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- the original intent of your research

- interesting story or anecdote about how that research came about



Since science, by its very nature, challenges the comfortable political status quo, it is easy for scientists to conduct a theoretically based study and end up amazed to find themselves in deep trouble.  Such a happening is probably all-too familiar to our readers.  Many of you, having conducted a study you considered to be theoretically important, exciting, and well conducted, have faced a barrage of rude questions:  “Is this study worthwhile?”  “If your study is so fantastic, why do the scientific gatekeepers hate it?” “Will publishing it ruin your career?” 


In this paper, we will confront just such a Perils of Pauline scenario.  We will discuss how Russ Clark and I conceived of the “Gender Differences in Receptivity to Sexual Offers” study, the firestorm of criticism that greeted us when we published our controversial findings, and the controversy that this small study continues to provoke until this day.


In the Spring of 1978, I visited Florida State University, which was then a “hotbed” of evolutionary theory.  I was invited to participate in a mini-debate with the FSU faculty.  I insisted it was best to take a multidisciplinary approach to understanding passionate love and sexual desire (integrating the insights of culture, history, and evolutionary theory).  Russ Clark and most of his colleagues were dedicated and fascinating evolutionary psychologists. 


During my visit, Russ, the FSU students, and I designed a number of critical experiments, attempting to contrast and test the differences between our two perspectives.  Among the studies:

Class members would approach attractive men and women (of the opposite sex), and ask one of three questions: (1) Would you go out with me tonight? (2) Would you come over to my apartment tonight? or (3) Would you go to bed with me tonight? 
- the state of knowledge in this particular subject area before (to get a sense of why the research was so bold/different/important at that point in time).
Weeks later the results came in—and they surprised almost everyone.  The 1960s and 1970s was a time when gender differences were assumed to be minimal; meta-analyses of love and sexual behavior were finding that traditional gender differences were rapidly disappearing.  So, we had expected small gender differences at most. Yet, in this study of casual sex, gender differences appeared to be powerful.  When class members asked: “Would you go out with me tonight?” men and women were equally receptive: 56% of the women and 50% of the men agreed to go out on a date.  Yet, when confederates asked, “Would you come over to my apartment” or “Would you go to bed with me?” the gender differences were striking.  Whereas few women were willing to risk going to a man’s apartment (6%) or to bed with him (0%), a full 69% of the men agreed to go the woman’s apartment and 75% were willing to go to bed with her.

We thought these results were surprisingly large, especially since the experimenters were average Janes and Joes, complete strangers, who could have been crazy or dangerous (it was a strange request)  and since STIs and AIDs had already appeared on the scene.

Nonetheless, these results have been replicated many times in a number of countries—America, Austria, Canada, and Germany.

Today, of course, casual sex has become a popular research topic and has become surprisingly common.  “Casual sex” is as an umbrella term for a wide range of sexual activities: “one-night stands,” “hook-ups,” “fuck-buddy sex,” “friends with benefits,” “anonymous sex,” “no strings attached,” “booty calls” “swinging,” “chance encounters,” “cruising,” and “dogging.” 

Regardless of what it is called, there is compelling evidence that in America casual sex is on the rise.  More than three-quarters of American college students have experienced at least one hookup (and

typically more) with partners they did not consider to be romantic.

the questions that have been answered since

Culture and the forces of history do appear to have a profound impact on passionate love and sexual desire. In the newest research—some of which uses a paper-and-pencil questionnaire to ask students about their romantic and sexual preferences—scholars find that (1) in general, men and women are becoming increasingly similar in the passionate love they feel for others and in the extent to which they engage in of the more traditional sexual activities—masturbation, sex plan, intercourse.  (2)  Yet, when it comes to taboo or unusual sexual activities—casual sex, group sex, sado-masochism, etc.—men are still the daring sex.

- the questions that are still unanswered

Changes in the social landscape mean that it is of increasing interest to discover why men and women accept or refuse such offers.  Specifically, it would be profitable to ask the “Who, where, what, when, and why?” of this phenomenon.  In studies of young people’s responsiveness to offers of casual sex, we should, for example, investigate:
1.  Who is doing the asking?  Social psychologists might, for example, ask how old are the confederates?  How good looking are they?  What is their social class, religion, and race?  Are they gay or straight?  Are they drunk or sober?  Could they have STIs?  AIDS?  How many people have they approached before the participant?  Do they appear menacing?

2.  Who is being asked?  Scholars might consider the personality traits and social situation of the respondents.  For example: do they seem happy or depressed?  Popular or social outcasts?  Are they in a loving relationship or on the rebound?  Do they have many/few opportunities for dates and sex (as in societies where men vastly outnumber women, when a gay man lives in a small Texas town, where a woman is the only 60 year old in a New York tavern.)  

3.  Where does the “hit” take place?  One might, for example, expect to secure quite different results if the invitation took place in a church or at a revival meeting, on a college campus, in an office; in a gay, lesbian, or straight bar, in a Greyhound station, where passengers are away from home and lonely.

4.  What is being asked?  Would men and women be more receptive if the offer were preceded by flirtation and sexy conversation, rather than coming out of the blue?  

5.  Why do men and women accept/reject casual sexual offers?  Which of the many reasons for engaging in sex (or refusing a sexual offer) are applicable here?  How do people expect to be treated if word gets out of their acceptance/rejection?  Do they worry that their reputation may be ruined?  Are they worried that the confederate may be peculiar, dangerous, or making fun of them?

- pet peeves or ways in which the paper has been misused by other researchers

None whatsoever.  I find the scholars who do love and sex research to be almost uniformly charming, witting, honest, and remarkably competent.  You have to be a little nuts to choose to work in the area (given societal taboos, especially in red states—gulp) but once you’ve made that decision, it is certainly a lot of fun.

- the impact of the research, immediately after its publication and today on the field
- the impact of the research on your life

I am so happy that I chose to do research on this topic.  I’ve been a social psychologist for 50 years and I hope I get at least 20 more.  It is a sheer delight to do research on love and sex.
References:

Clark, R. D. III & Hatfield, E. (2003.)  Love in the afternoon.  In R. Erber & L. Martin (Eds.)  Psychological Inquiry, 14, pp. 225-229. 

Hatfield, E., Hutchison, E. S. S., Bensman, L., Young, D., & Rapson, R. L.  (2012). In J. M. Turn & A. D. Mitchell (Eds.).  Cultural, social, and gender influences on casual sex: New developments.  Social psychology: New developments.  Nova Science. https://www.novapublishers.com/catalog/product_info.php?products_id=32325
Tappé, M., Bensman, L., Hayashi, K., & Hatfield, E.  (submitted).  Gender differences in receptivity to sexual offers: A new research paradigm.

