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Abstract
Gender similarities have been detected in various sexual behaviors and attitudes in young adults, but persistent differences 
remain regarding casual sexual relationships (CSRs), with women feeling different external pressures than men. We set out 
to study the spontaneous references made to gender similarities and differences towards CSRs in eight focus group inter-
views (N = 35 college-students, aged 18–28) about the characteristics of CSRs within a social-role framework. The thematic 
analysis led us to the interpretation that there is an ongoing change in the acceptability of these relationships, leading to 
the emergence of a single sexual standard – mostly liberal, but at times also conservative. However, different expectations 
remain, derived from a deep-rooted traditional sexual double standard still perceived in society. Challenges to the unequal 
standards and social constraints in CSRs is desired by many women, defended by men, and admired in those women whose 
striving contributes to the normalization of this conduct and of how it is evaluated.
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Meta-analytic reviews on gender differences in sexuality 
have shown within-gender variation in sexual behaviors and 
attitudes to be larger than between-gender variation; while 
men reported more sexual behaviors and more permissive 
sexual attitudes, the differences were small (Petersen & 
Hyde, 2010, 2011). A recent meta-analysis assessing dif-
ferences in people’s expectations and judgments regarding 
sexual behavior concludes that there is evidence for a tradi-
tional Sexual Double Standard (SDS) (a dual set of sexual 
standards that is stricter for women than for men) – though 
the effect is small, and this evidence depends on the meth-
odology used for assessing the SDS (Endendijk et al., 2020). 
This meta-analysis, like previous reviews of the literature 
(Bordini & Sperb, 2013; Petersen & Hyde, 2010, 2011), 
showed that the traditional SDS is behavior-specific, indi-
cating that certain behaviors no longer elicit the SDS, while 

others, such as casual sex, continue to be differently accepted 
when performed by a man or a woman. Casual sex may be 
defined as involving various forms of sexual behavior, with-
out there being mutual expectations of romantic involve-
ment or that the relationship will be ongoing, with the dura-
tion and degree of knowledge between individuals being 
highly variable (Alvarez et al., 2019). Other moderators for 
SDS include the cultural background, and the bidimensional 
nature of the concept, with the social representation of the 
norm shown to be more traditional than personal attitudes 
are. It can therefore be said that evidence reveals a con-
vergence on sexual attitudes and behaviors denoting gender 
equality, but certain results remain entrenched, namely, the 
recognition and, in some cases, the adoption of differential 
gendered norms toward casual sex, in various ways relative 
to cultural differences.

In this article we argue that emphasis on gender dif-
ferences instead of gender similarities tends to perpetuate 
double standards. While many sexual behaviors no longer 
elicit the SDS, others that continue to be the target of gen-
dered judgments, such as casual sex, are culturally dynamic 
sexual realities that also undergo changes that are important 
to monitor and understand. We begin by presenting reasons 
for the perpetuation of the SDS in casual sex and the social 
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game in which young women must navigate between resist-
ance and accommodation. We show the social relevance and 
normative role of CSRs and provide a brief cultural account 
of the behaviors that characterize the Portuguese sexual 
context. We then discuss empirical research showing sexual 
agency in women in casual sex. Finally, we report our study 
based on the spontaneous allusions made to gender similari-
ties and differences in CSRs in focus group interviews with 
female and male college students in this less studied culture.

The Sexual Double Standard in Casual Sex

Differential evaluation of casual sex demonstrates the per-
petuation of the SDS; this may be attributed to gender-
related differences ingrained in the social structure, specifi-
cally the concentration of men and women in different social 
roles, as argued by the social role theory (Eagly & Wood, 
1999). While male-dominated roles tend to be characterized 
by greater power and higher status, female-dominated roles 
are associated with subordinate behaviors, accounting for a 
gender hierarchy that also reflects on sexual behavior, attrib-
uting more sexual control to men and less sexual autonomy 
to women (Eagly & Wood, 1999). From this, there result 
traits that characterize men (agency) and women (commun-
ion) – gender role beliefs and stereotypes – that tend to be 
considered desirable and appropriate for each sex. Conform-
ity to gender role expectations is rewarded, and deviance 
is negatively evaluated or punished (e.g., Wood & Eagly, 
2012).

Despite gender roles having become less strict in most 
Western societies (Eagly & Wood, 1999), which points 
toward personal attitudes and societal expectations being 
marked by greater gender equality in the acceptance/judg-
ment of sexual conduct, women continue to feel different 
external pressures regarding sex than men do, as if sexual 
double standards have been shifted away from pre-marital 
sex, sexual practices, and infidelity, toward casual sexual 
relationships (CSRs). The existence of these areas of excep-
tion can be understood as a way to maintain the status quo of 
women's subordination to certain gender role beliefs and ste-
reotypes—materialized in the idea that an active, detached 
sexuality is acceptable or even expected for men, but not for 
women—and the meaning attributed to such areas of excep-
tion has not been sufficiently explored in different cultural 
contexts.

In fact, studies continue to find that sex in hookups is 
more controversial for women than for men and more sta-
tus-producing for men than for women (England & Bereak, 
2014), with more permissiveness of casual sex granted to 
men; this attitude is held more strongly among men than 
among women (Sprecher et al., 2013), although gender was 
not found as a moderator in the evaluation or expectations 

of men’s and women’s sexual behavior more recently 
(Endendijk et al., 2020). Rather than endorsing the SDS, 
women appear to recognize it as a social norm and feel they 
must conform with it – or make others believe they do – in 
order to protect their sexual reputations (Fjaer et al., 2015). 
Women’s discourses alternate between resistance – viewing 
the SDS as sexist injustice – and accommodation – concerns 
about one’s reputation and silence about casual encounters 
(Farvid et al., 2017), indicating the simultaneous adoption 
of an egalitarian standard as well as enactment of the SDS. 
The strength of the SDS therefore lies in the fact that it is 
a socially recognized standard (social SDS) that has been 
maintained over the years, in spite of its weakening as a 
personally internalized standard (personal SDS) (Endendijk 
et al., 2020). Alternative standards have been adopted (per-
sonally) – an egalitarian single sexual standard (SSS), 
with the same level of permissiveness or restrictiveness 
applied to sexual behavior of both men and women – and 
there is also residual evidence of a reversed sexual double 
standard, with more restrictiveness applied to male than 
female sexual behavior (Bordini & Sperb, 2013; Endendijk 
et al., 2020). This seems to be the case in Portugal, where 
research, although limited, has shown that both genders tend 
to behave similarly; concerning the judging of others, young 
women adopt egalitarian and sometimes reversed standards 
(Ramos et al., 2005), and young men show an attenuated 
SDS (Marques et al., 2013), but both recognize the social 
SDS or assume that pressure exists for men and women to 
conform with the prescriptions of the traditional standards 
(Amaro et al., 2021; Ramos et al., 2005). The effects of this 
inconsistency around behaviors that are the new targets of 
the SDS, such as casual sexual relationships, have not been 
explored in Portuguese studies.

Even though women see themselves as more agential 
in actual sexual encounters than how men tend to view 
them, this being attributed to women’s self-concepts having 
become increasingly agential over time (Eaton et al., 2016), 
gender roles persist in casual sexual scripts showing gender 
expectations and stereotypes enacted within these relation-
ships (Eaton et al., 2016; Olmstead et al., 2019). Reid et al. 
describe the uncertain game navigated by young women: 
“While hookups can offer women sexual pleasure without 
the demands of relationships, they occur within the gen-
dered context of an ongoing sexual double standard” (2011, 
p. 548).

The Social Relevance of CSRs

The possibility of CSRs being an area where the struggle 
for equality takes place – insofar as they are at the service 
of the maintenance of the SDS and the resultant inequalities 
– is particularly important as the number of people involved 
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in CSRs has grown in the last two decades (Alvarez et al., 
2019; Garcia et al., 2012; Wentland & Reissing, 2011). Such 
an increase may be attributed both to individuals prioritizing 
specific life tasks – finishing university, being financially 
independent, starting and investing in the development of 
a (professional) career – and to deferring family formation, 
which Hamilton and Armstrong (2009) have termed the 
self-development imperative. Gender equity – the increase 
of women’s participation in higher education and in the labor 
force – is among the main reasons why the number of sin-
gle individuals has increased (e.g., Himawan et al., 2018). 
The prioritization of these tasks therefore crosses diverse 
cultures (e.g., Arnett, 2015; Himawan, 2020) and is not lim-
ited to men, having changed most of all in women; it allows 
emerging adults to allocate resources to academic and pro-
fessional advancement, while living their sexuality without 
compromising their independence. Freedom of action and 
lifestyles is one of the merits of single life most frequently 
cited by both men and women in many cultures (e.g., Lyons 
et al., 2014; National Institute of Population & Social Secu-
rity Research, 2017).

Portuguese society in the 1960s was configured around 
a strict conservative structure in matters of sexual morality, 
following the orientation of the Catholic Church. As has 
happened in many Western societies, major changes have 
since taken place in social structure and sexual behavior. 
Portugal today has more women finishing higher education 
and with doctorates than men (PORDATA, 2021). Whereas 
in 1990, the average age at marriage was 26.2 years for 
men and 24.2 years for women, these figures were 33.9 
and 32.4 years in 2019, respectively, and the average age at 
first childbirth rose from 24.7 years for women in 1990 to 
30.5 years in 2019. Getting married and/or starting a fam-
ily continue to be projects, but are envisioned in the distant 
(Machado et al., 2014). Despite 81% of the population being 
Catholic, suggesting a religious endorsement to marry, there 
were more people married in civil ceremonies (68.7%) than 
married by the church (30.7%) in 2019 (PORDATA, 2021). 
This more secular and less-valued view of the sacramen-
tal and institutional aspect of marriage does not reflect a 
rejection of it, but is the result of the experience of various 
relational alternatives before marriage, since most of the 
experiences of informal conjugality prove to be transitory 
(Aboim, 2005). From the sexual point of view, there was a 
convergence of male and female sexual behavior, especially 
among the young, with major changes among women, espe-
cially those with higher education (Ferreira & Villaverde, 
2010). However, research focused on understanding the 
gendered diversity of responses to dominant (hetero)sexual 
scripts has showed the coexistence of still-conservative dis-
courses alongside others that are more progressive. The pro-
gressive ones strive to detach from the traditional frames and 
gender rules for relationships and sex, via increasing sexual 

agency, and in some cases stepping outside of traditional 
gender roles by adopting new forms of intimate relationship 
or by opting for (Alarcão et al., 2015).

It can therefore be noted that important contributions 
to the increase of sexual relationships during emerging 
adulthood in Portugal include: academic and professional 
investment and the subsequent postponement of marriage 
and having children, the acceptance of female sexuality out-
side marriage and the dissolution of sexual prohibitions, the 
lesser impact of religion on behavior, and the expectation of 
different ways of experiencing intimacy before marriage.

Sexual Agency in Women in Casual Sex

Gender differences in sexuality have proven to be smaller 
in societies with greater gender equality (Endendijk et al., 
2020; Petersen & Hyde, 2010) and researchers argue that 
focus should be placed on gender similarities rather than 
differences, which tend to perpetuate double standards when 
emphasized (Hyde, 2005). One such similarity concerns 
positive attitudes towards postponing marriage or remaining 
single, which is found across many cultures (Himawan et al., 
2018) and which increases the likelihood and the relevance 
of non-committed sexual relationships.

In fact, acceptability for women’s sexual agency in 
hookups has also been found, with women seen as sexual 
beings with physical desires at the basis of their hookup 
behavior and with college students of both genders recogniz-
ing the normalcy of women’s sexual desire and the right to 
pursue sex in a hookup without the expectation of a relation-
ship (Reid et al., 2011). In addition, both genders were per-
ceived as having convergent objectives of rapport-building 
when refraining from sex on a post-hookup date, far from 
the approach/avoidance dichotomy usually assigned to the 
genders (Reid et al., 2011). This acceptability is not devoid 
of some caveats, especially in a post-hookup date; a woman 
is more perceived as needing to improve her self-image and 
to show herself as a potential dating partner (Reid et al., 
2011). Rudman et al. (2017) showed that when the costs of 
involvement in casual sex were mild, the difference by which 
men received greater encouragement was eliminated, and 
when the costs were higher for men, women were urged by 
their fellow participants to have casual sex more than men 
were. This suggests that women may receive equal encour-
agement to get involved in casual sex, depending on the risk 
involved rather than on their gender. Besides this liberal 
egalitarian sexual standard, other recent studies found some 
evidence of a single conservative sexual standard for casual 
sex behavior among men and women, with mainly conserva-
tive gender egalitarianism as the norm (Allison & Risman, 
2013). These changes sometimes developed toward a reverse 
sexual double standard, with men being judged more harshly 
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and seen as less appealing for being ‘sluts’ than the female 
‘sluts’ (Papp et al., 2015). Finally, it should be noted that 
predictors of gender equality in sexual regret from casual 
sex include factors that are mainly situational, such as being 
the one who takes the initiative, finding the partner sexually 
competent, and sexual gratification (Kennair et al., 2018); 
this shows that the differences may be diluted, given the 
possibility of higher agency and some luck when choosing 
the partner. In sum, several gender similarities have been 
found regarding the experience of CSRs, in terms of their 
acceptability, the need for rapport-building in some of these 
encounters, and social encouragement in situations where 
risks are controlled; even regret from casual sex is shown 
to be more dependent on situational aspects than on gender.

In the field of sexuality there are significant indications 
that gender similarities are greater than usually emphasized 
in the studies and that, even in domains where differences 
persist, such as in CSRs, sexuality is dynamic and is con-
stantly being renegotiated. It is also the case with CSRs that 
more similarities are found than are usually emphasized, 
and this relational domain should therefore be continuously 
monitored so that we remain aware of the ongoing changes 
and their implications for gender equality. The purpose of 
the present study, which is part of a larger study on the char-
acteristics of CSRs, was to analyze spontaneous allusions 
made to gender similarities and differences in CSRs, without 
being prompted by emphasis on the differences, in focus 
group interviews with college students in a less-studied cul-
tural context.

Materials and Methods

Participants

 Participants comprised 35 college students (M = 20.89; 
SD = 2.17), 19 women, mostly heterosexual (cf. Table 1).

Participants were recruited through a convenience sam-
pling method from five Portuguese universities from differ-
ent regions of the country; the study was presented to stu-
dents during classes and those interested were pre-enrolled 
to participate; inclusion criteria included to be between 18 
and 29 years of age, speaking European Portuguese as their 
native language, and having had at least one sexual experi-
ence. Living in the country for less than a year was an exclu-
sion criterion as it was considered to imply an insufficient 
command of the language.

Procedure

We presented the study as seeking to know and deepen 
our knowledge about the CSRs that Portuguese emerging 
adults engage in today. Seventy-two students pre-enrolled, 

and thirty-six were scheduled to focus groups according to 
their best convenience. Concerning those who did not par-
ticipate, the main reasons were being unavailable on the pro-
posed schedules, not responding to the initial e-mails, and 
not completing the scheduling procedure; one student could 
not participate because she was living in the country for less 
than a year, and another stated no longer being interested in 
participating. In the case of the online focus group, two par-
ticipants were unable to guarantee privacy, and one sched-
uled participant arrived late and could no longer join the 
Zoom meeting to participate in the focus group interview.

Ethical approval was granted by the authors’ faculty 
review board (n.1_2017_18), and all participants signed 
an informed consent statement. All students received a gift 
check (10€) in return for their participation.

Four same-gender (two female and two male) and four 
mixed-gender focus groups were performed, with 3–6 par-
ticipants per group. Interviews took from 60 to 110 min, 
and were all conducted by the third author, already experi-
enced in conducting group interviews. All focus groups took 

Table 1   Sociodemographic Characteristics of Participants (N = 35)

Participants’ characteristics

  Age range 18–28

  Gender 54% Women, 46% Men
  Ethnicity 94% White

3% African-European
3% Latino

  Religious affiliation 54%
Sexual experiences
  Sexual interactions only with the other 

sex
80%

  Sexual interactions mainly with the other 
sex

8.6%

  Sexual interactions only with the same 
sex

5.7%

  Sexual interactions with both sexes 5.7%
Relationship status
  Single 30.3%
  In a committed relationship 66.7%
  Non-marital partnership 3%

Previous CSR experience
  No CSR experience 25.7%
  1–3 CSRs 28.5%
  4–6 CSRs 22.8%
  7–9 CSRs 8.5%

   > 10 CSRs 14.5%
Number of partners
  1–3 partners 42.8%
  4–6 partners 28.7%
  7–9 partners 11.5%
  > 10 partners 17.4%
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place between November and December 2019 in the higher 
education institutions where the participants were recruited, 
except for one which took place through the Zoom platform 
in April 2020, due to restrictions imposed during the Covid-
19 pandemic.

This study was part of a wider research project aiming 
to explore the variation and characteristics of casual sexual 
relationships among Portuguese young adults. The decision 
to conduct focus-group interviews was taken in order to 
reach in-depth information about the socially-shared per-
ceptions and opinions about CSRs rather than personal and 
individual experiences, as well as to use the discussion to 
find the most typical language, terms, and expressions used 
by Portuguese emerging adults when talking about CSRs 
(Frith, 2000).

We created a semi-structured interview guide aimed at 
deepening the characterization of the different types of CSR. 
The questions were based on previous research finding a 
variety of CSRs (Alvarez et al., 2021) and were informed by 
the literature on CSRs (e.g., Wentland & Reissing, 2011). In 
order to initiate and facilitate communication between par-
ticipants and moderator, a neutral question was first posed to 
all participants(e.g., about each participant’s area of study), 
followed by a general question about what CSRs are and 
their main characteristics, then key-questions about specific 
features of CSRs (motivations, beginning and ending of an 
encounter, communication, scripts, conflict management, 
thoughts and feelings, sexual experience, benefits and risks, 
transitions, safe sex issues, the role of new technologies, 
and social acceptance). For each question participants were 
asked to share their views of socially-held opinions and not 
their personal experiences, although they could do so if they 
wished. Probes, follow-ups, and unscripted questions were 
presented by the moderator in order to obtain further details 
(Krueger, 1998). Although some questions were meant to 
explore the social acceptance of casual sex, none referred 
to gender differences nor directly examined the existence of 
SDS. To conclude the interview, the moderator presented a 
brief summary of the main contributions and invited partici-
pants to comment.

After being interviewed, participants completed a soci-
odemographic questionnaire (see Table 1). Participants in 
the online focus group completed the questionnaire using 
an online platform (Qualtrics).

Analysis Procedures

All interviews were conducted in Portuguese, audio-recorded 
and transcribed verbatim. In order to identify and interpret 
the socially-produced patterns of information across data, 
we performed a thematic analysis of data, inspired by the 
guidelines of Braun and Clarke (2006). In a first step, using 
NVivo 12 software, one researcher familiarized with data 

and identified, selected and compiled all excerpts contain-
ing spontaneous allusions to gender similarities and dif-
ferences in CSRs, as well as discourses around the words 
‘man’, ‘woman’, ‘men’, ‘women’, ‘boy(s)’, ‘girl(s)’, ‘gen-
der’, ‘equality’, and ‘inequality’. In a second step, a different 
researcher reread all the excerpts and attributed initial codes 
to individual quotes that captured participants’ reflections 
about gender. The codes were descriptors of the content 
of each quote about gender-related issues in CSRs. A third 
researcher reread the quotes to validate the attributed codes 
or propose alternatives. These researchers jointly resolved 
what divergences there were and, in a third step, analyzed 
and combined the initial codes to form broader themes. 
Subsequently, all authors reviewed the initial thematic map 
in a collaborative and recursive process, and delineated the 
final set of themes for gender similarities and differences. 
This analytical process resulted in two main themes and five 
sub-themes. We followed the COREQ checklist (Tong et al., 
2007) to report the main characteristics of this qualitative 
study (Supplementary file), explicitly and comprehensively.

Results

All participants had already had intercourse; 74% reported at 
least one casual sex relation at some time in life, with 14.3% 
being currently involved in one; the mean number of their 
casual sexual partners so far was 7.6 (Table 1).

Two themes were generated from the analysis of the inter-
views: The Single Sexual Standard and the Sexual Double 
Standard. Excerpts identify gender (W for woman, M for 
man), participant (through a number after gender identifica-
tion), and the type (sg for single-gender or mg for mixed-
gender) and number of the focus group.

The Single Sexual Standard

Social Acceptance

Most of the participants considered that CSRs are accepted 
within their generation since ‘(…) society has an increas-
ingly open-minded mentality’ (M4_sg2). In this sense, young 
men considered that ‘It is important for anyone to pursue 
the (sexual) practices they want without being judged for it’ 
(M2_sg8), with no gender-related exception because ‘(…) 
girls have exactly the same right that we do (…) (M3_sg2). 
It’s not even the right, it’s the same desire, we’re humans’ 
(M2_sg2). Young women also claimed the same right to have 
casual sexual partners and to brag about it, ‘Go girl! Do what 
you gotta do! (…) If that’s what you want, it’s your body…’ 
(W2_sg6). These statements point towards advances in the 
depenalization of CSRs, leading to increasing gender equality.
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Participants recognized that women’s sexual agency 
and orientation towards their own satisfaction have become 
more prominent, as nowadays women feel that they ‘(…) are 
taking advantage of this boom of information and openness’ 
(W1_mg3) and so ‘There are more women that search 
only for casual and physical [pleasure]’ (W1_sg6). A 
number of young women stated that they feel comfortable in 
initiating and leading a CSR, whereas others mentioned that 
women are increasingly taking preemptive action regarding 
sexual protection, ‘I see more girls carrying condoms than 
boys’ (W1_sg5). One female participant recounted one of her 
personal experiences where sex was the most important part in 
a relationship, ‘(…) I let myself be carried away and… in [each 
of] the three times we began the encounter with sex’ (W1_mg4).

Favorable Contexts

Participants also expressed that some specific circumstances 
could help minimize the impact of social judgment about 
involvement in CSRs. The fact that some young adults are 
studying far away from home creates a safer space to explore 
sexuality because ‘It helps, the fact that since no one knows 
you, you are more at ease to do as you please’ (W2_sg5). 
Along with a new space of freedom, there also appears to be 
a “defined” time to experience CSRs, reflecting similar gen-
der perspectives. Both men and women explained that they 
participate in casual relationships because they want to have 
enjoyable uncommitted sexual relationships, and they also 
stated a common long-term goal of having ‘(…) a [serious] 
relationship, not only casual things (…)’ (M2_sg2). Young 
women also endorsed this aim, stating that ‘In my opinion, 
we’ll get to a point where we’ll be tired of… (W2_sg5) … 
always being in casual relationships’ (W3_sg5). ‘We’ll get 
to a point where we’ll want something more, we’ll want 
someone with whom to… do other stuff than going to parties 
or…(W2_sg5) [Someone with whom to] share other experi-
ences!’ (W4_sg5).

Limits, Difficulties, and Challenges

Participants also commented on some of the limits and dif-
ficulties that both women and men face when dealing with 
CSRs. Their discourses stressed that there has to be a limit 
of partners at some point, determined either by a number or 
by the arrival of a certain moment in life. As one male par-
ticipant said, ‘(…) aren’t you disrespecting yourself, whether 
you are a man or a woman (…) being with 10 people in one 
night, kissing 10 mouths in the same night, don’t you feel a 
little disrespected?’ (M3_mg1). Having too many partners 
seemed to call into question not only women’s but also men’s 
reputations, in the sense that ‘(…) we [men] are differently 
criticized, if a man has already been with, I don’t know, 15 

girls, 20 girls, [they say] that this one is only good for that, 
that he will never have a serious relationship. (…) And that 
pushes girls away’ (M4_mg3). This egalitarian conservative 
judgment is closer to their parents’ values, as stated by two 
male participants who stressed that their mothers reproached 
them for having too many female sexual partners and not 
settling down with only one person.

When it comes to initiating and leading a CSR, partici-
pants accorded more importance to psychological variables 
than to gender: ‘(…) Nowadays it’s the person that has more 
self-esteem or has a bigger ego – whoever feels more con-
fident in that specific situation is the one who’s going to 
lead [the encounter], whether it is the man or the woman…’ 
(M3_mg1), pointing to some equality in this aspect. How-
ever, some gender-specific difficulties were mentioned con-
cerning engaging in casual sex. For example, a number of 
male participants affirmed that men feel that sexual encoun-
ters are difficult to initiate, which is why ‘(…) drinking is 
very important (…) knowing that I’m going to be with a 
girl, or that I’m going to have sex with a girl, if I’m not 
a bit drunk, I don’t have the guts to start a conversation’ 
(M3_sg2). They also mentioned that, from their perspective, 
(casual) sex may be more uncomfortable for women than 
for men because of ‘(…) the shame of showing their own 
bodies or even looking at [men’s] bodies and not wanting 
to show their own’ (M3_sg2). For female participants, while 
recognizing that women’s sexual behaviors are progressively 
guided by their willingness to experience pleasure, the main 
difficulty seemed to be the still-uncertain social accept-
ance of women’s involvement in CSRs, because although 
‘Women also think a lot about pleasure’ (W3_sg5), they 
also must ‘(…) have the capacity not to care about what is 
said’ (W2_sg6).

The Sexual Double Standard

Social Constraints

The observation that ‘(…) in our generation (…) a boy that 
goes out with lots of girls (…) is a champion, and a girl 
that goes out with lots of boys (…) is a slut (…)’ (M4_sg2), 
showed the perception that society continues to hold a biased 
perspective on the acceptability of CSRs. Our participants, 
both women and men, felt the need to stress that there are 
different expectations towards each gender, through distinct 
gender roles that include sexual behaviors. These young 
adults mentioned that there is no definite rule regarding the 
number of sexual partners for men, while for women it is 
something like ‘One every six months, and…! More than 
that, and they’re considered sluts!’ (W2_mg4).
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Social conventions still make the rules, as some women 
admitted that most of the times when they refrain from 
taking the initiative for CSRs it is because it may destroy 
a future committed relationship as ‘For casual, [men] like 
easy [women], but for a committed relationship…’ (W1_
sg6). On the other hand, social pressures also call for a 
sense of obligation to have a busy sex life, especially (but 
not exclusively) for men, ‘Yes, there is a pressure from 
people around us that if we are not involved sexually with 
someone we are perceived as a failure…’ (W3_mg3).

Some Women Judge, other Women Flourish

Contributing to this SDS may be not only the traditional 
beliefs about gender, but also the fact that ‘(…) women (…) 
are the first to judge other women for something that, prob-
ably, we also do’ (W2_sg5). Most female participants were 
well aware of this criticism and affirmed that they use it at 
times when they want to hurt someone, ‘I think that we don’t 
have many problems with that, but when we want, we use it 
against the person’ (W1_mg7). There was also an opinion 
that women who judge other women badly are just ‘(…) jeal-
ous of those who are at ease’ (M1_sg8), probably because 
they also wanted to feel free to engage in casual relationships 
but don’t feel confident to do so. One female participant 
went even further and added that ‘For instance, if a person 
is a slut, they may say that she’s a slut but she’s going to 
continue to have sex and she’s the one that is going to laugh. 
While everyone is insulting her, she’s going to continue to 
have sex…’ (W1_mg4). During the interviews, women 
referred to men engaging in these depreciative judgments 
towards permissive women as well, but male participants 
never actually made such an assertion, instead only affirm-
ing what they believe is society’s general thinking about 
women’s sexual behavior.

As a result of all the criticism, ‘Girls only talk to cer-
tain people that they know are not going to judge them’ 
(W2_sg6). They rely on a circle of trusted friends, where 
they feel protected and supported, a safe place where they 
have no fear of being socially reproved. Women also share 
their experiences with men as long as they have no sexual 
or romantic interest in them, ‘But that depends to whom we 
talk about it (…) if we talk among friends, even boys, I don’t 
think that’s a problem, but if we want to have some kind of 
relationship with one of the boys we are telling these things 
we might feel a bit more inhibited because of what he may 
think about us’ (W1_sg6).

Discussion

We have argued the focus of the sexual double standard has 
shifted to target behaviors such as casual sexual relation-
ships. As the attitudes around these behaviors have not been 
noted or explored in previous Portuguese studies we sought 
to examine the spontaneous remarks regarding gender sexual 
standards that young adults made while participating in a 
larger study about the characteristics of CSRs. These state-
ments were not specifically prompted, which brings addi-
tional interest to the analysis.

Findings from this study indicate an ongoing change in 
the acceptability of the CSRs among Portuguese college stu-
dents, including those with and without their own experience 
of CSRs. We note the emergence of a single sexual standard 
– one that is mostly liberal, but at times also conservative. 
An increase in the proportion of single individuals and the 
fulfillment of their sexual and emotional needs – namely 
through their sexual relationships – does not, however, occur 
without social resistance. The challenging of normative gen-
der roles is culture-specific and may include struggles for 
women to be perceived as personally and socially complete 
despite not being married (Himawan et al., 2018), for the 
right to premarital sex (Zheng et al., 2011), or for the use of 
the same standard in accepting sexual involvement in non-
committed relationships (Endendijk et al., 2020). It is this 
last aspect that is at issue in the culture in which the present 
study is embedded, specifically in the acceptance of CSR 
for women and not only for men (Amaro et al., 2021; Neves, 
2016). Thus, if our study points, on the one hand, to egalitar-
ian positions, on the other there remain some inequalities 
that derive from a deep-rooted traditional SDS still recog-
nized in Portuguese society by the younger generations. It is 
not clear whether participants have internalized these beliefs 
from the previous generations, but the social existence of 
the standard is highlighted, and the cultural and religious 
background in which these youngsters grew up may help 
explain the clashes between traditional and liberal beliefs. 
Liberal beliefs regarding sex and relationships, in line with 
contemporary social discourses valuing gender equality, 
stand alongside a still-existing conservative religious her-
itage. The coexistence of liberal and traditional standards 
has already been found in other studies (e.g., Alarcão et al., 
2015; Reid et al., 2011) and in meta-analyses on the SDS 
(e.g., Endendijk et al., 2020; Petersen & Hyde, 2011), which 
suggests a relative independence between the normality of 
the conduct and the norm used to evaluate it (Amaro et al., 
2021). This is still more likely as previous Portuguese stud-
ies have pointed to the emergence of the SDS more as a per-
ceived social shared belief than a personally endorsed sexual 
standard (Marques et al., 2013; Ramos et al., 2005). This is 
to say that liberal positions, more so than conservative ones, 
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tend to be adopted despite recognition of the social SDS. 
However, references to the consequences of the traditional 
SDS help to explain how its social existence contributes to 
the perpetuation of dual judgments and behaviors, inde-
pendently of an individual’s self-identification with such a 
standard (Amaro et al., 2021).

One important finding is the recognition among these 
young adults that female and male sexuality are derived 
from the same biological imperatives – and, thus, male and 
female sexuality can both be equally accepted by society. 
Participants believe women are entitled to seek pleasure, 
to have the same sexual freedom as men, and to feel con-
fident in proactively looking for casual relationships. In 
particular, the young women we interviewed advocate not 
for more acceptance of their behaviors, but simply that the 
standards be applied equally to both genders. This may be 
explained by the fact that these participants did not have a 
particularly strong religious affiliation, and certainly did not 
endorse orthodox religious beliefs, as those would probably 
impose a more rigorous focus on abstinence and prevent 
them from understanding sexual drive as a biological instinct 
(Himawan, 2020).

Somewhat less expected was the easiness reported by 
women in our sample regarding initiating and leading the 
CSRs, contrary to what has been found in the literature (e.g., 
Sakaluk et al., 2014). In the current study, we found that the 
more confident or experienced partner is usually the one 
responsible for taking the leading role. Furthermore, women 
bringing condoms, a behavior which suggests an expectation 
of sexual intercourse, does not seem to violate the subtle 
sexual double standard related to sexual permissiveness in 
our sample, as it once did (Hynei & Lydon, 1995). These 
proactive, agential actions show that women do not have to 
wait for men to make the first move and feel perfectly at ease 
to take the lead themselves, which points to the weakening 
of traditional female gender roles and the blurring of their 
differences from traditional male roles.

Results also indicate that there appears to be a specific 
time and place to engage in CSRs, which helps to normal-
ize and de-penalize the behavior. Such a consideration is 
reflected in both men’s and women’s desire to have com-
mitted relationships in the future, as also found in other cul-
tures (e.g., Garcia & Reiber, 2008; Himawan et al., 2018). 
Likewise, it is expressed in the idea that certain contextual 
factors attenuate the consequences of the social judgment 
around CSRs, such as moving to a new town when going 
to college. These young adults stressed the liberating effect 
of anonymity, especially for women. In such favorable con-
texts, women can free themselves from the SDS that puts 
them under moral constraint and prevents them from acting 
according to their desires (Reid et al., 2011).

It is important to note that there was some convergence on 
the limits, difficulties, and challenges encountered by both 

genders when dealing with CSRs. Women are reproached 
for having too many partners, but this also poses a threat to 
men’s reputations and jeopardizes future (committed) rela-
tionships, since women affirm they tend not to trust men who 
are promiscuous. This points to an increasingly egalitarian 
conservative judgment of these sexual behaviors, as found 
in previous research (Allison & Risman, 2013), consistent 
with the less-permissive sexual codes perceived among par-
ticipants’ parents’ generation.

Although we found both liberal and conservative gen-
der equality, women are judged more negatively based on 
the number of sexual partners than men are, as observed 
in the literature (Marks et al., 2019). We found women still 
suffering more criticism than men do, especially criticism 
expressed by other women, as also found elsewhere (Farvid 
et al., 2017). Such criticism targets not only the number of 
partners but also their succession without a proper waiting 
period. It has been proposed in the literature that women try 
to make a clear distinction between themselves and other 
women who appear to have erotic natures that they believe 
are not appreciated by men (Hamilton, 2007), criticism 
being a weapon that allows them to depict how different 
(and thus, more desirable) they are. As such, women in our 
study only confide these experiences to close friends, who 
they know are not going to vilify them.

It can be said that society’s constraints concerning the 
SDS affect both men and women – e.g., inhibition of female 
initiative and alcohol-assisted dis-inhibition of male ini-
tiative, in order to prove or protect one’s social image and 
sexual reputation – although it affects women more severely 
and results in different consequences for each gender. It is 
possible that, resulting from visible gender equality in access 
to higher education, career building, and the labor market 
(Himawan, 2020), and being therefore more asserted and 
established in society, the social pressure on sexual behav-
ior has been shifted to controlling men’s behavior as a way 
to maintain the status quo of oppression around women’s 
sexuality.

Nevertheless, contrary to what has been found in national 
(e.g., Marques et al., 2013) and international literature (e.g., 
Holland & Vangelisti, 2020; Petersen & Hyde, 2010), the 
young men interviewed in this study, whether in mixed or 
homogenous groups, did not endorse a traditional SDS for 
CSRs, but rather expressed some outrage over its existence 
in society. Being part of a population with university attend-
ance is usually associated with more permissiveness (e.g., 
Laumann et al., 2000), and the similar attitudes towards 
postponing marriage and remaining single (Himawan et al., 
2018) help to understand this egalitarian expression. While 
there is hope that these younger generations are indeed more 
open-minded, the gender of the interviewer that led the focus 
groups (female) and an impression management effect may 
have contributed to advancing this idea.
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Our results also indicate that despite being criticized, 
some women rely on their own strength and continue to 
enjoy their sexuality, ignoring the envy and unkindness that 
underlies some judgments. This proactive role is even more 
important in view of the tension resulting from women’s 
willingness to experience pleasure, to go and get want they 
want, vs. the social criticisms of women’s involvement in 
CSRs. The jealousy some women feel toward those who 
have the capacity not to care about what is said indicates 
that, for some, the involvement in CSRs is probably not an 
internal conflict; it is a struggle against external and social 
forces, one that can create empowerment. This seems to 
result also in admiration of women who have managed to 
evade the restrictions that the SDS intends to put on their 
behavior.

In a nutshell, participants expressed positive attitudes 
towards CSRs, while their spontaneous discourse about 
the role of gender in these particular sexual relationships 
focused on equality and, at the same time, on the shared 
perception that society evaluates men more positively and 
women more negatively for being involved in CSRs or with 
multiple partners. While the simultaneous presence of ref-
erences to egalitarian, liberal, and differential sexual stand-
ards is not necessarily new, the fact that women claim active 
sexual roles for themselves, even defending the right to extol 
their sexuality, and the fact that men are especially critical 
of the SDS, in a society in which this traditional standard 
appears to remain deeply-rooted, are unique in the pano-
rama of Portuguese research. Equally surprising is the ref-
erence to a conservative egalitarian standard, which seems 
to reveal the values of previous generations, but which does 
not exclude the acceptance of CSRs, as long as certain limits 
on space, time, and number of partners are observed. Inde-
pendently of being more or less expected, these various dis-
courses, because they come from contrasting positions, also 
point to an apparent lag in the way social transformations 
related to the normality and normativity of casual sexual 
relationships are taking place. On the one hand, we have the 
adoption of liberal sexual standards that seem to reflect the 
social changes resulting from the self-development impera-
tive (Hamilton & Armstrong, 2009) that is spreading across 
cultures (Himawan et al., 2018). Being afforded distance 
from any urgency toward marriage and family life, such lib-
eral standards welcome new forms of relationships, includ-
ing casual sexual relationships. On the other hand, these 
transformations do not seem to be reflected in the social 
norms that preside over the acceptance and judgment of 
casual sexual involvement, given the still-entrenched SDS 
recognized in Portuguese society. This is all the more note-
worthy insofar as those who dare not go against its prescrip-
tions, for fear of the negative repercussions on their sexual 
image and reputation, may end up limiting their access to 
positive, free, and satisfying sexual experience.

Limitations and Future Directions

The current study has limitations that must be addressed. 
First, the fact that there has been no explicit objective for the 
study of the SDS in CSRs has certainly left many aspects 
to be investigated and has contributed to a limited view of 
the theme. Even though the SDS is found more in qualita-
tive studies than in laboratory-based experimental research 
(Marks et al., 2019), in the present study the reports were 
mixed. Qualitative studies are considered to have a higher 
degree of ecological validity and, as such, the fact that spe-
cific questions concerning any particular exploration of 
the topic were not asked may bring considerable validity 
especially to the egalitarian judgments expressed regarding 
the CSRs. Second, due to the homogeneity of the sample, 
results may only be applicable to college students and het-
erosexual individuals, as only students enrolled in a uni-
versity were invited to participate and the sample size of 
non-heterosexual individuals was small. Further studies 
to deepen our understanding of the attitudes toward CSRs 
encountered in this study are needed to help to disentangle 
their idiosyncrasy from changes taking place more widely, to 
clarify their implications for gender equality and their con-
sequences for the lived experience of sexuality, in particular 
of sexual satisfaction.

Conclusions

Involvement in CSRs, especially frequent involvement, is 
considered “a barometer of the degree to which attitudes 
toward sexuality have continued to liberalize (or not) in 
recent decades” (Alisson & Risman, 2013, p. 1192). In our 
study, however, more- and less-liberal attitudes coexist, as 
reflected in the recognition of the simultaneous presence of 
traditional gendered sexual standards and egalitarian ones, 
or the apparent rejection of the former and endorsement of 
the latter (in forms more liberal than conservative). Such 
a multifaceted reality has consequences for both men and 
women. While the traditional SDS highlights the social ben-
efits of casual sex for men to the point of pressuring them 
to engage in CSRs, an egalitarian conservative standard 
penalizes men (not only women) who have a high number of 
sexual partners, rendering them less desirable for the steady 
relationships that are their long-term goals. For women, the 
existence of concomitant discourses means that some of 
them refrain from taking the initiative in these types of rela-
tionships, as well as hold back from disclosing their casual 
sexual experiences to others, while others live their sexual 
lives freely without regard for social judgment.

Even if challenging the normative gender roles occurs 
cross-culturally, in the present study we found that the 
normalization of CSRs seems to belong mainly to women 



	 Current Psychology

1 3

who do not share the existing norm or who resist internal-
izing it, placing the conflict in social space and using their 
behavior as a weapon to combat the usual normative judg-
ment. These agentic women appear to be the ones helping 
to normalize needs, desires, and sexual behaviors in CSRs, 
which are perceived under the rubric of a liberal SSS. This 
is aided by the position of men who do not express a tra-
ditional SDS in CSRs and who show some outrage at its 
existence in society. Such challenges to the norm are a 
way of changing social constraints – especially in relation 
to the experience of CSRs – which seems to be desired 
by many women and defended by men. This is identified 
and admired in some of the most agentic women, whose 
striving contributes to the normalization and more equal 
evaluation of this conduct.
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