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ables, female students with moderate
knowledge have a reduced likelihood of
being sexually experienced (0.7–1.0), while
those with a high level of knowledge have
considerably elevated odds (2.5–3.6). These
results may be affected by the small sam-
ple size of sexually experienced female stu-
dents (42); therefore, we cannot conclude
that level of knowledge has a positive ef-
fect on the odds of sexual experience for
young women and a negative effect for
young men. 

Discussion
Our findings indicate that in this sample
of low-income college students in Mum-
bai, individual and intermediate variables
have significant effects on students’ sex-
ual behavior, but most familial factors are
nonsignificant. However, the extent of sex-
ual experience and the factors influencing
sexual behavior differ between male and
female students.

Among individual-level variables, male
students’ age and work status were asso-
ciated with their sexual behavior, and their
personal income had a marginally signif-
icant association. The importance of eco-
nomic activity may reflect that young men
are generally expected to bear the ex-
penses incurred during dating, courtship
or outings with young women. Further-
more, personal income may enhance
young men’s opportunities in seeking
commercial sex.

During the focus-group discussions and
interviews, many male participants re-
ported an uncomfortable family atmo-
sphere due to both the physical conditions
of the household (crowded and poor-qual-
ity housing) and authoritarian family re-

working for income doubled the odds that
male students had had intercourse (2.0),
and a high level of knowledge decreased
the odds (0.4). Furthermore, both moder-
ate and liberal attitudes toward premari-
tal sex increased the likelihood of inter-
course (2.6–6.6). A high level of social
interaction had only a marginal effect, and
while erotic exposure remained signifi-
cant, the effect of a high level of exposure
was greatly reduced.

To investigate the extent to which the
choice of variables included in the multi-
variate analysis influences the results, we
conducted five additional analyses of the
effect of knowledge about issues related
to sex on sexual behavior (Table 5), each
controlling for the effects of a subset of the
variables included in Table 4. In general,
these calculations yield considerably dif-
ferent odds ratios, although changes in the
direction of the effect are infrequent.

When sexual knowledge is the only in-
dependent variable considered, the analy-
sis confirms that the likelihood of having
had intercourse is highest among young
men with a moderate level of knowledge
(odds ratio, 2.5), next highest among those
with a high level of knowledge (1.8) and
lowest among those with the least knowl-
edge. In analyses including additional
variables, however, males with a medium
level of knowledge remain the most like-
ly to have had intercourse (1.3–2.1), but
those with a high level of knowledge be-
come the least likely to have done so
(0.4–0.5). Thus, the effect of knowledge de-
pends on the extent of knowledge gained.

The pattern of variation is different
when we consider any sexual experience
as the dependent variable. For male stu-
dents, the analysis including only the level
of knowledge confirms the bivariate find-
ing that the chance of having had any sex-
ual experience increases with knowledge
level. This result holds also when the so-
cioeconomic and familial variables are
considered, but when the intermediate
variables are added, the direction of effects
reverses; as knowledge level increases, the
chance of experience decreases. Thus, the
change observed is due primarily to the
influence of other intermediate variables.

For young women, the bivariate regres-
sion result is consistent with the bivariate
cross-tabulation, showing that the odds of
sexual experience increase as the level of
knowledge rises. However, the effect of a
moderate level of knowledge is minimal
(odds ratio, 1.1), and this may help explain
why the inclusion of more variables pro-
duces a change in the direction of the effect.
In all analyses including additional vari-

lationships, a common feature among In-
dian families; these young men therefore
preferred to spend most of their time out-
side their homes. The survey finding of an
association between perceived family en-
vironment and young men’s likelihood of
having any sexual experience, albeit only
marginally significant, supports the no-
tion that those who are uncomfortable in
their homes may seek companionship
elsewhere.

Young women’s largely traditional at-
titudes toward premarital sex and the ef-
fects of these attitudes on their sexual be-
havior reflect societal norms about female
sexuality. In India, female sexuality is cir-
cumscribed within the institution of mar-
riage for the purpose of procreation. Fur-
thermore, because the honor and dignity
of a man and his family are linked to fe-
male sexuality, women are expected to
postpone intercourse until they marry and
then to remain faithful to their husband.
However, in the focus groups and inter-
views, both female and male participants
said that they did not consider kissing
(which often means kissing on the cheek,
forehead or hands, rather than deep kiss-
ing or kissing on the lips) and hugging
sexual acts; they indicated that these acts
are quite common among students and
are not taboo. 

Findings from the focus-group discus-
sions and interviews showed that female
students did not consider it acceptable to
have sexual intercourse even with their
boyfriend. They were particularly against
premarital sex because a young woman
cannot be sure whether a relationship will
culminate in marriage; if it does not, the
young woman could get a “bad name” in

Table 5. Odds ratios from logistic regression analyses showing the likelihood that students
have had any sexual experience and, for males, intercourse, by characteristics included in the
analysis, according to level of knowledge about sexuality-related issues

Type of experience Males Females
and characteristics included

Low Moderate High Low Moderate High

Sexual intercourse
Knowledge only 1.00 2.46 1.75 na na na
Knowledge/socioeconomic/familial 1.00 2.14 0.99 na na na
Knowledge/intermediate 1.00 1.28 0.52 na na na
Knowledge/socioeconomic/ 1.00 1.30 0.43 na na na

intermediate
Knowledge/familial/intermediate 1.00 1.31 0.54 na na na
All characteristics 1.00 1.28 0.43 na na na

Any sexual experience
Knowledge only 1.00 1.87 3.24 1.00 1.12 4.90
Knowledge/socioeconomic/familial 1.00 1.52 1.68 1.00 0.88 3.60
Knowledge/intermediate 1.00 0.86 0.80 1.00 0.96 3.27
Knowledge/socioeconomic/ 1.00 0.77 0.50 1.00 0.83 3.18

intermediate
Knowledge/familial/intermediate 1.00 0.88 0.77 1.00 0.82 2.46
All characteristics 1.00 0.77 0.48 1.00 0.74 2.57

Notes: For complete lists of characteristics, see Tables 1–3. na=not applicable.


