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Chapter Overview 
 
The purpose of this chapter is to introduce you to the concepts of theories, scientific theories, and 
hypotheses that attempt to explain sexual functioning and behaviours. The chapter begins by differ-
entiating between theories, scientific theories, and hypotheses and then explains that one way sex 
researchers have dealt with the taboo subject of “sex” is to present ideas in theoretical format. The 
chapter then discusses the origins of different theoretical approaches and how each addresses issues 
related to sexuality. Theoretical approaches include the psychodynamic theory, learning theories 
(classical conditioning, operant conditioning, social learning theory, social exchange theory and cog-
nitive theories), biological theories (genetic theory, sociobiological theory and the dual control model 
of sexuality), and social constructionist theories (sociological theory, social script theory, the ecologi-
cal model, feminist theory and queer theory) of sexuality. The chapter concludes with an example of 
how each theory may approach the issue of “premature ejaculation” in a different way.  
 
 

Learning Objectives 
 
In this chapter, you will  

 discover how theories can help us to understand real-world phenomena;  

 become familiar with a variety of theories that attempt to describe and explain aspects of human 
sexuality; and  

 discover how researchers employ, test, refine, and/or refute theories to build our understanding 
of sexuality.  

 
 

List of Key Terms 
 

Castration anxiety Anxiety due to fear of loss of or injury to one’s genitals. (p. 33) 

Cisgender Describes a person who identifies with the gender/ sex they were assigned at birth.  (p. 
30) 

Classical conditioning A process through which an individual is repeatedly exposed to a neutral 
stimulus and an unconditioned stimulus at the same time until the neutral stimulus comes to elicit a 
response initially brought forth by the unconditioned stimulus. (p. 34) 

Cognitive theories Theories that attempt to understand human behaviour by focusing on thought 
processes. (p. 37) 

Concordance rate The probability that two individuals will have the same trait, given that one 
individual has the trait. (p. 38) 
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Dual control model of sexuality A theory that suggests that an individual’s sexual responses are 
influenced by the balance between neurobiological, environmental, and cultural processes that acti-
vate or suppress sexual response. (p. 39) 

Dyspareunia Genital and/or pelvic pain during or after sexual activity. (p. 37) 

Ecological model A framework used to understand how personal, relationship, and environmen-
tal factors interact and influence an individual and each other. (p. 41) 

Ego The portion of an individual’s personality that mediates between the realities of the outside 
world, the individual’s urges and desires, and the individual’s conscience. (p. 32) 

Electra complex In girls, an attachment to the mother followed by a shift in attachment to the 
father as a way to resolve penis envy.  (p. 33) 

Erectile dysfunction The inability to develop or maintain an erection of sufficient rigidity to en-
gage in intercourse. (p. 38) 

Erogenous zone An area of the body with heightened sensitivity. (p. 33) 

Evolutionary biology The application of evolutionary theories to understand how species have 
adapted and changed over time. (p. 38) 

Evolutionary psychology The application of evolutionary theories to understand emotional and 
psychological processes, mainly in human beings. (p. 38) 

Falsifiable Can be proved false by research. (p. 33) 

Feminist theory A theory based on the idea that society has been shaped around the desires of het-
erosexual males and that it thus fosters gender inequality. (p. 44) 

Fixation A condition that occurs when needs are not met in childhood, resulting in blocked libidinal 
energy and unsuccessful resolution of the psychosexual stages of development. (p. 33) 

Genetic theory A theory that examines the role of genes in influencing behaviour. (p. 38) 

Hypothesis A prediction, based on theory, about the expected outcomes of a research study. (p. 31) 

Id The portion of an individual’s personality that represents unconscious and/or instinctual urges 
and desires. (p. 32) 

Intersexual selection Preferentially picking one mate over others. (p. 39) 

Intrasexual competition Competition between members of the same sex for access to breeding 
with members of the other sex. (p. 39) 

Libidinal energy Psychic energy associated with mental desires and drives. (p. 33) 

Natural selection The evolutionary process in which organisms best adapted to their environment 
are most likely to survive and reproduce. (p. 38) 

Oedipus complex In boys, a desire for the mother’s love coupled with fears of retaliation from 
the father. (p. 33) 

Operant A behaviour. (p. 35) 

Operant conditioning A process through which an individual’s behaviour is modified by its con-
sequences or the reinforcement that he or she receives. (p. 34) 
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Operant conditioning chamber Originally, a small box that contains a lever or other device that 
an animal can use to receive reinforcement (e.g., food) or to avoid punishment (e.g., a shock); also 
known as “Skinner’s box.”  (p. 35) 

Ovulation The second phase of the menstrual cycle, during which a mature egg is released from the 
ovaries; in the ovarian cycle, the stage just after the lh surge.  (p. 38) 

Primary reinforcer A powerful reward that is intrinsically satisfying. (p. 35) 

Psychoanalysis Therapy conducted between a therapist (psychoanalyst) and a client with the goal 
of examining, correcting, and balancing any disruptions in the client’s personality. (p. 33) 

Psychoanalytic Relating to or incorporating the methods and theories of psychiatric treatment 
originated by Sigmund Freud. (p. 33) 

Psychodynamic theory A theory that attempts to explain the conscious and unconscious psycho-
logical forces that underlie human personality, motivation, and behaviour. (p. 32) 

Queer theory A theoretical perspective that challenges normative and deviant identities and posits 
that identity is relative to and created within social and cultural contexts. (p. 45) 

Reinforcement Something that encourages a specific behaviour. (p. 35) 

Reproduction The process by which new organisms (offspring) are produced from progenitor or-
ganisms (parents). All individual organisms exist as the result of reproduction, either sexual or asex-
ual. (p. 39) 

Scientific theory An intellectual framework that organizes knowledge from multiple observations 
and experimental evidence about a phenomenon so that the phenomenon can be better understood, 
explained, and further studied. (p. 31) 

Self-efficacy A person’s belief that she or he can competently perform a specific behaviour. (p. 35) 

Sexual selection The evolutionary process of mate selection, which can be either intrasexual or 
intersexual. (p. 38) 

Sexual strategies theory A theory based on the idea that human mating strategies have evolved to 
overcome mating problems faced by our ancestors. (p. 39) 

Social exchange theory A theory based on the idea that interpersonal relationships operate on a 
system of costs (or losses) and rewards (or gains) within which individuals try to maximize rewards 
and minimize costs or at least find balance between the two. (p. 37) 

Social learning theory A theory based on the idea that learning occurs through modelling of ob-
served behaviour. (p. 35) 

Social script theory A theory based on the idea that our social interactions tend to follow, or are at 
least heavily influenced by, predefined, culturally recognizable sequences of behaviours. (p. 40) 

Sociobiological theory A theory based on the idea that the way we behave in social situations is 
influenced by our biological makeup, which has evolved over the history of our species. (p. 38) 

Sociological theory A theory that attempts to investigate and explain social phenomena by exam-
ining patterns and influences in various social contexts. (p. 40) 
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Superego The portion of an individual’s personality that represents that person’s internalized 
standards, which are based on social and parental learning. (p. 33) 

 

 

Online Resources 
 

 University of Texas at Austin 
Study examines potential evolutionary role of “sexual regret” in human survival and reproduc-
tion..  

 Psychology Today  
The Psychology of Sexuality: Why sex is still such a central concern in psychotherapy.   

 Society for the Scientific Study of Sexuality. 
The Society for the Scientific Study of Sexuality (SSSS) is an international organization dedicat-
ed to the advancement of knowledge about sexuality.   

 SIECAN  
The Sex Information and Education Council of Canada.   

 SimplyPsychology.org  
Psychosexual stages.  

 

 

Review Questions 
 
For answers, see below. 
 
1. How do evolutionary psychologists explain homosexual behaviour if homosexuals do not pass 

on their genes to offspring?  
 

2. What makes a theory a scientific theory?  
 

3. What is the “Oedipus complex” and what happens, according to Freud, if it is not completed 
“correctly”?  
 

4. What are the pros and cons of using sexual scripts?  
 

5. What is a social constructionist view of sexuality? How is this view different from a biological 
view of sexuality?  

 

http://www.utexas.edu/news/2013/11/25/human-survival-and-reproduction/
http://www.utexas.edu/news/2013/11/25/human-survival-and-reproduction/
https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/evil-deeds/201405/the-psychology-sexuality
http://www.sexscience.org/
http://www.sexscience.org/
http://sieccan.org/wp/
http://www.simplypsychology.org/psychosexual.html
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Review Questions: Answers 
 
1. Evolutionary psychologists argue that much of human behaviour revolves around the need to 

have one’s genes survive to the next generation. In turn, the behaviours that promote survival 
will be passed down to that next generation. So does that mean there is no biological basis for 
homosexual behaviour? Not necessarily, because in many cases, such as in Samoan culture, ho-
mosexual males play an important role supporting their biological relatives. By helping their bio-
logical relatives, these men are in fact helping ensure their genes are passed down. It is possible 
that genetic traits related to homosexuality are passed down in this manner (p. 30). 
 

2. A theory is scientific if a) it can generate a testable hypothesis and b) the hypothesis it generates 
is supported by evidence. Not all theories of sexuality are scientific; for example, Freud’s theory 
is not scientific because we can never know the actual content of a person’s unconscious mind 
(pp. 30–31).  

 
3. The Oedipus complex is a stage of male sexual development that takes place around ages four 

through six, during which time the child ultimately wishes to eliminate his father and have his 
mother’s attention for himself. Part of this complex is that the boy develops “castration anxie-
ty,” where he fears his father will cut off his penis as part of their conflict; however, as part of 
normal development, this fear turns into an affiliation with the father rather than a competition. 
Freud claims that if the Oedipus complex is not completed successfully, the male may have gen-
der role confusions as he gets older (p. 32). 
 

4. Sexual scripts help people know what to expect from a sexual relationship, which is an ad-
vantage. However some people find the predictability of following scripts boring and others, 
such as people who are LGBTIQQ, may not identify with an existing script at all and thus fol-
lowing a sexual script may not be sexually rewarding to them (p. 40). 
 

5. A social constructionist view of human sexuality holds that human sexual behaviour is a result of 
the domination of the heterosexual male role in society. This theory assumes that sexual experi-
ence and behaviour is the result of social constructs and that biology plays a relatively minimal 
role. Biological theories of sexuality, on the other hand, assume that human sexuality is the result 
of physiological mechanisms that develop in the human body and that social factors play a min-
imal role in sexual behaviour or experience (pp. 38, 40). 

 
 


