Age Differences Between Sexual Partners
Table 4. Percentage distribution of pregnancies, births and abortions to women aged 15–17,
by age of partner
Age of partner

Women
(N=1,517,000)

Pregnancies
(N=447,100)

Intended births
(N=93,900)

Unintended births
(N=214,200)

Abortions
(N=139,100)

≤2 yrs. older/younger
3–5 yrs older
≥6 yrs. older
Total

64.1
29.2
6.7
100.0

50.0
30.8
19.2
100.0

44.1
28.1
27.9
100.0

43.4
34.4
22.2
100.0

64.1
27.1
8.8
100.0

Note: Numbers may not sum to total due to rounding.

Young women who were Roman Catholics
were less likely than those who were
Protestants to be involved with a much
older partner (odds ratio of 0.26). The only
variable significantly related to the odds
of having a partner 3–5 years older was
having ever been forced to have intercourse. (The data collected from the NSFG
respondents were not specific enough to
indicate whether women had had forced
intercourse with their current partner or
with someone else.)
•Contraceptive use. Most (85%) of the
young women younger than 18 who had
had sex in the three months before being
interviewed in the 1995 NSFG were at risk
for unintended pregnancy—i.e., they were
neither pregnant, postpartum or trying to
become pregnant, nor were they or their
partner sterile for noncontraceptive reasons (data not shown). Some 82% of these
women reported that they and their partner had relied on a contraceptive method
the last time they had sex (Table 3).
Logistic regression based on the 201
NSFG respondents younger than 18 who
were at risk for unintended pregnancy
shows that young teenagers whose partner was six or more years older were significantly less likely to have practiced contraception at last intercourse than were
women whose partner was within two
years of their age (odds ratio of 0.20). Few
other personal characteristics of the young
women were significantly related to the
likelihood of contraceptive use. Young
women were significantly less likely to report current contraceptive use if they were
Hispanic (odds ratio of 0.22) or black
(0.30). Use was also less likely for young
women who had dropped out of school
(odds ratio of 0.25).
•Pregnancy, birth and abortion. In 1994,
some 447,100 women younger than 18 had
a conception that ended in a birth (308,000)
or in an induced abortion (139,100). As we
saw in Table 2, the pregnancy rate was
substantially higher among those whose
partner was 3–5 years older or six or more
years older (244 and 654 per 1,000, respectively) than it was among those
whose partner was no more than two
166

years older (177 per 1,000). As a result,
even though only 36% of sexually active
women younger than 18 had a sexual
partner who was three or more years
older, 50% of the pregnancies and 56% of
the births occurring among these young
women were to those with a partner who
was at least three years older; in contrast,
only 36% of abortions to women younger
than 18 were to those with considerably
older partners (Table 4). Those with partners 3–5 years older accounted for 31% of
all pregnancies, 28% of intended births,
34% of unintended births and 27% of all
abortions to women younger than 18.
Young women whose partner was six or
more years older accounted for 19% of all
pregnancies, 28% of intended births and
22% of unintended births, but only 9% of
abortions among adolescents in their agegroup.

Discussion
Sexual relationships in which the man is
somewhat older than the woman have
long been common in the United States.
As our data show, the man is three or more
years older than the woman in almost four
in 10 relationships today. Although it is
not surprising, given this general pattern,
that a similar proportion of sexually active adolescent women have a partner at
least three years older than they are, such
age differences may have troubling implications for young women.
The fact that most sexually active young
women have a partner who is fairly close
to their own age does not, however, negate
concern about those with much older partners. The more than 100,000 women
younger than 18 whose sexual partner is
six or more years older have much greater
chances of becoming pregnant and having a baby than do other minors whose
partner is closer to their age.
To date, much of the information about
the ages of young women and men in sexual relationships has been limited to those
involved in births. An earlier analysis
found that 60% of women aged 15–17
when they gave birth in 1988 had a partner who was three or more years older

than they were.23 The data presented in
this article show that 56% of births resulting from conceptions among women
aged 15–17 in 1994 were fathered by men
three or more years older than the woman.
However, those who gave birth were not
representative of all sexually active teenagers. Only 36% of all sexually active
women aged 15–17 had a partner who
was at least three years older.
The reason for this disparity is that teenagers who have older partners are much
more likely than those with partners closer to their age to become pregnant and,
once pregnant, to have a baby rather than
to opt for abortion. Compared with the
pregnancy rate among women aged 15–17
whose partner is no more than two years
older, the pregnancy rate among those
whose partner is six or more years older
is 3.7 times as high and the rate for those
whose partner is 3–5 years older is 1.4
times as high. Moreover, unintended pregnancies to young teenage women are less
than half as likely to end in abortion if the
man is six or more years older than if he is
no more than two years older than the
woman; if the partner is 3–5 years older,
the proportion of unintended pregnancies
ending in abortion is one-third lower. Teenagers in sexual relationships with partners
fairly close to their age are also much less
likely to be married than are those involved with a much older man, probably
due in part to the greater ability of older
men to support a wife and family.
Discouraging sexual relationships between teenage women, especially those
younger than 18, and much older men has
been seen as a way to substantially lower
rates of teenage pregnancy and birth. It
has become increasingly clear, however,
that the situations and the solutions are
not necessarily simple. There are many
reasons why a young woman may have a
much older partner; the data presented
here cannot determine which young
women had older partners because they
were pressured into the relationship, because they were attracted to someone
older than they were because they wanted to become “adults” more quickly or to
escape an unhappy or deprived home environment, or because they simply happened to meet and form a bond with an
older man. Instead, the findings suggest
potential explanations and a need for
more research.
The small number of sexually experienced women younger than 18 who participated in the 1995 NSFG makes it difficult, at best, to predict which teenagers
younger than 18 will have an older partFamily Planning Perspectives

