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We conducted additional ethnic group–specifi c analyses 
to determine whether this last fi nding held in both the 
Cuban and the Nicaraguan male subsamples (available upon 
request). Because of small cell sizes and a lack of power, the 
fi ndings were inconclusive. Yet, they suggest that the associ-
ation between age at immigration and oral sex may be largely 
driven by the Nicaraguan population; we found no differ-
ences among Cuban immigrants. Thus, we speculate that 
young Nicaraguan men who had immigrated to the United 
States at age six or older may be less likely to engage in oral 
sex than their Nicaraguan peers who had immigrated earlier. 

DISCUSSION
Sexual activity was normative among our sample of young 
Hispanic adults in South Florida, many of whom had 
engaged in sexual behaviors associated with high risk of 
STDs, unintended pregnancy and substance abuse. In line 
with our hypotheses, foreign birth was generally associ-
ated with lower levels of risky sexual behaviors, and these 
associations were more pronounced among young women 
than among young men. Most women, regardless of nativ-
ity, were sexually experienced by early adulthood. Yet, 
compared with their U.S.-born peers, women who had 
immigrated before age six were less likely to have had 
recent vaginal and oral sex, and women who had immi-
grated at later ages had had fewer sexual partners and were 
less likely to have had oral sex and to have used drugs with 
sex in the past year. In contrast to our expectations, how-
ever, levels of these behaviors did not differ between the 
two groups of immigrant women. 

These fi ndings suggest that the relationship between for-
eign birth and sexual behavior is quite enduring for 
Hispanic young women. Even though we assume that 
most of the women who came to the United States before 
age six had few memories of living elsewhere, and many 
had none, their nativity continues to be associated with 
their behavior, even as they enter adulthood. Although we 
cannot identify the mechanisms at work, we speculate that 
the length of time that a young woman’s family has lived in 
the United States may be important. On average, the par-
ents and close relatives of foreign-born women had most 
likely immigrated more recently than those of U.S.-born 
women. As a result, the families of foreign-born women 
may be less likely than others to have “American” standards 
of childrearing or egalitarian notions of gender, and may be 
more likely to surround themselves with support networks 
composed of immigrants of the same ethnicity. This more 
“traditional” family environment may mean that young for-
eign-born women, regardless of their age at immigration, 
are more likely than their U.S.-born counterparts to be 
closely supervised by their families and to have been 
instilled with the belief that nonmarital sexual activity and 
substance use are inappropriate behaviors for women.

A negative association between foreign birth and risky 
sexual behavior was not evident among the young men in 
our sample. The fi nding that Hispanic men do not accrue 
“protection” from foreign birth in the way that Hispanic 

women do suggests that men may be less closely super-
vised by family members or less enmeshed within envi-
ronments that maintain social norms and expectations 
prohibiting such behaviors.

However, some interesting differences emerged in the 
sexual risk-taking of foreign-born men by age at immigra-
tion. Compared with men who had come to the United 
States before age six, those who had immigrated later were 
less likely to be sexually experienced and to have had oral 
sex. The former fi nding appears to be explained by the 
higher representation of Nicaraguans among the later-
arriving group of men. Young Nicaraguan men were less 
likely than young Cuban or other Hispanic men to have 
engaged in certain sexual behaviors. However, ethnicity 
and other background characteristics do not fully explain 
why a smaller proportion of sexually experienced men 
who came to the United States at age six or older than of 
those who immigrated earlier had had oral sex. 

Further analyses suggest that foreign-born Nicaraguan, 
but not Cuban, men’s engagement in oral sex may be infl u-

TABLE 4. Risky sexual behaviors reported by Hispanic young men aged 18–23, by 
nativity and age at immigration

Behavior All U.S.-born Foreign-born

 Age <6 Age ≥6

ALL YOUNG MEN (N=393) (N=224) (N=80) (N=89)
Any sexual activity  85.8 (0.4) 86.2 (0.4) 92.5 (0.3)* 78.7 (0.4)
    
Mean no. of sex partners 6.0 (9.7) 5.5 (8.4) 7.2 (14.2) 6.0 (7.6)
    
No. of partners    
0  15.5 (0.4) 15.2 (0.4) 10.0 (0.3) 21.4 (0.4)
1  12.2 (0.3) 12.5 (0.3) 11.3 (0.3) 12.4 (0.3)
2  12.2 (0.3) 14.7 (0.4) 10.0 (0.3) 7.9 (0.3)
≥3  60.1 (0.5) 57.6 (0.5) 68.8 (0.5) 58.4 (0.5)
    
SEXUALLY EXPERIENCED (N=337) (N=193) (N=74) (N=70)
Sex in past year    
Vaginal 87.8 (0.3) 88.1 (0.3) 90.5 (0.3) 84.3 (0.4)
Anal 20.8 (0.4) 16.6 (0.4) 27.0 (0.5) 25.7 (0.4)
Oral 83.1 (0.4) 83.9 (0.4) 90.5 (0.3)*,†† 72.9 (0.5)
    
Mean no. of partners in past year 2.3 (2.9) 2.0 (1.9) 2.5 (2.6) 2.9 (4.7)
    
No. of partners in past year    
0  7.4 (0.3) 8.3 (0.3) 4.1 (0.2) 8.6 (0.3)
1  45.1 (0.5) 44.6 (0.5) 47.3 (0.5) 44.3 (0.5)
2  19.9 (0.4) 23.8 (0.4) 17.6 (0.4) 11.4 (0.3)
≥3  27.6 (0.5) 23.3 (0.4) 31.1 (0.5) 35.7 (0.5)
    
Mean score of substance use with sex
in past year (range, 1–5)    
Alcohol 1.9 (0.9) 1.8 (0.9) 1.9 (0.8) 2.0 (1.2)
Drugs 1.4 (0.8) 1.5 (0.8) 1.3 (0.8) 1.4 (0.9)
    
Substance use at last sex    
Alcohol 14.8 (0.4) 14.5 (0.4) 13.5 (0.3) 17.1 (0.4)
Drugs 8.0 (0.3) 8.8 (0.3) 6.8 (0.3) 7.1 (0.3)
Alcohol or drugs 20.2 (0.4) 20.2 (0.4) 18.9 (0.4) 21.4 (0.4)
    
Always use condoms 9.5 (0.3) 7.3 (0.3) 8.1 (0.3) 17.1 (0.4)
    
Used condoms at last sex 53.7 (0.5) 52.3 (0.5) 54.1 (0.5) 57.1 (0.5)

*In chi-square test, signifi cantly diff erent from those who immigrated at age ≥6 at p<.05. ††In analysis of 
covariance, signifi cantly diff erent from those who immigrated at age ≥6 at p<.01. Notes: All data are weighted 
percentages unless otherwise noted. Analyses of covariance controlled for ethnicity, socioeconomic status 
and age. Index of substance use with sex in past year was scored so that higher number indicates more 
frequent substance use.


