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Men’s and Women’s Reactions to Sexually Explicit
Films: A Serendipitous Finding

Elaine Hatfield, Pr.D..' Sue Sprecher,! and Jane Traupmann, Ph.0.2

We propased thar men and worten would de “turned off " by warching men and
wonien like themseives engaged in sexual aciivity and “turned on’ by waiching
someone of the vpposite sex engaged in the same activity, We tested this hypo-
thesis by showing college men and women eight fims: films depicting male and
female homosexuality, male and female masturbation, and males and females
engaged in heterasexual intercourse. We assessed mer and women's reactions via
the Byme-Shefficld (1963) Feeling Scale and Griffine’s (1975) Physiological
Arousal Scale. We found support for our hypathesis. We also attempted te de-
tennine whether wien and women differed in how easify they became aroused by
sexually explicit films. We found that they did not.

KEY WORDS: huomosexualitv: masturbation: heterasexual intercourse; Byrne-Sheffield
Feeling Scale: Griffitt’s Physialogical Arousal Scale.

INTRODUCTION

In the full of 1976, in an introductory human sexuality class, we were
showing two sexually explicit films. The lghts went out and “Soma Touch™ (2
fitne depiciting male masturbation) hegan. A scattering of men slipped out. The
lights went on, and the class discussed the film. The lights went out and “*Susan™
{a film depicting female masturbation) began. About halfway into the film, a
column of young women began to leave the auditorium, The lights went on . ..
and the class began to discuss that film. “Why did so many of the students leave?”

Thix research was suppurted, in gart, by University of Wisconsin Graduate Schoal funds and
wiis conducted during the tenuse of NIMH Grant MH 26681,

! Departmen? of Sociology . University of Wisconsin, Madisoa, Wisconsin 33706,

Tpaye Me Beath Institute on Aging, Usiversity of Wisconsin, Madison, Wiscensin 53706,

583
0004-0002/78/1100-0583%05.00/0 © 19738 Menumn Publishing Corporatlon



584 Hatfichl. Sprecher, and Traupmann

STUDY |- PROCEDMURE

fn ahe smaner al 1976, we had axhed 35 sainpnes schoot studenis to pre-
view “Soma Touch”™ {un 3 Tuesday) and “Sugan™ (on 3 Thursday) and 10 say
what they fought af the Alos, Students expressed their evatuations on tiree
scales: the Byrne-Sheffield { 1965) Feeling Scale, Griffises (1975) Phoysiclogical
Arcasst Scate. and » doseription of postiln sexual hebavior.

The Byvrse-Shelfichl (19651 Feeling Seale?

Byrne ¢f of. (1974) argue that erulice seneratly stimulates some surt of
cnntiomd reactpm i all of ws, How we interqret ihat reaction varives. Sunw
atud women describe thetr rraction e explivit Nlms extremely puositive wenns
ton the Byrne-Sheflield Feeling Scale. they describe thenselves as “eacited,”
“enterained.” “sexusily aronsed.” “enpions.” and “not bored)”? ey men
and women deseribe their ceactions to explicit o in extremely negative terms
{they describe theselves as “dispusted,” “nauseated,” “angry,” and “depressed™).

Men's aud women’s overlf reaction 1o the fikns consists of their positive
yeaetfuns minas (i pegative reactiuns.

Grifitts (1975) Physivlogical Arousal Scale®

Griftitts seales e designed 10 ussos how wexually aroused mien amd wom-
en Teel during ewofic Mms. Firsy, shey are sshad to indicate their specific psysio-
jopicit reactions fo the Ghm {pussible reactions ringe Tram myales (O0) = Ty
crection.™ femates (0 = “no genital sensations at all.” 1o males (6} = “ejacaly-
tion.” females (63 = “orgasm] . They are also asked: “Overall, 10 what extent
were yam physivally excited or physioally aronsed Jufing the movie?” jpossibie
auswers raoge [tom (1) = “wwl at all physically excited™ tu (8) “very physically
excided”}. Respomdent’s scores on these twer jtems are summed 1o fonm an
index of phystolugicsl aroasal.

Mevare of af (LT agad Gebhit AT el $1974) B e b et seabes B suBsegoent e
ke i

Sipirinally, Biuw and SOelt ks 1G5 pesilioe fagtag areliehal siv ey, Coacitod
costebained,” Cumathe apelsal” e Taol Boed.” and “abiens.” Inoreoent me
sty b, e foasitive Lacbon b cosrsistest sk only e dast bae s,

 Audapted Toan Sclmidt el S 019704
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Postfilm Sexual Behavior

Twa days after “Soma Touch™ and “Susan” were shown, we asked students
to report their sexual activities in the 2 days since vicwing the movics. Possible
answers ranged from (1) = “necking, kissing, and hugging” to (8) = “having inter-
course™ through (10) = “performing cunnilingus of fellatio.”

STUDY 1: RESULTS AND DJISCUSSION

Hypothesis 1) Men and wonen will be most sexually aroused by secing a
persen of the opposite sex masturbating: they will be ieast aroused by seeing
someone of the same sex engaged in such activities.

When we oxamine our data, it is clear that Hypothesis [ is strongly con-
firmed. Both men and women were sexually aroused by watching the sexual acti-
vity of the opposite sex; both were somewhat reputsed by watching the sexual
activity of their vwn sex {see Table [ and Fig. 1).

For example, on the Byrne-Shefficld (1965) Feeling Scale, men responded
most positively to “Susan’ (the female masturbation film} and most negatively
to “Sema Touch™ (the male masturbation film). The women responded in the
oppusite way. When we cxamine men’s and women’s overall reactions o the two
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Fig. L. Men's and women's reactions to male and female sexuality.
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films. we find that their reactions were significantly different (ie., the men's
Mpyep = 423 somen’s Mpyjpp = 3.29; Py = 33.85. df = 1, 54, p < 0.001).

Whea we cxamine Griffit’s (197%) Physiological Arousal Scale, the re-
sults are the same. Men and women were most aroused when observing the
opposite sex engaged in sexual activity (i.c., men's Mpypr = ~1.87; women’s
Mpir=+ 093 F=2842,df =1, 54, p < 0.001).

Men's and women's postfilin sexual behavior, however, was not differential-
ly influenced by their viewing.

Schiidt ¢1973) secured results similar £0 our own: he studied reactions
of men and women at the University of Hamburg to black-and-white slides
and filins of male and female masturbation. e found that colfege men were
far more favorable toward pictures of female than male masturbation. College
women. on the otier hand, were sliphtly more favorgble toward the male masiur-
bation pactures than the female piciuses.

Why are men and women "turned off” by watching men and women like
themselves enguged in sexual activity and “turned on’ by watching someane of
the oppusite sex enpaged in exactly the same activity?

Two pussible reasons for the phenomenon seem reasonable:

I. Perhaps men and women identify with the gctor on the screen mastur-
bating, especially if he or she ks similar to themselves. Even today, a majority of
college students still believe thal masturbation is sinful, shameful, disgusting,
and potentially hannful (see Abramson and Mosher, §19735). Thus men and wom-
en may fecl most uneasy about observing someone like themselves engage in a
taboo activity.

20 Perhaps men and women, in fantasy, imagine that they are sexually
involved with the person masturbating. When 2 man or woman watches sonie-
one ol the same sex masturbating, hefshe may imagine participating in homo-
sexuul activity; when hefshe watches someone of the opposite sex masturbating,
hefshe may imagine participating in heterosexual activity. Since homosexualiiy
is still not socially condoned, homasexual fantasies are likely to be more up-
setting than heterosexual fantasies.

The datz froin Study 1 seem clear. Men and women are muderately
“turned on” by observing someone of the opposite sex masturbaie; they are
maoderately “turned off by watching somecne of the same sex engaged in the
same activity. What about other sexual activities? Would men and women have
simnilar reactions if they were asked to watch men and women engaged in homo-
sexual or heterosexual utercourse?

STUDY 2: PROCEDURE

Subjects were 556 men and women enrolled in an introductory human
sexuality class. We explained to the students that we were interested in how they
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fett about six sexually explicit filins we would be showing during the next 2
weeks. The filths were “Vir Amat,” which depicted male homosexuality, and
“lHolding,” which depicted femate homosexuality: *Auto-American Dreams,”
which depicted male masturbation, and “'Shirley,” which depicted female mas-
turbation: “#ich and Judy,” which depicted adolescent heterpsexuality, and
“A Ripple in Time,” which depicted elderty heterosexuality. On the day a film

-or pair of films -+ was to be shown 1o a class, we handed out 80 white and
80 blue questionnaires to a random selection of the class.

I the movies depicted homosexuality or masturbation, we asked the men
and women who received the white gquestionnaire to evaluate the female homo-
sexuality or female masturbation movie (“Holding” and “Shirley™). Half the
time, we showced “Vir Amat™ before “Holding”: half the time we did the op-
posite. Half the time we showed "“The Auto-American Dream™ belore we showed
“Shirley™; half the thue we did thie opposite.

If the film showed an adolescent or elderly coupie engaged in heterosexual
intercourse, we asked the rien and women receiving the white gquestionnaire to
pay special attention to the actor; we asked men and women receiving the blue
yuestionnaire to pay special attention to the actress. (We explained that we were
trying to make sure that someone was previewing part of every fitm.} Students
were told that they could make any other comments on the movie they wished.

The “reviewers™ began by recording the following: (1) the student’s own
sex, (2} the actor’s sex, and (3) the title of the film that lre/she was reviewing.
The films were then shown. The reviewers indicated their reaction via two scales®:
the Byrne-Shefficld (1965) Fecling Scale and Grilfitt’s (1975} Physiolagical
Arousal Scale.

STUDY 2: RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Hypothesis 112 Men and women will be muost sexually aroused by sceing a
personn of the opposite sex masturbating, enpaged in homosexual activity, or
engaged in heterosexual activity: they wiil be less aroused by seeing someone of
the same sex engaged in such activities.

The data support Ilypothesis Y17 {see Table 1§ and Figs. | and 2). The sub-
Jeet's sex daes teract with the setor's sex in deicumining how students react 1o

*We asked students 1o tuke slternate seats while filling out their guestionnatres, so that
they vould have same privacy.

TThere are two ways we codd have mun this study: (1) We could have prepared 8xpni-
menta (s, We would have been very caeful io develop films {or pairs of sy tiat,
weelail, men and women eapanded 10 equadly, and 1o muke sure that in every filin, overali,
the male actors amd female actresses were equally appealing, This would tend to produce
small sex of actor and film main cifects. We chrose not to do this. {2) Instead, we decided
to study students’ reactions to commercially made fums This means that, everall, men
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Table 1. Reaclions to Male/Y'emale Sexuality

The Byme Sheliield (1963) Feeling Sale  irrinrs (1975

Subject’s  Actor’s Pusitive Megalive Overall phy siological
s sex tilm (N} teastions®  reactionsf  reaction® arousal scale?
Male Male Homosexuakity  (41) B.71 4.19 0.68 L.54
Masturbation “2) 9.83 5.02 4,81 171
Vcterosexuality (57 13.64 4.84 8.735 3.54
Male Female  Homosexuality  {35) 1380 5.54 8.26 4.0:
Masturbation [RR} 12.06 5.73 5.33 327
Heterosexuatity (74} 1494 4 .64 .3 3.73
Female Mule Homaosexuzlity [t B3] 11.55 6.0 4 64 212
Masturbation (3 11.32 5.29 6.03 210
ewerosennality (73} 13.59 4.7§ 8R4 3.30
Femate Female  Homosexuality  (30) 1043 ©.87 J 6t 2.39
Masturbation (43} 12.19 560 558 2.28
iHetecosexuality  (63) 13.84 4.8 903 363,
151h¢ (347 {110 {4,751 (2.14)
Saurce of variation dt
A4 tsubeel’s sexy i 3602 500 0,32 1.08
2 {actor's xea) 1 20.98 .02 2470 16.02
b 1 .09 64.05 65142 A
AR 14 14.16 10.72 25.28 5.67
¢ 2 166 9.1t 3.04 2.21
5400 S44

PThe higher the number, the more posidive the subjeet’™s reaction to the ilm.
"The higher the numbes, the more negative the subjeet’s resction to the film.
CPouied within-cell standard deviations.

the films {see the AB inleraction). As one can sce from Table 11, on the Byme-
Sheffield (1963) Fecling Scale men and women reacted refatively more positively
andl relatively less negatively when viewing the opposite sex than when viewing the
same sex engaped in sexual activity (/s for the AB interactions = 18.16. and
1072, df = 1,544, p < 0.0001) respectively. When we examine men’s and wom-
en's overall reactions (ie., subjects’ positive reactions minus. their negative
reactions) to the two films, we find that their reactions were significantly dif-
ferent (F7=25.38, df = i, 544, p <0.0001). ‘

When we examine Griffitt’s (1975) Physiological Arousal Scale, we secure
tive same result. Men and women were relatively imore physiologically aroused
when viewing members of the opposite sex than when viewing members of the
same sex engaped in sexual activity (F= 5,67, dl =1, 544, p <3 .02).

or wamen ndight be niore turned on by the films we have chusen. Tt also means that,
uvverall, or for any set of films, the male actor might be much sexier than the female aet-
eess ur rice versa. a1 example, if a male actor was old, physically unaltractive, and clumsy,
while his femake partner was young, beautiful, and lithe, we migitt find that both men and
women {ell he was Iess sexy. {We sec that thix was, in fact, the case in two instanges)
Thus, although we are able to predict that subject’s sex and actor's sex should interact in
determining reactions, we cannel say what form that interaction should take -~ except! to
predict that, in Figs, 1 and 2, the men's slopes should be more positive than the women's.
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Fig. 2. Men's and women's reactions to male and female sexuality.

The data, then, provide strong support for Hypothesis 1L Next consider
men’s and women’'s relations to ¢ach of the films:

The Homosexuality Films

From Figs. 1 and 2, it is clear that it is the homosexuality movie that
arouses the most diversent reactions in men and women. Men found female
Lomosexuality extremcly arousing: they fouad male homosexuality extremely
unarousing, The women had a comparable reaction,® but it was far tess intense;

women found male homosexuality only slightly more arousing than fernale
homosexuality.

The Masturbalion Films
In Study 1 (where the movies were “Soma Touch™ and “Susan’), men’s

and womnen’s reactions 1o the masturbation movies were mirror images. Men
preferred movies of female masturbation; women preferced movies of male

EThey, too, preferred the upposite-sex to the SIme-sex movies,
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masturbation. n Study 2 (wliese the movies were “The Aulo-American Dream™
and “Shirdey”, cveryone apreed that “The Auvto-American Dream™ was less
aronsing than “Shirley.”? The mule/female differeace still Lld, however: Men
found “Shirley” fur more arousing than “The Auto-American Dream.” Women
found “Shirley™ only stightly more arousing than “The Auto-American Dream.”

The Heterosexuakity Filins

We secured similar results for “Rich and Judy™ and “A Ripple in Time.”
Everyone - male and female - found the female actresses to be “sexier” than
the male actors.™ As before, the maleffemale difference still held, however.
Men found the female actresses to be far more arousing than the male; the wom-
en found them to be only shghtly more arousing than their male counterparts,

AN ADEHTIONAL QUESTION

Question: Do men and women differ in how easily they become aroused
by sexwally explicit films?

Early researchers took it for granted that men and women would differ
murkedly m how aroused they were by reading or viewing sexually explicit
matevial. Barly survey studics supported their assumption. They found that men
amd women differed markedly in whether they had seen explicit material and
whether they had been aroused by it Kinsev ef al {(1953) suggested that it is
“likely that most females are indifferent to the existence of such material because
it means nothing to them emotionally™ (p. 662)

In part, not much has changed since Kinsey's time. Males stili report much
moere exposure o, interest in, and reaction to crotic books, pictures, and muovics
than do females (Abelson er al, 1971 Nawy, 1971; Izard and Caplan, 1974).

In pait. however, a greal deal has changed. By 1977 Baron and Ryrne were
observing: "It has repeatedly been found that males and females are remarkably
simikar in responding with sexual excitement to crotic siimuli” {p. 485). Studies
by Schmidt and Sigusch (1970}, Schmidt et al {1973}, Schmidt (1975), Herrell
(1975). und Miller et af. (1976) provide support for Baron and Byrae's conten-
tivn that men and women find explicit sex equally arousing. Qur resuits, too,
support Baron and Byrae™s (1977) conclusion: overal], men und women found
our films equally srousing (or nonarousing).

*This is not too surprising. “Shirley™ is in cajor, runs for 16 min, and is a very popular mas-
turbation filme “The Auto-American Dicain” is i black and while, tuns only 5 niin, and
is rarely shown. ’

¥ Both “Rich™ and “Judy™ are physically attractive. However, in A Ripple in Time,™ the
made is 63 years old and showing signs of age. The femade is SO years old and yuite attractive.
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When we examine the effect of the subject’s sex {main effect A) on reacti-
vity, we see that on the Byre.Sheffield (1965} Fecling Scale males and fomales
are equally positive and equally negative about the films (/75 = .02 and 1.00, 4i' =
1. 544, ns.. respectively). Their scores on the vverall reaction are virtually
identical (/= 0.32, df = 1, 544, n.s.). Men's and women’s scores on Griffitt’s
{1975) Physialogical Arousal Scale are also virtually identical (# = 1.05, df =
1,544, 1.
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