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they had had sex with more than one man
in the past year but that their partners
were monogamous (13.8%) and of women
who said that both they and their partners
were monogamous (86.2%). We assumed
that the 8.0% of women who incorrectly
reported only monogamous partners were
distributed between these two groups of
women according to these proportions.
Thus, 1.1% of the women (13.8% of 8.0%)
were at both direct and indirect STD risk,
even though they reported only their di-
rect risk, and the remaining 6.9% of
women (86.2% of 8.0%) were at indirect
risk for STDs, because even though they
reported only one monogamous partner,
that partner actually had had sex with
other women in the past year.

To calculate the adjusted proportion of
women at direct or indirect risk of STDs,
we added the 6.9% of women who re-
ported no risk but who we estimated had
a partner with other sexual partners to the
26.9% of women who actually reported
that either they or their partner had had
another partner in the past year. The re-
sult was an estimated actual STD risk pro-
portion of 33.8% of sexually active women
(Table 4). Eleven percent were at direct risk
only, 12% were at indirect risk only and

the percentage of women reporting that
their partners had other partners during
the past year, however. This suggests that
women underreport whether their part-
ners had other partners, either because
they are reluctant to report the informa-
tion or because they do not know about
their partners’ behavior.*

We therefore used men’s reporting of
their own partners in the past year from
the GSS to adjust women’s reports of their
partners’ behaviors. Because we do not
have full information on the social or de-
mographic characteristics of female and
male partners, we made this adjustment
only for women, both overall and ac-
cording to marital status and age. In the
former case, we condensed the survey
samples into married and unmarried
groups, and we made the simplifying as-
sumption that the behavior of married
men, as reported in the GSS, reflected the
proportions having multiple partners
among the men with whom married
women were having sex, and that the un-
married men in the GSS described the
partners of unmarried women. We also as-
sumed that women’s partners were on av-
erage two years older than the women
themselves.†24 Therefore, we assumed that
the proportion of men aged 18–46 in the
GSS who had multiple partners reflected
the behavior of the partners of women
aged 15–44 in the NSFG, and we matched
each age-group of women with an age-
group of men who were two years older.‡

Some 15.2% of women aged 15–44 re-
ported in the NSFG that a man they had
had sex with in the past year also had had
sex with another woman at around the
same time (Table 2). In contrast, 23.2% of
men aged 18–46 who were surveyed in the
GSS said they had had sex with two or
more women in the past year (not shown).
We assumed that the difference between
these two numbers (8.0%) represents the
proportion of women who erroneously re-
ported that their partner or partners were
monogamous throughout the past year.

We can calculate from Table 2 that the
group of women who reported in the
NSFG that their partner or partners had
not had other sexual partners in the past
year is comprised of women who said

11% were at both direct and indirect risk.
These figures imply that 17.2 million
women were at risk of STD infection in
1995 because of multiple sexual partner-
ships—5.4 million women at direct risk
only, 6.3 million at indirect risk only and
5.5 million at both direct and indirect risk.

The adjusted proportions at risk of
STDs from multiple partnership are high-
er, and the differences between them and
the women’s own reports in the NSFG are
substantially wider, for unmarried and for
younger women. From the combined es-
timate, we calculated that almost two-
thirds of unmarried women and adoles-
cents were at risk for STDs in the past year,
as were more than half of women aged
20–24. Adjustment had no effect on the
percentage of married women at risk or
on the percentage of women aged 40–44
at risk (most of whom were married). This
is because in the NSFG and the GSS, the
reported percentages of married men who
had more than one partner were similar-
ly low for these groups.

Comparing these adjusted estimates
with women’s own reporting in the NSFG
indicates that roughly 20% of women at
risk of STDs through multiple sexual part-
ners (3.5 million women) reported, and

Table 4. Percentage distribution of women aged 15–44 who had had sexual intercourse in the
past 12 months, by adjusted risk of STD infection, and among women classified as at risk, per-
centage distribution by self-reported risk, all according to selected characteristics, 1995 NSFG
and 1994–1996 GSS

Characteristic All women At-risk women

Not At risk Total Some self- No self- Total
at risk

Both direct Direct Indirect Any 
reported risk reported risk 

and indirect only† only‡

Total 66.2 10.8 10.6 12.4 33.8 100.0 79.5 20.5 100.0

Marital status
Married 90.2 2.3 4.3 3.2 9.8 100.0 100.0§ 0.0 100.0
Unmarried 36.2 25.8 16.1 21.9 63.8 100.0 79.3 20.7 100.0

Age
15–17 39.1 24.1 18.8 18.0 60.9 100.0 87.6 12.4 100.0
18–19 33.0 30.7 17.6 18.7 67.0 100.0 81.3 18.7 100.0
20–24 46.7 19.7 15.3 18.3 53.3 100.0 78.8 21.2 100.0
25–29 65.4 10.4 11.9 12.3 34.6 100.0 81.5 18.5 100.0
30–34 71.4 8.0 8.9 11.7 28.6 100.0 77.8 22.2 100.0
35–39 78.0 7.3 6.1 8.6 22.0 100.0 80.8 19.2 100.0
40–44 85.9 3.9 6.1 4.1 14.1 100.0 100.0§ 0.0 100.0

†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 in the past year. §Since reported levels of men’s partners were virtually identical in these groups, we
made no adjustment.

*It is also possible that the discrepancy is based partly on
variation between the two surveys in the definition of
men’s partners. Women in the NSFG were asked: “Dur-
ing the past 12 months, did you have ANY male sexual
partners who were also having sex with other female part-
ners around that same time?” In the GSS, men were asked
to report their total number of partners over the past year.
It is likely that the actual number of other partners that a
woman’s partner had “around that same time” is fewer

than the total number of partners he had over the course
of the year, since a man who had two partners some
months apart would be counted under the GSS measure
but not under the NSFG measure. Because we are inter-
ested in men’s exposure to any more than one partner over
the past year (as we are for women), rather than their be-
havior around the time they were having sex with any
particular woman, the GSS estimate is more appropriate
for this analysis; this argues for using GSS figures in the

adjusted estimates that we calculate in this section.

†The median age difference in the NSFG is one year, and
the mean difference is 2.1 years. We recognize that women
and men in each age-group have partners from a wide
range of ages, but making this assumption enables us to
make estimates for specific age-groups.

‡For women aged 15–17, the comparison group is men
aged 18–19, since 17-year-old men were not surveyed in
the GSS.


