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Chapter Overview 
 
This chapter presents some of the unique challenges involved in sex research. First, you will explore 
difficulties with finding participants for sex research who form a representative sample. This can be 
a challenge because of the intimate nature of the study questions and many are uncomfortable talk-
ing about sex. Second, you will learn about the different ways to measure aspects of sexuality includ-
ing questionnaires (and their limitations) and physiological measures (and their limitations). Finally, 
you will learn how non-human animals are used in studies of sexuality.  
 
 

Learning Objectives 
 
In this chapter, you will  
 

 learn about how researchers have studied human sexuality in the past and present;  

 discover the strengths and weaknesses of certain research methods and designs;  

 find out why psychophysiological approaches are so valuable in studies of human sexuality; and  

 see how research into the sexual behaviours of animals can inform our understanding of human 
sexuality.  

 
 

List of Key Terms 
 

Anthropomorphizing Perceiving human qualities or characteristics in non-human entities. (p. 76) 

Appetitive behaviours In male animals, behavioural patterns that orient a male toward a female. 
(p. 74) 

Archival data-mining Sorting through pre-existing data or records to uncover new insights into 
past phenomena. (p. 65) 

Attractivity A female’s visual, auditory, and/or chemical cues that provoke approach behaviours in 
males. (p. 74) 

Behavioural neuroscience The study of how parts of the peripheral nervous system (the nerves 
and nerve cells outside the central nervous system) and the central nervous system (the spinal cord 
and the brain), as well as hormones and other chemicals that affect these systems, influence animal 
behaviour. (p. 74) 

Behaviourism A theoretical approach that assumes observable behaviours are the only measurable 
and therefore knowable indications of psychological processes. (p. 74) 

Block designs Research designs, used in brain imaging research, that consist of the alternating 
presence or absence of the stimuli of interest. (p. 72) 
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Case study An in-depth study of an individual or a group. (p. 63) 

Confounding variables Psychological, behavioural, and/or biological variables that change along 
with the manipulated experimental variable, thereby affecting a researcher’s ability to discern a true 
cause-and-effect relationship between two variables. (p. 65) 

Consummatory behaviours In male animals, mounting, intromissions (penile–vaginal insertions), 
and ejaculation. (p. 75) 

Content analysis A method of data analysis by which a researcher identifies patterns or themes of 
meaning in a transcript or across observations and often relates these patterns or themes to prede-
termined theories. (p. 64) 

Correlational research designs Research designs that allow researchers to study how two or 
more variables co-vary, or change, in relation to one another. (p. 64) 

Delayed control-group design A research design that includes groups receiving the same treat-
ment, tested at different points in time to better understand the time course of the treatment effects. 
(p. 66) 

Demand characteristics Experimental cues that indicate the type of behaviour or responding that 
the researcher expects. (p. 65) 

Dependent variables The variables that are being measured in an experiment. (p. 66) 

Descriptive research designs Research designs that allow researchers to summarize patterns of 
sexual phenomena through observation and self-report. (p. 62) 

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) A handbook published by the 
American Psychiatric Association (APA) that describes and offers standard criteria for diagnosing 
mental disorders. (p. 53) 

Direct observation Observing and recording patterns in behaviour, either in a natural setting or in 
a laboratory. (p. 62) 

Doppler ultrasonography A physiological method used to measure female and male sexual arous-
al by detecting properties of blood flow in genital tissue. (p. 69) 

Ecological validity The extent to which the behaviours that are observed in a research setting are 
representative of what actually happens in the real world. (p. 62) 

Empirical Methods that rely on direct observation and experiments, rather than on theory alone, to 
confirm a phenomenon. (p. 53) 

Estrus cycle The physical processes that occur in the female reproductive tract caused by hor-
mones in sexually mature mammals. (p. 74) 

Event-related designs Research designs, used in brain imaging research, that incorporate different 
types of intermixed stimuli. (p. 72) 

Experimental research designs Research designs that use standardized procedures and randomi-
zation to evaluate the causal relationship between two variables. (p. 65) 

Focus group A small group of demographically diverse individuals who participate in a guided dis-
cussion to help the researcher better understand a certain belief, behaviour, or phenomenon. (p. 64) 
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Generalizability The extent to which the conclusions drawn from particular findings in a sample 
population can be extended to principles that are present in the population at large. (p. 64) 

Heteronormativity The belief that humanity is divided into distinct and complementary genders 
(man and woman) with natural roles in life. (p. 53) 

Independent variables The variables that are being manipulated in an experiment. (p. 66) 

Interpretation bias A bias that results from the fact that different people interpret behaviours and 
situations in different ways based on their personal experiences, opinions, beliefs, and so on. (p. 62) 

Interviews Self-report research tools designed to collect data about an individual’s experiences 
and/or perceptions. (p. 56) 

Laser Doppler imaging In sex research, a physiological method used to measure female and male 
sexual arousal by using a low-power, infrared beam to measure blood perfusion in the external geni-
tal region. (p. 70) 

Labial thermistor In sex research, a physiological method used to measure female sexual arousal by 
recording the surface temperature of labia skin. (p. 69) 

Longitudinal studies Studies that examine psychological and/or behavioural information in a sin-
gle individual or group over a long period of time (usually months to years). (p. 63) 

Masochism The practice of deriving pleasure or sexual gratification from the experience of suffer-
ing physical pain or humiliation. (p. 56) 

Memory bias A bias that results from cognitive processes that interfere with the way in which a 
person remembers an event. (p. 62) 

Model organisms Animals that share important physiological and biological characteristics with 
humans to the degree that they can be studied to reveal broad biological and behavioural patterns 
that are also present in humans. (p. 73) 

Non-random samples Study participants who have not been selected at random and therefore do 
not accurately represent the population of interest in terms of gender, racial, socioeconomic, behav-
ioural, and/or other characteristics. (p. 57) 

Operationalize To clearly define a concept so that different people will understand it in the same 
way. (p. 62) 

Pathologize The act of identifying a condition as abnormal or indicative of disease. (p. 56) 

Penile strain gauge A physiological method used to assess male sexual arousal by measuring in-
creases in penile circumference. (p. 70) 

Positivism The philosophy underlying scientific inquiry that requires that knowledge be based on 
reproducible experimental verification of natural phenomena rather than on personal experience. (p. 
53) 

Pre-copulatory behaviours In male animals, behaviours that reflect motivation toward a specific 
sexual target, which is influenced by concurrent sexual arousal. (p. 74) 

Proceptivity A female’s approach behaviour in response to contact with a male. (p. 74) 
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Qualitative research methods Research methods that explore variation in the individual, inter-
personal, and/or group understanding of phenomena by using flexible, open-ended questions. (p. 
58) 

Quantitative research methods Research methods that measure and organize naturally occurring 
variation, often with the aim of identifying causal relationships. (p. 58) 

Quantitative sensory testing A standardized assessment of how an individual perceives distinct 
sensations caused by the placement of various stimuli (e.g., pressure, temperature) onto the skin’s 
surface. (p. 70) 

Quasi-experimental research designs Research designs that use standardized experiment-like 
procedures but that do not use random assignment and provide researchers with only a limited abil-
ity to manipulate independent variables. (p. 66) 

Questionnaire A set of multiple-choice or short-answer questions designed to obtain specific in-
formation. (p. 52) 

Random assignment The process of dividing research participants into different treatment or ex-
perimental groups so that each participant has an equal chance of being placed in any group. (p. 65) 

Random samples  Study participants who have been selected at random to accurately represent 
the population of interest in terms of gender, racial, socioeconomic, behavioural, and/or other char-
acteristics. (p. 51) 

Receptivity A female’s capacity to engage in copulation. (p. 74) 

Research design A researcher’s plan for how she or he will collect and analyze data. (p. 60) 

Responder bias The tendency for a participant to answer questions in a way she or he believes the 
researcher expects. (p. 63) 

Sadism The practice of deriving pleasure or sexual gratification from inflicting pain, humiliation, or 
suffering on other people. (p. 56) 

Sexology The scientific study of human sexuality. (p. 56) 

Sexual psychophysiology The study of physiological sexual processes that underlie psychological 
sexual responses. (p. 63) 

Sexual response cycle The four-stage model of physiological responses during sexual stimulation 
proposed/discovered by Masters and Johnson’s research. The phases are excitement, plateau, or-
gasmic, and resolution. (p. 59) 

Standardized questionnaire A research tool consisting of a fixed set of questions and corre-
sponding response options. (p. 64) 

Survey method A research method in which participants are asked to respond to questionnaires. 
(p. 64) 

Theoretical bias A bias that can result from an individual’s strict adherence to a specific theoretical 
approach. (p. 63) 

Thermography In sex research, a physiological method used to measure female and male sexual 
arousal by using a heat-sensing camera to record the temperature of genital skin. (p. 69) 
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Translational model A simplified representation of a more complex human condition or situation 
that generalizes an experimental finding to the clinical setting (and vice versa). (p. 73) 

Unstandardized questionnaire A research tool consisting of a fixed set of questions, with room 
for individualized responses. (p. 64) 

Vaginal photoplethysmography A device used in sex research to indirectly measure vaginal 
blood flow associated with female sexual arousal. (p. 67) 

Vaginal pulse amplitude (VPA) A measure of short-term changes in vaginal blood flow, general-
ly with each heartbeat. (p. 67) 

Vaginismus A condition in which vaginal penetration is difficult or impossible due to marked fear 
and/ or tightening of the pelvic floor muscles. (p. 71) 

Vasocongestion The increased vascular blood flow in the genitals during sexual arousal, which 
results in swelling of the vagina and vulva in women and erection in men. (p. 67) 
 
 
 

Online Resources 
 

 Social Science Research Methods for Sex and Reproductive Health  

http://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/10665/44805/1/9789241503112_eng.pdf 

 The Kinsey Interview Kit 
http://www.indiana.edu/~kinsey/research/pdf/Kinsey_Interview_Kit.pdf 

 Fun “test” to explore the different “fixations” described by Sigmund Freud 
http://www.selectsmart.com/FREE/select.php?client=freud 

 Sex scripts and male escorts are discussed in this journal article 
http://soc.sagepub.com/content/42/3/400.abstract 

 The feminist perspective on sexuality  
https://www.boundless.com/sociology/understanding-gender-stratification-and-inequality/the-
theoretical-perspectives-on-gender-stratification/the-feminist-perspective--2/ 

 The Kinsey Institute – Indiana University 
https://kinseyinstitute.org/index.php 

 The Real ‘Masters of Sex’: LIFE With Masters and Johnson 

http://time.com/3880364/the-real-masters-of-sex-life-with-masters-and-johnson/ 

 The International Academy of Sex Research 
http://www.iasrsite.org/ 

 The Canadian Sex Research Forum 
http://www.canadiansexresearchforum.com/ 
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Review Questions 
 
For answers, see below. 
 
1. What are three challenges to studying a topic such as “sexual response in women who have been 

victims of sexual assault”?  
 

2. What is positivism? Why do some sex researchers see positivism as a limitation for sex research?  
 

3. How is the work of Harvey Kellogg and Henry Geurnsey inherently different from the work of 
Iwan Bloch and Margaret Sanger?  
 

4. What did Alfred Kinsey research? What were some good things about his research and what are 
some criticisms of his research? 
 

5. What was unique about the work of Masters and Johnson?  
 

6. What is the difference between a qualitative research question and a quantitative research ques-
tion? What is an example of each type of research method? 
 

7. What are two different research methods that you could use to study “attitudes about sexual 
promiscuity in women”? 
 

8. If you knew a researcher was conducting an experiment, what could you assume she was looking 
for? 
 

9. If you had to participate as a respondent in a study about sexual arousal, with which method 
would you feel most comfortable? 
 

10. What are some advantages and disadvantages of using rodents to research sexuality? 
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Review Questions: Answers 
 
1. One issue is that it may be difficult to find people to participate in the study. A second issue may 

be that a researcher would have to design study very carefully to avoid traumatizing women in 
the study. A third issue is that it may be difficult to find a representative sample of people in the 
population who have been victims of sexual assault (p. 51). 
 

2. Positivism is an approach to science where knowledge is gained through observing the results of 
experimental manipulations. One limitation to this research is that it does not take into account 
subjective experiences; it only considers what can be observed. Many sex researchers feel that 
the subjective experience of sex and sexuality is the most important aspect of the topic, there-
fore a strictly “positivist” approach is problematic (p. 53).  

 
3. All four authors wrote around the end of the nineteenth century or the beginning of the twenti-

eth century (during the end of the Victorian era). Kellogg and Guernsey both published books 
that encouraged people to avoid all sexual feelings except for the purposes of reproduction. 
Bloch and Sanger, on the other hand, each wrote books that accepted sexuality as a natural part of 
life and dispelled the approach of authors like Kellogg and Guernsey. Bloch’s work was ground 
breaking, as it depicted as “normal” topics such as masturbation and same-sex attraction. Marga-
ret Sanger’s work was also very important because it was the first to provide women with infor-
mation about sex and birth control (p. 56). 
 

4. Alfred Kinsey was the first researcher to use interviews of large numbers of people in order to 
determine what was “normal” sexual behaviour. Kinsey is widely recognized as the first true sex 
researcher but he is also criticized for using a non-random sample of people. So although his re-
search summarized the sexual behaviour of thousands of people, those people were not repre-
sentative of the typical human population, so some of Kinsey’s conclusions were inaccurate (pp. 
56/57). 
 

5. William Masters and Virginia Johnson were the first researchers to examine the physiological 
aspects of sexual responses (p. 57). 
 

6. A qualitative research question will be open-ended and flexible. It will allow individuals to report 
subjective experiences. An example is an interview. A quantitative research question will look at 
things that can be observed and measured, such as vaginal lubrication (pp. 58, 60). 
 

7. You could conduct a survey or you could look at existing data using archival data-mining tech-
niques (pp. 64/65). 
 

8. You could assume she was looking for a cause-and-effect relationship (p. 65). 
 

9. The correct answer will depend on (a) your sex and (b) your personal preference (pp. 68/69). 
 

10. Some advantages are that you can do things to rodents you can’t to humans (e.g., castrate them) 
and you can see most of their mating behaviour for an entire lifespan if you wish. Some disad-
vantages are that you do not know what the rodent is feeling and it is unclear how closely rodent 
sexual processes are to human sexual processes (p. 75). 


