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the homosexual videos. However, the bisexual males 
showed the greatest changes in response to the bisexual 
videos. Overall, this research suggests that males show 
both subjective and physiological arousal in a manner 
that is consistent with their sexual orientation.

Your Brain and Sexual Activity
Brain imaging studies allow for cortical measures 
of arousal in addition to self-report and blood flow 
changes in sexual organs. Overall, when both males and 
females achieve orgasm, there are changes in the brain. 
In males, areas involved in vigilance shut down. When 
males experience an ejaculation, positron emission 
tomography (PET) studies show that the same areas of 
the midbrain (e.g., the ventral tegmental area [VTA]) 
show activity as when a person takes heroin. In females, 
an orgasm results in areas involved in controlling 
thoughts and emotions becoming silent (Portner, 2008).

Antonio Ferretti and his colleagues (2005) showed 
males erotic videos in an fMRI scanner. By using longer 
videos, these researchers were able to measure changes 
in penile tumescence, or erection, along with self-reports 
of arousal and fMRI data. In comparison with a sports 
film, the erotic video was associated with brain changes 
in the inferior parietal lobule and precuneus, cuneus, 
extrastriatal visual cortices, frontal cortices, hippocam-

pus, and amygdala (see Figure 11.2). Further, specific areas of the brain were correlated with the 
transition from no erection to the beginning of erection to a full erection. These areas include 
the anterior cingulate, insula, amygdala, hypothalamus, and secondary somatosensory cortices. 
Overall, the processing of sexual arousal engages complex brain networks involving cognitive, 
emotional, and self-processes.

Do men and women look at different aspects of a picture depicting sexual activity? One 
way to answer this question is to use eye tracking, which measures where a person looks when 
viewing stimuli in real time. One study suggests that both males and females look at the bodies 
of opposite sex nudes rather than the faces (Lykins, Meana, & Kambe, 2006). In another study, 
while viewing sexually explicit photographs of heterosexual couples engaged in intercourse 

or oral sex, males spent more time looking at the face of the 
female, whereas females spent more time looking at genitals 
(Rupp & Wallen, 2007). Females who were taking birth con-
trol pills spent less time looking at the sexual characteristics of 
the picture. These females also spent less time looking at sexu-
ally related characteristics in non–sexually related pictures 
(Nielsen & Pernice, 2008). From an evolutionary perspective, 
this suggests that there is a close relationship between what 
attracts one’s attention and the ability to conceive.

Normal Sexual Functioning
In the 1960s, William Masters and Virginia Johnson began 
laboratory studies of the human sexual response by observing 
couples engaging in sexual activities. Although sexual activ-
ity has been studied in animals for at least 200 years, human 

FIGURE 11.2 Differences Evident in the Brain When 
Watching Erotic Videos Versus Sports Videos
This figure shows cortical areas that are significantly more active 
(larger BOLD signal) during erotic as compared with sport visual 
stimulation in video clips. Light and dark gray indicate gyri and sulci, 
respectively.

Source: Ferretti et al. (2005, p. 1090), with permission from Elsevier.

Masters and Johnson conducted some of the first laboratory studies 
of human sexual response.
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