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Sexual Variety in Norwegian Men and Women of Different Sexual Orientations and 
Ages
Bente Træen , Nantje Fischer , and Ingela Lundin Kvalem

Department of Psychology, University of Oslo

ABSTRACT
The purpose of this study was to examine Norwegians’ reports of seven varied sexual acts. Data were 
obtained from a questionnaire survey of a probability-based web sample of 2,181 men and 1,967 women 
aged 18–89 years. Among seven acts of sexual variety, the most common sexual experiences were trying 
to watch pornography with a partner, engaging in sex in unusual places, and using sex toys. Older age was 
negatively associated with all sexual behaviors. Regarding more unorthodox acts of sexual variety, 
heterosexual men’s sexual preferences involved having and desiring group sex, whereas heterosexual 
women’s sexual experiences and desires involved having sex in unusual places. Lesbian, gay, bisexual 
(LGB) individuals generally showed greater curiosity or experience of having group sex and engaging in 
BDSM (bondage, discipline, dominance and submission, and sadomasochism) activities than heterosexual 
adults. However, while LGB men had a high preference for group sex activities, LGB women had more 
positive attitudes toward BDSM activity. Individuals appear to accumulate more acts of sexual variety over 
time, thus making the incorporation of sexual variety a function of age. This study supports the idea that 
sexual variety has expanded among those born from 1960 onwards.

Introduction

Kinsey’s studies of sexuality in the 1950s revealed that people’s 
sexual behavior and habits were more diverse than what was 
commonly believed (Kinsey et al., 1948, 1953). Today, erotic 
secrets are revealed in various media daily with the subtext that 
sex makes one healthy and happy. Heavy emphasis is placed on 
how people can improve their skills as sexual partners. The 
media has created an image of a successful sexual life, which 
emphasizes that one must have sex frequently, have multiple 
orgasms, varied sexual acts, and knowledge of sexual variety 
and “kinky sex” (Træen, 2008). This can be seen as a sign of 
living in the stage of “social competence.” It was the Swedish 
scientist Lorentz Lyttkens (1989) who first claimed that we 
currently live in the stage of social competence, the fourth 
stage in the “civilization process” described by the philosopher 
Norbert Elias (1978), which began to develop in Western 
industrialized countries between the First and Second World 
Wars. An important characteristic of the stage of social com-
petence is that people’s private lives and intimacies are 
revealed. Social competency is visible in various areas of social 
life. Given that sexual behavior is social, sexuality has become 
a realm of social competence, where people strive to be 
acknowledged as sexually competent performers (Træen, 
2008). This framework suggests that we live in a society 
where the experience of sexual variety (e.g., having sex in 
unusual places, the use of sex toys, kinky sex etc.) functions 
as a means to illustrate one’s sexual competence.

This trend seems also to be reflected in recent evidence, 
which has shown an overall increase in adult sexual repertoires, 
same-sex experimentation, and changes in sexual attitudes and 

values toward more permissiveness (Bajos et al., 2010; 
Herbenick et al., 2017; Kontula, 2015; Mercer et al., 2013; 
Træen et al., 2021; Vanwesenbeeck et al., 2010; De Visser 
et al., 2014). For instance, a comparison between two cross- 
sectional nationally representative surveys in Australia showed 
a significant increase in men and women’s use of sex toys and 
engagement in role play/dressing-up between the First (2001– 
02) and Second (2012–13) Australian Study of Health and 
Relationships (ASHR; De Visser et al., 2014). However, not 
all sexual practices are equally common among adults 
(Herbenick et al., 2017, 2010a, 2010b; Rissel et al., 2014). In 
the second ASHR survey (Richters et al., 2014) of 20,094 men 
and women aged 16–69 years approximately 15% of men and 
21% of women had used sex toys during partnered sexual 
activity in the past year, about 8% were engaging in role- 
playing or dressing up, while less than 3% had engaged in 
swinging, group sex, or BDSM (bondage, discipline, domi-
nance and submission, and sadomasochism). Similar propor-
tions have been indicated by a nationally representative sample 
of 18–91-year-olds from the U.S., with 8% reporting having 
engaged in role-playing, 2% in group sex, and 2% in swinging 
during the past year (Herbenick et al., 2017). Lifetime experi-
ences were substantially higher, with 42% of men and women 
reporting the use of sex toys, 24% reporting role-playing, 9% 
reporting group sex, and 6% reporting experiences with swing-
ing. Ever having tried BDSM activities (sex involving tying up/ 
bondage, playful whipping, and spanking) was most common 
among adults below the age of 30 years and least common 
among the older age groups (60–69 and 70+ years). Men and 
women did not significantly differ in their lifetime experiences 
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with role-playing and BDSM activities. In Norway, BDSM 
practices seem to have become mainstream experiences 
among younger adults, with 38% reporting lifetime experiences 
with at least one kinky sexual activity (including bondage, sex 
that includes consensual roughness and/or pain, or role- 
playing) (Træen, 2016). The desire to participate in kinky sex 
in the future was substantially higher, with nearly six in ten 
(58%) being interested in engaging in one or several BDSM 
activities. Neither of the presented surveys compared acts of 
sexual variety during sex (tried or desired) between heterosex-
uals and people who identify as lesbian, gay, or bisexual (LGB).

While prevalence of the most common types of partnered 
sexual behaviors (e.g., vaginal intercourse, oral and manual 
sex) have been presented elsewhere (Træen et al., 2021), the 
purpose of the present study was to examine a broader selec-
tion of acts of sexual variety in adult Norwegians of different 
sexual orientations across birth cohorts. Sexual variety was 
operationalized as individuals’ experience with or desire for 
trying different acts of sexual variety (watching pornography 
together, sex in unusual places, sex toy use, role-playing, group 
sex, BDSM, and swapping partners).

Method

Participants and Recruitment

For this study, the Norsk Gallup (a subsidiary of Kantar in 
Norway) collected data based on their web panel, which has 
approximately forty thousand active members (https://www. 
galluppanelet.no/). Norwegian members of Kantar’s Gallup 
Panel were randomly recruited through national phone regis-
tries; thus, there was no possibility of self-recruitment. The 
Gallup Panel represents Norway’s population of internet 
users, which in turn reflects 98% of the population with access 
to the internet (see http://www.medienorge.uib.no/english/). 
The Gallup Panel members were contacted regularly to fill 
out online questionnaires. To motivate participation, Kantar 
developed a carefully planned incentive program. Although 
small incentives were given (e.g., lotteries, occasional surprises 
of varied quality), these were not sufficient to encourage study 
participation. All study participation was voluntary, and parti-
cipants were guaranteed anonymity and safety. All research 
complied with the Personal Data Act and the guidelines of the 
Norwegian Data Protection Authority and followed the ethical 
guidelines developed for market and poll organization surveys 
(Norway’s Market Research Association and the European 
Society for Opinion and Market Research [ESOMAR]).

In March 2020, 11,685 Gallup Panel members were ran-
domly invited to participate in an online survey on sexuality. 
Of those who were asked to participate, 4,160 individuals (18– 
89 years) completed the questionnaire, with a response rate of 
35.6%. Fifty-one per cent completed the online survey on their 
mobile phones.

The mean ages of the women and men were 44.4 (SD = 16.8) 
and 48.4 (SD = 17.1) years, respectively. In the questionnaire, 
we asked about self-identified gender. About half of the 
respondents reported being men (52.4%, n = 2181) and 47% 
women (n = 1967), while 12 individuals ticked “other” (0.3%). 
The 12 “other” respondents were excluded from the analyses in 

this study. Most identified themselves as heterosexual (93.5%, 
n = 3815), and 2.6% as homosexual/lesbian (83 males, 24 
females), 3.3% as bisexual (60 males, 73 females), 0.6% as 
asexual (11 males, 13 females), and 0.1% as “other” (2 males). 
Respondents who identified as asexual or “other” were 
excluded from the analyses in the current study. About 60% 
were not religious, while most of those who reported religious 
affiliation were Christian (18.1% = Christians with no particu-
lar denomination, 17.1% = Protestant). Regarding residence, 
most respondents lived in urban areas (56.8%), and only 16.3% 
lived in rural areas. Most participants had a bachelor’s degree 
or similar educational qualification (41.4%), while 22.8% 
reported a master’s degree, Ph.D., or similar. More than six 
in ten (63.4%) reported being married, cohabiting, or being in 
a registered partnership; 25.4%, 8.4%, and 2.8% reported being 
unmarried, separated or divorced, and widowed, respectively. 
Of those who were previously separated/divorced/widowed/ 
unmarried, 28.8% reported currently being in a relationship.

Measures

For self-identified gender, the respondents were asked “Are 
you . . .” with the response options 1 = male, 2 = female, and 
3 = other. As explained above, the 12 individuals who 
responded “other” were excluded from the analyses in this 
study.

Age groups were assessed by year of birth and recoded as five 
categories: 1 = 18–29, 2 = 30–39, 3 = 40–49, 4 = 50–59 and 
5 = 60+ years.

Sexual orientation was described by completing the phrase 
“Do you currently regard yourself as,” with possible responses 
being 1 = homosexual/lesbian, 2 = heterosexual, 3 = bisexual/ 
pansexual, 4 = asexual, and 5 = other. Response options 1 and 
3, were recoded as 1 = LGB while response option 2 was 
recoded as 2 = heterosexual. Response options 4 and 5 were 
recoded as missing.

Sexual variety was indicated by the question used in the 
German GeSiD study (https://gesid.eu/studie/), “What have 
you tried, or want to try, during sex?,” followed by seven 
items: “watch pornography together,” “have sex in unusual 
places,” “have sex with several persons simultaneously,” “use 
sex toys (e.g., dildo or vibrator),” “role-play,” “BDSM,” “have 
sex in a swingers-club or swap partners.” It should be noted 
that it was not specified what constitutes “unusual places.” The 
response categories were 1 = I have already tried it, 2 = I want 
to try it, and 3 = I have not and do not want to try it. To 
conduct multiple linear regression analysis, the variable was 
recoded as 1 = have not, and do not want to try it (3), and 
2 = have tried or want to try it (1 and 2). The 7 items in 
question were developed by Günter Schmidt in 1995, and 
used for the first time in the 3rd wave of the German Student 
Sex Survey in 1996. The theoretical background for the ques-
tions rests on theories of sexual pluralization (Sigusch, 1996; 
Simon, 1996), and individualization (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 
1990, 1993, 1994; Giddens, 1993). It was assumed that students, 
as the “spearhead” of the sexual revolution, would have a large 
repertoire and many experiences with so-called “more unu-
sual” sexual practices. The battery of questions was later 
included in a survey among three generations of women and 
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men from Hamburg and Leipzig (Dekker & Von Stritzky, 
2004), in a 4th wave of the student sex survey in 2012 
(Dekker & Matthiesen, 2015), and most recently in the GeSiD.

Group sex experience was also measured by the question 
“Have you ever been sexually together with several partners 
at the same time (had group sex)?” Those who responded “Yes” 
to the question were asked the follow-up question “Which of 
the following combinations do you have most experience 
with?” The respondents could only tick one of the following 
response categories “One man and two women,” “One woman 
and two men,” “Two men and two women,” “One man and 
more than two women,” “One woman and more than two 
men,” “Three or more men, no women,” “Three or more 
women, no men,” and “Other.”

Statistical Analysis

Cross-tabulation with chi-square analysis was used to study 
group differences, while multiple regression analyses were con-
ducted to study the associations between sexual experiences or 
desire for sexual experiences and gender, age, relationship 
status, and sexual orientation (Table 3). The relative impor-
tance of gender, sexual orientation, and age were assessed using 
standardized regression coefficients (beta). To explore the dif-
ferences in sexual experiences between the four groups of 
participants (i.e. heterosexual men, LGB men, heterosexual 
women, LGB women), a discriminant analysis was performed. 
The variables were analyzed using Wilks’ lambda (Klecka, 
1980). A lambda of 1 occurs when the mean of the discriminant 
scores is the same in all groups, and there is no between-group 
variability. Wilks’ lambda provides a test of the null hypothesis 
that the population means are equal. The larger the lambda 
value, the lower the discriminating power. The standardized 
canonical discriminant function coefficients show the relative 
association between discriminating variables and discriminant 
functions. To focus on group differences, group centroids – the 
mean discriminant scores for each group on the respective 
functions – were studied. Centroids summarize the group 
locations in space defined by the discriminant functions. All 
data analyses were conducted using SPSS 25.0 for Windows.

Results

Initially, bivariate analyses showed statistically significant dif-
ferences in the sexual acts that men and women tried, wanted 
to try, or did not want to engage in (Table 1).

The three most common experiences to have tried were 
having sex in unusual places (61%), used sex toys (56%), and 
watched pornography with a partner (42%). The three least 
common experiences were having visited a swinger’s clubs or 
swapped partners (2%) followed by participation in BDSM 
(10%) and role-play (13%). The largest gender differences 
were found among those who wanted to try having sex with 
several persons simultaneously, to visit swingers clubs or swap 
partners, and to try role play. More men than women tried or 
wanted to try these activities in the future. No significant 
gender differences were found in trying out BDSM (p > .05).

Group sex experience was reported by 48.5% of LGB men 
(65 of 134) and 15.5% (283 of 1825) of heterosexual men 

(p < .001), and by 29.3% (27 of 92) of LGB women and 10.8% 
(183 of 1689) of heterosexual women (p < .001). Among the 
558 respondents with experience of group sex, 69.8% of LGB 
men reported that the combination they had most experience 
with was “three or more men and no women,” followed by 
11.1% who reported “one woman and two men.” Among 
heterosexual men, it was most common to report “one man 
and two women” (54.4%), followed by “one woman and two 
men” (26.7%). The difference in the reporting between LGB 
men and heterosexual men was statistically significant 
(p < .001). A total of 53.8% of LGB women and 36.7% of 
heterosexual women reported experience with the combina-
tion “one man and two women,” and 26.9% of LGB women 
and 48.0% of heterosexual women reported experience with the 
combination “one woman and two men.” The difference in the 
reporting between LGB women and heterosexual women was 
not statistically significant (p = .642).

The trends of sexual acts that the participants tried at 
different ages appear to follow a wedge-shaped pattern (see 
Figures 1 and 2). For instance, among women there was 
a steady increase in the proportions of those having tried 
watching pornography with a partner during sex, having sex 
in unusual places, use of sex toys, and having sex with several 
persons simultaneously (the latter being less common), with 
a peak at the age of 40–49 years. For men, the increase in 
proportions of those activities was flatter than among 
women. While the experience of most acts of sexual variety 
was lowest among the youngest men and women (18–29 years), 
the experience of having tried BDSM shows a different pattern, 
being most common among those below the age of 30 years. 
Experience with sexual role-playing was highest among women 
below the age of 50 years and among men aged 30–39 years. 
Swinger experience was the least common and relatively stable 
across age groups.

Fairly common experiences for all participants were using 
sex toys, having sex in unusual places, and watching porno-
graphy together (Table 2). Significantly more LGB than hetero-
sexual men had watched pornography with their partner, had 
sex with several persons simultaneously, had used sex toys, 
participated in role-play, experienced BDSM, and visited swin-
gers clubs or swapped partners.

Compared to heterosexual women, LGB women had more 
experience and desire for all acts of sexual variety except watch-
ing pornography with a partner (p = .140) and having sex in 
unusual places (p = .056).

The relative importance of gender, sexual orientation, and 
age on sexual experiences and desires was studied. As illu-
strated in Table 3, multiple linear regression analyses showed 
that being older was associated with lower levels of having 
experienced or desired to experience watching pornography 
with a partner (β = −0.21; p < .001), having sex in unusual 
places (β = −0.30; p < .001), having used sex toys (β = −0.45; 
p < .001), participating in role-playing (β = −0.32; p < .001), 
having BDSM sex (β = −0.31; p < .001), having had sex with 
several persons simultaneously (β = −0.23; p < .001), and 
visited swingers clubs or swapped partners (β = −0.10; 
p < .001). Being female was associated with lower levels of 
having tried or wanted to try group sex (β = −0.25; p < .001) 
and swingers activity (β = −0.16; p < .001). Sexual orientation 
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was statistically significantly associated with all outcomes 
except having sex in unusual places and using sex toys, but 
the associations were generally not strong.

The discriminant analysis to explore the differences between 
participants of different genders and sexual orientations in 
sexual variety (Table 4) resulted in three statistically significant 
discriminant functions (see Wilk’s lambda). The first discrimi-
nant function was dominated by the variables having sex with 
several persons and having sex in a swingers club and was 
labeled “Group sex.” As seen from the magnitude of the stan-
dardized canonical discriminant coefficients, the second dis-
criminant function was dominated by the variable regarding 
BDSM experience and was labeled “BDSM.” Finally, the third 
discriminant function was dominated by the experience of 
watching pornography with one’s partner and was labeled 
“pornography.”

In Figure 3, the group centroids are plotted on a graph 
defined by the two most significant discriminant functions. 
Heterosexual men were grouped in the direction of the positive 
and negative poles, respectively, on the “Group sex” and 
“BDSM” functions. This indicates that heterosexual men were 
characterized by having or desiring to have group sex experi-
ences but not BDSM. Conversely, heterosexual women were 
grouped in the direction of the negative and positive poles, 
respectively, on the “Group sex” and “BDSM” functions. This 
indicates that heterosexual women were characterized by little 
desire for or experience with group sex but had positive 

opinions about BDSM experiences. LGB men had high and 
positive scores on the “Group sex” function and positive scores 
on the “BDSM” function. This indicates that LGB men were 
characterized by a strong inclination to have group sex experi-
ences and also had positive opinions regarding BDSM. LGB 
women were grouped in the direction of the positive pole on 
the “Group sex” function, and highly positive on the “BDSM” 
function. This indicates that LGB women were characterized 
by having or desiring group sex experiences and had positive 
opinions regarding BDSM experiences.

Discussion

Among the measured acts of sexual variety, the most com-
mon sexual acts individuals had experienced were having sex 
in unusual places, using sex toys, and watching pornography 
with a partner. The least common sexual experience was 
having visited swingers clubs or swapping partners (2%). 
This corresponds with previous findings from Australia, 
where less than 3% had engaged in swinging (Richters 
et al., 2014). Being younger predicted experience with or 
desire for most sexual activities. An examination of the acts 
of sexual variety that men and women had tried at different 
ages showed that the proportions of those who had watched 
pornography during sex, had experience with sex in unusual 
places, used sex toys, and had group sex were lowest among 
the youngest (<30 years) and oldest age groups (60+ years). 

Table 1. What men and women have tried, want to try, and not want to try, during sex (percent).

All Men Women χ2 p

Watch pornography together
Already tried 42.4 42.6 42.1 20.656 .000
Want to try 13.4 15.7 10.8
Have not and do not want to try 44.3 41.7 47.1
N = 3349 1778 1571

Have sex in unusual places
Already tried 60.7 58.1 63.6 26.617 .000
Want to try 19.3 22.6 15.6
Have not and do not want to try 20.0 19.4 20.7
N = 3474 1844 1630

Have sex with several persons at the same time
Already tried 14.8 16.8 12.6 216.034 .000
Want to try 18.4 26.7 9.2
Have not and do not want to try 66.8 56.4 78.2
N = 3464 1806 1670

Use sex toys
Already tried 55.7 53.4 58.2 9.157 .010
Want to try 15.4 16.7 14.1
Have not and do not want to try 28.9 30.0 27.7
N = 3511 1835 1676

Role play
Already tried 13.0 13.2 12.7 33.445 .000
Want to try 16.8 20.3 12.9
Have not and do not want to try 70.3 66.5 74.4
N = 3248 1700 1548

BDSM
Already tried 10.4 10.6 10.3 0.572 .751
Want to try 9.7 10.1 9.4
Have not and do not want to try 79.8 79.4 80.3
N = 3485 1819 1666

Have sex in a swingers club or swap partners
Already tried 2.0 2.5 1.5 84.781 .000
Want to try 7.9 11.7 3.7
Have not and do not want to try 90.2 85.8 94.8
N = 3549 1832 1717
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Experience having tried BDSM was, however, most common 
among men and women under the age of 30 years. Having 
tried role play was also most common among the youngest 
women. Finally, being LGB or being male predicted sexual 
experience or desire for having sex with several persons 
simultaneously, having BDSM sex and sex in a swinger’s 
club or partner swapping.

One main finding is that we accumulate acts of sexual 
variety over time. When comparing those who have tried or 
want to try various acts, accumulating experiences appears 
largely a function of age. In particular, adults under the age 
of 30 years seem to have not yet tried many acts of sexual 
variety but have a high desire to explore, while those aged 30 to 
59 have lower proportions of activities they wish to try but 
more acts of sexual variety they had already tried. In line with 
previous studies (Bajos et al., 2010; Kontula, 2015; Mercer et al., 
2013; Vanwesenbeeck et al., 2010; De Visser et al., 2014), we 
found an increase in sexual variety, particularly among men 
and women aged 30 to 59 years. However, few Norwegians 
older than 60 years have tried many acts of sexual variety. 
Considering this, sex seems to have become more varied over 
generations.

Another central finding is the generational shift in types of 
sexual acts tried or desired to try between participants <60 and 
≥60 years old. Our findings indicate that most participants had 
these experiences with various sexual acts by the time they were 

between 30 and 59 years; thus, for these generations – born 
from 1960 onwards – sexual variety is a function of time and 
age. In contrast, participants born between 1931 and 1959 
neither tried nor wanted to try many acts of sexual variety. 
This could indicate a cohort or generational effect rather than 
an age effect. Cohort effects exist as people from different 
generations construct specific social realities. It must be men-
tioned that the oldest participants in this study (≥70 years old) 
were teenagers prior to the so-called sexual revolution, whereas 
participants less than 70 years old were teenagers during or 
after this period. This is likely to have influenced their attitudes 
and behavior (Kontula & Haavio-Mannila, 1995; Træen & 
Stigum, 1998).

Interestingly, experience with BDSM was highest among 
men and women less than 30 years old. The proportion of 
those who had tried role play was also highest among women 
below 30 years old. Given that experience with BDSM-like 
activities was less common among participants aged 30 years 
and above, this experimentation seems to not be a function of 
age, but rather a shift in younger adults’ social reality. 
Specifically, having been socialized in a sexually liberated cli-
mate may have influenced the individual’s development of 
liberal sexual practices. Consequently, this is likely to have 
caused increased experience-seeking in women, since their 
sexual plasticity makes them more responsive to such social 
changes (Baumeister, 2000). However, the openness in the 
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Figure 1. Sexual activities men have tried, by five age groups.
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media about sex and easy access to pornography on the inter-
net may have encouraged experimentation with new sexual 
practices and normalized behaviors by changing sexual atti-
tudes (Wright, 2020). As part of the popularity of the film and 
book “Fifty Shades of Grey,” BDSM activities and fantasies 
have become more mainstream. Experiences with BDSM-like 
activities may, therefore, become an additional domain of sex-
ual competence.

We found that it was also more typical of male LGB parti-
cipants to have tried, or desired to try, more unorthodox acts of 
sexual variety, compared to heterosexuals. Evolutionary theory 
and mating preferences may serve as an explanation for the 
observed differences between LGB and heterosexual men 
(Bailey et al., 1994). Specifically, LGB men may be able to 
obtain male sexual partners more readily than heterosexual 
men can female sexual partners, in part because of men’s 
greater interest in casual sex (e.g., Schmitt, 2005). The diverse 
and varied sexual practices of individuals belonging to sexual 
minorities are also confirmed by other studies (Bailey et al., 
2003; Herbenick et al., 2010a; Rosenberger et al., 2011). This 
could indicate that sexual minority groups may be more 
inclined to accept non-traditional sexual practices beyond tra-
ditional practices than heterosexuals (Diorio, 2016). However, 
discriminant analysis revealed some crucial differences 
between men and women of different sexual orientations. 
Our findings indicate that heterosexual men’s preferences 

and experiences involved having sex with several persons 
simultaneously, while BDSM was not salient. This was contrary 
to heterosexual women, who preferred BDSM but not group 
sex. This preference for BDSM in women was also found in 
another study among 18–29-year-old Norwegians (Kvalem 
et al., 2014). One explanation may be related to the popularity 
of the film and book “Fifty Shades of Grey,” although BDSM- 
like sexual fantasies in women may have already existed prior 
to this (Kutchinsky, 1988). According to Kutchinsky (1988) the 
BDSM fantasies of women involve a specific partner whose 
desire to not be abandoned causes them to physically tether the 
woman. In this sense, BDSM activities serve as tokens of love, 
being in line with the “romantic script,” which contextualizes 
all sexual behavior within a “frame” of commitment and love 
(Gagnon & Simon, 2005). Men’s preference for group sex 
activity represents the opposite and a deviation from the 
“romantic sexual script.” The preference for sex with several 
partners simultaneously represents a desire to follow 
a “hedonistic sexual script,” and escape from the prevailing 
love ideology where sex is legitimized by love and perceived as 
synonymous with “good” sexuality. Sexual minority groups are 
also socialized to these ideals but may be re-socialized in meet-
ing with other sexual minorities. To recapitulate, LGB men had 
a high preference for group sex activities and had moderately 
positive opinions regarding BDSM activity, while LGB women 
had moderately and highly positive opinions toward group sex 
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Figure 2. Sexual activities women have tried, by five age groups.
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and BDSM activity, respectively. One reason for the group sex 
preferences may be connected to LGB liberation and a desire to 
break with prominent heteronormativity in society (Roseneil 
et al., 2013). Furthermore, the preference for group sex may be 

due to heterosexual couples seeking a threesome, wherein 
women may be experimenting with their sexual fluidity 
(Rupp et al., 2014).

Study Limitations

The strength of this study was the large number of participants. 
However, the study also had some limitations which will be 
addressed. Over the past three decades, it has become increasingly 
common to collect data via the Internet. It is a challenge for research 
to select samples that mirror the population or sub-groups of the 
population. In this context, random samples drawn from web-panels 
represent one alternative (Danielsson, 2002), which was applied in 
this study. Even though it is not very likely, a response bias between 
the web sample of 18 to 89-year-old participants and a random 
sample drawn from the Population Register in the same age range 
cannot be ruled out. This may be the case if those who use the 
Internet are very different from those who do not use the Internet 
with regard to the topics studied in the survey. This kind of bias is 
difficult to control or predict. A decade ago, the poll organization 
Synovate, which is comparable to Kantar, claimed that the Internet 
population seemed more sensation seeking and willing to take risks 
and less traditional than the general population (Træen, 2010; Træen 
& Schaller, 2010; Træen & Stigum, 2010). However, with the excep-
tion of number of sex partners, the reporting of the other studied 
variables were most likely not highly influenced by sensation seeking. 

Table 2. What men and women have tried, want to try, and not want to try, during sex, by sexual orientation (percent).

Men Women

LGB Heterosexual Sign. LGB Heterosexual Sign.

Watch pornography together
Already tried 58.2 41.5 .000 42.7 42.1 .140
Want to try 21.3 15.1 17.3 10.5
Have not and do not want to try 20.5 43.4 40.0 47.5

N = 122 1635 75 1479
Have sex in unusual places

Already tried 62.4 57.9 .103 54.7 64.3 .056
Want to try 25.6 22.4 24.4 15.1
Have not and do not want to try 12.0 19.7 20.9 20.6

N = 125 1700 86 1527
Have sex with several persons at the same time

Already tried 47.2 14.4 .000 28.0 11.8 .000
Want to try 30.7 26.6 23.2 8.4
Have not and do not want to try 22.0 59.0 48.8 79.8

N = 127 1660 82 1560
Use sex toys

Already tried 63.1 52.9 .001 67.1 57.7 .002
Want to try 21.5 16.2 21.2 13.7
Have not and do not want to try 15.4 30.9 11.8 28.7

N = 130 1685 85 1573
Role play

Already tried 25.4 12.2 .000 26.0 11.9 .000
Want to try 23.7 20.0 19.5 12.6
Have not and do not want to try 50.8 67.8 54.5 75.5

N = 118 1564 77 1456
BDSM

Already tried 25.8 9.3 .000 27.4 9.3 .000
Want to try 21.0 9.3 21.4 8.7
Have not and do not want to try 53.2 81.4 51.2 82.0

N = 124 1676 84 1565
Have sex in a swingers club or swap partners

Already tried 7.3 2.0 .000 3.7 1.4 .039
Want to try 25.8 10.8 7.4 3.5
Have not and do not want to try 66.9 87.2 88.9 95.2

N = 124 1689 81 1619

LGB = Lesbian, gay, bisexual/pansexual.

Table 4. Sexual experiences, or desire for acts of sexual variety according to four 
distinct groups of participants (discriminant analysis) (n = 2419).

Having tried or want to try sexual 
acts . . .a Group sex BDSM Pornography

Have sex with several persons at the 
same time

0.921* 0.122 −0.117

Have sex in a swingers club or swap 
partners

0.668* 0.062 0.628

Role play 0.372* 0.244 −0.058
BDSM 0.332 0.859* 0.078
Having used sex toys 0.139 0.482* 0.335
Watch pornography together 0.281 0.057 0.532*
Have sex in unusual places 0.176 0.094 0.193*

Canonical corr coeff.
0.302 0.163 0.074

Wilk’s lambda
0.880 
p <.001

0.968 
p <.001

0.994 
p < .05

Group centroids
Heterosexual men 0.177 −0.111 −0.039
LGB men 1.085 0.308 0.240
Heterosexual women −0.296 0.053 0.037
LGB women 0.220 0.866 −0.305

aPooled within group correlations between discriminating variables and standar-
dized canonical discriminant functions; *Largest absolute correlation between 
each variable and any discriminant function.
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Furthermore, when only 2% of the general population does not have 
access to the Internet, it is likely that this difference has leveled out. 
Our sample was reportedly a national probability sample, but the low 
response rate may suggest selection bias and affect the generalizability 
of the results. Already two decades ago, Hellevik (1999), claimed that 
a drop in response rate seems to be a trend in questionnaire surveys, 
including on topics other than sexuality. In this sex survey there was 
no recording of why people did not want to participate, and the 
extent to which any systematic bias was introduced by the low 
participation rate is unclear. Other Nordic sex surveys have indicated 
that non-response is fairly random with respect to sexual behavior 
(Haavio-Mannila & Kontula, 2003; Kontula & Haavio-Mannila, 
1995; Lewin et al., 2000; Stigum, 1997). Furthermore, a low response 
rate does not necessarily imply a selection bias (Søgaard et al., 2004). 
To conclude, we do not believe our probability sample is severely 
biased.

A separate issue pertains to the indicator used to measure 
sexual variety. Although our study covered a diverse array of 
acts of sexual variety, incorporating similar sexual behaviors as 
those measured in previous studies (Frederick et al., 2017; 
Herbenick et al., 2017; Richters et al., 2014), the list of sexual 
acts is not nearly exhaustive.

Another limitation is the cross-sectional study design, thus 
precluding distinguishing between age and cohort effects. 
Furthermore, social desirability bias cannot be ruled out, 
given that recalling one’s previous socially unacceptable sexual 
experiences may be perceived as unpleasant for some respon-
dents. In the current sample, there may be an over- 
representation of highly educated respondents. Almost 4 in 

10 (38%) of the participants had more than 14 years of educa-
tion. In all Norwegian sexual behavior studies, the response 
rate was the highest among those with higher education. The 
official statistics in 2020 (Statistics Norway) show that about 1 
in 3 (34.6%) of the Norwegian population aged 16 years or 
older have a high level of education; thus, the current sample 
might be slightly, but not severely, biased.

A final important limitation pertains to the relatively few 
LGB participants that may affect the generalizability of the 
findings to the LGB population. Heterosexual individuals 
were compared to LGB individuals combined. This was done 
to increase the statistical power. However, the increase in 
statistical power comes with the loss of important, granular 
information about these groups.

Conclusion

The current study had four main findings. First, given that 
adults 30 to 59 years old had greater sexual variety and varia-
bility than those below 30 years old, this difference suggests 
that individuals accumulate sexual experiences over time. 
Second, there may have been a generational shift in the 
types of activities participants have tried or want to try 
when comparing those aged <60 and ≥60 years, with sub-
stantially lower sexual variety among the latter. Third, 
experimentation with BDSM activities was most common 
among adults aged 18–29 years. Finally, LGB participants’ 
sex lives were characterized by more sexual variety than 
heterosexuals’.

- 0.5

BDSM

0.5

- 0.5

LGB women

Group sex

LGB men

Heterosexual men
Heterosexual women

Figure 3. The placement of the discriminant groups in terms of group centroids along the two most significant discriminant functions.

Table 3. Sexual experiences, or desire for acts of sexual variety, by gender, age, and sexual orientation (multiple linear regression analysis).

Watching pornography Sex in unusual places Group sex Using sex toys Role play BDSM Swingers activity

Beta p Beta p Beta p Beta p Beta p Beta p Beta p

Gender −.075 .000 −.057 .001 −.254 .000 −.032 .039 −.121 .000 −.043 .008 −.160 .000
Sexual orientation −.052 .002 .015 .359 −.143 .000 −.020 .183 −.051 .001 −.130 .000 −.102 .000
Age −.205 .000 −.299 .000 −.233 .000 −.449 .000 −.321 .000 −.310 .000 −.099 .000
N = 3311 3438 3429 3473 3215 3449 3513
R2 5.0% 8.7% 13.7% 20.2% 11.6% 12.3% 4.6%

The dependent variables are coded 1 = “Have not tried and do not want to try” and 2 = “Have tried or want to try.” Gender is coded 1 = Male and 2 = Female, and sexual 
orientation is coded 1 = LGB and 2 = Heterosexual.
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