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on science comes from the desire to provide students 
with a holistic understanding of human sexuality based 
on the best available research and also on what we see 
and do as researchers ourselves. We each have active 
research careers and focus on differing aspects of human 
sexuality.

The quality of sex research is highly variable. One 
of our responsibilities as authors is to sift through avail-
able studies and present only those of the best quality 
and the greatest relevance and currency to this course. 
We are thrilled to observe that the quality of sex research 
improves every decade. In this edition, as much as pos-
sible, we continued to feature up-to-date studies of excel-
lent quality in terms of their sampling, research design, 
and measurements. 

A Book for Students
First and foremost, we have kept in mind that students 
want to learn about sexuality and that our job as writers 
is to help them do so effectively. We have covered top-
ics completely, with as clear a presentation as possible, 
and have made a special effort to use language that is 
inclusive and will ultimately enlighten instead of intimi-
date. In the selection and preparation of illustrations for 
the book, our goal has always been to convey as much 
information as possible, simply and clearly, and to ensure 
that students with a range of gender and sexual identities 
can see themselves in the material they read.

This book assumes no prior university or col-
lege courses in biology, psychology, or sociology. It is 
designed as an introduction following the four major 
objectives of our own courses in human sexuality:

1.	To provide students with an understanding of the 
methods and results of research that have contributed 
to our scientific knowledge about human sexuality, as 
well as the tools to read research reports and evaluate 
claims both critically and intelligently.

2.	To provide practical information needed for every-
day living, such as information on sexual anatomy, 

Since its conception, Understanding Human Sex-
uality has achieved distinction and success by 
following the science of human sexuality. The 

first of the modern sexuality textbooks, Understand-
ing Human Sexuality introduced this topic to students 
through the science that has uncovered what we know 
about the field. Groundbreaking when it first appeared, 
this research-based tradition continues to result in a con-
temporary, balanced introduction to human sexuality 
in an integrated learning system that engages students 
to learn about the content of the course, others, and 
themselves.

Our goal in creating the seventh Canadian edition 
of Understanding Human Sexuality was to maintain the 
best features of the highly regarded American textbook 
while continuing to provide a truly Canadian focus. Over 
the past two decades, Understanding Human Sexuality 
has been widely recognized for its comprehensive and 
multidisciplinary coverage of a broad range of topics, 
its commitment to excellent scholarship, and its appeal 
and accessibility to students. The seventh Canadian edi-
tion retains these strengths while incorporating the lat-
est information about a range of sexual topics, including 
Internet issues related to sexuality, updated statistics, 
adolescent sexual behaviour, transgender individuals, 
the causes and treatment of sexual disorders, and legal 
decisions related to sex work. This inclusivity makes this 
seventh Canadian edition a comfortable and informative 
resource for many audiences. 

Following the Science to 
Understand Human Sexuality
Understanding Human Sexuality is grounded in science 
and the research that informs this science. This founda-
tion, drawn from several perspectives, is reflected by us, 
as the authors. We bring these differing perspectives to 
our introduction to human sexuality. Janet’s background 
is in psychology and biology. John’s is in sociology. San-
dra’s is in clinical psychology. The importance we place 

Continuing a Research-Based Tradition 
in Sexuality
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 the Sexual health PerSPeCtive 21

Critical THINK ing Skill

In this and all other chapters in this textbook, you 
will find boxes labelled “Critical Thinking Skill.” Each 
of these boxes is designed to improve your critical 
thinking skills as applied to sexuality, but the skills 
you learn will be useful in many other areas of life. 
According to Diane Halpern, an expert in critical 
thinking,

Critical thinking is the use of those cognitive skills 
or strategies that increases the probability of a desir-
able outcome. It is purposeful, reasoned, and goal 
directed. It is the kind of thinking involved in solving 
problems, formulating inferences, calculating like-
lihoods, and making decisions. . . . Critical thinking 
also involves evaluating the thinking process—the 
reasoning that went into the conclusion we have 
arrived at or the kinds of factors considered in mak-
ing a decision (Halpern, 2002, p. 93).

Critical thinking is logical, rational, and free of 
self-deception. Critical thinking is also an attitude that 
people carry with them into situations, a belief that 
can and should be used to make better decisions. Over 
time, those with excellent critical thinking skills should 
experience better outcomes (e.g., making a good career 
choice or making a good decision about where to live) 
compared with those who have poor critical thinking 
skills (Halpern, 1998).

For these reasons, colleges and universities believe 
that it is important for students to improve their critical 
thinking skills. Those skills are also increasingly import-
ant in the world of work, as our industrial, manufactur-
ing economy has been replaced by a knowledge-based 
economy, and the ability to evaluate information care-
fully is a major asset.

Here’s to better critical thinking by all of us!

AN INTRODUCTION TO CRITICAL THINKING

Critical THINK ing Skill

One way to improve critical thinking skills is to under-
stand that some cultures have different ideas about 
certain issues than we have in our culture. This cross- 
cultural view widens our perspective and helps us to 
think more rationally about unspoken assumptions in 
our culture. For example, in Canada, if you get married in 
a place of worship, then, after signing some papers, you 
are also legally married—that is, the religious and the 
civil or legal parts of marriage are combined. In many 
European countries, however, including some Catholic 
countries, things are done very differently. The civil cer-
emonies and the religious ceremonies are separate, often 

occurring on different days. For example, in France 
couples go to city hall for the legal ceremony and then, 
separately, to a church or other place of worship for the 
religious ceremony. Those who are religious do both, 
and those who are not go just to the city hall part. Either 
way, they have a party afterward.

How does knowing about these practices apply to 
how we do things in Canada? For example, some reli-
gious groups object to same-sex marriage. How would 
that debate change if we separated religious marriage 
from civil marriage?

UNDERSTANDING THAT OTHER CULTURES THINK DIFFERENTLY ABOUT 
SOME ISSUES

contraception, sexually transmitted infections, 
and ways in which to deal with problems in sexual 
functioning.

3.	To help students appreciate the fabulous diversity of 
human sexuality along many dimensions, including 
but not limited to age, gender identity, sexual orienta-
tion and identity, and ethnicity within Canada and in 
cultures around the world.

4.	To help students feel more comfortable with thinking 
and talking about sex, both to broaden their knowl-
edge base and to help them become responsible deci-
sion makers in their personal lives and in their roles as 
citizens and voters.

All of the above information is supported by research 
so that students feel confident that what they are learning 
is fact-based and can be easily applied to their lives  or 
those around them. 

Thinking Critically about Sexuality
Critical thinking is a well-developed area of psychologi-
cal research with proven methods, and it is a new feature 
explored in this edition. Since we are not experts in criti-
cal thinking, we consulted with Dr. Diane Halpern, former 
president of the American Psychological Association 
and a faculty member at Claremont McKenna College in 
California. With Dr. Halpern’s guidance, a critical thinking 
skill feature is included for each chapter in this seventh 
Canadian edition to ensure that the material continues to 
be accessible to all students. In Chapter 1, the first fea-
ture introduces students to the concepts and principles 
of critical thinking; in later chapters, specific skills are 
explained and applied to sexuality. Examples of these 
include the importance of sampling in research (Chap-
ter 3), understanding the difference between anecdotal 
evidence and scientific evidence (Chapter 4), evaluating 
alternatives in making a health care decision (Chapter 
6), understanding the concept of probability (Chapter 7), 
and decision making and problem solving (Chapter 10), 
to name a few. 

What Makes the Seventh Canadian 
Edition of Understanding Human 
Sexuality Unique?
A Commitment to Canadian Content
First and foremost is the Canadian content. There are 
many ways in which sexuality in Canada is different 
from sexuality in other parts of the world—whether it’s 
rates of breast-feeding, teenage pregnancy, and STIs; 
attitudes toward same-sex relationships; or laws regulat-
ing sexuality. These differences are reflected through-
out the text in every chapter. Students are provided with 
information that is relevant to their own lives, their own 
experiences, and the communities they live in. By featur-
ing research conducted in Canada, this textbook sheds 
light on the important work Canadian researchers con-
tinue to do on our behalf. Professors who reviewed past 
editions of this text have been extremely positive about 
the inclusion of Canadian content, enthusiastically 
praising both the extent and the relevance of Canadian 
information compared with other texts available. We 
have maintained these features in the seventh Canadian 
edition.

A Focus on Diversity and an Inclusive 
Approach
Second, in the seventh Canadian edition we have contin-
ued to pay special attention to making the text as inclu-
sive as possible. Canada is a diverse nation with diverse 
sexual identities, so it is paramount that we use language 
that respects this diversity and does not make normative 
assumptions. We use “partner” rather than “spouse,” and 
language that applies equally to gay, lesbian, bisexual, 
and heterosexual students as well as to both cisgender 
and transgender individuals. We have also highlighted 
sexuality in Canadian ethnocultural communities, 
including the Chinese, South Asian, Caribbean, and First 
Nations communities, as well as highlight regional differ-
ences between Canadians living in Quebec and those liv-
ing in other provinces.

Canadian Legal Information in Every 
Chapter
Third, students will find discussion of Canadian laws and 
Canadian legal issues in each chapter. This includes the 
current laws related to same-sex relationships, sexual 
assault, child sexual abuse, contraception and abortion, 
pornography, and prostitution, among others. We have 
provided a complete list of the sexually related statutes in 
the Criminal Code of Canada, as well as a history of the 
evolution of some of these statutes.
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■	 A Sexually Diverse World boxes present an appre-
ciation of the fabulous diversity of human sexuality 
along many dimensions, including but not limited to 
age, sexual orientation, gender identity, and ethnicity 
within Canada and around the world.

■	 Milestones in Sex Research boxes provide students 
with an extended look at classic and new studies that 
influence our understanding of human sexuality, and 
the people that pioneered these developments.

Relevant, Engaging Pedagogy
Fourth, to understand human sexuality fully, one must 
recognize one’s own sexuality, as well as the diversity of 
others. We highlight research and issues that are of par-
ticular interest to Canadian students in each chapter and 
provide support for student understanding of personal 
sexuality in several ways:

■	 The frank presentation of information helps students 
feel more at ease with thinking and talking about sex, 
increasing their comfort with a tension-causing topic 
and helping them make responsible decisions.

■	 First Person boxes share how sexuality may be 
experienced on the personal level. One such box 
features Fran Odette, a sexual health educator, 
whose mission is to educate people about 
sexuality and disabilities and the assumptions and 
misconceptions that are often made about this 
specific group.
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First person

Sex Toys and Physical Disability

ll sorts of people use sex toys—people of all 
ages, abilities, genders, and sexual orientations. 
There is really no limit to who can benefit from 

the different sensations and types of stimulation that sex 
toys may provide. Sex toys can be especially enjoyable 
and helpful to people who have different abilities.

People with disabilities may experience multiple bar-
riers to sexual pleasure. Some of these barriers are intan-
gible. For instance, ableism, which is the oppression and 
stigmatization of people with disabilities, has worked to 
misconstrue people with disabilities as nonsexual. The 
historical medical model of disability posited people with 
disabilities as weak and infantile and in need of being 
cured or cared for. This ableist, socially constructed 
identity did not allow people with disabilities dignity, 
autonomy, or access to their sexual rights. As political 
awareness around the rights of people with disabilities 
grew in the 1970s, the social model of disability began to 
replace the medical model. The social model of disability 
views disability holistically and differentiates between an 
impairment and a disability. An impairment is a bodily 
difference, such as having a limp; a disability is the way 
that an impairment is viewed by society as something 
that makes that person less valuable simply because their 
body does not conform to a norm. This social model of 
disability has been beneficial in that it recognizes that 
people with disabilities are whole people who deserve 
full access to human rights (WHO, 1980). However, 
despite this positive change, historically rooted ideas of 
people with disabilities as being nonsexual still exist. It is 

important for all of us to re-imagine such limited ideas of 
who is sexual and who has the right to sexual pleasure.

There are also other more tangible barriers to indi-
viduals with physical disabilities experiencing sexual 
pleasure, and these ones can be easier to counter. These 
barriers are physical ones, such as different degrees of 
sensation and mobility, muscle spasticity, erectile diffi-
culties, and an absence of vaginal lubrication. Sex toys 
can play a revolutionary role in helping to overcome 
these physical differences. That is, they can allow people 
to experience all new bodily sensations and stimulations. 
What are some ways in which the sex toys described later 
in this chapter can be used to help overcome the physical 
barriers experienced by people with disabilities?

Limited Sensation
Many people with different disabilities experience limited 
degrees of sensation at different points of their body. For 
example, people with spinal cord injuries, MS, or cerebral 
palsy, or who are taking certain medications may lack 
sensation in their genitals. Here, vibrators can play a cru-
cial role in allowing them to feel sexual stimulation. Peo-
ple who have limited sensation may want to use a very 
strong vibrator either externally against their genitals 
(the clitoris or the shaft of the penis, for example) or inter-
nally (inside the vagina or anus). There are a plethora of 
vibrators each designed to stimulate different parts of the 
body, making this a very versatile type of toy. Vibrators 
also range widely in shape, size, and control mechanisms. 
Some may be easier for people with disabilities to use 

A

someone of the other gender (Price et al., 1985). Con-
versely, heterosexuals most often fantasize about sexual 
activities with someone of the other gender, but they 
also fantasize about someone of the same gender. Sexual 
fantasies often involve people, places (Disney World), or 
animals with which the person has no real-world connec-
tion (Kahr, 2008).

Where do sexual fantasies come from? The images 
may come from past experience, dreams, media portray-
als, or stories someone told you. The activity may be 
dreamlike and sensuous, or explicit and vigorous. Like 

all fantasy, sexual fantasies represent a fusion of mind, 
body, and emotions. Sexual fantasies may represent ear-
lier or childhood experiences, pleasant or abusive (Maltz 
& Boss, 1997). They may be experienced as positive and 
pleasant or as negative and unwanted (Byers, Purdon, et 
al., 1998; Renaud & Byers, 1999).

Sexual fantasy can serve a variety of functions for 
the person doing the fantasizing (Maltz & Boss, 1997). 
These include enhancing self-esteem and attractive-
ness, increasing sexual arousal (e.g., during masturba-
tion or partnered sex), and facilitating orgasm. In fact, 
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he had grown as a result of taking estrogen. Although 
David was much happier with his gender, he struggled 
with depression, in part because he thought he would not 
find a partner who would love him for who he was. How-
ever, as a young adult, David met and married Jane and 
became the father to her three children. David continued 
to battle depression, which worsened in his late 30s fol-
lowing the death of his twin brother. He also experienced 
marital and work-related difficulties, and failed financial 
investments. On May 4, 2004, at the age of 38, David com-
mitted suicide.

Babies who are born with genitals that are not clearly 
male or female (intersex individuals) typically are 

a Sexually Diverse World

Can Gender Be Assigned? The Story of David Reimer

n Winnipeg in 1965, Janet Reimer gave birth to 
twin boys, Bruce and Brian. Six months later, 
the boys developed problems urinating, and 

their doctor suggested that they be circumcised. How-
ever, the doctor did not use the standard procedure 
for circumcision and botched the surgery, burning off 
Bruce’s entire penis. The Reimers were told that Bruce 
would have to live without a penis. Some months later, 
Janet Reimer saw a television program describing the 
pioneering work of Dr. John Money of Johns Hopkins 
University in  Baltimore, Maryland. Money believed that 
gender is determined by how a child is raised, not by 
his or her biology, providing that assignment is done in 
infancy and the necessary surgeries and hormone treat-
ments occur.

The Reimers consulted with Money and made the 
decision to raise Bruce as female even though they 
had been raising him as a boy up to that time. At the 
age of 21 months, Bruce’s testicles were removed. The 
Reimers renamed their son Brenda, and following  
the counsel of Dr. Money, resolved not to tell their child 
the truth. However, despite taking hormones and receiv-
ing numerous surgeries, Brenda never really fit in as a 
girl. She preferred stereotypically male play (e.g., climb-
ing trees) over playing with dolls, and she was frequently 
made fun of by other children for her masculine man-
nerisms. Brenda even complained of feeling like a boy. 
When she reached puberty and was scheduled to have 
a final surgery to construct a vagina, Brenda refused, 
despite Money’s urging, indicating she would prefer to 
die. A psychiatrist suggested to Mr. and Mrs. Reimer that 
they tell Brenda the truth, who later commented about 
this revelation, “Suddenly it all made sense why I felt the 
way I did.”

Within months of learning the truth about his sex, 
Bruce/Brenda cut his hair, began wearing masculine 
clothing, and changed his name to David (see Figure 5.10).  
He underwent a series of surgeries to give him a more 
male body, including a mastectomy to remove the breasts 

I Figure 5.10 David reimer underwent gender reas-
signment after a botched surgery when he was six 
months old.

© CP Picture Archive/Winnipeg Free Press
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processes and in guiding responsiveness to new environ-
mental stimuli. Doubtless it was activated because of the 
men’s attention to the erotic film.

Another study used fMRI to assess brain activa-
tion in both men and women while viewing erotic video 
segments (Karama et al., 2002). This study found brain 
activation in roughly the same regions as the study dis-
cussed previously. Almost all regions responded similarly 
in women and men. This study also found evidence of 
activation of the amygdala during sexual arousal. The 
amygdala is part of the limbic system, and as noted in 
this chapter, plays a role in sexual response. The amyg-
dala is known to be involved in emotion, and its activa-
tion speaks to the strong emotions—sometimes positive, 
sometimes negative—that are evoked by sexual stimuli.

Research with women with spinal-cord injury indicates 
that they experience sexual arousal and orgasm as a result 
of genital stimulation (Komisaruk & Whipple, 2005). The 
neural signals do not travel up the spinal cord, which has 
been damaged, but rather pass up to the brain through the 
vagus nerves. fMRI scans indicate that the brain regions acti-
vated during arousal include the hypothalamus, amygdala, 
hippocampus, and the rest of the list of structures identified 
in fMRI research on people without spinal-cord injuries.

These studies are fascinating in themselves as they 
allow us to view the workings of the brain during sex-
ual responding. As research advances, future studies 
will help us understand the brain regions and associ-
ated neurotransmitters involved in sexual dysfunction, 
which may lead to more effective treatments for these 

xciting advances in the technology of neuroim-
aging are giving us inside views of the human 
brain during various phases of sexual response. 

Methods such as PET (positron emission tomography) 
and fMRI (functional magnetic resonance imaging) show 
which regions of the brain “light up” (have neurons most 
actively firing) while the individual is solving a math 
problem or thinking about something sad.

Sex researchers have adopted these techniques, with 
the goal of learning which regions of the brain are most 
involved in various aspects of sexuality. One of the chal-
lenges they have faced is that the participant cannot 
move while in an MRI scanner. Researchers have dealt 
with the problem by showing erotic videos to the person 
inside the scanner.

In one experiment, heterosexual men viewed erotic 
video clips, relaxing clips, and sports clips in random 
order (Arnow et al., 2002). Meanwhile, their brains were 
being scanned in an MRI machine and the erection of 
the penis was measured. One has to admire these men 
for being able to become aroused while in an MRI scan-
ner! Pictures from the brain scans are shown in Figure 
9.9. When the men were exposed to erotic clips and were 
sexually aroused, as indicated by erection, intense brain 
activity was found in the right insula and claustrum, stria-
tum (left caudate nucleus and putamen), cingulate gyrus, 
and—you guessed it—the hypothalamus. The insula is 
known to be involved in sensory processing, particularly 
of touch sensations. The cingulate cortex has been dem-
onstrated in other studies to be involved in attentional 

Milestones in Sex research

What Happens in the Brain during Sex?

E

castration or by illness, there is a dramatic decrease in sex-
ual behaviour in some, but not all, cases. Sexual desire is 
rapidly lost if a man is given an anti-androgen drug. Thus, 
testosterone seems to have an activating effect in maintain-
ing sexual desire in men. However, in cases of castration, 
sexual behaviour may decline very slowly and may be 
present for several years after the source of testosterone is 
gone; this points to the importance of experience and brain 
control of sexual behaviour in humans.

It has also been demonstrated that levels of testos-
terone are correlated with sexual behaviour in boys 
around the time of puberty (Udry et al., 1985). Boys in 
Grades 8, 9, and 10 filled out a questionnaire about their 

sexual behaviour and gave blood samples from which 
their level of testosterone was measured. Among the 
boys whose testosterone level was in the highest quar-
tile (25 percent of the sample), 69 percent had engaged 
in sexual intercourse, whereas only 16 percent of the 
boys whose testosterone level was in the lowest quartile 
had. Similarly, of the boys with testosterone levels in the 
highest quartile, 62 percent had masturbated, compared 
with 12 percent for the boys in the lowest quartile. These 
effects were uncorrelated with age, so it wasn’t simply a 
matter of the older boys having more testosterone and 
more sexual experience. The authors concluded that at 
puberty testosterone affects sexual motivation directly.

■	 Learning Objectives at the beginning of each chap-
ter provide a preview of topics to help students pre-
pare for reading and studying.
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Contraception and Abortion

LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES
After studying this chapter, you 
will be able to

Analyze each contraceptive 
method.

Describe the history of 
birth control and abortion 
in Canada and the reasons 
for contraceptive use 
personally and globally.

Differentiate between 
perfect use and typical 
use failure rates for each 
contraceptive.

Summarize the procedure 
for male and female 
sterilization and evaluate 
each.

Explain the new advances 
in male and female 
contraception.

Identify the psychological 
processes that influence 
contraception use.

Describe the abortion 
procedures currently 
available in Canada, and 
illustrate the unequal 
accessibility for women 
across the country.

Describe the typical 
psychological outcomes 
of abortion and compare 
abortion views from a 
cross-cultural perspective.

LO1

LO2

LO3

LO4

LO5

LO6

LO7

LO8

CHAPTER 7

Are YOU Curious?

 1. I’d like to use the birth control pill, but I worry about remembering to take a 
pill every day. What are my other options?

 2. Can a man still ejaculate after a vasectomy?

 3. Are there any hormonal contraceptive methods for men?

 4. What is the difference between a surgical abortion and a medical abortion?

Read this chapter to find out.

© BananaStock/Punchstock■	 Key terms are defined and placed on each page close 
to where the term is introduced for easy reference. In 
addition, all key terms are included in the Glossary.
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you suspect that he might be exaggerating slightly? If a 
35-year-old woman told you that she had never mastur-
bated, would you believe her, or would you suspect that 
she had masturbated but was unwilling to admit it?

Respondents in sex research may, for one reason or 
another, engage in purposeful distortion, intention-
ally giving self-reports that are distortions of reality. 
These distortions may be in either of two directions. 
People may exaggerate their sexual activity (a ten-
dency toward enlargement), or they may minimize their 
sexual activity or hide the fact that they have done cer-
tain things (concealment). Participants will often distort 
responses in the direction that they believe will be seen 
as more acceptable by the researcher, called social 
desirability. For example, an individual in a long-term 
relationship who believes that he or she engages in 
sexual activity with his or her partner much less often 
and masturbates much more often than other people do 
may exaggerate his or her sexual frequency but mini-
mize his or her masturbation frequency. Participants 
are often not aware that social desirability is affecting 
their answers.

Distortion is a basic problem when using self-reports 
(McCallum & Peterson, 2012). To minimize distortion, 
participants must be strongly reminded of the fact that 
because the study will be used for scientific purposes, 
their reports must be as accurate as possible. They 
must also be assured that their responses will be com-
pletely anonymous. If they are not anonymous, people 
will be likely to hide behaviours that they do not want 
other people to know about or that embarrass them, 
such as an extramarital affair or a history of sex with 
animals. Researchers sometimes include additional 
scales or items that detect whether people are pur-
posefully distorting their answers—for example, by 
giving only socially desirable responses. The phrasing 
of questions may also affect how likely people are to 
give honest answers ( Figure 3.3). For example, people 

than male samples. In sum, volunteer bias is potentially a 
serious problem when we try to reach conclusions based 
on sex research.

Table 3.1 shows how different the results of sex 
surveys can be, depending on how carefully the sam-
pling is done (Greeley, 1994). The table shows results 
from two American surveys. The Janus report (Janus 
& Janus, 1993) used sampling methods so haphazard 
that the researchers ended up with what some call 
a  convenience sample. It included volunteers who 
came to sex therapists’ offices and friends recruited by 
the original volunteers. In contrast, the General Social 
Survey conducted in 1993 by the University of Chicago 
obtained a probability sample. Notice that a consider-
ably higher level of sexual activity is reported by the 
convenience sample in the Janus report, compared with 
the probability sample. This difference is especially pro-
nounced among older adults. Convenience samples sim-
ply do not give us a very good picture of what is going 
on in the general population.

Accuracy of 
Measurement
Earlier we described various 
methods for measuring sexu-
ality. How accurate are those 
measures? We focus mainly 
on self-reports because they 
are used so frequently in sex 
research.

Purposeful Distortion
If you were an interviewer in 
a sex research project and a 
90-year-old man said that he and 
his wife made love twice a day, 
would you believe him, or would 

Men Women

Age
Convenience Sample 

(Janus Report)

Probability Sample 
(General Social 

Survey)
Convenience Sample 

(Janus Report)

Probability Sample 
(General Social 

Survey)

18–26 72% 57% 68% 58%

27–38 83 69 78 61

39–50 83 56 68 49

51–64 81 43 65 25

Over 65 69 17 74   6

Table 3.1 the percentage of people Reporting having Sex at Least Once a Week: 
 Comparing a Convenience Sample with a probability Sample

Review of the Janus Report on Sexual Behavior by Samuel S. Janus & Cynthia L. Janus in Contemporary Sociology, Vol. 23, no. 2 (March 1994), p. 222, 
table 1. Reprinted by permission of the American Sociological Association and Andrew M. Greeley.

volunteer bias: a bias in the results 
of sex surveys that arises when 
some people refuse to participate 
so that those who are in the sample 
are volunteers who may in some 
ways differ from those who refused 
to participate.
convenience sample: a sample cho-
sen in a haphazard manner relative 
to the population of interest; not a 
random or probability sample.
purposeful distortion: purposely 
 giving false information in a survey.
social desirability: the tendency 
to distort answers to a survey in 
the direction perceived to be more 
acceptable.

■	 End-of-chapter review tools in each chapter include 
a chapter summary that reviews the main points 
discussed.
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Critical THINK ing Skill

In this chapter, you learned how it is crucial to have 
a true experiment—with an independent variable 
that is manipulated, and with random assignment of 
participants to experimental groups—to be able to 
make causal inferences from a study. By causal infer-
ence we mean a conclusion that one variable causes or 
influences another variable. Suppose we want to deter-
mine whether substantial exposure to pornography as 
an adolescent leads men to commit sex crimes. Notice 
here that the word “leads” is a causal term. It is equiva-
lent to saying that exposure causes or influences men to 
commit sex crimes.

To find an answer to the question, we recruit two 
samples from a prison. One is a group of sex offenders 
who are in prison because they committed a sex crime. 
The second group is composed of offenders who are in 
prison for some other offence (for example, murder or 
robbery) but have not committed a sex crime (or at least 
haven’t been convicted of a sex crime). Both groups fill 
out a questionnaire that asks about their use of pornog-
raphy while they were adolescents, and sure enough, the 
sex offenders had twice as much exposure to pornogra-
phy as the other offenders. From this, can we conclude 
that exposure to pornography in adolescence makes 
men commit sex crimes? Was this a true experiment? The 

answer to both questions is no. It is tempting to conclude 
that this was a true experiment because there were two 
groups, sex offenders and non–sex offenders. The prob-
lem, though, is that men were not randomly assigned to 
be in one group or the other. Moreover, here the hypoth-
esized independent variable, the causal variable, is por-
nography exposure, not sex offending, and the men were 
also not randomly assigned to pornography exposure 
or not. Therefore, this is actually a correlational study, 
and all we can conclude is that there is an association 
between pornography exposure and sex offending, not 
that pornography causes sex offending.

To clarify why a causal conclusion is not warranted 
with a correlational study like this, it is often helpful 
to think of another explanation for the findings. Often 
this is a third-variable explanation; that is, there might 
be some third variable that influences both of the vari-
ables that were studied. In this case, the third variable 
may be genetics or experiences of child sexual abuse 
that influence men to commit sex offences and increase 
their desire to use pornography. This explanation makes 
it even clearer why we cannot conclude that substan-
tial exposure to pornography makes men commit sex 
crimes. The effects of pornography are discussed in 
detail in Chapter 17.

UNDERSTANDING THE IMPORTANCE OF EXPERIMENTS 

SUMMARY
Researchers measure various aspects of human sexuality 
by using (1) self-reports, (2) behavioural measures (e.g., 
direct observation, eye-tracking), (3) implicit measures 
(e.g., the IAT), and (4) biological measures (e.g., plethys-
mography, fMRI, pupil dilation). In web-based research, 
sex researchers collect data online, which is especially 
useful in tapping hidden populations.

Three crucial methodological issues in sex research 
are the following:

 1. Sampling: Random samples or probability samples 
are best but are difficult to obtain because some 
people refuse to participate.

 2. The accuracy of measurement: Much sex research 
relies on people’s reports of their own sexual 
behaviour. Research shows that these self-reports 
are generally accurate (i.e., reliable and valid), but 
they can also be distorted in several ways, such as 
purposeful distortion, faulty memory, and difficulty 
estimating.

 3. Ethical issues: Sex researchers, like all researchers, 
are bound by the rules of informed consent, protec-
tion from harm, and justice.

Statistical concepts that are important for under-
standing reports of sex research include average, mean, 
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■	 Updated discussion of ethical issues with new 
research on people who participate in sex research

■	 Added data on British (Natsal) and Australian (ASHR) 
surveys

■	 Included new section on the validity of self-report data
■	 NEW Critical Thinking Skill box on the importance of 

sampling

Chapter 4 Sexual Anatomy
■	 Revised feature on female genital mutilation
■	 Updated research on new drugs used in the prevention 

and treatment of breast cancer
■	 Updated recommendations by the Canadian Paediatric 

Society on male circumcision images
■	 NEW Critical Thinking Skill box on differences 

between anecdotal and scientific evidence

Chapter 5 Sex Hormones, Sexual 
Differentiation, and Menstruation
■	 Added study on epigenetic changes in the brain during 

prenatal sexual differentiation added
■	 Introduced information on recently discovered 

hormone kisspeptin and its role during puberty
■	 Added content from DSM-5
■	 Increased discussion on menstrual cycle fluctuations 

in mood
■	 NEW Critical Thinking Skill box on how scientific 

research can be applied to making policy decisions

Chapter 6 Conception, Pregnancy, and 
Childbirth
■	 Updated statistics throughout the chapter
■	 Updated coverage of psychological changes in fathers 

during pregnancy
■	 Revised discussion on effects of alcohol consumption 

during pregnancy
■	 Broadened discussion distinguishing fetal alcohol 

spectrum disorder and fetal alcohol syndrome
■	 Updated data on use of anesthetics during childbirth
■	 Added images on midwifery and home births
■	 Updated data on risks of HSV transmission to fetus 

during birth
■	 NEW Critical Thinking Skill box on evaluating health 

care alternatives

Chapter 7 Contraception and Abortion
■	 Introduced LARC (long-acting reversible contracep-

tives) category
■	 Introduced new methods of birth control: Ella and 

Skyla

Our own courses are surveys, designed to provide stu-
dents with a broad range of information about sexuality. 
Reflecting that approach, this book is intended to be com-
plete and balanced in its coverage. For instructors who lack 
the time or resources to cover the entire book, or for those 
who prefer to rearrange the order of topics, we have writ-
ten all the chapters to be fairly independent of one another. 

What’s New in the Seventh 
Canadian Edition?
Building on the first six editions, this text provides 
Canadian data wherever possible. It features Canadian 
research and researchers, describes sexuality in the 
major Canadian ethnocultural communities, highlights 
issues important to Canadian students, and ensures that 
inclusive language and visuals appear throughout. Some 
of the major content changes and additions to the seventh 
Canadian edition include the following:

Chapter 1 Sexuality in Perspective
■	 Updated statistics throughout chapter
■	 Updated images
■	 Introduced concept of microaggressions in the context 

of ethnic minorities, with extensions to sexual minorities
■	 Introduced concept of intersectionality and its impact
■	 Updated information on regional differences in sexual-

ity between Quebec and the rest of Canada, as well as 
differing attitudes between Canada and the U.S.

■	 NEW Critical Thinking Skill box introduction

Chapter 2 Theoretical Perspectives on 
Sexuality
■	 Significantly reorganized and expanded chapter content
■	 Updated images
■	 Added new section on critical theories
■	 Introduced new sections on feminist theory and queer 

theory
■	 Substantially revised section on sociological theories: 

Order of presentation updated from the most specific 
social influences to the most general

■	 Added summary of field theory
■	 Updated Table 2.1: Summary of the Sexual Offences in 

the Criminal Code of Canada in 2017
■	 NEW Critical Thinking Skill box on the difference 

between truth and validity

Chapter 3 Sex Research
■	 Updated images
■	 Revised discussion on meta-analysis 
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■	 Expanded coverage of extra-dyadic sex
■	 Expanded discussion on use of electronic apps (e.g., 

Grindr and Tinder) to meet people, and the impact of 
this technology on initiating, maintaining, and termi-
nating relationships

■	 Extensively revised discussion on menopause
■	 Added information on long-term relationships
■	 NEW Critical Thinking Skill box on hypothesis testing

Chapter 12 Attraction, Love, and 
Communication
■	 Updated statistics throughout the chapter
■	 Added research on the role of the Internet regarding 

where mixed-sex and same-sex individuals meet
■	 Increased discussion of the role of physical attractive-

ness and its relative importance in selecting mates
■	 Added new material on cross-cultural research testing 

hypothesis on sexual strategies theories and mating 
preferences

■	 Added new subsection on relationship education 
programs, their effectiveness, and their applications 
to military couples

■	 NEW Critical Thinking Skill box on the importance of 
clear communication

Chapter 13 Gender and Sexuality
■	 Introduced new term: gender binary
■	 Extensively revised transgender discussion
■	 Revised language to be much more inclusive to those 

who fall outside the gender binary
■	 Chapter content revised by authors in consulta-

tion with trans research expert and genderqueer 
individual

■	 Updated DSM-5 terminology and concepts 
■	 Expanded discussion on vomeronasal organ and 

human pheromones
■	 Presented new evidence on recently identified gene 

coding for pheromone receptors
■	 NEW Critical Thinking Skill box on stereotyping

Chapter 14 Sexual Orientation and 
Identity: Gay, Lesbian, Bi, Straight, or 
Asexual?
■	 Updated statistics about attitudes on homosexuality 

around the world
■	 New Milestones in Sex Research feature: Does Gaydar 

Exist?
■	 Expanded discussion of the sexuality of sexual-

minority women

■	 Added data on women denied abortions
■	 Added Ontario focus group study on female orgasm
■	 Updated images
■	 Updated material on cybersex
■	 NEW Critical Thinking Skill box on the concept of 

probability with respect to contraceptives

Chapter 8 Sexually Transmitted 
Infections
■	 Updated statistics throughout the chapter
■	 Complete revision of discussion on HIV/AIDS reflect-

ing new view of HIV as manageable long-term disease
■	 Featured new developments in antiretroviral therapy 

(ART), treatment as prevention, and preexposure 
prophylaxis

■	 Updated discussion on HPV vaccine
■	 Added First Person feature describing cool lines about 

safer sex
■	 NEW Critical Thinking Skill box on the concept of prob-

ability with respect to sexually transmitted infections

Chapter 9 Sexual Arousal
■	 Updated statistics throughout chapter
■	 Section on brain imaging studies rewritten for greater 

clarity and accessibility
■	 NEW Critical Thinking Skill box on defending against 

everyday persuasive techniques

Chapter 10 Sexuality and the Life 
Cycle: Childhood and Adolescence
■	 Updated statistics throughout chapter, with special 

attention to frequencies of behaviours 
■	 Improved coverage on trans individuals 
■	 Expanded discussion of first intercourse
■	 Expanded coverage on casual sex in college 
■	 Updated discussion of multi-person sex in late adolescence
■	 Revised First Person feature: Becoming a Teen 

Mother: An Indigenous Woman’s Story
■	 Added coverage of adolescent views of ideal romantic 

relationships
■	 Updated discussion of postrelationship sex
■	 NEW Critical Thinking Skill box on decision making 

and problem solving

Chapter 11 Sexuality and the Life 
Cycle: Adulthood
■	 Added more inclusive language of cohabitating and 

same-sex relationships
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■	 Added data on the resilience of LGB individuals
■	 Added new hypothesis  on epigenetic factors in prena-

tal development
■	 Introduced new data on bisexuality
■	 Expanded research and discussion on “mostly 

heterosexuals”
■	 Expanded discussion on attitudes toward asexuality
■	 NEW Critical Thinking Skill Box on interpreting 

research findings

Chapter 15 Variations in Sexual 
Behaviour
■	 Updated research and statistics throughout the 

chapter
■	 Significantly revised language and discussion 

throughout chapter to align with DSM-5 criteria
■	 Added new research on kink communities and their 

varied practices
■	 Substantially revised Milestones in Sex Research fea-

ture on sexual addictions
■	 Expanded discussion on hypersexuality types and 

treatments
■	 Added more nuanced discussion of pornography use 

and types/categories of misuse
■	 Clarified differentiation between compulsive and 

addictive behaviours
■	 Revised section on treatments of sexual variations
■	 Clearly distinguished definitions of paraphilias and 

paraphilic disorders
■	 Added research on effectiveness of AA and 12-step 

treatment programs
■	 NEW Critical Thinking Skill Box on using diagnostic 

labels accurately

Chapter 16 Sexual Coercion
■	 Updated statistics throughout the chapter
■	 Added new section on the role of alcohol in sexual assault
■	 Added new material on sexual harassment and assault 

in the Canadian Armed Forces and the RCMP
■	 Added new section on consent
■	 Revised First Person box: What to Do after a Sexual 

Assault
■	 NEW Critical Thinking Skill box on analyzing an 

argument

Chapter 17 Sex for Sale
■	 Updated statistics throughout the chapter
■	 Added material on the intersection of social class and 

race in sex work venues

■	 Expanded discussion on role of technology in com-
mercial sex work

■	 Added research on sex work as a career
■	 New First Person box: Working Their Way through 

University
■	 Expanded discussion of male sex workers and the 

venues in which they work
■	 Updated discussion on online pornography and the 

effects of exposure
■	 Added new subsection on pornographic  

producers
■	 Reorganized and updated material on consumers
■	 Introduced discussion of pornography addiction
■	 NEW Critical Thinking Skill box on identifying the 

differences between everyday beliefs and scientific 
evidence

Chapter 18 Sexual Disorders and Sex 
Therapy
■	 Updated DSM-5 terminology and concepts, while not-

ing controversies over DSM-5 criteria
■	 Updated discussion of Viagra and similar drugs that 

are PDE5 inhibitors
■	 New discussion on flibanserin, the so-called “pink 

Viagra”
■	 Revised male hypoactive sexual desire disorder 

section
■	 Updated data on the effectiveness of various 

treatments 
■	 NEW Critical Thinking Skill box on using diagnostic 

labels accurately

Chapter 19 Sexuality Education
■	 Updated statistics throughout the chapter
■	 Updated information on parental attitudes toward 

sexual health education
■	 NEW Critical Thinking Skill box on using science in 

forming public policy 

Chapter 20 Ethics, Religion,  
and Sexuality
■	 Updated pro-life and pro-choice statements of  

religious groups
■	 New information on religious groups performing 

same-sex marriages
■	 NEW Critical Thinking Skill box on the difference 

between questions that can be decided by religious 
beliefs versus those that can be decided by scientific 
data 
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Silverberg, Kaleigh Trace, and Kris Wells. I am particu-
larly grateful to the people (all Canadians) who agreed 
to share their own experiences in these boxes, includ-
ing Laurie Alpert, Josh Byers, Cheryl Dobinson, Wil-
liam Fisher, Trevor Jacques, Kim McKay-McNab, Fran 
Odette, Faizal Suhukhan, Ayesha Suhukhan, Paul Vasey, 
and Richard Wassersung, as well as the people who 
chose to remain anonymous.

I would like to thank Mary Byers (no relation) who 
was enormously helpful in tracking down information. I 
am also enormously grateful to Susan Voyer, who served 
as my research assistant for the previous four editions of 
the textbook. This book would be noticeably poorer with-
out her contributions over the years.

The seventh Canadian edition of Understanding 
Human Sexuality has benefited from the careful reviews 
and valuable feedback of the following instructors:

Anne Almey, Concordia University

Cynthia Clarke, University of Guelph

Shaniff Esmail, University of Alberta
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Superior Learning Solutions 
and Support
The McGraw-Hill Education team is ready to help you 
assess and integrate any of our products, technology, 
and services into your course for optimal teaching and 
learning performance. Whether it’s helping your students 
improve their grades or putting your entire course online, 
the McGraw-Hill Education team is here to help you do it. 
Contact your Learning Solutions Consultant today to learn 
how to maximize all of McGraw-Hill Education’s resources!

For more information, please visit us online at http://
www.mheducation.ca/he/solutions. 
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The Complete Course Solution 

We listened to educators from around the world, learned their challenges, and created a whole new way to deliver a course. 

Connect2 is a collaborative teaching and learning platform that includes an instructionally designed complete course framework of learning  
materials that is flexible and open for instructors to easily personalize, add their own content, or integrate with other tools and platforms. 

• Save time and resources building and managing a course.

• �Gain confidence knowing that each course framework is pedagogically sound.  

• Help students master course content.

• �Make smarter decisions by using real-time data to guide course design, content changes, and remediation.

MANAGE — Dynamic Curriculum Builder

Quickly and easily launch a complete course framework developed by instructional 
design experts. Each Connect2 course is a flexible foundation for instructors to 
build upon by adding their own content or drawing upon the wide repository of 
additional resources. 

• �Easily customize Connect2 by personalizing the course scope and sequence.  

• �Get access to a wide range of McGraw-Hill Education content within one  
powerful teaching and learning platform. 

• �Receive expert support and guidance on how best to utilise content to achieve 
a variety of teaching goals.  

MASTER — Student Experience

Improve student performance with instructional alignment and leverage Connect2’s 
carefully curated learning resources. Deliver required reading through Connect2’s 
award winning adaptive learning system.  

• �Teach at a higher level in class by helping students retain core concepts.

• �Tailor in-class instruction based on student progress and engagement.

• �Help focus students on the content they don’t know so they can prioritize  
their study time. 

MEASURE — Advanced Analytics 

Collect, analyze and act upon class and individual student performance data. Make 
real-time course updates and teaching decisions backed by data. 

• �Visually explore class and student performance data.

• �Easily identify key relationships between assignments and student performance.

• �Maximize in-class time by using data to focus on areas where students need 
the most help.

Course Map
The flexible and customizable course map 
provides instructors full control over the pre-
configured courses within Connect2.  
Instructors can easily add, delete, or rearrange 
content to adjust the course scope and 
sequence to their personal preferences. 

Implementation Guide 
Each Connect2 course includes a detailed 
implementation guide that provides guidance 
on what the course can do and how best to 
utilise course content based on individual 
teaching approaches.

Instructor Resources
A comprehensive collection of instructor 
resources are available within Connect2. 
Instructor Support and Seminar Materials 
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use for in-class discussion and teamwork.

For more information, please visit www.mheconnect2.com
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Sexuality in Perspective

LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES
After studying this chapter, you 
will be able to

Identify some of the issues 
surrounding the terms sex 
and gender.

Show the influences on 
sexuality of religion, sci-
ence, the media, and the 
Internet.

Describe the contributions 
of the major sex research-
ers to sex research and 
education.

Differentiate between sex-
ual attitudes and behav-
iours in Canada and other 
cultures.

Identify the influences of 
social class, gender, ethnic-
ity, and geographic region 
in the sexual behaviour of 
Canadians.

Compare sexual behav-
iour in humans and other 
species.

Explain the principles of 
the sexual health and sex-
ual rights perspectives.

LO1

LO2

LO3

LO4

LO5

LO6

LO7

CHAPTER 1

©Michael DeFreitas South America / Alamy

Are YOU Curious?

	 1.	Do people in other cultures have sex the same way as people do in Canada?

	 2.	 Is Quebec a distinct society sexually speaking?

	 3.	Is same-sex sexual behaviour found in other species?

Read this chapter to find out.
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not confined to one discipline but rather is multidisci-
plinary. However, first we must draw an important dis-
tinction between sex and gender. 

Sex and Gender

Sometimes the word sex is used ambiguously. In some 
cases sex refers to being male or female, and sometimes 
it refers to sexual behaviour or reproduction. In most 
cases, of course, the meaning is clear from the context. 
If you are filling out a job application form and one 
item says “Sex,” you don’t write, “I like it” or “As often 
as possible.” It is clear that your prospective employer 
wants to know whether you are a male or a female. In 
other cases, though, the meaning may be ambiguous. 
For example, when a book has the title Sex and Tem-
perament in Three Primitive Societies, what is it about? 
Is it about the sexual practices of primitive people and 
whether having sex frequently gives them pleasant 
temperaments? Or is it about the kinds of personalities 
that males and females are expected to have in those 
societies? Not only does this use of the word sex create 

LO1

Strikingly different though they may seem, all of the 
above quotations are talking about the same thing—
sex. The first quotation is from a romance novel. It is 
intended to stimulate the reader’s fantasies and arousal. 
The second is from a scholarly book about sex. It aims 
to stimulate the brain but not the genitals. The third is 
from a Royal Commission on the treatment of infertil-
ity. It points out the complexity of many sexual issues. 
From reading these brief excerpts, we can quickly see 
that the topic of sexuality is diverse, complex, and 
fascinating.

Why study sex? Most people are curious about sex, 
particularly because exchanging sexual information is 
somewhat taboo in our culture, so curiosity motivates 
us to study sex. Sex is an important force in many 
people’s lives, so we have practical reasons for want-
ing to learn about it. Finally, most of us at various 
times experience concerns about our sexual function-
ing or wish that we could function better, and we hope 
that learning more about sex will help us. This book is 
designed to address all these needs. We’ll consider sev-
eral perspectives on sexuality: the effects of religion, 
science, the media, and culture on our understanding of 
sexuality, as well as a sexual health perspective. These 
perspectives make it clear that the study of sexuality is 

“You’re so beautiful,” he whispered. “I want a picture of you just like this with 
your face flushed and your lips wet and shiny.” . . . He tore open a foil packet 

he’d retrieved from his pocket. Mesmerized, she watched him sheath himself, amazed 
at how hard he was. She reached out to touch him, but he moved back, made sure she 
was ready, and then slid neatly inside her, so deeply she gasped. She contracted her 
muscles around him, and he closed his eyes and groaned, the sound so primal, it made 
her skin tingle.*

Human sexual behaviour is a diverse phenomenon. It occurs in different physical 
locations and social contexts, consists of a wide range of specific activities, and is 
perceived differently by different people. An individual engages in sexual activity on the 
basis of a complex set of motivations and organizes that activity on the basis of numer-
ous external factors and influences. Thus, it is unlikely that the tools and concepts from 
any single scientific discipline will suffice to answer all or even most of the questions 
one might ask about sexual behaviour.†

Having children and healthy families are important goals to most Canadians, but 
some people cannot reach those goals without help. If there are technologies that can 
be used to help, a caring society should provide these. But there are misuses and 
harms, as well as benefits, that may come from use of the technologies—harms to both 
individuals and society.‡

* Debbi Rawlins. (2003). Anything goes. New York, NY: Harlequin Blaze.
† Laumann et al. (1994).
‡ Royal Commission on New Reproductive Technologies (1993).
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ambiguities, but it also clouds our thinking about some 
important issues.

To remove—or at least reduce—this ambiguity, the 
term sex will be used in this book in contexts referring 
to sexual anatomy and sexual behaviour, and the term 
gender will be used to refer to being male or female. 
Almost all of the research that we discuss in this book has 
been based on scientists assuming the “gender binary,” 
the idea that there are only two genders, male and female.

This is a book about sex, not gender; it is about sexual 
behaviour and the biological, psychological, and social 
forces that influence it. Of course, although we are arguing 
that sex and gender are conceptually different, we would 
not try to argue that they are totally independent of each 
other. Certainly, gender roles—the ways in which males 
and females are expected to behave—exert a powerful 
influence on the way people behave sexually, and so one 
chapter will be devoted to gender connections to sexuality.

How should we define sex, aside from saying that it 
is different from gender? A biologist might define sexual 
behaviour as “any behavior that increases the likelihood 
of gametic union [union of sperm and egg]” (Bermant & 
Davidson, 1974). This definition emphasizes the repro-
ductive function of sex. However, medical advances, 
such as the birth control pill, have allowed us to separate 
reproduction from sex. Most Canadians now have sex not 
only for procreation but also for pleasure and intimacy.1

Noted sex researcher Alfred Kinsey defined sex as 
behaviour that leads to orgasm. Although this defini-
tion has some merits (it does not imply that sex must 
be associated with reproduction), it also presents some 
problems. If one person has intercourse with another 
person but does not have an orgasm, was that not sexual 
behaviour for her or him? If an individual has an orgasm 
through oral–genital stimulation, is that sex? Indeed, 
researchers in Canada have shown that undergraduate 
students have a very narrow definition of the term sex. 
Whereas almost everybody thought that penile–vaginal 
and penile–anal intercourse constituted having sex, only 
about one-quarter of participants thought that oral sex 
resulting in orgasm would be defined as sex (Byers, 

1 Actually, even in former times sex was not always associated 
with reproduction. For example, a man in 1850 might have 
fathered 10 children; using a very conservative estimate that 
he engaged in sexual intercourse 1500 times during his adult 
life (once a week for the 30 years from age 20 to age 50), only 
10 in 1500 of those acts, or fewer than 1 percent, resulted in 
reproduction.

Henderson, & Hobson, 2009; Randall & Byers, 2003; Trot-
ter & Alderson, 2007). Our definition in this textbook 
includes much more than that, though.

To try to avoid some of these problems, sexual 
behaviour will be defined in this book as behaviour that 
produces arousal and increases the chance of orgasm.2 

Influences on Sexuality

Religion
Religion is a source of values and ethics regarding sexual-
ity and, as such, is a powerful influence on the sexual atti-
tudes and behaviour of many individuals. The moral code 
for each religion is unique—each religion has different 
views on what is right and what is wrong with respect to 
sexuality. Throughout most of recorded history, at least 
until about 100 years ago, religion (and rumour) provided 
most of the information that people had about sexuality, 
and in some cultures it still does. Here are a few historical 
examples of how different religions understood sexuality.

The ancient Greeks openly acknowledged both het-
erosexuality and homosexuality in their society and 
explained the existence of the two in a myth in which the 
original humans were double creatures with twice the 
normal number of limbs and organs; some were double 
males, some were double females, and some were half 
male and half female (LeVay, 1996). The gods, fearing the 
power of these creatures, split them in half, and forever 
after each one continued to search for its missing half. 
Heterosexuals were thought to have resulted from the 
splitting of the half male, half female; male homosexuals, 
from the splitting of the double male; and female homo-
sexuals, from the splitting of the double female. It was 
through this mythology that the ancient Greeks under-
stood sexual orientation and sexual desire.

Fifteenth-century Christians believed that “wet 
dreams” (nocturnal emissions) resulted from intercourse 
with tiny spiritual creatures called incubi and succubi, a 
notion put forth in a papal bull (an official document) of 
1484 and a companion book, the Malleus Maleficarum 
(“witch’s hammer”). The Malleus became the official 
manual of the Inquisition, in which people, particularly 
women, were tried as witches. Wet dreams, sexual dys-
function, and sexual lust were seen to be caused by 
witchcraft (Hergenhahn, 2001).

Over the centuries, Muslims have believed that  
sexual  intercourse is one of the 
finest pleasures of life, reflect-
ing the teachings of the great 
prophet Muhammad. Sexuality 
is regarded primarily as a source 
of pleasure and only secondarily 

2 This definition, though an improvement over some, still has 
its problems. For example, consider a woman who feels no 
arousal at all during intercourse. According to the definition, 
intercourse would not be sexual behaviour for her. However, 
intercourse would generally be something we would want to 
classify as sexual behaviour. It should be clear that defining 
sexual behaviour is difficult.

LO2

gender: Being male, female, or some 
other gender such as trans.
sexual behaviour: Behaviour that 
produces arousal and increases the 
chance of orgasm.
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in the nineteenth century, although, of course, religious 
notions continue to influence our ideas about sexuality. 
In addition, the groundwork for an understanding of the 
biological aspects of sexuality had already been laid by 
the research of physicians and biologists. Dutch micros-
copist Anton van Leeuwenhoek (1632–1723) had discov-
ered sperm swimming in human semen. In 1875 Oskar 
Hertwig (1849–1922) first observed the fertilization of 
the egg by the sperm in sea urchins, although the ovum 
in humans was not directly observed until the twentieth 
century.

Figure 1.3 presents a timeline of scientific research in 
sexuality since 1900. A major advance in the scientific 
understanding of the psychological aspects of human 
sexuality came with the work of Viennese physician Sig-
mund Freud (1856–1939; see Figure 1.1), founder of psy-
chiatry and psychoanalysis. His ideas will be discussed 
in detail in Chapter 2.

It is important to recognize the cultural context in 
which Freud and the other early sex researchers crafted 
their research and writing. They began their work in the 

as a means of reproduction, although the way the laws of 
the Quran are carried out has varied considerably from 
country to country (Boonstra, 2001; Ilkkaracan, 2001).

People of different religions hold different under-
standings of human sexuality, and these religious views 
often influence behaviour profoundly. The impact of 
religion on Canadians is particularly apparent in the dis-
cussion of homosexuality and abortion. For example, 
conservative Christians often use their interpretation of 
the Bible, an interpretation that is not shared by other 
Christian denominations, to justify their opposition to 
same-sex sexual behaviour and same-sex marriage. 
Other Canadians feel that these arguments have more 
to do with anti-gay prejudice and homophobia than with 
religion. A detailed discussion of religion and sexuality 
is provided in Chapter 20 (also see the First Person box).

Science
It was against this background of religious understand-
ings of sexuality that the scientific study of sex began 

LO3

First Person

Paul: The Story of a Gay Anglican Priest

aul was born in 1950, the second of two children, 
to upper-middle-class parents in Nova Scotia. His 
parents stressed the importance of education, 

and there was no question that Paul would go to univer-
sity, something his parents had not done. Paul described 
his parents as old-fashioned—more like parents were in 
the 1930s than like parents in the 1950s.

By the age of five, Paul realized two things about how 
he was different than other children. First, he wasn’t inter-
ested in typical childhood activities, such as sports. Sec-
ond, he was attracted to boys, not girls. As a result, he was 
a loner and turned to reading, art, music, and painting. It 
also became very important to Paul to receive the approval 
of adults. Growing up, Paul’s parents attended the Anglican 
Church every week, but religion was not emphasized in his 
home. Nonetheless, Paul was drawn to religion, especially 
the ritual, music, and artistic forms that were part of it.

Paul’s parents never talked to him about sex. Indeed, 
he never heard his father mention anything sexual. He did 
hear his mother whisper and giggle about sexual issues 
with her friends. This lack of communication made him 
realize that his parents couldn’t handle sexuality issues. 
Sexuality also was never mentioned by anyone con-
nected with the Anglican Church, although Paul got the 

impression that “it was seen as an unpleasantness.” He 
played sex games, such as “You show me yours and I’ll 
show you mine” with other boys, but he had no interest in 
playing these games with girls. He did not have bad feel-
ings about his sexual orientation but sensed that this was 
something he should definitely not discuss with either his 
parents or his priest. The fact that he could not be open 
about his sexual orientation made him feel increasingly 
lonely as a teenager.

Paul’s first sexual experimentation occurred in uni-
versity with “no strings attached, conveniently available” 
partners. He found the opportunity to express his sexual-
ity fulfilling. He fell in love three times but says he “got 
hurt every time.” When he was 37, he became engaged 
to a woman who had been kind to him when he had been 
ill and wanted to marry him even though she knew that 
he was gay. In the end, he realized that he was confusing 
kindness with love and that he could never be faithful to 
her, so he called the engagement off.

At first Paul fought the idea of entering the ministry. 
However, in his 20s he realized that “he had no choice” 
but to study for the priesthood. According to Paul, his 
sexuality went underground as a result because he was 
aware that being gay was not something the Anglican 

P

Final PDF to printer



	I nfluences on Sexuality	 5

hyd73803_ch01_001-022.indd  5� 12/04/17  09:28 AM

Church would tolerate. When he was ordained as a 
priest at age 26, he resigned himself to never living in a 
loving, long-term relationship with another man. At the 
time, he felt that he could accept this because he had 
“married the church.” Nonetheless, he continued to have 
uncommitted sex (celibacy is not required of Anglican 
priests).

Paul feels that because he was not married to a 
woman, the church hierarchy assumed he was gay. How-
ever, they were careful to “never ask the question so that 
they would not have to deal with the answer.” Nonethe-
less, he feels that his career in the church was clearly 
impeded by his sexual orientation. For example, in con-
trast to married priests, he was not given the opportunity 
to move to other diocese to take on new challenges or 
to assume positions of leadership. He believes that the 
people in his parish also assumed he was gay. He heard 
reports of criticism of his sexual orientation by some of 
his parishioners, but these complaints did not go any-
where because there was never proof that he was gay. 
Nonetheless, the secrecy and lack of acceptance took 
their toll on Paul, and he developed an addiction to alco-
hol. Paul knew other gay priests, including a gay bishop 
who was a good friend and lover, who also were forced 
to hide their sexual orientation. Through it all, Paul never 
wavered in his commitment to his religion.

According to Paul, the official policy of the Anglican 
Church of Canada with respect to sexual orientation 
is that “heterosexual sex may be exercised within the 
confines of heterosexual marriage. Homosexuals must 
be celibate. Human rights do not enter the issue.” How-
ever, Paul feels that the actual reception that homosex-
ual church members get depends on whom they talk to. 
Whereas some clergy are open and welcoming to people 
of all sexual orientations, others appear to be “waging a 
vendetta against anyone who is not heterosexual.”

Paul retired from the church at the age of 44 because 
of illness, although he remains a priest. Since that time, 
he has been more open about his sexuality. He has taken 
on the task of promoting the rights of non-heterosexuals 
within the church, trying to make the church more inclu-
sive. This task was something he did not feel he could do 
when he was a parish priest. He would like the church 
to provide a safe environment in which people find spiri-
tual sustenance and give support to one another without 
fear of reprisal. The Anglican Church appears to be mov-
ing in that direction; in 2016 it voted to accept same-sex 
marriage. However, there will need to be a second vote in 
2020 before this becomes official policy.

Source: Based on an interview by Sandra Byers.

Victorian era, the late nineteenth century, both in North 
America and in Europe. Norms about sexuality were 
extraordinarily rigid and oppressive (see Figure 1.2). 
Historian Peter Gay characterized this repressive aspect 
of Victorian cultural norms as

a devious and insincere world in which middle class 
husbands slaked their lust by keeping mistresses, 
frequenting prostitutes, or molesting children, while 
their wives, timid, dutiful, obedient, were sexually 
anesthetic and poured all their capacity for love into 
their housekeeping and their child-rearing. (Gay, 
1984, p. 6)

Yet at the same time, the sexual behaviour of Vic-
torians was sometimes in violation of societal norms 
and expectations. Dr. Clelia Mosher was a physician 
who spent 30 years conducting a sex survey of Victo-
rian women in the United States. Although the sample 
was small (47 women) and nonrandom, her results 
provide an alternative description of female sexuality 
during this period. For example, despite the Victorian 

stereotype that women felt no sexual desire, 80 percent 
of women who answered the question said that they 
felt a desire for sexual intercourse. Similarly, 72 per-
cent of women indicated that they experienced orgasm. 
One woman commented that sex had been unpleasant 
for her for years because of her “slow reaction” but 
“orgasm [occurs] if time is taken.” In his history of sexu-
ality in the Victorian era, Gay (1984) documented the 
story of Mabel Loomis Todd, who, though married, car-
ried on a lengthy affair with Austin Dickinson, a com-
munity leader in Amherst, Massachusetts. Many people 
knew about the “secret” affair, yet Mrs. Loomis Todd 
did not become an outcast.

An equally great—though not so well known—early 
contributor to the scientific study of sex was Henry 
Havelock Ellis (1859–1939; see Figure 1.1). A physi-
cian in Victorian England, he compiled a vast collec-
tion of information on sexuality—including medical and 
anthropological findings and case histories—which was 
published in a series of volumes entitled Studies in the 
Psychology of Sex beginning in 1896. Havelock Ellis was 
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a remarkably objective and tolerant scholar, particu-
larly for his era. He believed that women, like men, are 
sexual creatures. A sexual reformer, he believed that 
sexual variations from the norm are often harmless, and 
he urged society to accept them. In his desire to collect 
information about human sexuality rather than to make 
judgments about it, he can be considered the forerunner 
of modern sex research (for his autobiography, see Ellis, 
1939; numerous biographies exist).

Another important figure in nineteenth-century sex 
research was German psychiatrist Richard von Krafft-
Ebing (1840–1902) (Oosterhuis, 2000). His special inter-
est was so-called pathological sexuality. He managed 
to collect more than 200 case histories of “pathological” 
individuals, which appeared in his book entitled Psycho-
pathia Sexualis. His work tended to be neither objective 
nor tolerant. Nonetheless, it has had a lasting impact. He 
created the concepts of sadism, masochism, and pedo-
philia. The terms heterosexuality and homosexuality 
entered the English language in the 1892 translation of 
his book (Oosterhuis, 2000). One of his case histories is 
presented in Chapter 15.

One other early contributor to the scientific under-
standing of sexuality deserves mention: German physi-
cian Magnus Hirschfeld (1868–1935). He founded the 
first sex research institute and administered the first 
large-scale sex survey, obtaining data from 10 000 peo-
ple on a 130-item questionnaire. Unfortunately, most of 
the information he amassed was destroyed by the Nazis. 

Figure 1.1 T wo important early sex researchers. (a) Sigmund Freud. (b) Henry Havelock Ellis.

Figure 1.2 T he Victorian era, from which Freud and 
Ellis emerged, was characterized by extreme sexual 
repression. Here is an apparatus that was sold to prevent 
onanism (masturbation).

(a) AP Photo (b) ©Science Photo Library

©Science Museum / Science & Society Picture Library — All rights 
reserved.
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do call themselves sexologists. Rather, it tends to be 
interdisciplinary—a joint effort by biologists, psycholo-
gists, sociologists, anthropologists, and physicians (see 
Figure 1.3). This approach to understanding sexual-
ity gives us a better view of humans in all their sexual 
complexity.

The Media
In terms of potency of influence, the mass media in North 
America today may play the same role that religion did 
in previous centuries. Canadians are influenced both by 
Canadian programs and, perhaps more so, by American 
prime-time television. Adolescents spend 11 hours per 
day with some form of mass media (Rideout, Foehr, & 
Roberts, 2010). Television viewing occupies the most 
time of all leisure activities, an average of 2.8 hours per 
day for those aged 15 and older (Bureau of Labor Sta-
tistics, 2016). An analysis of the 25 television programs 
most frequently viewed by adolescents indicated that, in 
a typical hour of viewing, adolescents are exposed to an 
average of 17 instances of sexual talk or sexual behav-
iour (Schooler et al., 2009). References to safer sex—
both for sexually transmitted infection and pregnancy 
prevention—are rare. Only 2 percent of sexual scenes 
portray any sexual precautions. Many, but not most, 
Canadians (47 percent) think there is too much sexu-
ally explicit programming on prime-time TV (Maclean’s/
Global Poll, 2000; see Figure 1.4).

In short, the average Canadian’s views about sexual-
ity are likely to be much more influenced by the mass 
media than by scientific findings. Communications theo-
rists believe that the media can have three types of influ-
ence (Brown, 2002; Kunkel et al., 2007). The first, called 
cultivation, refers to the notion that people begin to 
think that what they see on television and in other media 
really represents the mainstream of what happens 

Hirschfeld also established the first journal devoted to 
the study of sexuality, established a marriage counsel-
ling service, worked for legal reforms, and gave advice 
on contraception and sex problems. His special interest, 
however, was homosexuality. He made important contri-
butions as a pioneer sex researcher (Bullough, 1994).

In the twentieth century, major breakthroughs in 
the scientific understanding of sex came with the mas-
sive surveys of human sexual behaviour in the United 
States conducted by Alfred Kinsey and his colleagues 
in the 1940s, and with William Masters and Virginia 
Johnson’s investigations of sexual disorders and the 
physiology of sexual response. These studies changed 
how people thought about sex and led to more open 
public discussion of sexuality (Connell & Hunt, 2006). 
At about the same time that the Kinsey research was 
being conducted, some anthropologists—most nota-
bly Margaret Mead and Bronislaw Malinowski—were 
beginning to collect data on sexual behaviour in 
other cultures. The 1990s saw a significant increase in 
research on sexuality in close relationships (Christo-
pher & Sprecher, 2000).

A major national survey of the sexual behaviour 
of Canadians has never been conducted. However, 
Statistics Canada has included some questions about 
sexuality in several national surveys, such as the Cana-
dian Community Health Survey, the National Popula-
tion Health Survey, the General Social Survey, and the 
National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth. 
Canadian researchers have also conducted a large num-
ber of smaller investigations that have provided impor-
tant information on a rich array of sexual topics (see 
Chapter 3 for a description of the work of some of these 
researchers).

The scientific study of sexuality has not emerged as 
a separate, unified academic discipline like biology or 
psychology or sociology, although some researchers 

Figure 1.3 T he history of scientific research on sex.
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here is that characters on television, in the movies, or in 
romance novels may serve as models whom we imitate, 
perhaps without even realizing it. Research has found, 
for example, that teens who watch more sexy television 
engage in first intercourse earlier than do other teens  
(Brown, 2002).

The Internet
The Internet is a powerful, mass media influence. Com-
puter and Internet use is spreading more rapidly than 
any previous technology, and most North American 
homes with children have Internet access. In 2012,  
83 percent of Canadian adults were online, for personal, 
non-business reasons (Statistics Canada, 2014); use of 
social networking sites, such as Facebook, and the view-
ing of videos on YouTube are especially common among 
youth. Many individuals engage in sexual activity online. 
For example, research in New Brunswick found that 86 
percent of male students and 39 percent of female stu-
dents had viewed erotic pictures or videos on the Inter-
net; 25 percent of the men and 13 percent of the women 
had engaged in sexual activity with a partner online 
(Shaughnessy, Byers, & Walsh, 2011). Thus, people, and 
especially young people, not only access sexual material 
that is posted on the Internet by others but also share 
explicit information and pictures of themselves through 
webcams, instant messaging, and smartphones (i.e., sex-
ting); engage in sexual activity with known and anony-
mous partners; and engage in sexual activity through 
virtual worlds, such as Second Life.

As we will discuss in later chapters, the Internet has 
the potential for both positive and negative effects on 
sexual health. A number of sites, such as that for the 
Society of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists of Canada 
(see www.sexualityandu.ca), provide excellent infor-
mation about sexuality and promote sexual health. At 
the same time, a repeated, well-sampled study of youth 
between the ages of 10 and 17 indicated that, whereas in 
2000, 19 percent had been sexually solicited on the Inter-
net, by 2010 this had fallen to 9 percent (Mitchell et al., 
2013). Most youth who received a solicitation responded 
by removing themselves from the situation (blocking the 
solicitor, leaving the site) or telling the solicitor to stop. 
Experts believe that there is greater online safety for 
youth today than in the past, for a number of reasons. 
One is that they receive more talks about online safety 
from teachers and police (Mitchell et al., 2013).

In the chapters that follow, we will examine the con-
tent of the media and the Internet on numerous sexual 
issues, and we will consider what effects exposure to this 
media content might have on viewers.

Let us now consider the perspectives on sexuality 
that are provided by scientific observations of humans 
in a wide variety of societies.

in our culture (Gerbner, Gross, & Morgan, 2002). For 
example, university students who watch soap operas 
are more likely than non-viewing students to overesti-
mate the incidence of divorce. The second influence is 
agenda-setting. News reporters select what to report 
and what to ignore and, within the stories they report, 
what to emphasize. For example, in 1998 the U.S. media 
chose to highlight the sexual dalliances of President 

Bill Clinton, suggesting to the 
public that these matters were 
important. In contrast, the 
Canadian media have rarely 
focused on the sexual activi-
ties of Canadian politicians. 
The media in many ways tell 
us what agenda to pay atten-
tion to. The third influence 
is social learning, a theory 
we will take up in detail in 
Chapter 2. The contention 

Figure 1.4  Sexual portrayals in the media have 
become much more explicit, as in this scene from 
Twilight.

©AF archive / Alamy

cultivation: In communications 
theory, the view that exposure to the 
mass media makes people think that 
what they see there represents the 
mainstream of what really occurs.
agenda-setting: In communications 
theory, the idea that the media 
define what is important and what is 
not by which stories they cover.
social learning: In communications 
theory, the idea that the media pro-
vide role models whom we imitate.
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Variations in Sexual Techniques

Kissing is one of the most common 
sexual techniques in our culture. It 
is also very common in most other 
societies (Gregersen, 1996). In a 
few societies, though, kissing is 
unknown. For example, when the Thonga of Africa first 
saw Europeans kissing, they laughed and said, “Look 
at them; they eat each other’s saliva and dirt.” There is 
also some variation in techniques of kissing. For exam-
ple, among the Kwakiutl of British Columbia and the 
Trobriand Islanders, kissing consisted of sucking the lips 
and tongue of the partner, per-
mitting saliva to flow from one 
mouth to the other.

Cunnilingus (mouth stimula-
tion of the female genitals) is 
fairly common in our society, 
and it occurs in a few other 
societies as well, especially in 
the South Pacific. A particularly 
interesting variation is reported 
on the island of Ponape: The 
man places a fish in the woman’s 
vulva and then gradually licks it 
out prior to coitus.

Cross-Cultural Perspectives on 
Sexuality

Humans are a cultural species (Heine & Norenzayan, 
2006). Although some other species are capable of 
learning from others, humans are unique in the way 
that cultural learning accumulates over time. What 
do anthropologists mean by the term culture? Gener-
ally, culture refers to traditional (that is, passed down 
from generation to generation) ideas and values trans-
mitted to members of the group by symbols (such as 
language). These ideas and values then serve as the 
basis for patterns of behaviour observed in the group 
(S. Frayser, personal communication, 2004; Kroeber & 
Kluckhohn, 1963).

Ethnocentrism tends to influence people’s under-
standing of human sexual behaviour. Most of us have 
had experience with sexuality in only one culture—
Canada, for example—and we tend to view our sexual 
behaviour as the only pattern in existence and certainly 
as the only “natural” pattern. But anthropologists have 
discovered wide variations in sexual behaviour and 
attitudes from one culture to the next. There are even 
significant differences between Canada and the United 
States. For example, Canadians tend to have more per-
missive attitudes toward sexuality than Americans do. 
Some of these differences are summarized later in the 
chapter in Table 1.3. Considering variations across cul-
tures should help us to put our own sexual behaviour in 
perspective.

The major generalization that emerges from cross-
cultural studies (see Figure 1.5) is that all societies 
regulate sexual behaviour in some way, though the 
exact regulations vary greatly from one culture to 
the next (DeLamater, 1987). Apparently, no society 
has seen fit to leave sexuality totally unregulated, 
perhaps fearful that social disruption would result. 
As an example, incest taboos are nearly universal: 
Sex is regulated in that intercourse between blood 
relatives is prohibited (Gregersen, 1996). Most soci-
eties also condemn forced sexual relations, such as 
rape. Both incest and sexual assault are illegal in 
Canada.

Beyond this generalization, though, regulations 
vary greatly from one society to the next, and sexual 
behaviour and attitudes vary correspondingly (see 
the A Sexually Diverse World box. In fact, a compari-
son of data from 59 countries concluded that there 
are currently large differences in patterns of sexual 
behaviour from one region of the world to another 
(Wellings et al., 2006). Let’s look at the ways in which 
various societies treat some key areas of human sex-
ual behaviour. 

LO4 Figure 1.5  Margaret Mead, an anthropologist, contrib-
uted much to the early cross-cultural study of sexuality.

AP Photo

culture: Traditional ideas and values 
passed down from generation to 
generation within a group and trans-
mitted to members of the group by 
symbols (such as language).
ethnocentrism: The tendency to 
regard our own ethnic group and 
culture as superior to others’ and to 
believe that its customs and way of 
life are the standards by which other 
cultures should be judged.
incest taboos: Regulations prohibit-
ing sexual interaction between close 
blood relatives, such as brother and 
sister or father and daughter.

Do people in other cultures 
have sex the same way as 
people do in Canada?
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