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Another potential explanation of the present study’s pre-
dominantly null fi ndings is that we specifi cally assessed 
participants’ most recent sexual partner. Yet sexually active 
young people typically report both romantic and casual 
partners in their sexual history.4 Therefore, the distinction 
between “casual partner” and “committed partner” groups 
may not adequately differentiate participants; indeed, 
which type of partner happened to be the most recent may 
be a matter of chance. This misclassifi cation would bias 
associations toward the null. However, the second analy-
sis, using four partner categories, also found no associa-
tions after adjusting for relevant covariates. Partner 
misclassifi cation is less likely for those who are engaged or 
married, which tempers our concern about bias toward 
the null. The fi nding that those with a fi ancé(e) or spouse 
as their most recent partner differed signifi cantly from 
other groups in post hoc tests for only one adjusted model 
lends credibility to the interpretation of a genuine null 
association. 

Our fi ndings do not minimize the legitimate threats to 
physical well-being associated with casual sexual relation-
ships, and the need for preventive messages in sex educa-
tion programs and other interventions with young adults. 
Most research on the topic has shown that condom use is 
more common with casual than with primary partners. 
This association is particularly pronounced in studies of 
young people’s sexual behaviors in Africa and Asia, 
although it has been found in U.S.- and European-based 
research as well.29–36 Nonetheless, inconsistent condom 
use (except when partners are known to be disease-free or 

when other effective forms of protection are used) consti-
tutes an ongoing public health and clinical concern: 
Nationally, only 53% of males and 31% of females aged 
20–24 report using a condom at their last sexual encoun-
ter.1 In particular, disease status is more likely to be 
unknown for casual partners than for long-term partners, 
and hence the risk of infection may be greater in casual 
partnerships. In addition, positive attitudes about casual 
sex have been associated with a history of sexual aggres-
sion among men and attitudes conducive to intimate part-
ner violence.37 Therefore, women who engage in casual 
sexual relationships may also be at risk of physical harm 
from their partners.

Limitations and Strengths
This study has several limitations that should be consid-
ered when interpreting the fi ndings. First, because base-
line sexual activity measures were not available, we were 
unable to follow respondents with different sexual part-
nerships over time to detect changes in their psychological 
well-being—an important step in identifying a causal rela-
tionship. Second, a single item was used to categorize 
sexual partnerships. Other potentially important infor-
mation—such as the nature of participants’ fi rst sexual 
partnerships, frequency of casual versus committed sexual 
activity, and beliefs about casual sexual activity—was not 
available. Third, our measure of socioeconomic status 
relied primarily on information about participants’ par-
ents, rather than about participants themselves. Income 
data were not collected for Project EAT, as they tend to be 

TABLE 3. Measures of young adults’ psychological well-being, by type of most recent sexual partner, according to gender

Partner type Body satisfaction Self-esteem Depressive symptoms Suicidal ideation

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2

MALES
Dichotomous variable
Casual 38.0 36.3 19.4 19.2 11.2 10.2 10.0 10.1
Committed 37.0 35.6 19.3 19.5 11.9 10.6 8.5 7.7
F 1.63 0.71 0.09 0.53 5.30* 1.92 0.29 0.69

Categorical variable
Casual acquaintance 38.6 36.5 19.6 19.3 11.1 10.1 5.2 4.0
Close but nonexclusive partner 37.5 36.2 19.2 19.1 11.3 10.4 14.5† 14.7†,‡
Exclusive dating partner 37.4 35.9 19.3 19.4 12.0† 10.7 8.7 7.1
Fiancé(e)/spouse/spousal

equivalent 35.9† 35.1 19.4 19.7 11.7 10.4 8.3 7.6
F 0.18 0.52 0.86 0.46 2.12 1.15 1.50 1.96

FEMALES
Dichotomous variable
Casual 30.4 29.9 17.4 17.3 13.8 12.1 26.0 24.9
Committed 30.7 30.4 17.7 17.7 13.8 12.0 20.4 19.3
F 0.10 0.27 0.56 1.08 0.01 0.09 1.58 1.46

Categorical variable
Casual acquaintance 29.2 29.2 17.2 17.2 14.5 12.4 24.0 21.7
Close but nonexclusive partner 30.9 30.3 17.5 17.4 13.6 12.0 26.8 26.0
Exclusive dating partner 31.3 30.7 17.7 17.7 13.8 12.2 19.3 18.6
Fiancé(e)/spouse/spousal

equivalent 29.7‡ 30.0 17.6 17.8 13.8 11.6‡ 22.7 21.0
F 0.18 0.53 0.30 0.44 0.72 1.90 0.85 0.67

*p<.05. †Signifi cantly different from value in the fi rst row at p<.05. ‡Signifi cantly different from value in the third row at p<.05. Notes: Data for suicidal ideation 
are percentages; all others are means. Model 2 analyses were adjusted for race and ethnicity, socioeconomic status, student status, sexual orientation and 
baseline level of the relevant well-being variable.


