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Family Characteristics and Sexual Risk Behaviors
Among Black Men in the United States

lifetime number of sexual partners.

Each year, there are approximately 12 million new cases of
sexually transmitted disease (STD) in the United States.!
STD prevalence is higher among blacks than among whites
or Asians and Pacific Islanders—for some STDs, by as much
as30%.2 In 2000, 15-19-year-old black males had a rate of
gonorrhea that was about 20 times the rate of Native Amer-
ican or Hispanic males in the same age-group.? HIV infec-
tion also is more prevalent among black adolescent and
adult males than among their white or Hispanic counter-
parts, and nearly one-half of all AIDS cases reported in 2000
were among blacks; their AIDS prevalence was twice that
of Hispanics and eight times that of whites.” Furthermore,
in the United States, blacks are more likely than members
of other races to have multiple partners,® and black youth
initiate sexual activity earlier than do youth of other races;’
these behaviors substantially increase an individual’s ex-
posure to STDs.8

If exposure to STDs is to be reduced among blacks, and
particularly among black males, research efforts and pre-
vention strategies must focus on factors that affect risk-
taking behaviors in this population. During recent years,
it has been increasingly recognized that sexuality-related
behaviors in adolescence and adulthood are associated with
characteristics of the family during an individual’s child-
hood and early adolescence.® Therefore, this study exam-
ined the relationship between selected characteristics
of the family of origin and risky sexual behaviors among
a large, nationally representative sample of heterosexual
black men.

CONTEXT: Past research indicates that family characteristics are associated with sexual risk-taking behaviors in ado-
lescence and adulthood. Because the prevalence of sexually transmitted diseases is higher among black males than
among males of other races, it is important to understand factors associated with sexual risk in this group.

METHODS: Data from 1,125 black men participating in the 1991 National Survey of Men were used in structural equa-
tion modeling to examine the association of individual and family characteristics with age at sexual initiation and the

RESULTS: Men whose mothers worked were likely to have first intercourse at a younger age than others (beta, —.104),
whereas those raised by both parents were likely to delay sexual initiation (.072) and to have fewer partners during
their lifetime (—.062). Men who were married or had had first intercourse at an older age were likely to have a lower
total number of partners than others (—-.297 and -.369, respectively).

CONCLUSIONS: School and community programs should provide culturally appropriate and accessible activities for

black youth, and should reach black males early, while they are still in elementary school. Programming targeted at

parents may help them learn skills for communicating effectively with children about sexuality-related issues.
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INFLUENCES ON SEXUAL RISK BEHAVIORS

Socioeconomic and Cultural Characteristics

When investigating the reasons for racial differences in sex-
ual risk-taking behaviors, it is helpful to examine factors
that are directly connected with race!® (and racism). These
factors include a variety of socioeconomic and cultural vari-
ables, such as education, urbanization, income level, social
norms, values and life goals.

Financial uncertainty and poor educational and career
prospects may result in the delay of marriage among eco-
nomically disadvantaged blacks.!' Consequently, black
youth may feel forced to seek nontraditional methods of
achieving adult status, such as initiating sex. Living in neigh-
borhoods that lack quality school systems and supervised
recreation areas for youth also may lead to reduced mari-
tal expectations, as well as reduced academic aspirations
and the inability of parents to provide adequate supervi-
sion.!2 However, several studies that controlled for factors
such as neighborhood and income level found that race
still has a significant effect on the age at voluntary sexual
initiation and the number of partners."> Hence, factors other
than poverty status may be salient in influencing sexual
risk-taking behaviors among blacks.

Some of the effect that race has on adolescent sexual
behavior may be explained by the differences in sexuality-
related norms and values between blacks and members of
other races. Black youth are less likely than youth of other
races to engage in a “predictable series of noncoital behaviors
for a period of time before their first intercourse experi-
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ence,”"* and black adolescent males place a particularly high
value on early sexual activity.'” Blacks also are more toler-
ant of nonmarital sex and childbearing, and they consid-

er marriage less important than other races.'

Family Characteristics

Evidence is growing that characteristics of an individual’s
family of origin can influence his or her sexual risk-taking
behavior. For example, the educational level of an indi-
vidual’s parents—particularly of the mother!'"—influences
the age at onset of sexual activity. Adolescents who post-
pone sexual intercourse have better-educated parents, have
received more sexuality education from their parents, pos-
sess greater knowledge about sexuality and have higher as-
pirations than those who begin having sex before age 16.1

Level of parental supervision is another important familial
consideration. Among low-income black children and ado-
lescents, alow level of parental supervision provides the op-
portunity for precocious sexual activity.'” Parental super-
vision can decrease after a divorce’—both because of the
reduction in the number of parents in the household and
because of the custodial parent’s need to work full-time.?!
Boys whose mothers spend many hours at work while they
are growing up are likely to begin having sex early.>?

Findings from studies relating the number of parents in
the household to the child’s age at sexual initiation are un-
equivocal: Being raised by a single parent—particularly by
a single mother?*—is associated with early onset of sexual
activity,>* whereas living in a two-parent family is associ-
ated with delayed onset.?> A British study found that males
from single-parent families were 50% more likely than those
from two-parent families to have initiated sexual activity
before the age of 17, and the average age at first sex was two
years higher for young men who were raised in a two-parent
household than for those whose parents were divorced.20
Living in a single-parent household predicts sexual debut
even when other important variables, such as child’s reli-
giosity, child’s age and family’s socioeconomic status, are
taken into account.?’”

Very little information, however, is available regarding
the relationship between family structure and sexual risk-
taking later in life, and black males are not represented in
the few studies that do address this issue. In a study of a
small, homogeneous sample of white females younger than
22, those whose parents were divorced reported both an
earlier age at sexual initiation and more sexual partners six
years later than did those living with both parents.”® Among
unmarried black women, factors present in early life—living
in a two-parent family at age 14 and early age at first inter-
course—predict multiple sexual partners in adulthood.?
(Reasons for the unexpected relationship with living in two-
parent households are unclear.)

Individual Characteristics

An individual’s educational level predicts the lifetime num-
ber of sexual partners and is, in turn, affected by his or her
mother’s educational attainment.>® Although religious in-
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volvement among adolescents is associated with post-
ponement of sexual activity,? studies on the relationship
between adult religiosity and sexual behavior have produced
conflicting results.>? Religiosity during adulthood is expected
to influence the number of partners, because most religious
groups discourage members from engaging in sexual activity
outside marriage. Findings regarding an individual’s mari-
tal status are unequivocal: Being married is correlated with
having significantly fewer partners than being single.*>

Hypotheses

Early onset of sexual activity and sexual risk-taking in adult-
hood are functions of a complex set of relationships among
the characteristics of the individual and his or her family
of origin. Because the family is the primary source of norms
and role models, behaviors that are learned within the fam-
ily environment are likely to provide the foundation for sub-
sequent attitudes and behaviors. The identification of family-
level factors that predict sexually risky behaviors among
black men—the population currently most at risk of ac-
quiring STDs—will enable culturally appropriate programs
to be developed and implemented specifically for this vul-
nerable group.

In this study, we examined the association of selected in-
dividual and family characteristics with sexual risk-taking
behaviors among a national sample of black men. We hy-
pothesized that age at sexual initiation is a function of fam-
ily characteristics and that the number of sexual partners in
adulthood is a function of age at sexual initiation, charac-
teristics of the family and characteristics of the individual.

METHODS

Data and Measures

Data were obtained from the National Survey of Men, which
was conducted in 1991 by the Centers for Public Health
Research and Evaluation under a grant from the National
Institute of Child Health and Human Development. A na-
tional probability sample of 3,321 men aged 19-41 was ob-
tained for the study; black men were oversampled, but num-
bers of other racial or ethnic groups were not sufficient to
be included in our analysis. Limiting the sample to blacks,
however, prevented race from becoming the dominant vari-
able in the analysis, thereby allowing us to explore specif-
ic factors that are often related to race, such as family struc-
ture and educational level. The final sample comprised 1,125
black men who indicated they were heterosexual and had
engaged in sexual intercourse at least once. Detailed in-
formation about the survey design, sampling technique and
data collection is provided elsewhere.>*

Two sexual risk-taking variables were examined: age at
sexual initiation and lifetime number of sexual partners.
These variables allowed us to measure risk-taking behav-
iors during adolescence and adulthood, respectively.

We determined age at first intercourse by calculating the
interval between respondents’ date of birth and the reported
date of first intercourse. If the respondent was unable to
recall the month and year of sexual initiation, he was asked
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Variable

TABLE 1. Means (and standard deviations) of variables used
in analysis of factors influencing black men’s sexual behav-
ior, 1991 National Survey of Men (N=1,125)

Outcome
Age at sexual initiation (range, 9-34)

Individual

Yrs. of education (range, 0-21)
Religiosity (range, 0-1)#
Marital status (range, 0-1)%

Family
Mother’s yrs. of education (range, 0-21)

aged 5-15 (range, 0-1)%
Family structure atage 12 (range, 0-1)%

Annual no. of partners since age 18 (range, 0.05-33.33)t

Mother's employment status when respondent was

and presence of both parents.

to give his age at that time. This procedure helped to min-
imize potential recall bias: For many men in the survey, ini-
tiation of sexual activity occurred as many as 20-30 years
before the interview. Furthermore, to reduce social desir-
ability bias due to the pressure that society exerts on indi-
viduals to conform to norms consistent with current opin-
ion, interviews were conducted in private locations by

trained, experienced staff.

Our measure of the lifetime number of partners was ad-
justed for the effects of age, because older individuals had
had a longer period of time in which to potentially engage
in sex with different partners: We divided the lifetime num-
ber of partners with whom a respondent reported ever hav-
ing had vaginal intercourse by the number of years since he
turned 18. The result was an estimate of the annual number
of sexual partners during adulthood.* Because a large pro-
portion of respondents (15%) reported a total of three or
fewer partners, the distribution was skewed. However, pre-
liminary analyses showed that a natural log transformation
of the data resulted in an adequate approximation of a nor-
mal distribution. Hence, we used the log of the estimated
annual number of partners during adulthood in the analy-
ses. The possibility of bias stemming from poor recall or so-
cial desirability also limits the accuracy of reporting the num-
ber of partners; the final interpretation of this study must,
therefore, be made with these limitations in mind.

Six variables assessed characteristics of the respondent
and his family. Respondents’ religiosity reflected their fre-
quency of attendance at religious services (coded zero for
less than once a month and one for more frequent atten-
dance). Men'’s educational level was a continuous variable
that measured the total number of years of formal educa-
tion completed. Marital status was coded one if respondents

‘tEstimated by dividing the lifetime number of partners by the number of years
since the respondent turned 18.4The higher score indicates religious atten-
dance at least once amonth, married status, at least six months of employment

*We might have instead divided the lifetime number of partners by the
number of years since sexual initiation. However, because age at sexual
initiation is a dependent variable, creating another variable derived from
the number of years since first intercourse would violate the assumption
underlying regression analysis that outcome and explanatory variables

are measured independently of each other.
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were currently married and zero if they were not.

The mother’s educational level was measured by record-
ing the total number of years of formal education completed
by the respondent’s mother (or a stepmother with whom
he had grown up). The mother’s employment status re-
flected whether a man’s mother had worked for pay (full-
time or part-time) for at least six months when he was aged
5-15. An affirmative response was coded one, and responses
of “no” and “don’t know” were coded zero.

The respondent’s family structure at age 12 was coded
one if he had lived with two parents (biological or adop-
tive) and zero if he had not. Although this measure captures
only one time point and may not represent a respondent’s
entire childhood, reporting is likely accurate, because the
respondent does not have to make an overall judgment
about family structure over a long period of time.

The respondents’ mean age was about 30 (standard de-
viation, six; range, 19-40). Mean age at sexual initiation was
about 15, and each man had had, on average, slightly more
than two sexual partners per year since age 18 (Table 1).
Respondents and their mothers had received an average of
12.9 and 11.7 years of education, respectively.

Analytic Approach

The three family characteristics (mother’s educational level
and employment status and family structure), along with
the respondent’s marital status and religiosity, were the in-
dependent variables in the study model. Age at sexual ini-
tiation was a dependent variable that we expected to be pre-
dicted by the three familial factors. (Because information
on respondents’ religiosity during childhood or adolescence
was not available, we were unable to investigate the asso-
ciation between religiosity and age at sexual initiation.) We
expected age at sexual debut, in turn, to predict the esti-
mated annual number of sexual partners during adulthood.

Respondents’ educational level, which we hypothesized
to be a function of the mother’s educational level, was ex-
pected to influence the number of sexual partners, as were
marital status and religiosity. In addition to the indirect ef-
fects of the family on sexual risk-taking behaviors in adult-
hood (because of its influence on age at sexual initiation),
we expected two familial variables to directly affect re-
spondents’ adult sexual behavior: We hypothesized that
having a large number of partners during adulthood would
be predicted by having grown up in a one-parent house-
hold and in a family in which the mother was employed
outside the home.

We conducted zero-order correlation analysis using SPSS
version 10.0 to identify correlations among the eight vari-
ables; the cutoff level for significance was taken as p<.05. As
expected, the log of the estimated annual number of part-
ners was negatively correlated with age at sexual initiation
(r=—40) and marital status (r=—.33), and the educational level
of arespondent was positively correlated with that of his moth-
er (r=.17—Table 2). There were no unexpected correlations
among the variables, in terms of either magnitude or direc-
tion; hence, our model did not require any modifications.
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We performed structural equation modeling with AMOS
3.6,% using the maximum likelihood estimation procedure
to calculate unstandardized estimates of the model para-
meters, which we then divided by the corresponding stan-
dard errors to estimate critical ratios. A critical ratio with
an absolute value of at least two indicated that the para-
meter estimate was significant at p<.05. Standardized re-
gression coefficients were then calculated to assess the
strength of the relationships within the model.

Because the data set did not allow us to include any la-
tent variables in the model, we treated the five independent
variables as observed factors that were measured without
error; hence, these factors were not considered a source of
bias.>® We assumed covariance among all independent vari-
ables at the start of the analysis. Unexplained variance for
each dependent variable was represented by disturbance

(error) terms.>”

RESULTS

As we had hypothesized, mother’s educational level predicted
that of respondents (beta, .165—Table 3). Neither educational
attainment variable, however, contributed to the model as
we had predicted: A mother’s educational attainment did
not predict her son’s age at sexual initiation, and the re-
spondent’s educational attainment did not predict his an-
nual number of partners during adulthood.

The strongest predictor of age at sexual initiation was
mother’s employment (beta, —.095). This finding supports
the hypothesis that black males whose mothers spent more
time working outside the home initiated sexual activity at
an earlier age than others. Family structure also significantly
influenced the age at which respondents initiated sexual
activity. Thus, as we hypothesized, having grown up in a
two-parent family predicts a delayed onset of intercourse,
whereas having grown up in a one-parent family predicts
an early onset.

Three variables were significant and direct predictors of
the annual number of sexual partners. In descending order,
these were age at sexual initiation, marital status and fam-
ily structure. A low lifetime number of sexual partners is
predicted by an older age at sexual debut, being married
and growing up in a two-parent family. Contrary to our ex-
pectation, the remaining variables were not significant pre-
dictors of the lifetime number of sexual partners.
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TABLE 2. Zero-order correlations among variables used in analysis of factors influencing black men’s sexual behavior

Variable Mother’s Mother’s Family Religiosity ~ Education Marital Age at Annual no.
education employment  structure status first sex of partnerst

Mother’s education na 6% .00 -01 7 —15%* -07* 16%%*

Mother’s employment na -.05 -03 .06* -.08*** = 09***

Family structure na .07* —.09%** 06* 08*** =R

Religiosity na e 5% e —.08***

Education na 0% 3 -.08%**

Marital status na 09%** —.33%*

Age at first sex na —40%**

Annual no. of partnerst na

*p<.05. ***p<.001. tEstimated by dividing the lifetime number of partners by the number of years since the respondent turned 18 (expressed as natural log). Note:

na=not applicable.

We refined the model by eliminating the four relationships
that were not significant, as well as the relationship between
the mother’s educational level and that of her son. All re-
maining relationships in this second model were still sig-
nificant (Table 3): prediction of age at first sex by mother’s
work status (-.104) and family structure (.072), and pre-
diction of annual number of partners by age at first sex (beta,
-.369), marital status (-.297) and family structure (-.062).

Both models displayed an excellent fit to the data. Al-
though the simpler model showed an improved fit, it ex-
plained just 2% of the factors influencing age at sexual debut
and 24% of those influencing partner number. It is there-
fore clear that additional variables should be examined in
future tests of this model.

DISCUSSION

Implications

Alimitation of previous research on sexual risk-taking be-
haviors is that black males are not included or are includ-
ed only under highly limiting conditions. Because this study
involved a nationally representative sample of black men
with a wide range of ages, it provides crucial evidence of
the connections between characteristics at the individual

TABLE 3. Standardized regression coefficients from structural equation models exam-
ining the effect of individual and family characteristics on sexual behavioramong
black men
Variable Model one Model two
Education  Ageat Annual no. Ageat Annual no.
firstsex  of partnerst first sex of partnerst

Mother’s education 165* -053 na na na
Working mother na -.095* 027 -.104* na
Lived with both parents

atage 12 na .073* -.062* .072* -.062*
Religiosity na na -.007 na na
Education na na .002 na na
Married na na -.296* na -.297*
Age at first sex na na -.366* na -369*%
R? .027 .019 .239 .017 237
X2 formodel (df) 82.5(8) 7.5(2)
Goodness of fitindex .981 .997
Adjusted goodness of fit

index 916 .980
Root mean squared error

of approximation .091 .049
*p<.05. tEstimated by dividing the lifetime number of partners by the number of years since the respondent
turned 18 (expressed as natural log). Note: na=not applicable, because no relationship was expected or, for
model two, because the result in model one was not significant.
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and family levels and sexual risk-taking behaviors in ado-
lescence and adulthood within this racial group. Although
the exact nature of these connections is not entirely clear,
they have implications for programming.

One of the main findings of this study is that family struc-
ture not only predicts age at sexual initiation among black
men, but also continues to influence sexual behavior
throughout adult life. Although we expected mothers’ em-
ployment status to also directly affect both outcomes, only
early sexual debut was predicted by having a mother who
worked at least six months when the respondent was 5-15.
Both the mother’s employment status and family structure
may relate to the level of supervision that parents can pro-
vide. Hence, the issue of after-school supervision needs to
be addressed. A first step in this process may be to reaffirm
to parents that children continue to benefit from adult su-
pervision during adolescence and that even when children
are physically mature enough to take care of themselves
while parents are away, they still need close guidance, par-
ticularly in regard to social development, interaction with

peers and romantic relationships.

However, barriers to individual and family success are
often racially oriented: The manifestations of racial preju-
dice in contemporary society may impede effective and safe
childrearing among minority ethnic and racial groups, mak-
ing it difficult for members of these groups to find adequate
employment or housing in safe areas. Thus, there is a con-
tinuing need for increased research and policy efforts aimed
at reducing the prevalence and impact of racism. Because
societal efforts to address widespread racism have achieved
limited success, and because change at the societal level
occurs very slowly, multiple and simultaneous efforts with
potentially immediate impact must be undertaken to ame-
liorate the challenges faced by black families.

For example, school and community programs could
provide widely available, organized, affordable and entic-
ing activities for black youth during after-school hours and
at times when school is not in session. Culturally appro-
priate community programming for parents may help them
learn skills for communicating effectively and comfortably
with children about sexuality-related issues. Furthermore,
itisimportant to address the financial, transportation and
other types of barriers that prevent black adolescents from
taking part in youth and family programs provided in school

and community settings.

Our finding that the age at onset of voluntary sexual in-
tercourse is important in determining sexual risk-taking
of black adult men—as indicated by the number of partners—
implies that there is enormous potential for reducing
sexual risk among black males by promoting their delay
of sexual initiation. The finding also underscores the crit-
ical need to reach youth with prevention and intervention
programming efforts before they become sexually active.
Because black males consistently report earlier onset of sex-
ual intercourse than do others,*® programming efforts need
to reach them particularly early, and preferably while they

are still in elementary school.
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Limitations

This study used single-item measures, which limits its in-
ternal validity and reliability. Ideally, multiple indicators
of each construct would be included. Some information
we used also was not as specific as we desired—for exam-
ple, amore accurate assessment of the effects of the moth-
er’s employment status, including the length of employ-
ment and whether it was part-time or full-time, would have
been useful. In addition, the data were collected through
self-report; a higher degree of reliability may have been ob-
tained if data were also collected from respondents’ par-
ents or sexual partners. Finally, because the study was cross-
sectional, most variables had to be measured retrospectively,
and we had to rely on respondents’ recall. A longitudinal
approach would have revealed more information, such as
the relationship between childhood religiosity and age at
sexual initiation.

Future research should expand on this study by ad-
dressing these limitations and clarifying the reasons for the
relationships between variables. Sexual behavior is a com-
plex phenomenon that is influenced by a wide range of phys-
ical, social, intellectual and emotional variables. Certainly,
there are variables that were not included in this study that
are predictors of sexual risk-taking behaviors and deserve
attention—for example, having experienced sexual, physi-
cal or emotional abuse during childhood is associated with
early sexual initiation®” and with sexual risk behaviors in
adulthood.*® Exposure to media; physical, cognitive, emo-
tional and sexual development; family and peer commu-
nication; exposure to sexuality education; values; childhood
religiosity; employment during youth; personality and ten-
dency to interact socially also may help explain variance
in age at sexual initiation. Moreover, future studies should
include additional parental variables to measure factors such
as supervision, aspirations for children, parental values,
and sibling and extended family relationships.

CONCLUSION

Previous studies have suggested that race-related factors
other than poverty status are important in predicting sex-
ual risk-taking among blacks. This study confirms that both
family and individual characteristics influence adolescent
and adult sexual risk behaviors among black men. In par-
ticular, family structure represents a salient factor that af-
fects sexual risk-taking at both life stages. Future studies
should attempt to clarify the complex processes by which
race and ethnicity affect sexual risk-taking behaviors.
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