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behavior may increase
the STD risk of all of
their partners and to take
preventive action, such
as using the condom.
However, our analysis
cannot address these is-
sues.

Our data have several
limitations. They de-
scribe only two aspects
of the behavioral deter-
minants of STD risk—
number of sex partners
and use of the condom.
Thus, our analyses esti-
mate the extent to which
individuals are exposed
to the risk of STDs based
on these two key deter-
mining behaviors, but
not on all such behav-
iors. In addition, these
analyses measure the
risk of exposure to STDs,
not actual exposure to
infection. Only hetero-
sexual relationships are
measured and only vagi-
nal intercourse is con-
sidered. Both of these re-
strictions mean that
inferences about the
level of STD risk based
on the data presented
will be conservative. The
limited data available do
not allow us to deter-
mine patterns of sexual
relationships; for exam-
ple, we do not know
whether individuals
who reported multiple
partners in the past year
had serial relationships
or contemporaneous re-
lationships. In addition,
we do not know the in-
fection status of respon-
dents, or whether they
were practicing other
high-risk behaviors that
could also affect STD
transmission (e.g., using
drugs intravenously).26

The biological factors that also con-
tribute to STD risk and transmission are
not covered here, and may interact with
the behavioral risk factors that are the
focus of this analysis. For example, expo-
sure to STD risk from multiple sexual part-
ners in a community where the prevalence
of STDs is high would result in a more

three or more partners even decreased;
moreover, the large majority of sexually
active men and women report having had
only one partner in the past year.

At the same time, many American
women and men appear to be at high risk
of contracting STDs through exposure to
multiple partners. We estimated that 34%
of sexually active women aged 15–44—
more than 17 million women—are at risk
for STDs because they or their partner had
other partners in the past year. The full ex-
tent of men’s STD risk is unknown, but at
least 13 million—24% of sexually active
men aged 18–44—are at direct risk.

Levels vary substantially by subgroup,
with unmarried individuals, young peo-
ple and blacks much more likely to have
had two or more partners in the past year.
In addition, our analysis suggests that a
sizable proportion of women who report
that they are in mutually monogamous re-
lationships are in fact at risk of STDs be-
cause of their partners’ involvement with
other sexual partners. All groups except
married women appear to have underre-
ported their indirect risk. Unmarried
women underestimated the extent to
which their partners have other partners
by about 35%, either because they did not
know of or did not report these partners.

Regarding condom use, many of the
same groups of women who were at ele-
vated risk for STDs—younger, unmarried
and black women, for example—also
were more likely to have used condoms
for STD prevention at some time in the
recent past. Those who specifically re-
ported that either they or their partners
engaged in multiple relationships were
also more likely to have reported condom
use for STD prevention in the past. Indi-
viduals at indirect STD risk alone were less
likely to currently use condoms or to have
used one at last sex, however, than were
women at direct risk. 

One possible interpretation of this find-
ing is that the two types of exposure to
multiple partners (direct and indirect) have
different impacts on an individual’s per-
ception of her own risk. People who have
had multiple partners may be more aware
of their risk level, and thus may desire
more strongly to use condoms. In contrast,
perceptions of risk may not seem as salient,
and the impetus to use condoms may not
be as strong, if a person’s risk is based on
his or her partner’s behavior. Less condom
use among women at indirect risk may
also reflect greater inequity in the power
balance between partners or less willing-
ness by men with outside partners both to
acknowledge that their pattern of sexual

rapid rate of transmission than would
similar behavioral risk in low-prevalence
communities.

There are other potential limitations as
well. For example, while available data on
condom use currently and at last inter-
course are useful indicators of the extent
of protection against STDs, information
is not available on whether the condom

Table 6.  Among women aged 15–44 who had had sexual inter-
course in the past 12 months, odds  of using a condom, by mea-
sure of condom use, according to characteristics, 1995 NSFG

Characteristic Used for STD Currently using Used at last sex
prevention in (in month of

All Currentpast year interview)
users

Type of reported STD risk
None (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Direct only† 3.33*** 1.18 1.27* 1.17
Indirect only‡ 1.28 0.71 0.56** 0.49**
Both 4.88*** 1.20 1.12 0.75

Marital status
Married (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Cohabiting 3.94*** 1.16 1.02 0.81
Formerly married 11.02*** 1.66*** 1.46** 0.49***
Never married 9.82*** 2.15*** 2.37*** 0.82

Age
15–17 2.63*** 2.56*** 4.59*** 1.19
18–19 2.43*** 2.50*** 3.17*** 1.10
20–24 1.73*** 2.11*** 2.10*** 1.05
25–29 1.61*** 1.88*** 1.81*** 0.87
30–34 1.31* 1.58*** 1.37** 0.72
35–39 1.25 1.41** 1.31* 0.97
40–44 (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

Poverty status (% of poverty level)
0–99% 0.82 0.71** 0.69** 0.66*
100–199% 0.90 0.85 0.92 0.93
≥200% (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

Residential status
Metropolitan (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Nonmetropolitan 0.92 0.78** 0.79* 0.90

Race/ethnicity
White non-Hispanic/

other (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Black non-Hispanic 1.55*** 1.09 0.99 1.08
Hispanic 0.97 0.87 0.85 0.90

Education
<high school 0.80 0.60*** 0.48*** 0.73
High school/GED 0.98 0.65*** 0.61*** 0.81
≥some college (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

Region
Northeast (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Midwest 0.79* 0.82* 0.76** 0.88
South 0.93 0.77*** 0.70*** 1.03
West 0.99 0.77** 0.75** 0.94

Parity
0 1.40*** 1.10 1.11 0.93
≥1 (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

Religion
None 1.27* 1.07 1.11 0.91
Protestant (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Catholic 0.94 1.24** 1.17* 1.05
Other 1.37 1.83*** 1.41* 0.64*

*Significantly different from reference category at p<.05. **Significantly different from refer-
ence 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 past-year sex partner had another partner around the same time. Note: ref=ref-
erence group.


