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ABSTRACT. A fortuitous sample of 362 individuals with peirced
nipples, 292 men and 70 women, relurned a quesjionnaire concern-
ing the reasons they pierced their nipples and the outcome of those
mmnqnmzmm. While over 3/4ihs of the sample reported an inierest in
/M {sadomasochismy}, less than half the sample fell the piescing was
part of their S/M role. The sample had overwhelmingly positive
feelings about the piercings, with 94% of the men and 87% of the
women staling they would do it again. Expected hostile responses
from health care providers were nol reported. Demographics and
problems encountcred are also discussed. :

The present study ;rew out of several requests lby other profes-
sionals for informatior cenceming the phenomenor of nipple pierc-
ing. A review of the 1 :crature yiclded a paucity of jnformation con-
ceming the phenomenon. Yet it was not difficult td find several lay
individuals who had become *“expents” and were “piercing” their
friends and acquaintances. One individual had a stofe (since expand-
ed to three stores) devoted to the piercings in general and publishes a
technically high quality glossy magazine devoted to picrcing.
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Cussory interviews with individuals who had their nipples
picrced produced reports of enhanced pleasurable sensations, per-
ceived increased attractiveness, and more interest in sex directly
atiributed to the procedure. Some respondents indicated that they
encountered medical complications andfor scom from medical
practitioners when they presented for treatment of complications or
fur other medical problems.

These limited interviews helped focus our study. The present
study attempts to describe individuals with at least one nipple pierc-
ing, their motivation, the relationship to other behaviors in which
they are involved, the medical complications they encouniered, and
the response they received from the medical community. The pres-
ent study will focus only upon those individuals who have perma-
nent nipple piercings, in contrast to another phenomenon of individ-
uals who use needles and pins for 1emporary piercings as pant of a
sexual encounter. An arbitrary decision was made to confine the
present study to those who had their nipple pierced rather than the
more general topic of piercing.

A review of the literature was attempted both manually nd b
vomputer. The Socinlogy Abstrects (1963-1993May), m_om;m
SCISEARCII (1972-1993/Sept), PsycINFO (1967-1993/Sept), DIS-
SERTATION ABSTRACTS ONLINE (1961-8/93), ACADEMIC IN-
DEX (1976-93/July), Medline (1966-793), SOCIAL SCISEARCH
(1972-93/IULY) and Health Periodicals Database ( 1988-7/93). were
searched. The key words used were nipple, nipples, pierce, pierced,
picicing, and body modification. These searches uncovered one
article, Myers (1992). A manual search of major sexological jour-
nals found only one anticle, Buhrich (1983). A search of the bibliog-
raphies of these {wo articles was uneventful,

These anticles ‘are of questionable relevance 1o the study of this
phenomenon. Myers (1992) produced un ethnography of a segment
of the plercing community, as well as describing other body modifi-
cation practices. Buhrich.(1983) analyzed the personal ads in the
same magazine used by the present study, though a different issue.
He concluded that for those that advertised there was a strong
assnciation between erotic piercing and homosexuality, sadomas-
ochism, bondage, fetishism, and ta1toos. Piercing of <m1::m,r:._w
patis bas beea noted in many cultures. Women routinely and some
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men pierce their ear lobles in this culture. Some Asian cultures
routinely pierce nostrils; T»EQE cultures are known to pierce lips.
Little is known about the reasons and effects of these piercings.

METHOD

Subjects

A total of 362 R%:E_T:m. 292 men and 70 women panticipated
in the present study. Thesge individuals were solicited from the fol-
lowing groups: The Society of Janus, a general S/M support group
with male, female, homosexual, bisexual and heterosexual mem-
bers (16 men and 2i s_w_sn: responded); GMSMA (Gay Men's
S/M Association) a gay |S/M organization in New York City (68
men responded); PFIQ, Plercing Fans International Quarterly, a
magazine specifically catering to this population (207 males and 38
females responded); Leather nnd Lace, a lesblan 8/M organleation

(8 females responded); QOutessts, an orgunization for women wha
do 3/M with other women (3 females responded). One response, a

male, was received, but the source could not be identified.

The sample was heavily biased towards respondents from the
S/M (sadomasochism) subculture. Approximately 173 of the se-
spondents were directly solicited from S/M oriented groups, but 2/3
of the PFIQ sample indicated an S/M orientation. With the excep-
tion of the PFIQ subgroup, none of the groups surveyed had a
specific interest in piercing.

The ages of the sample ranged from 22 1o 60 years for the women
and 24 10 76 for the men. The median age for the women was 34
years, with a mean of uu..h % 7.7 years. The median age for the men
was 43 years, with a meap of 44.3 £ 11.2 years.

The sample reported ¢xtremes in both occupation and income.
Occupations included tattooist, night watchman, physician, and
retired military officer. The yearly income ranged from $5.000 o
$250,000. Over 60% of the men and half of the women had at least
a college education (see Table 1). .

While much of the sample was culled from groups that had’'a
t omosexual orientation, pver 40% of the male subsample and 50%
of the female subsample were predominately heterosexual (self de-
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TABLE 1. Highast Level of Educalion
Mala {N = 292} Female (N = 70}

°\° °\°
Not a High School Graduate 2.4 29
High School Graduale 62 157
Some College 158 257
Vocational or Technical Tramning 140 71
College Graduate 253 271
Same Graduale Experience 1086 86
Mastear's Degree 182 100
Docloral Degree 75 29

fined (’s and I's on the Kinsey scale, see Table 2). Over three-quar-
ters of both male and female respondents indicated that S/M was
part of their sexuality (see Table 3).

The data was collected during 1986 and 1987, and 37 states and 9
foreign countrics were represented. The groups were contacied and
asked to distribute questionnaires to all their members. Several of
these groups wished to keep their membership size secret, so more
guesiionnaires were sent to each group than the number of actual
members they had. The total number of questionnaires distributed
was 3205. There is no way of knowing the percentage of potential
respondents who actually responded. People wha had pierced other
pans of their body, but not their nipples, were not included. A few
questionnaires {5) were retumed, but had to be discarded either
because they were incomplete or the respondent did not indicate
having a nipple piercing.

Procedure

A fortuitous sample is one in which the respondents are found
accidenally or by luck, rather than in systematic way. The present
sample is fortuitous, since non-piercing groups were surveyed.
“Luckily™ a significantty large number of respondents were identi-
fied and agreed to panicipate. Generalizability and representative-
ness of a fortuitous sample cannot be assumed.

The amhors approached the Society of Janus (SOJ) with the idea
of the study, and they agreed 10 fund the printing of the yuestion-
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TABLE 2. Sexual Orisntation

|

Kinsey! “ Male (N = 292)  Female {N = 70)
acale % %
0 Exclusively Helerosaxup! 281 300
1 Predominalely Helerosexual,

insignificanlly Homosexuat 123 214
2 Predominaiely Helerosexual,

signilicantly Homosexual 51 100
3 Equally Helsrosexual and Homosexuat 1.4 57
4 Predominalely Homosgxual,

significantly :m_ojmox:mﬁ 2.7 00
5 Predominalely Homosé¢xual,

insignificanily Heterosexual 8.9 86
6 Exclusively Homosexuhi 411 229
X No Answer o celibale . 03 14

1 See Kinsey, A.C., Pomeroy, WH, & Martin, C_E. {1948). Sexual Behavior in the Huma:
Mala. Philadelphia: WB. Satinders, pp. 538 641,

naires and some postage ¢harges. The authors retained total control
conceming the conient of the questionnaire, though some sugges
tions from’ SOJ members were incorporated into the final drafi.
Other groups were contacted about participating, and when they
agreed to participate, sﬁ_ﬂha_im.o number of questionnaires weis
sent to the group to be [distributed with their next mailing. Ti.:
questionnaires when completed could be folded to be retumed 10
one of the authors {JL]. The respondents fumished their owu
stamps. A code on the [questionnaire indicated the group fro..
which the individual wasiresponding. ;

The Instrument
The questionnaire wa$ designed by the authors specifically i

the present stuidy; copies are available from the semor author (€ 1.
After 1he questionnaire rE_ been distributed, several responde
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TAB{ E 3. 54 Onenlation

Maie {N = 292) Famale {N = 70)

% %
Exclusively Dominant 5.1 00
Pradominaisly Dominant,
insignilicanlly Submissive 186 29
Predominalely Dominant,
significantly Submissive 72 129
Equally Dominanl and Submissive 134 B6
Predominately Submissiva,
significantly Dominani 12.0 129
Predominately Submissive,
insignificanlly Dominant 2189 300
Excluswely Submissive . 55 129
Nol applicable or no answer 23] 204

from one group (Leather and Lace) reported extreme upset that the
questionnaire used the terms ~'Dominant” and **Submissive."”” They
indicated that the only terms acceptable to them were “Top™ and
“Bowom.” Other than that, no other problems arose and the ques-
tionnaires were usually filled out completely.

RESULTS

Obviously there was an abundance of S/M identified individuals
in the present study, but it should not be assumed that the nipple
piercing was related 10 the respondent’s S/M role. For the male
subsample 39% indicated that _u was not pan of their /M role, 23%
indicated they were not involved in S/M, 2% did not answer, leav-
ing 36% who indicated that it was pait of their S/M role. For the
female subsample, 27% denied it was part of their S/M role, 21%
denicd being involved in S/M, and 3% did not answer, leaving 49%
where the picrcing was related to the S/M role.

While the present study was limited only 10 nipple piercing, these
individuals were likely 10 have other pants of their body pierced.
Only 2 women and 57 men had no other picrcings. The female
subsample reported the tollowing oiher piercings: 81% ear lobe,
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21% other part of the ear, 19% nose, 9% navel, 50% labia, and 20%
chitoris or clitoral hood. Of interest, 72% of the heterosexual, 45%
of the bisexaal, and 14% of the lesbian women had onc or, more
labia piercings. Of the men, the following other picrcings are
reported: 36% carlobe, 7% other parts of the ear, 17% nose, 16%
navel, 29% scrotum, 28% penile shaft, 57% glans penis, and 20%
“other™ including prepucial, Prince Albert (through the area where
the frenulum meets the penile shaft at the level of coronal ridge and
emerging from the urinary meatus), frenulum, testicle, abdomen,
thigh, and base of penis.

For the men, the picrcer of the first nipple piercing was most
likely to be either a friend, lover, or S/M partner (18%); an individ-
ual in the community known for doing piercings (36%); or the
respondent himself (41%). The women tended not 1o sclf-picrce
with only 6% performing the grocedure themselves. They predomi-
nantly used people in the colmmunity known for doing piercings
(51%), or a friend, lover, or S/M partner (36%). Physicians, nurses,
and physician’s assistants accounted for 4% of the male and 7% of
the female piercing. _

The object placed in the newly picrced nipple varied widely, but
over half of both men and women placed a ring or hoop. The
taterial this was constructed of also varied widely, with over 50%
f both men and women using surgical steel and approximatcly
35% using solid gold. The picrcings were cleaned with hydrogen
feroxide, plain soap and walgr, surgical soap, or alcohol a median
1 vice a day for 3-4 weeks for both women and men. “Nipple play”
was avoided for a median 7 weeks for women and 4 weeks for men.
The range of avoidance of nipple play was 0 days 10 2 years for
women and 0 days to 16 months for men.

Problems occurred after the placement of the rings, sometimes in
a majority of the cases (see Table 4). Despite these problems and the
prevailing medical opinion that rings should be removed in cases
with complications, only 7% of the male rings and 10% of the
female rings were removed, though 23% of the men and 26% of the
women did not answer this question. _

The response from health care professionals was quite varied, but.
mostly matter of facl, curigus, amused, or neutral. The males
reported 7% hostile response, and the women reported 11%. Approx-
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TABLE 4. Problems Resulling from Ihe Piercing

% Men % Women
Problam Experisncing Expariencing
Rednass 26.7 . a7
Pain 298 443
Prolracled Pain KR: 100
Discharge al nipple 486 58.6
Swaelling 209 a7.1
Tenderness 68.5 5.7
Infeclion 18.5 271

imately 3% of the men and 14% of the women reponed a supportive
respanse (see Table 5).

Only 4 men and | woman reported regretting having their nipples
pierced, with 94% of the men and 87% of the women indicaling
they would do it again. Increased nipple sensitivity was reported by
73% of boith men and women. The nipples becoming more a focus
of erolicism after the piercing was reported by 70% of the women
and 74% of the men. Increased use of nipple stimulation during
masturbation is reporied by 63% of men and 40% of women. Afier
nipple piercing, 36% of men and 30% of women report an increased
interest in sex. An increased awareness of being sexually tumed on
throughout the day was reported by 63% of the men and 54% of the
women. Approximately 62% of the men and 39% of the women
enjoy harder, more intense stimulation after the nipple piercing,
though 26% of the women and 9% of the men prefemred softer, less
intense stimulation.

DISCUSSION

The present anicle studies a fortuitous sample that is heavily
biased by its association with another sexually variant behavior
(i.e., S/M). Therefore, generalizations from the present data are
ifficult and problematic. Nevenheless, even with the bias of the
psesent sample, it is clear that nipple piercing is a phenomenon in its
own right and not necessarily connecied to other vanant behaviors.
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TABLE 5. Response of Heallh Care Professionals

Male (N = 292) Female (N = 70)

Commenis Yo Yo
Hostile 7.2 114
Supportive 38 128
Maiter-of-taci 2513 300
Curiosily 322 414
Amused 164 171
Neulral 209 229
Surprised 161 34.3
Chei! 24 129
No answei? 33.2 200

1Other responses included “somewhal negative,” “ignored,” "waman physician lauvghed
and it an treated the problam,” “appalied Lao...n:_ | was crazy,” “gave good advice,” “loved
il," “Nabbergasted,” “concemed,” and “distracted.”

24 Jarge number of respandents did not answer this quastion, bul did indicale that they
removed the rings batore the examination.

q#n-,on._:o:mazcao:__nE:v_op:m_ro_wvnmc:.now_ni__o
would respond to this type of mh.&. probably skewed our sample to
people with a greater than avefage interest in piercing. It may also
be true that those whe could overcome the stigma of one unconven-
tional behavior, would be the ones that would try other unconven-
tional behaviors. In addition, while nipple picrcing is highly corre-
lated with an S/M identity in| the present study, our recruitment
method focused on S/M oriented groups.

The respondents of the present study tended to be well educated
and affluent. This may represent the subsample of this population
ihat are most likely to fill out a survey such as this, but it is clear that
those people who have their nipples pierced cannot be stereotyped
as uneducated or from the low¢r socioeconomic class. The assump-
tion that people who pierce their nipples are either homosexual or
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iavolved in S/M is clearly false, even though the present sample
was heavily weighted towards male homosexual S/M praciitioners.

While there were many reasons for the initial decision to have
ones’s nipples pierced, the overwhelming effect was to enhance the
respondent’s sexual responsivencss and awareness (sce Table 6).
The mechanism responsible for this effect is not knowa. The au-
thors clearly do not recommend this procedure for individuals that
wish to increase their sexual responsiveness.

Several trends do clearly emesge from the data. Individuals who
choose 10 have their nipples pierced, often experience a variety of
unpleasant side effects. They endure these and report that the pierc-
ing does have a positive effect on their erotic enjoyment. Over-
whelmingly, they would do it again.

I is not known if these picrcings were performed by physicians
whether the complication rale would be decreased. There is no

TABLE 6. Stated Reason for the Nipple Piercing

Male (N =292)  Female (N = 70}

0\0 9\0

Aeason
| thoughl it was atiraclive 174 271
Everyone else was doing it 03 0.0
| believed il would sensilize

or efolicize my nipples 27.4 57
it was part of an S/M scene 2.1 57
i was turned on when | played with

somaeone else who was pierced 110 7.1
It was impulsive 24 00
My pariner yequesied i 1.7 243
The concept was a sexual lurn-on 329 200
No response or Olher? 52 100

Thosa responses include “for alarger nipphe,” “lak driventowanii,” “spinhually symbolic,”
commumunt 1o the S/M scens,” and “wnjoy body jawelry ™
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reason to assume that the individuals in the communily are not
taking appropriate medical precautions. Nevertheless, serious com-
plications should be managed by kniowledgecable physicians; it is
not clear if this is happening.

Contrary to the preliminary interviews that led to the present
study, the authors did not find significant bias towards individuals
with nipple pierings by their physicians. It is possible that the same
netwarks that were used to contact these individuals also provided a
source of physicians unlikely 10 be judgmental o that these individ-
uals were astute in picking nonjudgmental physicians.

The data was collecied in 1986-7, at the relative beginning of

ceming the issucs of “Safer Sex” |or risk of HIV infection with
piercings, especially considering the large number of genital pierc-
ings encountered.

Young sciences, such as sexology, must accumulate data so that
new hypotheses and theories can be tested across large varicties of
different situations. At present it is not clear how people form erotic
interests, or how these interests m ifest themselves in a socicty
that places a ncgative bias on the behavior. In this particular
instance, we have a behavior that not only carries socictal con-
demnation, but also medical risk| Nevertheless, the participants
overwhelmingly would repeat the rocedure.

“the AIDS epidemic. c:?:._:n_nj no data were collected con-

REFERENCES

1

Buhrich, N. (1983) The Association of Erdtic Piercing with Homosexuality, Sado-
masochism, Bondage, Fetishism, and Tatoos. Archives of Sexual Behavior. Vol.
C12,(2).p. 167171,
Myers, J. (199D Nonmainstream Body Modification: Genital Piercing, Brand-
ing, Buming, and Cutting. Journal of Contemporary Ethnography. Vol. 21,
(). p. 267-306.



