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INTRODUCTION

The Surprising Truth
About Science and Sex

Tim and Sally are a baffling couple. Tim loves sailing. Sally can’t swim. Sally loves musicals. Tim would rather gnaw his own hand off than sit through Hairspray. Sally swore she’d never date a guy who watches sports. Every weekend, Tim plants himself in front of ESPN in their home in Hoboken, New Jersey with a six-pack of Pabst Blue Ribbon. Sally never drinks beer. Ever.

“We always joke that we would never have met on a dating Web site like Match.com because we’re such polar opposites,” says Tim. So what prompted Tim to propose to Sally last year? And why did Sally accept?

For one, the sex is fantastic—and they swear they both knew it would be from the moment they met. Tim and Sally first worked at the same publishing company. Tim was in ad sales; Sally in public relations. The minute they first bumped into each other at the coffee machine, Tim started teasing Sally about using skim milk rather than creamer in her coffee. “It definitely wasn’t love at first sight,” Sally says. “At first, I didn’t even like Tim that much.” And yet, every single molecule in Sally’s body clearly disagreed with her mind. Whenever Tim came within ten feet of her, her breathing would get shallow, her mouth dry, her hands sweaty. Not that the sensation was unpleasant. On the contrary, it felt a lot like those moments in high school right before she’d step on stage to perform a role in a play—nerve-wracking but exhilarating, as if something amazing were about to happen. Could that something amazing be Tim? She decided to find out.

Sally began “bumping into” Tim regularly at the coffee machine, timing her trips for when she knew Tim would be there. Conversations over coffee morphed into lunch outings, then dinner. “Is this a work date or a date date?” Tim asked at the end of one evening with a grin. “Because if it’s the latter, don’t worry, I won’t sue for sexual harassment.” Then Tim leaned over the plate of calamari they’d been sharing and kissed her.

He knew Sally wasn’t his type. Plus, the fact that they worked together was far from ideal. Still, for some unexplainable reason, he’d been wondering what it would be like to kiss Sally ever since she’d first frowned at his creamer remark by the coffee machine. As he’d hoped, kissing Sally felt great. It felt right.

After that night, Tim and Sally started officially dating. Soon, they discovered that while they didn’t see eye to eye on everything, they got along fantastically well in bed. Their health profiles also complemented each other in uncanny ways. Sally has excellent eyesight. Tim’s vision is terrible. Sally has high cholesterol. Tim’s cholesterol levels are low. Sally has never had a cavity. Tim’s teeth are soft and prone to them. “I always thought stuff like that was weird with us,” Tim says. “Did our DNA somehow know that we could balance out each other’s weaknesses and create a healthy baby? I guess we’ll have to find out someday if my hunch is right.”

Given all that was conspiring against them—different interests, personalities, an awkward first encounter over coffee creamer—how did Sally and Tim end up together? Was it fate? Luck? Or was it because of a far less mysterious force called science? Applying the clinical precision of science to the messy arena of sexual passion might seem like a strange combination, but behind closed laboratory doors, scientists have been scrutinizing sex for centuries. You’re probably familiar with Alfred Kinsey, who rocked America’s perceptions of what people do in bed in the 1950s, but he is only one of hundreds of researchers who have examined sex and come to some startling conclusions. Here are just a few of the more recent discoveries from the field of sex research:


	To find your perfect partner, you should sleep with twelve people before settling down.


	If you ride a roller coaster with your date, you will appear more attractive once the ride’s over.


	An MRI scan of your brain can reveal if you’re in love or just in lust.


	There’s a genetic test that can predict who will cheat— and a vaccine may one day exist to keep cheaters faithful.


	Some people can have nose orgasms, or knee orgasms.




“If You Could See What I’ve Seen …”
A Day in the Life of a Sex Scientist

Sex makes us act in mysterious ways. Try as we might to explain it, all too often we’re left scratching our heads, stirred by forces that seem beyond our control or comprehension. One minute, you’re at a party digging into the cheese dip. The next, you’ve dragged someone home and are burrowing into each other as if the meaning of life were buried between you. How does that happen?

To a certain extent, the how’s and why’s of sex may seem obvious. After all, we all know that humans are programmed to reproduce. Without sex, we would cease to exist. End of story. Still, saying sex boils down to baby making is like saying we eat so we don’t die of starvation. Scores of five-star restaurants are testament to the fact that eating is a far more sophisticated experience than can be explained by our daily requirement for nutrients. The same is true with sex. Procreation is important, but sex is also pleasurable—bed-shakingly, mind-blowingly pleasurable. What tips and tricks can we learn from all of the research being done on sex to kick things up a notch and make sex even better?

That’s where this book can help. Every day, scientists who study sex pack their lunch, go to work, and study in detail something that most of us do while fumbling around in the dark. If their advice seems a little out there, that’s because they’re pioneers, going where none have gone before, probing nooks and crannies and embarrassing topics that would make most of us blush. To conduct their research, scientists have searched for volunteers who are willing to come into their laboratory, strip down, and go at it while researchers scribble notes from the sidelines. To get a glimpse beyond what the naked eye can see, they’ve inserted “penis cameras” into women’s nether regions. Under microscopes, they’ve identified new kinds of sperm called “killers” and “blockers” that contribute to reproduction in surprising ways. On tumbling mats, they’ve forged new sex positions like the Coital Alignment Technique, which, while it might not sound sexy, has a great track record yielding orgasms. With a few well-placed electrodes, scientists invented an orgasmatron that triggers peaks with the push of a button. Really.

In her delightful and informative book Bonk: The Curious Coupling of Science and Sex, writer Mary Roach gives her readers a peek at life behind the doors of a sex laboratory and the personalities under the lab coats. This book reveals not only the juicy details of their discoveries, but the practical know-how that will enable you to put this information to good use in your own bedroom. Each chapter in How We Do It highlights a stage of the seduction process from beginning to end. In the early chapters, you’ll get a crash course on what creates chemistry. After that, we’ll take a tour of the naked body and all its attractions, then lift the lid on the brain and learn how to read someone’s secret thoughts. From there, we’ll romp through the wild kingdom of kinky sex, then finish up with a bang by revealing everything you ever wanted to know about orgasms.

Our guides on this journey are John and Jane. While they are fictional characters, their experiences will feel familiar to anyone who has ever faced the classic questions that crop up during the seduction process. As we follow John and Jane from the moment they meet, fall into bed together, hit their high notes, then bask in the afterglow, you will learn about the science going on behind the scenes, and how to harness these forces so they can be used to your benefit. You will also hear from real men and women like Tim and Sally (names and some identifying details have been changed) about what’s baffled them most about sex, followed by explanations that can help shed some light on these mysteries, and provide some much-needed solutions to boot.

This book focuses primarily on what happens when sex goes right—bad stuff (for example, STDs) not included. Even so, before following any of the advice in this book, you should take steps to protect yourself by using condoms, getting tested for STDs, and discussing the monogamy question with partners (for more information, turn to chapter 4). The term “safe sex” is a bit of a contradiction since sex, by definition, is never entirely safe. Still, there are things you can do to lower your risk of some nasty surprises that would undoubtedly put a damper on the fun. Take a few precautions, and that leaves less room for worrying and more room for good old sexual pleasure.

Sex scientists have seen things. Weird things. Wonderful things. And now is your chance to cash in on their hard work. By the end of your journey, you’re going to be armed with more than a few new ideas to try in bed.
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Why We Have Sex
(Do You Really Need to Ask?)

It was Friday night. John was out at a bar, drinking a beer, scoping out prospects. His goal that night was simple: to find someone cute and get her phone number. Then, after a few dates, more conversation, and maybe a make-out session or two, if all went well she’d deem him worthy of the grand prize of the getting-to-know-you game: sex, of course. If John were really lucky, he’d convince some woman to head to bed with him tonight. After all, if they got along, they’d end up having sex sooner or later anyway, and sex felt great. What was the point of waiting?

Standing no more than three feet from John, Jane was ordering a Stoli and soda. Jane was on a girls’ night out with a few of her friends who’d congregated in the back of the bar, but Jane knew that bonding with her pals wasn’t the only thing on her agenda. Jane, who was in her late twenties, was ready to meet Mr. Right. Her criteria were simple: He had to be smart, make her laugh, and—last but not least—rock her world in bed. She’d had plenty of relationships that seemed perfect on paper but were lacking on that last point, and she’d made up her mind to hold out for the whole package. Wasn’t that what pretty much every single man and woman in the bar was looking for, more or less?

While neither John nor Jane were aware of it yet, tonight was the night they would both find exactly what they were hoping to find, in each other.

FOR JOHN, JANE, and millions of other men and women around the world, the pursuit of sex is a powerful urge. Every day, the World Health Organization estimates that more than one hundred million couples strip down and get busy in high-rise apartments, hotel rooms, mud huts, igloos, and anywhere else the mood might strike. The reasons for this may seem obvious: We have sex because we’re in love, or because we’re in lust, or because we want babies. Still, is that everything?

To get a full look at what inspires people to have sex, Cindy Meston and David Buss, two professors at the University of Texas in Austin, asked hundreds of men and women to spill all their reasons for going at it. After tabulating the results and eliminating any repeats, they announced their final tally in an article published in the Archives of Sexual Behavior. Their list had 237 reasons.

No, that number wasn’t a typo. Here’s a sampling to give you an idea:


I wanted to burn calories.

I wanted to feel closer to God.

I wanted to get a promotion.

I wanted to make the person feel better about herself/ himself.

Someone dared me.

I wanted to keep my partner from straying.

I wanted to get back at my partner for having cheated on me.

The person was famous and I wanted to be able to say I had sex with him/her.

I was bored.



Some of these 237 reasons may seem sleazier than an episode of Jerry Springer, and they might actually add up to one very good reason to not have sex, at least until you know someone better. Still, what this study proves is that what motivates humans to hop in bed isn’t as simple as some of us might think, and the benefits don’t end with orgasms and babies. Not by far. If you’ve ever doubted just how much effort and ingenuity people are willing to put into scoring sex, look no further than Andy, a psychologist in Lincoln, Nebraska. Today, he’s a happily married man in his thirties. Flash back to ten years ago, though, and he swears he would have done anything— and he means anything—to get laid.

“My sex life could have been Sting’s inspiration when he wrote his song ‘King of Pain.’ I went to painful lengths to get sex,” Andy admits. Part of the problem was that he’d grown up in a small town that didn’t offer a guy tons of sexual opportunities. “After an adolescence nearly devoid of sexual contact, times were desperate,” he recalls. Turning twenty-one and having access to tipsy girls in bars helped, but even that wasn’t enough. As a result, whenever a woman showed Andy even a glimmer of interest, he would bend over backward to close the deal. He would drive for hours to meet up with a woman he felt a connection with, or book plane tickets and fly to another continent if sex was hovering on the horizon. No distance was too far, no fib too big, if it upped the odds that sex would ensue. “One regular lie involved telling women in a bar that I was a fighter pilot going off to war. I’ve even paid homage to George Costanza and pretended to be an architect,” Andy admits. “I know this makes me sound like a jerk, but lying is like signing up for an adjustable rate mortgage. You know you might have to deal with the consequences someday, but that seems way down the road.”

Occasionally, Andy’s efforts would come back to haunt him. Once while on vacation, he met a wealthy divorcée who looked him up and down and remarked, It’s about time I met a guy who knows how to dress. “I had on my best clothes that day, but after that, it was BBQ attire and basketball shorts,” he recalls. “She wanted to see me again, and Old Navy was not going to cut it. So I went on a shopping spree and dropped nearly a thousand bucks I didn’t have on my credit cards. It took me a few years to polish off that debt, but it was worth it. It was all worth it.”

At this point in his life, Andy is grateful that having sex no longer requires that much work. Still, between his job, two kids, and his wife’s residency at a local hospital, he’s not exactly getting laid left and right, either. While he and his wife might not have sex as often as they used to, they’ve learned how to cut corners to squeeze some in. “In one sense, finding time for sex is easy, since commercials during Law & Order are about three minutes, and that’s all we need now,” he jokes. “Wooing consists of ‘I took a shower today, interested?’ We’re blunt at this stage.”

How Much Is Sex Worth? The $50,000 Question

Let’s return, for a moment, to one of our favorite reasons for having sex: because it feels good. How good? Very good? Very, very good? Is there any way to measure—in watts, volts, or Nielson ratings—just how enjoyable sex is? To get a ballpark idea of where sex stands on our list of priorities, a team of researchers led by Daniel Kahneman at Princeton University asked more than a thousand women to rank nineteen daily activities from most to least enjoyable. Sex topped the list, beating out eating, socializing, spending time with their kids, and, yes, even shopping. But beyond saying sex trumps a Saks sale or cheering on Junior during soccer practice, is there any way to gauge how amazing sex feels in its own right?

In 2004, two economists—David Blanchflower from Dartmouth College and Andrew Oswald at Warwick University-announced they had come up with an equation to measure just how much sex was worth in terms we can all understand: cold hard cash. Most people, of course, rarely pay for sex, but these economists had found a way to peg what we would pay if we had to. They analyzed data from 16,000 Americans who had participated in social surveys since the early 1990s, comparing how often respondents claimed they had sex with their reported happiness levels. Then, the economists compared the happiness levels brought on by sex to levels of other activities we do usually pay for, such as Superbowl tickets or a trip to Tahiti. Blanchflower and Oswald were able to extrapolate an estimate of how much sex is worth—and it doesn’t come cheap. Having sex once a week compared to once a month increased happiness by the same amount as earning an extra $50,000 per year. So if you’re getting laid regularly, you can think of yourself as $50,000 richer than you thought you were five minutes ago.

Hot Monogamy

Blanchflower and Oswald didn’t just calculate how much sex was worth, they also looked at the quality of sex. Many of us might assume we’d be in heaven if we had a roster of hot prospects at our beck and call, but their study proved that the most “happiness-maximizing” number of sex partners was just one, most likely since this arrangement is more stable than juggling numerous partners, says Oswald. Monogamists, rejoice. The study also found that while single people are often rumored to have the most action-packed sex lives, married couples actually get it on far more often, which may explain why marriage—the sex, the intimacy, the extra hand with the dishes, the whole package—was calculated to deliver a whopping $100,000 worth of additional happiness per year, twice what you’d get from having regular sex alone. On the other hand, getting a divorce imposes an emotional toll of $66,000 a year.

According to the economists’ calculations, having money does increase happiness levels to a certain extent. And yet, “research suggests that people overrate the well-being gains from purchasing things,” says Oswald. Does this mean people should invest more time in their relationships rather than slaving away on making more money? “Very probably they should,” says Oswald.

Another myth this study debunked was that rich people find partners more readily than those of us with slimmer bank accounts. On the contrary, people with higher-than-average incomes were found to have no more sex with no more partners than those with below-average incomes. The old adage is true, then, that money can’t buy love. “That was surprising to us as economists, because by and large, we think money can buy anything,” Oswald says. “I suppose you could say the data show that sex and the enjoyment of sex are spread around in a surprisingly egalitarian way.”

How Semen Makes You Happy

At first, Dr. Philip Ney was mystified as to what was wrong with Mrs. Jones. In 1984, the twenty-three-year-old mother had been referred to the New Zealand doctor for consultation because she’d become depressed and occasionally violent toward her three-year-old daughter. After hearing more about Mrs. Jones’s sexual history, Dr. Ney formed a novel hypothesis: Mrs. Jones wasn’t getting enough sex—or, more specifically, enough of the health-sustaining hormones normally found in seminal plasma.

Ney was informed that Mrs. Jones normally had sex with her husband four or five times a week. They had largely stopped having sex following the birth of their child. Her mood had spiraled downward. Ney also knew that seminal fluid contained, in addition to sperm, at least thirteen different kinds of prostoglandins, hormones known to affect neurotransmitter levels in the body that control people’s moods. In Ney’s study, published in 1986 in Medical Hypotheses, he also noted that “the vagina appears to have an active transport mechanism which readily absorbs the hormones found in seminal plasma.” As a result, “when hormones found in seminal fluid are absorbed in significant amounts, there is likely to be an effect on the thinking, mood, and behavior of women.” Based on these findings, during their next visit, Ney recommended to Mr. and Mrs. Jones that more sex might help improve Mrs. Jones’s outlook. “The husband said, ‘That’s fine with me,’” Ney recalls. Once the couple resumed having sex, Mrs. Jones’s depression quickly dissipated.

In 2002, Gordon Gallup, a professor at the New York State University in Albany, took Ney’s hypothesis one step further by publishing a paper in the Archives of Sexual Behavior titled “Does Semen Have Antidepressant Properties?” Gallup polled nearly three hundred women about how regularly they used condoms, then assessed their mental health using the Beck Depression Inventory (BDI), where scores under 10 indicate someone is not depressed, scores 10-18 indicate mild depression, and scores above that indicate more severe depression. Women who never used condoms, Gallup found, scored the least depressed at 8 on average. Those who occasionally used condoms scored 10.5, while those who always used condoms scored most depressed at 11.3.

Was semen really the secret ingredient keeping condom-less women happy? Gallup explored other possibilities, such as the use of oral contraceptives (since the Pill can also affect mood) and the nature of the women’s relationships, in case women who weren’t using condoms were happier because they had committed boyfriends who kept them in higher spirits. None of these variables were found to explain Gallup’s results. Women in loving, long-term relationships who used condoms were more depressed than women who were single and not using condoms. Gallup even found evidence of “semen withdrawal,” where women who lose their semen supplier will do just about anything—or more accurately, anyone—to find a new fix. After a breakup, women who don’t use condoms are especially prone to rebound relationships, and will hop into bed with a new guy three times faster than their Trojan-packing peers.

Gallup is by no means recommending that women chuck condoms for the sake of their happiness levels. “Clearly an unwanted pregnancy or a sexually transmitted disease would more than offset any advantageous psychological effects of semen,” he points out. Those who can safely abstain from this method of contraception, though, may reap some positive benefits, and vaginal intercourse is not their only recourse. Given the chemicals in semen can also be absorbed through the digestive tract and rectum, oral sex and anal sex might also help ward off depression. “I recently received an e-mail from a gay male saying he notices a marked improvement in his sense of well-being the day after oral sex,” Gallup says. When asked whether he’s received any negative response to his study, he adds, “I’ve also received a lot of hate mail from lesbians.”


Facial, Anyone?

In China, a group of women called the White Tigresses harvest semen from willing subjects via oral sex and use it as a facial cream and hair conditioner. According to the book The Sexual Teachings of the White Tigress by Hsi Lai, “The ancients … know that semen was without question the very best of skin rejuvenators. After [semen] is spread over the face, especially the nose, forehead, and oily areas, it dries and then closes the pores. This drying effect is like an astringent reaction that will tighten and shrink wrinkles, feed skin cells, and leave the skin feeling light, clean, and smooth.”



How Do You Spell Relief? S-E-X

For many of us, public speaking is about as stressful as it gets. To study people’s reactions to this anxiety-inducing ordeal, Stuart Brody at the University of Paisley in Scotland recruited forty-six men and women to give a speech to a panel of judges—who had been surreptitiously instructed to look bored. After the speakers stammered through their oratory, Brody took their blood pressure. Many people’s readings had shot through the roof. One group, however, had lower blood pressure readings and stress levels than others. The reason? According to diaries subjects had kept of their activities for two weeks leading up to their speech, they’d had penile-vaginal intercourse at some point during this time period. Sex can help keep us calm, which is why people hoping to sail through an upcoming public speaking engagement or work presentation should consider scheduling some sex before the big event.

Might sex mellow us out too much, draining our drive to tackle tough challenges? This has long been the belief among certain athletes, who often avoid sex the night before they compete. Muhammad Ali claimed he’d abstain from sex for weeks before a fight. To keep wives and girlfriends at bay before home games, football players for the Pittsburgh Steelers and the Indianapolis Colts were once required to check into hotels, even before home games. American swimmer Josh Davis, who won three gold medals at the 1996 Olympics, claimed he didn’t qualify for the 2004 Olympics because he’d had sex with his wife the day of the trials. As Marty Liquori, one of the world’s top-ranked 5,000-meter runners, once said, “Sex makes you happy, and happy people don’t run a 3:47 mile.”

Olympic triathlete Samantha McGlone had heard that sex could hex her performance, but was skeptical whether the rumor held water. As an undergraduate at McGill University, she decided to see if these superstitions had any basis in science. In 2000, she and her professor Ian Shrier reviewed the medical literature and published their findings in the Clinical Journal of Sports Medicine under the title “Does Sex the Night Before Competition Decrease Performance?” Of the studies reviewed, none could establish a link between sexual activity and athletes’ physiological performance. In one experiment, in which men submitted themselves to a battery of tests measuring grip strength, reaction time, aerobic power, and VO2 max (a measure of cardiorespiratory endurance), no differences were noted between men who’d had sex and those who hadn’t.

Today, McGlone says that few triathletes believe the old abstain-from-sex superstition. “The younger generation is coming to realize it’s a bit of a myth,” she says. Occasionally, her fellow triathletes will joke about how sex can help them mentally prepare for a race. “I remember being in a race with a friend of mine who, the night before the race, said, ‘I guess it’s time to go take care of business,’” McGlone recalls. “He didn’t have a girlfriend, but I guess you could say he took care of himself.”

An Orgasm a Day …?

From 1979 to 1983, over 2,500 Scottish men in their forties and fifties visited their local clinic to get what was, for the most part, a fairly routine checkup. There was, however, one catch. In addition to recording height, weight, blood pressure, cholesterol levels, and other aspects of the patients’ health such as diet and exercise habits, doctors also asked them a far more personal question: How often did they have sex? After no doubt blushing a bit, men gave their answers, then were sent on their way.

Ten years later, in an article titled “Sex and Death: Are They Related?” in the British Medical Journal, epidemiologist George Davey Smith announced that in a decade’s time, men who had reported having sex less than once per month were twice as likely to be dead as those who had had sex more than once per week. An active sex life, Davey Smith concluded, keeps men from keeling over. In another study by Erdman Palmore at Duke University following 252 North Carolina residents over twenty-five years, men who had sex more than once per week lived an average of two years longer than men who had sex less often. Regular sex was found to have a more significant impact on men’s life spans than obesity, intelligence, education levels, or contact with family and friends.

And what about women? For them, the quality of sex was what mattered. In Palmore’s study, women who had reported enjoying sex “very much” lived seven to eight years longer than women who said they could take it or leave it. Enjoyable sex trumped a whole array of factors often assumed to be crucial to a woman’s health, including tobacco use, obesity, intelligence, education, income, contact with family and friends, and even genetic factors such as the father’s age at death. “Everyone thinks that if you want to live a long time, have parents who live a long time. Not in our sample,” says Palmore. Why did quality matter for women, and quantity for men? Palmore isn’t sure, although he points out it does seem to be anecdotally true.

What is it about sex that keeps us alive and kicking? According to Palmore, sex packs a one-two punch of physical and psychological benefits. “It gets your heart pumping, plus it makes you feel good about life,” he says simply. On average, sex burns 5.25 calories per minute if you weigh 160 to 170 pounds—about the same rate as walking, weeding, or playing table tennis. In Davey Smith’s study, men who had reported having sex two or more times per week were half as likely to suffer a heart attack or stroke than those who had sex less frequently. Most likely, this is because orgasm triggers our adrenal glands to release the hormone dehydroepiandrosterone (or DHEA for short), which not only serves as the building blocks for male and female sex hormones such as estrogen and testosterone, but also improves arterial dilation and inhibits the formation of blood clots.

As for those rumors you’ve heard that sex causes heart attacks, two cardiologists named Geoffrey Tofler and James Muller decided to get to the bottom of this by conducting bedside interviews with nearly 1,700 heart attack survivors, asking them what they were doing right before the attack. Sex was rarely the culprit. According to their calculations, people risk only a two in a million chance of having a heart attack during sex, and even those with a heart attack in their past face only a one in 50,000 chance. For those unfortunate few who do suffer a so-called “death in the saddle,” medical examiner A. W. Green found that fourteen out of the twenty cases he observed occurred when men were having affairs, engaging in sex “with a non-spouse in unfamiliar surroundings after a big meal with alcohol.” Isn’t there an expression about making your own bed? Hmmm.

Sex not only keeps your circulatory system running smoothly, but may help prevent cancer, as well. Timothy Murrell, a doctor and lecturer at the University of Adelaide, Australia, first developed this hunch after witnessing a patient who had suffered from breast pain improve dramatically upon her next visit. Baffled, Murrell asked his patient what had caused this miraculous turn of events. “I’ve remarried,” the woman explained. “And my second husband is much better at loving my breasts.”

That got Murrell thinking: Might frequent breast-fondling help flush toxins from the area? To test his theory, Murrell recruited 5,000 of his female patients to stimulate their breasts regularly (on their own or with the help of a partner) for two to three minutes at least twice a week. Three years after embarking on this experiment, Murrell announced his findings at a conference on breast cancer care. “We would expect to be seeing two or three breast cancers a year based on a population of this size,” he said. “All I can say is that we have not seen one since we began.” Men, too, may be able to flush carcinogens by fondling their anatomy. In one survey of 2,000 men, Graham Giles, a cancer specialist in Victoria, Australia, found that those who ejaculated four or more times per week had one-third the risk of developing prostate cancer than men who did so less often.

Even the common cold seems to cower under the powers of passionate lovemaking. Carl Charnetski at Wilkes University in Pennsylvania asked 112 college students how often they had sex, and then tested their saliva for levels of immunoglobulin A, an antibody that battles microbes and serves as the muscle behind your immune system. College kids who frolicked with one another during their study breaks one to two times per week had 30 percent higher levels of immunoglobulin A than those who got it on less than once a week. Students who were sexually active more than twice a week had the same levels of immunoglobulin A as those who were celibate. So, like many things, moderation is key.


Is Sex Good for Your Looks?

Sex not only helps you live longer, but look younger, too. David Weeks, a neuropsychologist and author of Secrets of the Superyoung, questioned ninety-five men and women aged 30 to 101 about their love lives, then showed their photos to a panel of judges who were asked to guess how old they were. On average, men and women who had sex regularly were judged four to seven years younger than their actual age. The reason may be because sex increases the body’s production of human growth hormone, a chemical that helps improve muscle tone and keeps things from sagging or wrinkling quite so quickly.



“Hold the Sex, Thanks”

In many ways, David Jay is your typical twenty-six-year-old guy An MBA student in San Francisco, he spends his free time going swing dancing with friends, making homemade pizza, and watching TV shows like The Wire, Dexter, and Dr. Who. Ask him his sexual orientation, however, and his answer is rather atypical. Jay is not heterosexual, homosexual, bisexual, transsexual, pansexual, or anywhere in between. Jay is asexual, which means he isn’t sexually attracted to anyone at all. He’s never had sex and doesn’t plan to, and his reasons aren’t religious. He hasn’t been badly burned in the dating market, and he says it’s not because he just hasn’t met the right person yet. “It’s not a choice,” Jay explains. “This is the way I was born.” During his freshman year in high school, he hit upon the term “asexual” to describe his sexual orientation, and tried Googling it to see if there were others like him out there. At first, the only Web sites he found were about amoebas, although with further digging, he came across a few references to asexuality in humans, too.

In 2001, Jay created an online forum for people who shared his outlook called the Asexual Visibility and Education Network (AVEN) at Asexuality.org. Today, AVEN has 26,000 members worldwide. To publicize their cause, they’ve coined catchphrases like “A-pride” and printed T-shirts with slogans like “Asexuality: It’s not just for amoebas anymore.” Scientists have also taken an interest in asexuality, and say it may be as common as homosexuality. In one 2004 study in the Journal of Sex Research polling a nationally representative sample of over 18,000 men and women, one in every hundred people said they’d never felt an iota of attraction to either males or females. Asexuality is also prevalent in animals such as sheep, according to scientists at the U.S. Sheep Experiment Station in Dubois, Idaho, who have paired up rams and ewes in pens and kept tabs on their mating patterns. Only 55.6 percent of sheep turned out to be straight. As for the rest, 9.5 percent were homosexual, 22 percent bisexual, and a full 12.5 percent expressed no interest in having sex at all.

Asexuals may be at the extreme end of the continuum, but their lack of enthusiasm for sex isn’t as uncommon as you might think. Some of us are too tired for sex. Others are too busy. Former Labor Secretary Robert Reich has even coined an acronym to replace yuppies (young urban professionals) and DINKs (dual income, no kids): DINS, which stands for Dual Income, No Sex. Experts estimate that 15 to 20 percent of couples are in what’s defined as a “sexless marriage,” which means they have sex fewer than ten times per year.

Is modern-day life too hectic for sex? Researchers who have closely scrutinized our packed itineraries have found that, on the contrary, we have more free time today than ever. Since 1965, Americans have gained leisure time—four to eight hours per week, which adds up to an extra five to ten weeks of vacation per year. This is due not only to declining office hours, but technological advances like the washing machine (try scrubbing your clothes on a washboard and you’ll understand).

One nationwide study of over 1,700 married Americans-including those who worked part time, full time, and overtime, or not at all—found no relation between the number of hours we work and how often we have sex. According to the study’s authors, Janet Hyde and John DeLamater at the University of Wisconsin, how much we work isn’t the issue. It’s whether we enjoy the work we do. People who like their jobs are happier, cope better with stress, and are less likely to shut down sexually than those who work fewer hours in a job they dislike. Another study in the Journal of Marriage and the Family shows that having kids up to age four may moderately decrease couples’ levels of sexual activity, but having kids ages five to eighteen has a positive impact on the frequency of sex.

Another common reason couples cite for their lackluster libidos is boredom. In fact, the proverbial “seven-year itch” may no longer be considered the point at which couples’ passion levels start to slide. According to anthropologist Helen Fisher, author of Why We Love, the intense high we experience during the honeymoon phase typically dies down one to three years into a relationship, so even in the best circumstances, a “three-year itch” may be more accurate.

But all is not lost. Scientists have also found ways couples can alleviate their doldrums, and ironically, shaking up what we do in bed isn’t the answer. The trick is to take on challenges in other areas of life, from running a 5K race to learning a foreign language. Novel activities that test our abilities stimulate the brain’s reward system—the same circuits that get activated during those exhilarating early days when couples first fall in love, says Fisher. By adding a few new accomplishments to their roster of achievements, couples can goose their brain chemistry into thinking their partners are as fascinating ten years into a relationship as they seemed the day they first met. In one telling study, Arthur Aron at the University of New York in Stony Brook set up an experiment in his laboratory where some couples were asked to complete mundane tasks such as walking back and forth in a room. Other couples were assigned trickier missions, such as having their wrists and ankles bound as they crawled around nudging a ball in front of them. Afterward, Aron asked the couples questions such as “How bored are you with your relationship?” Couples who’d crawled around with balls reported they were happier with their partners than those who had merely paced around the room.


And the Most Sexually Active Americans Are …

According to American Demographics, the most sexually active Americans include jazz fans, gun owners, and people who lack confidence in the president.



While binding your hands and feet and nudging a ball around might be a little strange to try on your next date night, clearly it pays to tackle a new activity rather than always returning to your old favorites. In another experiment, Aron administered a questionnaire to couples to measure their satisfaction levels with their relationship. Then, Aron asked one group of couples to spend ninety minutes a week together engaged in familiar pastimes, such as dining out or going to a movie. The other group of couples spent ninety minutes a week on pursuits that didn’t typically make it into their usual routines, such as hiking, dancing, or going to art galleries. After ten weeks, couples filled out the same questionnaire again to gauge their marital happiness levels. Duos who had gone on unfamiliar dates improved their scores significantly over those who had stuck with the same old stuff.


How to Find Time for Sex

Log off. Making room for sex may simply be a matter of canning distractions, including your Internet habit. In one survey of 1,000 Americans, 20 percent of respondents admitted they spent less time having sex because they’re online. If you need another reason to log off, one study by Kings College showed that constantly checking e-mail and phone messages can be so distracting it temporarily lowers your IQ by ten points—more than double the brain drain of smoking marijuana.

Ban TV from the bedroom. One study of more than five hundred couples by Italian researcher Serenella Salomoni found that those who didn’t have a TV in their bedroom had sex an average of eight times a month, while those with TVs got it on half as often. If you channel surf come bedtime, try turning it off and see what happens. Or, if you can’t resist the comforting drone of a TV as you drift off to sleep, steer clear of reality shows, which were found to be among the biggest libido killers.

Shake up date night. New experiences can trigger the same chemical rush that’s produced when couples first fall for each other. Instead of sticking with your usual dinner date, try a cooking class or tango lessons, then ride that wave of excitement into bed.

Adhere to the 2-6-2 rule. Expecting that sex will always be earth-moving is unrealistic, and will only set you up for disappointment. In couples therapy, British sexologist Paula Hall often teaches the 2-6-2 rule, which means that out of every ten times you have sex, twice it’ll be wonderful, six times it’ll be nice but nothing special, and twice it’ll be such a snooze-fest, you’ll wonder why you ever bothered. Still, unless you keep trying, you’ll never get around to those two-out-of-ten amazing encounters, so it’s worth rolling the dice.

Speak up. Few problems in life ever get solved by sweeping them under the carpet, so if you’re worried about how your sex life has waned, don’t be afraid to bring it up with your partner. Avoid accusatory statements such as “Why aren’t you into sex anymore?” and treat it like a joint problem by saying, “I’ve noticed we haven’t been having sex very often and it concerns me. Can we talk about it?” If an argument erupts as a result, that’s not necessarily a bad thing. According to one study, couples who fight about sex have it more often than those who don’t. The reason? Those who fight for their relationship show they care, which sets the stage for intimacy later (or maybe even some hot make-up sex).

Nix the annoying habits. So you know that leaving your dirty socks on the floor or hogging the bathroom bugs your partner. While it’s tempting to think these pet peeves aren’t all that important, one study titled “Social Allergies in Romantic Relationships” argues to the contrary. By charting the “deromantization” of 137 couples, Michael Cunningham at the University of St. Louis found that couples can become even more sensitive to their significant others’ quirks over time. Men, for example, claimed they couldn’t stand when women complained that they were too hot or too cold, constantly fussed with their appearance, or dragged them out shopping. Women had all but had it with men’s belching, farting, nose-picking, and profanity. If you know something you do annoys your partner, make an effort to change your ways to keep the romance rolling … or else.



Sex might not be the answer to all of the world’s problems, but overall, it deserves a lot more credit than it usually gets. Of course, as they say, getting those sparks flying isn’t always easy. That’s why, in our next chapter, we’ll explore the elements that get sexual chemistry brewing.
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The Laws, Bylaws, and
Loopholes of Attraction

As soon as John spotted Jane ordering a drink a mere few feet from where he was seated at the bar, he knew that she had … something. John wasn’t sure what. Jane wasn’t a bombshell, but had an understated beauty, perhaps. Brunette, sweet smile, slim but not rail thin. As Jane breezed by John to join her girlfriends in the back of the bar, John caught a whiff of an intoxicating aroma—was it her perfume? Her shampoo? He wasn’t sure. All he knew was that the way Jane smelled, looked, talked, and walked was oddly mesmerizing. Was he crazy? John decided to get a second opinion from his friend Bob, who was seated next to him.

“What do you think of that brunette back there?” John asked Bob under his breath.

Bob looked, then shrugged. “She’s okay. But what about that blonde in the miniskirt to her right? That’s who I’d go for.” Bob continued to tease John on his questionable taste in women, but John stood firm that Jane was the best of the bunch. He couldn’t put his finger on why. He didn’t know anything about her, in fact. Still, before the night was over, John vowed that he would get to know her by mustering up the courage to buy her a drink.

Meanwhile, as Jane chatted with her girlfriends, she could sense John was checking her out. At first, she wasn’t all that interested, but after pointing him out to her posse and hearing them sigh collectively and say, “Ooh, he’s cute!” she took a second look and decided her friends were right. Jane often marveled at how her pals’ opinions could change her own assessment of men. Was she really that impressionable? It had also occurred to Jane that she was feeling especially frisky that night, which tended to happen during certain times of the month for no apparent reason. Were hormones to blame? Jane wasn’t sure what was going on. All she knew was that John was looking better and better by the minute. Only did she?

“Bathroom break,” Jane announced. She and her friends moved en masse toward the restroom, where Jane touched up her makeup, fussed with her hair, and bemoaned the fact that she hadn’t worn that slinky top she’d bought last week. As she looked in the mirror, she wondered: Was she hot enough? Would John say hi? There was only one way to find out. She stepped out of the bathroom to see what would happen.

TAKE A LOOK AT HOW Americans spend their time and money, and it quickly becomes clear that looking attractive is one of our top priorities. Every year, Americans spend $18 billion on makeup, $38 million on hair care, and $15 billion on perfume and cologne. We shell out another $82 billion on clothes, $12 billion on gym memberships, and $8 billion on self-help books and programs. On average, women spend 63 minutes applying makeup and trying on outfits before they head out the door. Meanwhile, men spend 28 minutes in front of the mirror tweezing stray hairs and messing with hair gel. Who, exactly, is all this effort and expenditure for? For many of us, it’s to attract a mate.

For some singletons, the desire to meet Mr. or Mrs. Right is so strong that their pre-date preparations can take all day. Ellen, a Web site designer in New York City, has been known to start getting ready at dawn for a date in the evening. “Typically, I might have a teeth-whitening appointment at ten, a manicure at twelve, a blowout at the hairdresser at five, and in between all that, I shop for a new outfit,” Ellen explains. She knows it sounds ridiculous, but swears her efforts aren’t driven by vanity or the need to wear whatever’s in the latest issue of Vogue. “It’s because I really, really want to find a great guy and settle down,” she says. “And in this city, the competition is fierce!”

And yet, even after a whole day of preparation, Ellen often finds herself sitting across from her date over dinner realizing that there’s one crucial thing missing: chemistry. “The guy can be cute, polite, and a total catch by objective standards, but if sparks aren’t flying, that date is most likely our last,” Ellen admits. “Talk about a waste. Sometimes it makes me wonder: Are all my shopping sprees and hair appointments a moot point?”

Sexual attraction is a funny thing. While cosmetics and fashion companies might like us to think that expensive aftershave or the right shirt will make a difference, the internal compass that steers us into certain people’s arms but not others’ operates on a more subliminal level. John and Jane, for example, couldn’t even pinpoint why they were drawn to each other, all they knew was that they were. So what was their secret? The answer may boil down to science. Researchers have discovered that some pretty strange things—like the vowels in our names, the time of month, or the length of our fourth fingers—can nudge us closer or farther away from romantic prospects for their own mysterious reasons. Understand how these subtle factors work their magic, and you can start bending the laws of attraction in your favor.

Would a Rose by Any Other Name
Sound as Sweet?

One afternoon, as students at Tulane University ambled to and from class, a sign posted in the student center caught their attention:


ST JOSEPH’S MARCHING SOCIETY BEAUTY QUEEN
They are all so pretty we can’t decide.
Please help us by voting for your choice.



Throughout the day, numerous students stopped to cast their vote, entering a small booth to assess photos of the six finalists. All six—Kathy, Jennifer, Christine, Ethel, Harriet, and Gertrude—were similarly stunning. But who won?

What the students didn’t know was that the St. Joseph’s beauty pageant had been rigged. All six photos had been previously rated as equally attractive. But their names—which weren’t their real names, but had been assigned at random-had been previously rated as very attractive, or very unattractive. The mastermind behind this experiment, professor Gary Garwood, had set out to prove that beauty doesn’t merely boil down to appearance. The results of his study, aptly titled “Beauty Is Only ‘Name’ Deep,” proved he was right. Even though the six contestants were equally attractive, those with the appealing monikers (Kathy, Jennifer, and Christine) won the most votes (47, 52, and 59 votes respectively), while the dowdier eponyms (Ethel, Harriet, and Gertrude) garnered fewer votes (11, 14, and 14). Attractive names make their owners appear more attractive, which may also explain why celebrities often do name upgrades to increase their appeal. Would Marilyn Monroe be half the bombshell named Norma Jean Mortenson, or Snoop Dogg half the bad boy as Calvin Broadus, or Jennifer Aniston as all-American as Jennifer Anastassakis?

To pinpoint what makes certain names more appealing than others, Amy Perfors, a linguist at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, posted photos of her friends on Hotornot.com, a Web site where the public views and rates the attractiveness of submissions. Each photo was posted several times, with different names, to see how changing names affected their score. The secret, Perfors found, was all in the vowels. Linguists classify vowels by where in the mouth they’re articulated: “Front” vowels are formed in the front of the mouth to create sounds like the i in bit, the e in bet, or the a in bait. “Back” vowels are formed in the back of the mouth to create sounds like the o in hot or the u in hut.

In Perfors’ study, men with names containing front-vowel sounds (like Ben, Dave, Rick, or Steve) were rated as more attractive than those with back-vowel sounds (like John, Luke, or Paul). For women, it was the exact opposite. Names with back-vowel sounds (like Julie, Laura, or Robin) were rated as more ravishing than those with front vowels (like Anne, Kate, or Mindy). Front vowels are perceived as sounding small, back vowels large. Women prefer men with small-sounding names because it suggests the guy is less threatening and more sensitive, while men dig women with big-sounding names since it suggests a woman’s aggressive and outgoing. Names add a refreshing twist to traditional gender stereotypes that can increase someone’s appeal. It’s like finding out a gorilla of a guy plays the flute, or a mousy gal is a champion arm wrestler. Given that the majority of the study’s respondents were heterosexual, Perfors’ findings probably apply best to straight people, although, as Perfors points out, “There’s no reason that gay men couldn’t also like men that aren’t super-masculine, and lesbians couldn’t like women who aren’t super feminine,” just like straight folks.


Whose Names Are Hot—or Not?



	 
HOT NAMES   (MEN)        
	 
HOT NAMES (WOMEN)





	  Matt Damon
	  Julia Roberts



	  Ben Affleck
	  Carmen Electra



	  Jake Gyllenhall
	  Lauren Bacall



	  Steve Martin
	  Robin Wright Penn



	  Denzel Washington
	  Susan Sarandon



	  Richard Gere
	  Holly Hunter



	  Eminem
	  Drew Barrymore



	  David Duchovny


	 






	NOT HOT NAMES (MEN)        
	NOT HOT NAMES (WOMEN)





	  Jonathan Rhys-Meyers
	  Jennifer Aniston



	  Luke Wilson
	  Melanie Griffith



	  Tom Selleck
	  Natalie Portman



	  Paul Newman
	  Gillian   Anderson



	  Charles Bronson
	  Amy Sedaris



	  George Clooney
	  Anne Heche



	  Jon Stewart
	  Lindsay Lohan






So if your name is a dud, should you change it—or adopt a nickname with nicer overtones? Before

This’ll Come in Handy …




Kiss Me, I’m … Ovulating?





Like It or Not, Looks Matter—a Lot













Weighty Issues











A Tall Order for Men














Symmetry: A Genetic Seal of Approval?








Scared, Angry, or Embarrassed? Good.








Your Nose Knows Who’s a Catch








Why Women Like Jerks


















Age Does a Number on All of Us


















Women: Lemmings in Love?













We All Get Prettier When We Play Hard to Get








Money Can’t Buy Love … or Can It?















Like Likes Like









The Confidence Game




Flattery Can Be a Self-Fulfilling Prophecy
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