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Abstract In America, religiosity and conservatism are gener-
ally associated with opposition to non-traditional sexual behav-
ior, but prominent political scandals and recent research suggest
a paradoxical private attraction to sexual content on the political
and religious right. We examined associations between state-
level religiosity/conservatism and anonymized interest in search-
ing for sexual content online using Google Trends (which calcu-
lates within-state search volumes for search terms). Across two
separate years, and controlling for demographic variables, we
observed moderate-to-large positive associations between: (1)
greater proportions of state-level religiosity and general web
searching for sexual content and (2) greater proportions of state-
level conservatism and image-specific searching for sex. These
findings were interpreted in terms of the paradoxical hypothesis
that a greater preponderance of right-leaning ideologies is asso-
ciated with greater preoccupation with sexual content in private
internet activity. Alternative explanations (e.g., that opposition to
non-traditional sex in right-leaning states leads liberals to rely on
private internet sexual activity) are discussed, as are limitations to
inference posed by aggregate data more generally.

Keywords Religiosity - Conservatism - Internet searching -
Sex - Sexual imagery

C. C. Maclnnis - G. Hodson
Department of Psychology, Brock University, St. Catharines, ON,
Canada

C. C. Maclnnis (<)

Department of Psychology, University of Toronto, 100 St. George
Street, Toronto, ON M5S 3G3, Canada

e-mail: cara.macinnis @utoronto.ca

Introduction

American religiosity and conservatism generally discourage
open and hedonistic sexuality in favor of more traditional sexual
values (e.g., monogamous, married, heterosexual sex). For exam-
ple, both religiosity and conservatism are associated with strong
opposition to premarital sex (Altemeyer, 1996; Koenig, McCul-
lough, & Larson, 2001; Sakalh-Ugurlu & Glick, 2003), pornog-
raphy (Carroll et al., 2008; Fisher, Cook, & Shirkey, 1994; Sherkat
& Ellison, 1997), and homosexuality (Hunsberger & Jackson,
2005; Whitley, 1999). Despite espousing sexual conservatism,
however, devoutly religious or conservative leaders are often exposed
engaging in sexual behaviors that they publically oppose or campaign
against. Consider George Rekers, the minister and anti-gay activist
(and a clinical psychologist by training) discovered secretly
vacationing with amale escort hired from rentboy.com (Nagrav,
2010) or David Vitter, the married Republican senator and advo-
cate against premarital and extramarital sex uncovered as a reg-
ular client of a prostitution ring (Nossiter, 2007). There are, of course,
prominent examples of sexual scandals on the political left, but the
right advocates most strenuously against non-traditional sexual
behavior, making such examples psychologically interesting. Might
the ideological right in the U.S. be particularly preoccupied with or
drawn to sex (e.g., Freud, 1936) where opposition to non-tradi-
tional sexuality paradoxically coincides with an actual interest in
and attraction to sex/sexual content in private life?

Historically, theorists indeed specified “exaggerated con-
cerns with ‘sexual goings-on’” (Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswik, Lev-
inson, & Sanford, 1950, p. 250) and sexual repression (Sidanius,
1985) as defining features of right-wing orientations. In contrast,
contemporary researchers have typically operationalized con-
servatism and authoritarianism with regard to an adherence to
conformity to tradition, respect for authority, and aggression against
norm-violators (Altemeyer, 1996) or to the general acceptance
of inequality and the status quo (Jost, Fitzsimmons, & Kay,
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2004). Religious fundamentalism in turn is “viewed as areligious
manifestation of right-wing authoritarianism” (Altemeyer, 1996,
p- 161). Such theoretical positions have de-emphasized sexual
preoccupation as a defining quality of the right, presumably due,
in part, to the historical difficulty with assessing private sexual
lives. But the notion that sexual interests and preoccupations are
correlates of conservatism and religiosity holds theoretical appeal
that can now be revisited with the advent of new internet-search
technologies.

The notion that the ideological right is drawn to sex is an out-
growth of earlier psychoanalytic theories (e.g., Freud, 1936) where
those advocating against or opposing lifestyles and behav-
iors are at some level drawn to those behaviors. Religiosity and
conservatism, as noted above, are defined by the support of tra-
dition and convention and are typically associated with oppo-
sition to non-traditional sexual attitudes and behaviors. However,
according to psychoanalytic theories, sexual urges, even non-
traditional sexual urges, are natural and instinctual. Resisting open
sexuality, therefore, may be viewed as repressing or suppressing
sexual desires. Theoretically, those living in relatively conserva-
tive environments publically suppress their sexual desires, in keep-
ing with right-wing ideology, but may privately indulge them.
Given our interest in the very private (and largely anonymous)
sexual activity of people on the internet in conservative contexts,
our focus concerns an examination of the preoccupation hypoth-
esis at the statelevel. That is, we examine aggregated and anony-
mized personal internet activity searches, to determine whether
these activities at the state level correlate with the prevalence of
conservatism and religiosity at the state level.

Indeed, recent evidence supports this possibility. For exam-
ple, higher teen birth-rates have been observed in U.S. states with
higher levels of religiosity, even after controlling for abortion
rates and income (Strayhorn & Strayhorn, 2009). At .73, the
correlation between religiosity and teen birth-rate astonished
even the researchers, with teens in more religious states para-
doxically engaging in more premarital unprotected sex. Closer
to our interests, Edelman (2009) found that in U.S. states with
more traditional positions on sexuality, gender, and religion more
subscriptions to online pornography services are purchased. Sup-
porting a positive association between religiosity/conservatism
and a preoccupation with sex, Edelman’s analysis was notably
restricted to those willing to purchase pornography via credit card
(an activity leaving a permanent data-trail on credit card state-
ments). Yet, the majority of online sexual content is free of cost
and can be searched for discreetly via internet search engines.
Whereas credit card purchase measures are permanent and rep-
resent socially damning commitment to a product/service, basic
internet searches for sexual content are conducted with relative
privacy and with easy access, ideal for measuring a more natural
(and “risk-free”) preoccupation with sex.

For this purpose, Google Trends represents a specialized tool
allowing users to enter a particular search term and explore pop-
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ular interest in the term by providing a numerical score repre-
senting Google search volume for the term. Internet use in the
U.S. is now very common, with considerable access from home
(65 %) or elsewhere (38 %) (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010b) and
with Google the most used search engine (Alexa Internet Inc.,
2013). Individualized search records are not publically avail-
able, but Google Trends allows researchers to tap Americans’
natural interests in and proclivities toward sexual content at an
anonymized, state-level of analysis. Thus, although searching
for sex on the internet represents arelatively private, anonymous
activity, this new tool provides unique and novel insights into the
private lives of Americans, aggregated at the state level, in ways
previously impossible. Such a tool allows insights into sex-rel-
evant search behaviors in a way not possible historically.

We examined the prevalence of U.S. state-level religiosity
and state-level conservatism as predictors of searches for sex
online. We examined both general text and image searches for
sex plus general searches for specific sexual content (e.g., porn,
gay sex). Inkeeping with earlier conceptions of the political right
(Adorno et al., 1950; Sidanius, 1985) and the preoccupation hypoth-
esis in particular, we predicted that greater levels of state religi-
osity or conservatism would be associated with increased sear-
ches for sexual content aggregated at the state level (for privacy).
To be clear, this research question represents an analysis at the
aggregate-level. A caveat is in order regarding our use of aggre-
gate-level data, given that aggregate-level correlations are not
equivalent to individual-level correlations (Hofstede, 1980;
Kingston & Malamuth, 2011; Robinson, 1950; Zimring, 2006).
Correlations involving aggregate-level data can be independent
of relations observed at the individual-level (Forbes, 1997, 2004;
Robinson, 1950; Strayhorn & Strayhorn, 2009). As such, aggre-
gate data should not be extrapolated to individual behavior, par-
ticularly in the field of sex research, where sensitive topics are often
examined. Consider a situation where inaccurate conclusions are
drawn about individuals (e.g., rape victims, sex offenders) from
aggregate data (see Kingston & Malamuth, 2011), an error which
could have serious consequences. Aggregate data are useful, how-
ever, in providing insights when individual-level data are not avail-
able and/or in the interest of examining higher-levels of analysis
(Subramanian, Jones, Kaddour, & Krieger, 2009). Using analyses
aggregated at the state-level provides insights into the preponder-
ance of qualities (e.g., locations relatively higher or lower in conser-
vatism) within contextual domains, such as when examining whe-
ther states characterized by greater conservatism have fewer patents
granted (McCann, 201 1) or more state executions (McCann, 2008),
or whether immigrants from more negatively-stigmatized nations
commit more suicides in the new host country (Mullen & Smyth,
2004). In keeping with the cautions noted above, readers are
encouraged to interpret the results of the current examination at
the state- rather than individual- level. As such, these analyses
reflect an understanding of whether higher proportions of con-
servatism or religiosity in a state correlate with individual inter-
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net search habits aggregated at the state level (given ethical and
legal constraints concerning personal information).

Method

We obtained publically available measures of state religiosity,
conservatism, and sex-related Google search volume, as well as
potentially relevant control variables commonly used in studies
examining aggregate data: state population, gross domestic prod-
uct (GDP), poverty rate, and internet use (e.g., Edelman, 2009;
Schaller & Murray, 2008; Strayhorn & Strayhorn, 2009). Based
on these publically available data, each state was assigned a score
on each variable. We examined zero-order correlations between
(1) state religiosity and sex-related Google search volume and (2)
state conservatism and sex-related Google search volume. We
then examined partial correlations controlling for population,
GDP, poverty rate, internet use, and finally, conservatism or reli-
giosity, respectively.

Measures
Sex-Related Google Search Volume

Google Trends reports the relative volume of searches entered
into Google, calculating the number of searches conducted for a
particular term relative to the total number of Google searches
conducted. Upon entering a search-term (e.g., sex), and speci-
fyingatime (e.g.,2011)andlocation (e.g., Connecticut), Google
Trends calculates the volume of searches for the term during that
particular interval in that particular location on a scale ranging
from O (lowest search volume) to 100 (highest search volume).
Thus, when considering state-level Google searches, this score is
derived by computing the number of Google searches for a spe-
cific term within a given state during a given time period relative
to all Google searches conducted in that specific state during that
interval. This index is computed for all states; the state with the
highest search index is assigned a score of 100, with all other
states scored relative to this highest-scoring state. Critically,
search volume scores from differing locations (e.g., states) can
be directly compared because data are normalized based on total
Google search traffic within a respective location (see http://sup
port.google.com/trends/). Therefore, one can directly compare
searches for a specific term in California (large state population)
with that term in Rhode Island (relatively smaller population),
given that the Google Trends index has normalized the data to
accommodate for internet traffic within states. This tool repre-
sents a valid means of tapping and comparing public interest in
particular search-terms (Schietle, 2011).

Using Google trends, we obtained the search volume of 7 sex-
related terms within the 50 United States. Because Google Trends
substantially improved its geo-location algorithms on January 1,
2011 (see http://support.google.com/trends/answer/13832407hl=

en), we began our search here, examining 2011 and 2012 searches
for general web search terms “sex,” “gay sex,” “porn,” “xxx.”,
“free porn,” “gay porn,” and the Image search term “sex” (i.e.,
searching for the term “sex” within the Google Image search

subdomain, which returns only images as results).
Religiosity

The percentages of “very religious” individuals within each state
in 2011 and the percentage of individuals within each state con-
sidering religion an important part of their daily lives in 2009
were obtained from Gallup (2013). Gallup conducts telephone
surveys, randomly sampling from the U.S. population using ran-
dom-digit-dialing. The percentage of very religious individuals
within each state was obtained from a random sample of 353,492
U.S. adults and the percentage of individuals within each state
considering religion an important part of their daily lives was
obtained from a random sample of 355,334 U.S. adults. These two
items (r=.96) were averaged into an index of state religiosity.

Conservatism

The percentage of self-identified conservative individuals within
each state (i.e., those describing their political views as conser-
vative) in 2011 was obtained from Gallup (2013). This item was
obtained based on a random sample of 353,492 U.S. adults.

Population

State population (in 2010) came from the U.S. Census Bureau
(2010a). The census involves the actual enumeration of people
in the U.S., with people contacted by mail or in person. Details
are provided at http://factfinder2.census.gov/faces/nav/jst/pages/
wc_dec.xhtml.

GDP

The 2009 current-dollars GDP for each state came from the U.S.
Bureau of Economic Analysis (2011). The U.S. Bureau of Eco-
nomic Analysis employs an 8-step procedure to estimate GDP by
state; a fuller description of the procedure is available at http://
www.bea.gov/regional/docs/product/methods.cfm.

Poverty

The 2009 percentage of individuals within each state below the
poverty level in the preceding 12 months came from the U.S.
Census Bureau (2009). Specifically, data were obtained from the
2009 American Community Survey (ACS), administered by
mail, by phone, or in person. The 2009 sample size for the ACS
was 146,716. Details are provided at http://www.census.gov/acs/
www/methodology/methodology_main/
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Table1 Descriptive statistics

M SD #Outliers (>3 SD

from the mean)

State religiosity/conservatism

Religiosity 51.99 942 0
Conservatism 40.66 586 0
Google searches 2011

Sex 76.54 852 0
Gay sex 75.14 876 0
Porn 61.24 1274 1
Xxx 49.72 1293 1
Free porn 53.58 1482 1
Gay porn 71.70 11.11 0
Google images: sex 67.64 8.64 1
Google searches 2012

Sex 75.38 928 0
Gay sex 78.42 9.02 0
Porn 58.46 1326 1
Xxx 4534 1376 1
Free porn 47.66 1532 1
Gay porn 69.48 1171 0
Google images: sex 77.20 883 0
Control variables

Population 6,162,876.30 6,848,235.35 1
GDP 279,366.64 33535799 1
Poverty 13.76 3.07 0
Internet use (home) 65.64 569 0
Internet use 39.80 416 0

(outside home)

N =50.Google search variables range from O (lowest search volume) to 100
(highest search volume). All other variables (except population and GDP)
represent state-level percentages. GDPis in millions of U.S. dollars. Parallel
results were found when outliers were included or excluded

Internet Use

The 2010 percentages of individuals within each state accessing
the internet at home and outside the home were obtained from the
U.S. Census Bureau (2010b). Specifically, data were obtained
from the 2010 Current Population Survey (CPS). The CPS is
administered by phone or in person. A probability sample of
approximately 60,000 households is used. Details are provided
at http://www.census.gov/cps/methodology/.

Results
Descriptive statistics are shown in Table 1. It can be seen that a

few outliers were present in the data. All correlations involving
variables with an outlier were conducted with and without the
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outliers, with no significant differences in results observed, so
results are reported with all cases included. As noted above, state
population, GDP, poverty rate, and internet use were considered
as control variables. Each of these control variables was asso-
ciated with at least 5 of the 7 sex-related Google searches
examined for each year (r;=1.28l to |.691, ps < .05). Thus, these
variables were determined to be reasonable covariates.

Associations Between State-Level Religiosity and Sex-
Related Google Searches

Atthe zero-order level, increased state religiosity was associated
with increased Google searching for sex, gay sex, and gay porn
in 2011 (see Table2). After controlling for demographic vari-
ables and internet use, state religiosity was significantly asso-
ciated with increased 2011 Google searching for sex. When state
conservatism was added as an additional covariate (given that
religiosity and conservatism correlated at .80, p <.001), this asso-
ciation remained significant (7, =.33). The pattern was largely
replicated for 2012: increased state religiosity was significantly
associated with increased searches for sex, gay sex, porn, free
porn, and gay porn at the zero-order level. After controlling for
demographic variables and internet use, and after also controlling
for state conservatism, state religiosity was still positively asso-
ciated with searching for sex (r, = .36), but not with searching for
gay sex, porn, free porn, or gay porn. Interestingly, the associ-
ation between state religiosity and searching for sex images
became significantly negative upon controlling for demographic
variables, internet use, and state conservatism (see Table 2). Over-
all, a reliable positive association of moderate-to-large associa-
tion size (Cohen, 1988, pp. 79-81) exists between state-level
religiosity and searches for the term “sex.” Scatterplots depicting
this relation for 2011 and 2012 (including state placement around
regression line) are provided in Figs. 1 and 2.

Associations Between State-Level Conservatism and Sex-
Related Google Searches

At the zero-order level, increased state conservatism was associ-
ated with increased Google searching for sex, gay sex, and sex
images in 2011 (see Table 2). After controlling for demographic
variables and internet use, these correlations remained significant,
with the exception of the association between state conservatism
and increased Google searching for gay sex. Upon adding state
religiosity as a covariate, only the association between state con-
servatism and searching for sex images remained significant
(r,=.55). These patterns replicated for 2012 Google searches:
positive zero-order correlations were observed between state
conservatism and searches for sex, gay sex, and sex images.
After controlling for demographic variables and internet use,
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Table2 Correlations between state-level religiosity or conservatism and sex-related Google searches

Google State-level religiosity correlations State-level conservatism correlations State-level religiosity-conservatism

searches composite correlations
Zero- Controlling for  Controlling for Zero-order  Controlling for ~ Controlling for Zero- Controlling for
order demographic demographic variables, demographic demographic order demographic

variables and internet use, and variables, and variables, internet variables, and
internet use conservatism internet use use, and religiosity internet use

2011

Sex S50 A3F* 33% 28% 29% —.01 A3 AL

Gay sex 52k 13 —.06 ASHE 26 23 52k 20

Porn 27 —.01 .09 .06 -.10 —-.13 .20 —.05

Xxx .20 .05 —.13 .06 20 23 .15 12

Free porn 24 —-.07 -.07 .08 —.03 .03 .19 —.06

Gay porn 33% —.13 —.08 13 —.11 —.03 26 -.13

Google images: sex .19 13 —31* A0F* A9F* S5¥EE 28% 31*

2012

Sex A Al 36* 28% 22 —.09 A3 36%*

Gay sex 54k 22 .01 S 31% 23 S5k 28

Porn 36% 07 12 .16 —.03 —.10 30% .03

Xxx .26 12 12 .05 .05 —.05 .19 .09

Free porn 34% 01 —.01 18 .02 —-.02 29% .02

Gay porn 38k —.11 .03 15 —.19 —.16 31 —.16

Google images: sex .24 .19 —.18 A4x* A5F* A5%* 34% 32%

N =50. Demographic variables = state population, state GDP, percentage of individuals below the poverty line

w5 p < 001, #* p<.01, * p<.05

state conservatism was only significantly associated with search-
ing for gay sex and searching for sex images, with the latter remain-
ing significant after additionally controlling for state religiosity
(rp=45). Thus, whereas a reliable positive association exists
between state religiosity and searches for sex as a general search
term, a similarly reliable association between state conservatism
and searches for sex images was observed and replicated across
two time periods. Scatterplots depicting this relation for 2011 and
2012 (including state placement around regression line) are pro-
vided in Figs. 3 and 4.

Ancillary Analyses

As noted above, state religiosity and conservatism were highly
correlated. Thus, in addition to the analyses reported above, we
alsoexamined associations between a state religiosity-conserva-
tism composite score (obtained by computing the mean of the two
variables) and sex-related Google searches. At the zero-order
level, higher scores on the composite variable were associated with
increased Google searching for sex, gay sex, and sex images in
2011 (see Table 2). After controlling for demographic variables
and internet use, only the associations with Google searching for
sex and sex images remained significant. For 2012 Google sear-
ches, higher scores on the composite variable were associated with
increased Google searching for sex, gay sex, porn, free porn, gay
porn, and sex images at the zero-order level. After controlling for

demographic variables and internet use, the pattern observed for
2011 Google searches was replicated: only associations between
state religiosity-conservatism and Google searching for sex and
sex images remained significant.

Discussion

State-level religiosity was associated with increased general
web searching for sex content, even after controlling for demo-
graphic variables. Specifically, American states with a greater pro-
portion of those considering themselves very religious and consid-
ering religion an important factor in life demonstrated more active
searches for sexual content (generally), representing a moderate
association size (Cohen, 1988, pp. 79-81). The greater the propor-
tion of conservatives per state, the increased image-specific sex
searches, with partial-correlations ranging from .45 to .55. These
results become particularly compelling when considered in terms
of abinomial association size display: a .50 correlation, for instance,
means that among states above the median (i.e., in the top half) in
the proportion of conservatives per state, 75 % were also above the
median in behaviorally searching for sex images online. Knowing
a state’s proportion of conservative citizenry, therefore, is a very
meaningful and strong predictor of the magnitude of searching for
sexual images on the internet. These results, observed across two
separate years, were consistent with the preoccupation hypoth-
esis that American religiosity and conservatism are associated
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Fig.1 Scatterplot depicting the
correlation between state-level
religiosity and “sex” Google
searching in 2011
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Alabama 1 Louisiana 18 Ohio 35
Alaska 2 Maine 19 Oklahoma 36
Arizona 3 Maryland 20 Oregon 37
Arkansas 4 Massachusetts 21 Pennsylvania 38
California 5 Michigan 22 Rhode Island 39
Colorado 6 Minnesota 23 South Carolina 40
Connecticut 7 Mississippi 24 South Dakota 41
Delaware 8 Missouri 25 Tennessee 42
Florida 9 Montana 26 Texas 43
Georgia 10 Nebraska 27 Utah 44
Hawaii 11 Nevada 28 Vermont 45
Idaho 12 New Hampshire 29 Virginia 46
Illinois 13 New Jersey 30 Washington 47
Indiana 14 New Mexico 31 West Virginia 48
Towa 15 New York 32 Wisconsin 49
Kansas 16 North Carolina 33 Wyoming 50
Kentucky 17 North Dakota 34

with an increased (not decreased) interest in sexual content.
State-level religiosity was not associated with increased search-
ing for non-traditional sex per se (e.g., sexual imagery, pornog-
raphy), butrather searching for sex in general. It may be that these
“sex” searches were conducted with the intention of delivering
“traditional” sexual content (e.g., information regarding monog-
amous, married, heterosexual sex). Indeed, state-level religiosity
was negatively associated with a more non-traditional search, the
search for sexual imagery. On the other hand, state-level con-
servatism was associated with increased searching specifically
for sexual images, representing an interest in actually viewing
sexually explicit material (largely free of text or information).
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Thus, results pertaining to state-level conservatism were most
consistent with the preoccupation hypothesis.

These internet search findings were consistent with a recent
article in the New York Times (“Strip clubs in Tampa are ready to
cash in on G.O.P. convention”) where a strip-club owners’
organization claimed that, during political conventions, those on
the political right (vs. left) spend considerably more money
($150vs. $50 per person) at exotic strip clubs (Alvarez, 2012). A
recent documentary further elaborates this point (see de Guerre,
2013). For instance, Jim Kleinhans (president of 2001 Odyssey,
one of Tampa’s most well-known and frequented strip clubs)
observed that strip clubs generally yield three times more
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Google sex 2012

R? Linear = 0.243
100.00

90.004

80.00

70.004

60.00

50.007

T T T T T T
30.00 4000 50.00 60.00 70.00 80.00
State Religiosity

State legend
Alabama 1 Louisiana 18 Ohio 35
Alaska 2 Maine 19 Oklahoma 36
Arizona 3 Maryland 20 Oregon 37
Arkansas 4 Massachusetts 21 Pennsylvania 38
California 5 Michigan 22 Rhode Island 39
Colorado 6 Minnesota 23 South Carolina 40
Connecticut 7 Mississippi 24 South Dakota 41
Delaware 8 Missouri 25 Tennessee 42
Florida 9 Montana 26 Texas 43
Georgia 10  Nebraska 27 Utah 44
Hawaii 11  Nevada 28 Vermont 45
Idaho 12 New Hampshire 29 Virginia 46
Illinois 13  New Jersey 30 Washington 47
Indiana 14 New Mexico 31 West Virginia 48
Towa 15 New York 32 Wisconsin 49
Kansas 16  North Carolina 33 Wyoming 50
Kentucky 17  North Dakota 34

Fig.2 Scatterplot depicting the correlation between state-level religiosity and “sex” Google searching in 2012

revenue during the Republican National Convention (RNC)
than during the Super Bowl, an already high-grossing event.'

! Conservatives overwhelming vote (and identify themselves as) Repub-
licans (Jost, 2006). Further, when examining associations between the
percentage of self-identified Republicans in each state in 2011 (obtained
from Gallup, 2013) and sex-related Google-searches, results were largely
equivalent to those observed when associations with state-level conserva-
tism were examined. Upon controlling for demographic variables and state-
level religiosity, greater Republican citizenry was associated with increased
searching for sex images in both 2011 (r= .60, p <.001) and 2012 (r = .50,

p<.001).

During the RNC convention, escorts and exotic dancers appar-
ently “flock” to the host city to capitalize on this increased
demand for sexual entertainment. In the words of Layla Love, an
exotic dancer at 2001 Odyssey, “Since the RNC has started, I
have actually started to do 15 to 17 h shifts, every day, until the
conventionisover. So, forbasically 7 days straight, I will be in the
club, every day, day shift and night shift.” Of course, these
anecdotal accounts may be influenced by political, economic or
public relations motivations. Nonetheless, the current results
were in accordance with these accounts as well as well-
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Fig.3 Scatterplot depicting the R2 Linear = 0163
correlation between state-level 100.00 d
conservatism and “sex” image
Google searching in 2011
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Connecticut 7 Mississippi 24 South Dakota 41
Delaware 8 Missouri 25 Tennessee 42
Florida 9 Montana 26  Texas 43
Georgia 10  Nebraska 27  Utah 44
Hawaii 11  Nevada 28 Vermont 45
Idaho 12 New Hampshire 29 Virginia 46
Illinois 13 New Jersey 30  Washington 47
Indiana 14 New Mexico 31  West Virginia 48
Towa 15 New York 32 Wisconsin 49
Kansas 16  North Carolina 33  Wyoming 50
Kentucky 17  North Dakota 34

publicized prominent anecdotal examples (see “Introduction”).
This analysis provides scientific evidence of reliable, moderate-
to-large associations (Cohen, 1988, pp. 79-81) consistent with
the hypothesis that there is enhanced interest in sexuality in
locations with greater proportions of those on the right (vs. left).

It is important to keep in mind that these differences reflect
relative (not absolute) differences. We do notimply thatideological
liberalism is associated with a lack of interest in sex. On the con-
trary, the political left is associated with support for more non-
traditional sexual values (e.g., Carroll et al.,2008; Sakalh-Ugurlu &
Glick, 2003; Sherkat & Ellison, 1997), and prominent examples of
sexuality and promiscuity on the left are evident (consider Bill
Clinton’s affair with Monica Lewinsky). Our findings, however,
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were congruent with the preoccupation hypothesis: although
characterized by an outward and vocal opposition to sexual
freedom, regions characterized by stronger political right orien-
tations were relatively associated with a greater underlying
attraction to sexual content. Employing a novel methodology and
focusing on the relatively private and anonymous seeking of
sexual content online, our results were in keeping with scientific
research in related domains (e.g., Edelman, 2009; Strayhorn &
Strayhorn, 2009). Collectively, these findings run counter to lay
conceptions about political ideology and sexual behavior and
represent interesting, meaningful, and frequently replicated
associations. Such contradictions provide unique and valuable
insights into human nature generally. For instance, consider the
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Fig.4 Scatterplot depicting the
correlation between state-level
conservatism and “sex” image
Google searching in 2012
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State legend

Alabama 1 Louisiana 18 Ohio 35
Alaska 2 Maine 19 Oklahoma 36
Arizona 3 Maryland 20 Oregon 37
Arkansas 4 Massachusetts 21 Pennsylvania 38
California 5 Michigan 22 Rhode Island 39
Colorado 6 Minnesota 23 South Carolina 40
Connecticut 7 Mississippi 24 South Dakota 41
Delaware 8 Missouri 25 Tennessee 42
Florida 9 Montana 26 Texas 43
Georgia 10  Nebraska 27 Utah 44
Hawaii 11  Nevada 28 Vermont 45
Idaho 12 New Hampshire 29 Virginia 46
Illinois 13 New Jersey 30 Washington 47
Indiana 14 New Mexico 31 West Virginia 48
Towa 15 New York 32 Wisconsin 49
Kansas 16  North Carolina 33 Wyoming 50
Kentucky 17 North Dakota 34

reliable, positive associations between religious identification,
extrinsic religiosity, or fundamentalism and increased racial
prejudice (see the meta-analysis by Hall, Matz, & Wood, 2010).
Clearly, people fail to “practice what they preach.” It is clear that,
for socially-sensitive issues such as sexuality, behavioral mea-
sures are critical in order to tap real-life activity within a charged
political context. This argument becomes all the more relevant to
the extent that people find themselves in particularly conservative
environments (as captured by our use of aggregate data).
Exposing people to overheard conservative (vs. permissive)
sexual norms, for instance, leads even university-aged partici-
pants to self-report more traditional sexual behaviors (e.g., older
age of first sexual encounter; more monogamy) (see Fisher,
2009). Finding oneself in a context or region with more

conservative social norms, therefore, appears to diminish
admissions of sexual interests and behaviors, making relatively
private behaviors, such as internet searches, particularly valuable
and meaningful, particularly for our research question.

The use of internet search data offers very rich and meaningful
insights into the largely private lives of Americans, revealing
their natural interests. By necessity, the data were aggregated at
the state level to ensure the very anonymity critical for addressing
this “private life” question. We examined the private lives of the
political left versus right at the state-level, satisfying a call by
others to depart from focusing solely on individual-level asso-
ciations and also examined research questions at higher levels of
analysis (Subramanian et al., 2009). Of course, it would be ideal
to examine these associations at both the individual and state-
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level, especially given that individual- and state-level associations
can vary (e.g., see Forbes, 1997,2004; Robinson, 1950). However,
individual data on Google search volume are not available. Such
data would compromise anonymity, a critical factor in this
examination. Given current controversies surrounding individual
data tracking (Greenwald & MacAskill, 2013), aggregate data
represent a less threatening and more ethical means by which to
examine these associations. These findings add to a growing lit-
erature employing region-level data to examine, for instance,
associations between state-level conservatism and state laws
pertaining to homosexuality (McCann, 2011b), state-level con-
servatism and state death penalty sentencing (McCann, 2008),
and, outside of the ideology domain, associations between cultural
differences (e.g., in personality factors such as openness or
extraversion) and disease prevalence (Murray & Schaller, 2010;
Schaller & Murray, 2008). Our findings also add to the growing
interest in the “secret lives” of the political left versus right, such as
examining bedrooms and work offices for the number of (and type
of) books and music owned (Carney, Jost, Gosling, & Potter, 2008;
Jost, Nosek, & Gosling, 2008).

Of course, our investigation had limitations. Our examination
was limited to internet users, a very large but not complete sam-
ple of citizens (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010b). Further, our exam-
ination concerned religiosity/conservatism in the United States,
a primarily Christian nation, with a highly polarized left-right
political divide. It remains an open question whether sim-
ilar associations exist outside of the American context. Finally,
an alternative interpretation of our results exists: it is possible
that liberal citizens living in states higher in religiosity or con-
servatism search more for sexual content due to living in a more
sexually-restricted environment. Yet, our interpretation was con-
sistent with first-hand accounts from those directly working in the
sex-industry (see above).

To be clear, our interest concerns the seeking of, rather than
consuming of, online sexual content (cf. Edelman, 2009). Inter-
net searches reflect the purposeful seeking of and naturalistic
interest in sexual content, particularly suiting our research objec-
tive. The observed associations between state-level religiosity or
conservatism and seeking out online sexual content were psycho-
logically interesting given conservative U.S. politicians’ recent
calls, presumably bowing to constituent pressure, to ban/censor
sexual material on the internet (e.g., see Owens, 2012). Such
bans might paradoxically represent attempts to stifle or deny
interest in sexually explicit material. At minimum, these inter-
net-search data clearly demonstrate that those living in states
with greater proportions of very religious or conservative citi-
zenry nonetheless seek out and experience the forbidden fruit
of sexuality in private settings. These paradoxical insights chal-
lenge commonly held assumptions and stereotypes, providing a
springboard for research into the anonymized private lives of
citizens as a function of political context.
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