Sexual Partnership Patterns and Risk for Sexually Transmitted Diseases
Table 3. Among women aged 15–44 who had
had sexual intercourse in the past 12 months,
odds of having been directly or indirectly at
risk of STDs in the past year, and among men
aged 18–44 who had had sexual intercourse
in the past 12 months, odds of having been
directly at risk, all by characteristic, 1995
NSFG (women) and 1994 and 1996 GSS (men)
Characteristic

Women

Men

Direct
risk†

Indirect
risk‡

Direct
risk†

1.00
4.10***
10.67***
7.96***

1.00
2.73***
7.19***
6.42***

1.00
u
15.79***
11.31***

Age
15–17
18–19
20–24
25–29
30–34
35–39
40–44 (ref)

1.84**
3.15***
2.72***
2.06***
1.78***
1.39**
1.00

1.70*
1.88***
1.79***
1.52**
1.53**
1.42*
1.00

ns
1.65
2.88*
2.63*
1.69
1.85*
1.00

Race/ethnicity
White non-Hispanic/
other (ref)
Black non-Hispanic
Hispanic

1.00
1.60***
0.93

1.00
1.60***
1.19

1.00
2.20**
u§

Education
<high school
High school/GED
≥some college (ref)

1.31*
1.16*
1.00

1.04
1.16
1.00

1.09
0.94
1.00

Region
Northeast (ref)
Midwest
South
West

1.00
0.94
1.23*
1.08

1.00
1.21
1.26*
1.42*

1.00
0.80
1.06
0.99

Religion
None
Protestant (ref)
Catholic
Other

1.17
1.00
1.02
1.11

1.25
1.00
0.90
0.92

1.87*
1.00
1.15
1.13

Marital status
Married (ref)
Cohabiting
Formerly married
Never married

*Significantly different from reference category at p<.05. **Significantly different from reference category at p<.01. ***Significantly different from reference category at p<.001. †Direct risk
means an individual had more than one sex partner in the past
year. ‡Indirect risk means at least one sex partner in the past year
had another partner at around the same time. §The GSS does
not categorize Hispanics separately, so for men, the “white nonHispanic/other” and “black non-Hispanic” categories do in fact include Hispanics. Notes: u=unavailable. ns=not surveyed. ref=reference category.

Direct and Indirect Risk
In the 1995 NSFG, 21% of women aged
15–44* had had more than one partner in
the past 12 months—with nearly 12% reporting that they themselves had had
more than one partner, and almost 10%
saying that both they and their partner
had had other partners (Table 2, page 231).
Moreover, 15% reported that a partner in
the past 12 months had had at least one
other partner at around the same time—
again, with nearly 10% of women reporting that both they and their partner had
had other partners and around 5% saying
that only their partner had had at least one
other partner. Combining the two types
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of risk, 27% of women of reproductive age
reported behavior (either their own or
their partner’s) that put them directly or
indirectly at risk of STDs.
Married women were least likely to report having been exposed to the risk of
STDs, although one in 10 said that they had
had more than one partner in the last year
or that their partner had done so. As might
be expected, women married for less than
one year reported higher exposure to risk
over the past year than those who had been
married for more than one year. The proportions of women at risk for STDs were
highest—greater than 50%—among noncohabiting formerly married and nevermarried women and among adolescents
(almost all of whom were unmarried).
The proportions at risk were significantly
higher among lower income women, as
well as among women who were black or
Hispanic. Women residing in the South
were also at higher risk, as were those with
less education, women not working fulltime or part-time, and nulliparous women.
Women with no religious affiliation also appeared to be at higher risk.
Overall, 24% of men in the GSS reported having had more than one partner in the
past year, a level slightly higher than the
proportion of women who reported doing
so (21%), but much higher than the proportion of women who said that their male
partners had had sex with other women
(15%). Group differences among men were
largely similar to those among women: Unmarried and younger men were much
more likely to report multiple partners, as
were men who were black, who had less
education, who were not working, who
had no children or who reported having no
religious affiliation. The importance of employment status in the bivariate context is
particularly notable for men, as those who
were not working were twice as likely to
report multiple partners in the past year.
This difference may be related to age and
race, since younger men and black men
were less likely to be employed as well.
Multivariate Analyses of Risk
To examine the associations between risk
status and demographic characteristics in
a multivariate context, we fit several logistic regression models, using women’s
reported direct and indirect risk from the
1995 NSFG and men’s reported direct risk
from the 1994 and 1996 GSS surveys as
outcome variables. Consistent with the bivariate analyses, the effects of marital status are significant and pronounced. The
odds of having had more than one partner in the past year were more than 10

times as great for formerly married
women as they were for currently married
women, and were nearly 16 times as great
for formerly married men as for married
men (Table 3). Cohabiting women were
more likely than currently married
women but less likely than unmarried
women to be at risk.
The relationships between age and risk
seen in the bivariate analyses also hold in
the multivariate models, particularly for
women: Younger individuals were at higher risk than those in older age-groups. The
odds of being at direct risk were 1.6 times
as great for black non-Hispanic women as
they were for white non-Hispanic women,
but STD risk among Hispanic women was
not significantly different from that among
white non-Hispanic women.† The odds of
being at direct risk of STDs were twice as
great for black men as they were for men
who were white or of other races.
Having no religious affiliation, which
was associated with higher risk in the bivariate analysis, was no longer significant
for women in the multivariate context, although it continued to be associated with
higher risk in men. Among women, region
of residence continued to be significant,
with Southern women more likely to be at
direct risk than women who lived in the
Northeast. Women who lived in the West
and the South also exhibited higher levels
of indirect risk than those in the Northeast.
Poverty status, metropolitan residence,
employment status and parity failed to
show a significant effect in the multivariate analysis. This suggests that the effects
seen in Table 2 were actually the result of
demographic and other characteristics associated with these variables, rather than
being related to the direct impact of these
variables themselves.
Adjusting Women’s Reports of Risk
The NSFG and the GSS provide complementary measures of the extent to which
sexually active men had more than one female partner in the past year: Women in
the NSFG reported whether their male
partners had multiple partners, while men
in the GSS reported directly whether they
had multiple partners. The percentage of
men reporting multiple partners over the
past year was substantially higher than
*This figure differs from the 20.3% of women in Table 1
who reported two (10.6%) or three or more (9.7%) partners, because Table 1 excludes women aged 15–17, whose
higher likelihood of having had multiple partners raises the proportion for women aged 15–44 to 21.3%.
†Non-Hispanic women of other races comprised 6% of
the 1995 NSFG sample and 5% of the GSS sample, and
are grouped with white women in this analysis.
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