
promote abstinence among unmarried individuals need

to be informed by the reality of current patterns of sexual

behavior and union formation in the United States.

Given demographic trends and the growing policy

interest in single women, it is important to understand

the sexual behavior of single adult American women,

including how it compares with that of married and

cohabiting women. While marital and union status is

often used as a differentiating variable in studies of sexual

behavior, it generally is not the focus of these studies; as

a result, information about the sexual behavior and

reproductive health needs of single women is scattered

across diverse studies.6,8,9 The generalizability of this past

work and its contribution to informing current policy are

limited by a number of factors. First, earlier studies used

various and noncomparable definitions of union status,

particularly in how they identified and groupedwomen in

cohabiting unions. Measures that group all unmarried

women—whether cohabiting or single—do not accurately

capture their experiences. Second, most studies that

focused on union status as a differentiating characteristic

gave little attention to identifying variation in sexual

activity and reproductive health needs by social and

demographic characteristics, such as age, income, educa-

tion, and race or ethnicity. Third, research based on data

from the mid-1990s or earlier may no longer adequately

describe the experiences and needs of single women.

This article presents new, nationally representative

data on current patterns of sexual behavior, by union

status, among women aged 20–44. Our objectives are to

assess the extent to which single women are sexually

active and at risk of poor sexual and reproductive health

outcomes, and therefore are in need of reproductive

health services; to identify differences in these patterns

between single women and married or cohabiting

women; and to examine differences in these patterns

among demographic subgroups.

We address a range of questions: What proportions of

single women have had sexual intercourse, are currently

sexually active and have hadmultiple partners in the past

year? What proportions are at risk of unintended preg-

nancy and STDs? What are their needs for sexual and

reproductive health services, and do they have health

insurance to help meet these needs? How do single

women differ from cohabiting or married women regard-

ing sexual behavior and need for information and ser-

vices? Are some subgroups of single women at greater

reproductive health risk than others?

DATA AND METHODS

Most of the data for this analysis were drawn from the

2002 National Survey of Family Growth (NSFG), the

latest cycle of a periodic survey of the noninstitutional-

ized population in the United States. The survey used

a multistage, stratified, clustered sample design and

interviewed men and women of reproductive age; meth-

odological details are available elsewhere.10 The NSFG

used face-to-face interviews to collect information about

sexual behavior and family formation, including current

union status. A month-to-month calendar was employed

to elicit detailed responses about sexual activity and

contraceptive use. Because of our focus on adult women,

our sample was limited to 6,493 female respondents aged

20–44 at the time of interview. To examine trends in

union status, we also used 1988 and 1995 NSFG data on

7,216 and 9,451 women, respectively, who were aged 20–

44 at the time of interview. These earlier surveys had

comparable designs to the 2002 NSFG.11,12

Measures
dUnion status. Women were asked to identify their mar-

ital status from the following choices: ‘‘married; not

married but living together with a partner of the opposite

sex; widowed; divorced; separated, because you and your

husband are not getting along; never been married.’’

We categorized women who gave the first two responses

as married and cohabiting, respectively, and the rest as

single. We recognize that this last category encompasses

groups thatmay differ in behaviors and needs, but for our

assessment of how women not in a union differ from

others, this categorization is appropriate.
dSexual behavior. We examined a number of women’s

sexual behaviors as a way to measure risk of unintended

pregnancyor STDs.Most of themeasures for this analysis

were drawn from the face-to-face interviews, and sensi-

tive topics, such as number of partners, thus may be

TABLE 1. Percentage distribution of U.S. women aged
20–44, by age and current union status, according to race
or ethnicity, 2002 National Survey of Family Growth

Age and union status Hispanic White Black

All
Single 32.0 32.2* 57.9
Married 53.8*,† 59.4* 31.2
Cohabiting 14.3*,† 8.4* 10.9

20–24
Single 46.9*,† 61.9* 73.3
Married 32.4*,† 22.9* 11.4
Cohabiting 20.7 15.2 15.4

25–29
Single 32.0 31.7* 57.8
Married 48.6 56.6* 31.6
Cohabiting 19.3*,† 11.7 10.6

30–34
Single 24.9 26.3* 53.2
Married 64.2 67.5* 35.0
Cohabiting 10.8 6.1* 11.8

35–39
Single 26.3 24.3* 57.3
Married 62.3*,† 70.2* 34.4
Cohabiting 11.4*,† 5.5 8.3

40–44
Single 28.0 22.6* 47.6
Married 65.0 71.6* 43.8
Cohabiting 6.9 5.7 8.6

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0

*Significantlydifferentfrompercentageforblacksatp£.05.†Significantlydifferent
from percentage for whites at p£.05.
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