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Chapter 2: Using Theory and Research to Understand Human Sexuality 

Theoretical Approaches to Understanding Human Sexuality

• Theory
	– Set of a set of ideas or concepts that are used to explain a set of observed facts. 
 	– Provides a framework for explaining/predicting sexual thoughts, attitudes, and 	  
                 behaviours.

Evolutionary Theory

• Species have evolved through the process of natural selection.
	 – Better-adapted members are more likely to survive, reproduce, and transmit traits.

 • Sociobiology
	 – Genetic basis to social and sexual behaviour.
	 – Human’s today carry traits that helped ancestors survive and reproduce.

• Mating Strategies 
	-- Women and men have different biological roles.
 		-- Results in different mating strategies.
 	-- Men          preference for short term mating strategies because it allows for more offspring which increases their probability for their genes to be passed on. Attracted to women who look fertile
 	-- Women         prefer long term strategies want man to commit and nurture child, more selective. Attracted to men with resources 

• Erotic Plasticity
	 – Social and cultural forces shape levels/expression of sexual drive.
	 – Women are more responsive than men to most specific cultural factors such as cultural permissiveness and restraint 
	 – Men’s behaviours are more consistent with their sexual attitudes than are women’s.

 • Criticism of Evolutionary Theory
	 – Theory used to perpetuate stereotypes.

Psychoanalytic Theory

• Psychoanalysis—Sigmund Freud
 
• Theory of personality

• Human behaviour represents the outcome of clashing inner forces. 

• We are born with biologically-based sex drives, channelled through socially approved outlets.

• Psychoanalysis—Sigmund Freud 
	– The mind operates on conscious/unconscious levels. 
	– The ego protects the conscious mind through defense mechanisms (e.g., repression).
	– Erogenous zones:
 		• Many parts of body are responsive to sexual stimulation.
		• Developmental progression from one erogenous zone to another (e.g., oral 		                  cavity         anal cavity).

• Psychoanalysis—Sigmund Freud
	 – Theory of children’s psychosexual development: 
		1. oral 
		2. anal
		3. phallic – develop erotic feelings toward the parent of the opposite sex
		4. latency 
		5. genital 

Learning Theories

1. Behaviourism 
	– Emphasizes the importance of rewards and punishments in learning process.

2. Cognitive Theory 
	– Emphasizes importance of cognitive activity (e.g., problem solving, decision making,  
                 expectations).
	– Children acquire gender roles through reinforcement of gender-   
                  appropriate behaviour. observed from parents, peers, and other models like tv 

3. Sexual Script Theory
	 – We learn scripts from our social environment about how men and women should 
                  behave.
		1. Cultural: learns general social rules for how sexual interactions should unfold
		2. Interpersonal: apply the cultural scripts they have learned to their own sexual interactions with partners   
		3. Intrapsychic: indiv cognitively internalize the cultural scrips and personalize them according to their own values, preferences and circumstances 

	– Traditional Sexual Script 
		• Western Culture. 
		• Heterosexual script for men and women.
		• Men: should have higher sex drive then women, be the initiators and be responsible for mutual pleasure. More interected in recreational sex
		• Women: be reluctant gatekeepers who accept or reject male advances, play more passive role in sexual interaction. See sexual activity as a component of a wider relationship 

4. Social Exchange Theory 
	 1. Social behaviour based on series of exchanges.
	 2. Individuals try to maximize their rewards/ minimize costs 
	 3. When we receive rewards, we feel obligated to reciprocate.
		• e.g. Interpersonal Exchange Model of Sexual Satisfaction.

5. Feminist Theory
	• Focuses on the subordination of status of women/girls in society 
	• Analyzes relationships between:
		 – Sexism
		 – Heterosexism
		 – Racism
		 – Class oppression
		 – Exploring means of resistance

	• Variety of feminist theories/types of feminism. 

	• Share core assumptions: 
		 – Distinctions between men/women, masculine/feminine.
		 – These distinctions are mostly or entirely constructed.
		 – They function to make women subordinate to men in society.
		 – This disadvantage can be addressed through changes to law, social policies,  
                               acceptance of gender equality, etc.

	• Feminist theorists may focus on:
		 – Sexual objectification
		 – Potential of sexuality
		 – Acceptance of lesbianism/bisexuality
		 – Sexual pleasure

6. Queer Theory
	• Challenges assumptions about gender and sexuality:
		 – Assumption that heterosexuality is superior to other sexual orientations. 
		 – Assumption of a binary sexual orientation (i.e., gay/lesbian OR heterosexual). 
	
	• States that concepts of heterosexuality and homosexuality are social constructs that ignore the commonly experienced mismatches among peoples sex, societies gender roles and a individuals sexual desires.   

A Scientific Approach to Human Sexuality

• Empirical Approach
	 – Derived from or based on observation and experimentation.

• Critical Thinking
	 – Question prevailing assumptions.
	 – “Truth” changes over the course of history.
	 – The search for “truth” is a continuous process. 

• The Scientific Method 
	– A systematic way of gathering scientific evidence and testing assumptions, by:
		• Formulating a research question. 
		• Framing the research question in the form of a hypothesis. 
		• Testing the hypothesis. 
		• Drawing conclusions. 

• Goals of the Science of Human Sexuality
	 – To describe, explain, predict, and control the events of interest.
	 – Variables
		 • Quantities or qualities that vary or may vary.

	 – Demographic variables (e.g., age, religion, social and cultural background).
	 – Biological variables (e.g., age, sex, health status).
	 – Psychological variables (e.g., anxiety, self-confidence, knowledge and skills).
	 – Sociological variables (e.g., education level, socioeconomic status, ethnicity). 
	 – Theories provide frameworks for scientists.
	 – Explain and make predictions about what they observe.
	 – Goal of scientific study of sexuality is not to dictate. 
		• Provide insight to help people better understand themselves and make 
                             decisions about their behaviour.

Quantitative Research Methods

• Quantitative Methodology 
	– The collection of numerical data (e.g., percentages) to produce statistics.

• Populations and Samples 
	– Populations 
		• Definition: a compete group of organisms or events 
	
	 – Sample 
		• Definition: part of a population selected for study 
 
	– Representative sample 
		• Definition: sample of participants that accurately represents population of interest 

	 – Generalize 
		• Definition: use information from a particular case or sample to draw conclusions about a lager phenomenon or population 

• Sampling Methods 
· Random sample 
· Definition: a sample in which any member of a population has an equal chance at participating 

	– Stratified Random Sample 
		• Definition: a random sample in which known subgroups of a pop are represented in proportion to their numbers within the population 

	– Volunteer Bias 
		• Definition: a slanting of research data caused by the characteristics of individuals who volunteer to participate 

	 – Convenience Samples
		 • Definition: individuals who happen to be available to the researcher 
		 • Often European-Canadian, middle-class university students.

Methods of Observation

• Case Study Method 
	 – Carefully drawn, in-depth biography of an individual or a small group of individuals.
	 – May be obtained through interviews, questionnaires, and historical records.
	 – Provides rich material.
	 – Not as rigorous as experimental methods.
	 – Observer bias: clinician/researchers unintentionally guiding people into saying what  
                  they expect to hear.

• Survey Method
	 – Detailed study of a sample obtained by interviews and questionnaires.
	 – Can be administered to many people at once. 
	 – Increasingly conducted through the Internet, anonymity.

• The Kinsey Reports
	 – Alfred Kinsey and his colleagues (1948, 1953) interviewed men and women in the U.S. 	 – Asked questions about a wide array of sexual behaviours.
	 – Adopted a group sampling approach.
	 – Results likely not generalizable. 
	 – Interviewers were trained to encourage honest responding.
	 – Reliability 
		• Consistency or accuracy of a measure.
	
	–Incidence
		 • A measure of an event’s occurrence. 

	–Validity 
		• The degree to which a test measures what it purports to measure.

-Limitations of the Survey Method 
	• biased because of volunteers 
		– Those who participate in sexuality research tend to be more sexually 		 		    permissive, liberal.

	•sexual desirability 
		– Response bias caused by a person’s tendency to provide a socially acceptable 		                 answer to a questionnaire or interview question.
		 	• e.g., men may exaggerate levels of sexual activity, women may 	 		                              minimize in accordance with social expectations. 

• Naturalistic Observation Method 
	– Definition: a study method in which organisms are observed in their natural environments  


• Ethnographic Observation Method
	 – Definition: a study method in which behaviours and customs are observed within a group’s native environment 
	 – Limited in the study of sexual behaviour, because sexual activities often performed  
                  away from others/visitors.

• Participant Observation Method
	 – Definition: a study method in which observers interact with their subjects as they collect data 


• Focus Group Method 
· Definition: bringing together a group if people to determine their attitudes regarding a specific topic 
· Especially valuable in exploratory research. 

• Laboratory Observation Method
	 – Masters and Johnson were the first scientists to report direct laboratory observations 
                  of individuals and couples engaged in sexual acts.

• Correlation 
	 – Definition: a statistical measure of the relationship between two variables 
	 – Correlational Coefficient 
		• Definition: a statistic the expressed the strength and direction of the relationship between two variables 

A World of Diversity

• Studying the Sexual Behaviours of Diverse Populations 
	 – Transgender individuals
	 – Asian and Euro-Canadians 
	 – Gay and bisexual men 
	 – Sex workers
	 – Clients of sex workers




A Closer Look/Innovative Canadian Research

• Measuring Sexual Arousal 
	– Sexual arousal can be measured objectively using devices like the penile strain gauge, 
                 vaginal photoplethysmograph and thermographic cameras.

The Penile Strain Gauge and Vaginal Photoplethysmograph
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             – Research indicates that women are aroused by a wider range of stimuli than are men. 	     
             – Some researchers suggest this is because arousal is divided into two systems: 	  
                 psychological and subjective.
– Others suggest that women’s desire may be dictated more by the emotional connection, rather than the sex, of a partner.

The Experimental Method

• Experiment 
	– Definition: a scientific method that seeks to confirm cause-and-effect relationships by manipulating independent variable and observing their effects on dependent variables 

• Aspects of the Experimental Method 
	– Treatment
		 • Definition: an experimental intervention that’s administered to participants so its effects can be observed 

	 – Independent variable 
		• Definition: a condition in a scientific study that is manipulated so its effected can be observed 


	 – Dependent variable
		 • Definition: a condition in a scientific study that is believed to be effected by the independent variable. 
		 • Results of the study are assessed by measuring changes in the dependent  
                              Variable.

• Experimental and Control Groups
	 – Experimental group
		 • Definition: a group of study participants who receive the experimental treatment 

	 – Control group
		 • Definition: a group of study participates who do not receive the treatment and all other conditions are kept the same 

	 – Selection factor 
[bookmark: _GoBack]		• Definition: a research bias that may operate when people are allowed to determine whether they will receive the experimental treatment 

Qualitative Research Methods

• Qualitative Research Methods 
	– The use of interviews, focus groups, diaries or other methods, to record people’s 
                attitudes and experiences. 
	– Well-suited to revealing the way individuals or specific groups experience their 
                 sexuality in more detail than is possible using quantitative methods, nuanced  
                 understanding.

Ethics in Sex Research

• Sex researchers are required to protect the people they study. 

• Ethics Review Committees examine proposals in light of ethical guidelines. 
	– Exposing participants to harm 
	– Confidentiality
	– Informed consent 
		• Agreement to participate in research after receiving adequate information.
	 – Use of deception

Innovative Canadian Research

 • Do Research Consent Forms Affect Findings?
	 – Senn and Desmarais (2006) analyzed whether more stringent ethics requirements  
	    affect findings in sexuality research.
	 – Consent forms with information about explicit slides and potential harm evaluated   
	    the slides more negatively. 
	 – More information about study was not associated with feeling more informed.
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The penile strain gauge (left) and the vaginal photoplethysmograph (right) are
used to measure physiological responses to sexual stimuli.
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