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What Determines Sexual Orientation?
Sexual orientation is a term used to describe the personal attraction that someone feels toward others.  Typically two values have been used to describe sexual orientation – heterosexual and homosexual, but in the past several years LGBTQ has been discussed as alternative categories/labels.  What are the factors that may be involved in identifying one’s sexual orientation? Is sexual orientation determined (or affected) by environmental or biological factors?  How are researchers able to identify the causes or influences on a person’s sexual orientation?  There are both environmental and biological influences that are important to consider in when attempting to understand sexual orientation (Jerrell, 2010).
	One biological influence may be the amount of hormones present.  Lesbians may have more male hormones than heterosexual women (Ellis, 1996; Jerrell, 2010).  Small differences in androgen levels between lesbian women and heterosexual woman have been found with lesbian women having consistently higher amounts.. Blood tests revealed that the average amount of androgens present in the 40 tested lesbians was 67.2 p/ml and in the 40 heterosexual women it was only 51.7 p/ml (Gatrell, Loriaux, & Chase, 1977).  However more recent studies have shown that there are actually no significant differences in the level of androgens among heterosexual and homosexual women (Dancey, 1990).
	The neuro endocrine theory may do a better job of explaining sexual orientation with hormone levels during prenatal development.  This theory suggests that the level of hormones in the womb may influence later sexual orientation. Fetuses born to a womb that was previously exposed to androgens (an older male sibling) may be exposed to higher levels of male hormones than fetuses from a womb that was never exposed to androgens.  Due to the high levels of masculinizing hormones during the latter half of gestation a female brain could become a more male brain.  Later in life – for example after puberty, this brain (that has been exposed to more masculinizing hormones than usual) may now have a greater preference for females as sex partners (Ellis, 1996).  The biggest support for this theory comes from the fact that lesbian brains more closely resemble a man’s brain than what a heterosexual woman’s would.  Research using cadaver brains demonstrated that one area of the hypothalamus thought to be important in sexual orientation averaged 11mm in diameter in men and homosexual women and 14 mm in diameter in women and homosexual men (Levay, 1987).  Note that this is only a correlational study and subjects were classified after their death  as heterosexual or homosexual based on the reports of others (which may or may not be accurate).  A cause and effect may be determined by using animals.  If animals could be given injections to enlarge this part of their brains then we can measure their sexual orientation with small brain areas and then enlarge that brain area and then see what effect it has on their sexual orientation.  It certainly would be interesting if enlarging that area of their brains caused 98% of the animals to develop homosexual orientations.  
	It could also be possible that our genes play a role in sexual orientation. Studies have found that lesbians have a significantly higher amount of non-heterosexual siblings than did heterosexual women (Bailey, 1993).  Lesbians also have more gay cousins through paternal aunt and uncles than do heterosexual women.  These studies suggest that genetics could have a big impact on sexuality but does not rule out environmental factors as a cause.
	However even better evidence for genetic factors in sexuality are twin studies.  The best studies are studies of identical twins that were raised apart.  If twins raised in different environments have similarities then it may be due to genetics, since the environments are assumed to be different.  However this assumption may be invalid since, even though they are raised apart they could be raised in similar environments (Eckert, Bouchard, Bohen, & Heston, 1986). These studies have not found evidence however that identical twins do share the same sexual orientation.  In most cases if one twin was a lesbian the other was heterosexual.  This suggests even further that environment has a lot to do with sexual orientation.  However, twins that were raised together were more likely to either both be gay or both be heterosexual.
	There is also evidence that handedness and sexual orientation are related.  This suggests that sexuality is biological.  Studies have found that gays and lesbians are more likely to be left handed than their heterosexual friends (Gatrell et al., 1977).  In fact it is a high 39% more.  Some suggest that handedness is determined early in life (maybe even prenatally) so a connection between sexuality and handedness could be very significant.
	Some studies suggest that homosexuality could even be due to high stress in the mother during pregnancy during the time in which the sex organs are forming citation.  There has also been some research on the hypothalamus in which gay women have been found to have bigger hypothalamuses than heterosexual women.  The homosexual women’s hypothalamus was closers to a man’s size.  However this study has its problems because the bigger size of the hypothalamus in homosexual women could actually be due to increased or decreased sex drive (Gatrell et al., 1977).  There is some evidence that sexuality could be passed down on the X chromosome from mother to son but not from father to son.  In 33 out of 40 homosexual brothers there was an area found on the X chromosome that contains several hundred genes that the homosexual brothers had in common.  This is very good evidence that genetics play a big role in sexual orientation (Eckert et al., 1986).
	In conclusion, sexual orientation may be affected by environmental and biological factors.  Most homosexual people say they cannot help but being gay just as heterosexuals say they do not choose to be heterosexual they just ARE.   If sexual orientation was completely biological then we would have some physical indicator of heterosexuality or homosexuality.  Will we ever be able to identify the physical causes for homosexuality or heterosexuality?  One thing appears certain.  We have a long way to go before we can determine the contributions of biology or the environment to heterosexual or homosexual orientation.  There are many factors that appear to play a role in sexual orientation (genes, hormones, stress, prenatal development, brain size factors, environment growing up, etc.) and the picture gets fuzzier as we consider that for some people their sexual orientation changes as they go through different stages of life. 
	In general we can state that the genetic component of sexual orientation is supported by findings that there is a higher correspondence rate in identical vs. fraternal twins (Bailey, 1995), and that handedness and sexual orientation are linked (Gatrell, et al., 1977). We also see the impact of early environmental influences in the womb conditioning theories that indicates that if you have an older brother you may be somewhat more masculinized due to the uterus’s prior exposure to testosterone (Eckert et al., 1986).  Meaningful advances and understanding of this issue will come only after a way of evaluating sexual orientation on a linear scale of measurement.  We can no longer view sexual orientation as a dichotomous variable having two values of homo or hetero.  Very few individuals fall into those exclusive categories. Correlational data will make much more sense when all researchers use the same standardized scale in measuring sexual orientation tendencies.  Future research needs to focus on evaluating individuals on a sexual orientation scale.
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Note that the Dancey, 1990; Eckert et al., 1986; Gatrell et al., 1977; Jerrell, 2010 and Levay, 1987 are primary research articles but the Bailey article is not a primary source.  It is a chapter in a book.  It is a good source of information to use but it is not a primary source.  You must have at least 2 primary sources for this paper.
Also note that these 7 sources are ordered in the Reference section alphabetically by the first author’s last name.  They are not numbered.
This Sample paper is provided for you to refer to and use as a template for your paper. The research question for this sample paper was focused on what determines sexual orientation.  Your research question should be focused on a topic you are interested in and the articles you find should help you answer your question.  This is a very important part of this class experience.  This is how we explore questions of human behavior.  I hope you can find a good question on a topic that you are genuinely interested I (8 suggested research questions have been provided).  This paper might be your first step into a topic that you will pursue throughout your academic career because most research does NOT answer the question definitively but instead creates more questions. 
