and theoretical inferences. In some instances, the 
CHFLS English translation, (e.g., Some people are not able to 
achieve an orgasm in sexual intercourse) differed from the 
original Chinese translation (which read sex life rather than 
sexual intercourse). Of note, even when participants are 
presented with the term sex in survey measurement tools, 
there is still a strong tendency, especially among heterosex-
ual populations, to associate this with intercourse (Peterson 
& Muehlenhard, 2007). Exactly how the meaning of sex is 
lost in translation has not been well studied in the Chinese 
context (Rocha, 2010) and this would be a fruitful area for 
future work. We would, thus, advocate for further research 
on this methodological issue, particularly in light of recent 
calls from the World Health Organization for comparative 
data on the status of sexual health globally.

Other limitations of the study include the cross-sectional 
nature of the data, which means that the observed associa-
tions may operate bi-directionally and that the effects of some 
variables of interest (e.g., satisfaction) may be difficult to 
disentangle from outcomes (e.g., orgasm). There was also 
limited information on sex, gender, ethnicity, and sexuality. 
Our decision to dichotomize outcome variables, using logistic 
regression rather than ordinal regression may have resulted in 
loss of information. There is an over-emphasis on failure to 
orgasm during sex in the literature and we acknowledge how 
our research may be continuing this focus. However, our 
interest in faking orgasm (and how it might connect to failure 
to orgasm as well as interactional pressures) is a slightly new 
focus. By examining how orgasm and faking orgasm are like 
other social interactions and experiences, we also seek to 
normalize sexual behaviors, moving away from a sole empha-
sis on orgasm. Finally, men and women are not 
a homogenous group and different social positions may inter-
sect in meaningful ways to shape sexual interactions. The 
strengths of the study are its large sample, population- 
representative estimates, and wide range of variables that 
allowed us to investigate new theories of gendered pressures 
within intimate interactions.

Conclusion

Overall, these findings demonstrate how sex is more like other 
social interactions than we often acknowledge. In accounting 
for orgasm and faking orgasm in China, we find evidence that 
men and women are trying to manage social expectations and 
to act in ways that are expected of their gender, consistent with 
prior research in other countries (Armstrong et al., 2006; 
Collins, 2014; Goffman, 1983; Masters et al., 2013). In the 
CHFLS data, we found evidence for the persistent effects of 
gender inequality as evidenced through lower orgasm rates 
among women and higher rates of faking orgasm. However, 
our findings also reveal new insight into how specific sexual 
practices (e.g., oral sex) and interactional pressures (e.g., 
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performance anxiety and insecurity) predict orgasm outcomes, 
painting a more complex picture of sexual encounters in 
China. We hope that these findings can add to a growing 
body of research on changing norms around gender and sexu-
ality in China.
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