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the partner was more than two years older or younger; and 
the partner had completed at least some college, but the 
respondent had not (or vice versa).
�Individual and family controls. Time-varying character-
istics were drawn from the survey round in which the 
respondent reported last having sex with his or her part-
ner. These were the respondent’s age at last sex, whether 
the respondent was neither employed nor enrolled in 
school, whether the partner met these criteria when the 
relationship began, whether the respondent had com-
pleted at least some college and the number of sex part-
ners in the past year. Another question asked if females 
had given birth and if males had fathered a child prior to 
the date of last sex. We considered this an individual 
rather than a relationship characteristic, because although 
14% of relationships in our sample were reported by a 
respondent with a prior birth, the current partner was the 
other parent in fewer than 3% of these cases.

much their partner cares about them. Responses were rated 
on a scale of 0–10, and were categorized as low (0–6), 
medium (7–9) or high (10) in the descriptive and bivariate 
analyses. In addition, respondents estimated the likelihood 
that they would still be dating their partner in six months; 
a score of 0 indicated no chance, and 10 indicated 100% 
certainty. These three variables were moderately correlated 
(r=0.47–0.67), so responses were averaged to create a sin-
gle 0–10 intimacy scale (Cronbach’s alpha, 0.76). To assess 
commitment, a dichotomous measure asked whether the 
couple had discussed marriage or cohabitation. 

Respondents also rated the amount of confl ict in their 
relationship on a scale of 0–10; responses were categorized 
as low (0–3) or medium or high (4–10) in the descriptive 
and bivariate analyses. Finally, partner-respondent asym-
metries were examined using a three-item  summative 
index, for which one point was given for each of the 
 following: The partner was of a different race or ethnicity; 

Characteristic %†

DEPENDENT VARIABLE   
Contraceptive use at last sex   
None 25.4
Condom only 25.8
Hormonal only 25.8
Dual methods 23.0
 
RELATIONSHIP  
Duration (mos.)  
0–6  31.2
7–12  20.1
13– 23  22.5
≥24 26.2

Timing of fi rst sex in the relationship 
Before dating began 9.0
In fi rst or second month 55.6
After second month 35.4

Closeness to partner‡ 
Low 8.6
Medium 45.7
High 45.7

Partner’s caring about respondent‡ 
Low     5.1
Medium 35.3
High 59.5

Likelihood of being together in six mos.  
0–40%   5.9
50% 17.0
60–90%  35.8
100%  41.2

Discussed marriage/cohabitation 72.6

Medium/high level of confl ict§ 43.6

Partner asymmetry†† 
0 35.8
1 43.8
2 18.1
3   2.4

Characteristic %†

INDIVIDUAL/FAMILY   
Age at last sex with partner  
18–19 19.3
20–21 36.5
22–26 44.2

Neither employed nor enrolled in school 12.0

Partner neither employed nor enrolled in school 5.5

Ever attended college 55.5

Was a parent prior to last sex 14.2

No. of partners in last year
1 57.1
2 19.2
≥3 23.7

Gender‡‡ 
Male  47.2
Female  52.8 

Race/ethnicity‡‡  
White 70.0
Black 16.7
Hispanic 12.1
Other 1.2

Foreign-born‡‡ 5.1

Lived with two biological/adoptive parents‡‡ 56.6

Either parent ever attended college‡‡ 60.8

Age at fi rst sex‡‡
≤14 18.9
15–17 52.3
≥18 28.8

†Unless otherwise noted, characteristics are time-varying, and percentages are based on the sample of 4,014 relationships. ‡On a scale of 0–10: low, 0–6; 
 medium, 7–9; high, 10. §On a scale of 0–10: medium/high, 4–10. ††Based on a three-item summative index of partner differences in race or ethnicity, 
age and  educational attainment. ‡‡Time-invariant; percentages are based on the sample of 3,498 respondents. Note: Percentages are weighted.

TABLE 1.  Selected characteristics of young adult dating relationships, and background characteristics of respondents, 1997 
 cohort of the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 
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toward high values: Forty-six percent of relationships 
received the highest possible score for closeness, and 
60% achieved the highest possible score for caring. In 
addition, in 41% of relationships, the respondent was 
certain that the couple would be together in six months; 
only 6% were rated as having less than a 50% chance 
of lasting another six months. Nearly three-quarters of 
relationships had included discussion of marriage or 
cohabitation.

In 44% of relationships, respondents reported experi-
encing medium or high levels of confl ict. Thirty-six per-
cent of relationships exhibited no asymmetries, 44% had 
one and 18% had two; in only 2% did the respondent 
report all three indicators of asymmetry. 

Nineteen percent of relationships were reported by 
18–19-year-olds, 37% by 20–21-year-olds and 44% by 
22–26-year-olds. Respondents in 12% of relationships 
were neither employed nor enrolled in school; the cor-
responding fi gure for partners was 6%. In 56% of rela-
tionships, the respondent had completed at least some 
college, and in 14%, he or she had become a parent prior 
to last reported sex. Respondents in 57% of the relation-
ships had had one partner in the past year, 19% reported 
two, and 24% reported three or more. In 53% of the sam-
ple’s  relationships, respondents were female. Seven in 10 
respondents were white, 5% were foreign-born, 57% had 
lived with two parents at baseline and 61% had a parent 

Time-invariant characteristics were measured at Round 1. 
These were gender, race or ethnicity, foreign-born status, 
whether the respondent had lived with two parents (bio-
logical or adoptive) at baseline, whether either parent had 
completed at least some college and age at fi rst sex.

Analysis
First, we conducted descriptive analyses to examine con-
traceptive use patterns and relationship, individual and 
family characteristics. Percentages for time-varying char-
acteristics are based on the sample of relationships; those 
for time-invariant characteristics are based on the sample 
of respondents. Second, we used chi-square tests to assess 
bivariate associations between relationship characteristics 
and each contraceptive use category. 

Multivariate logistic and multinomial logistic regression 
models were then run to examine associations between 
relationship characteristics and contraceptive use, while 
controlling for individual and family background factors. 
Relationship characteristics were weakly to only moder-
ately correlated; coeffi cients ranged from –0.13 (between 
the intimacy and confl ict scales) to 0.39 (between pre-
sexual relationship length and overall relationship length). 
Thus, we included them in the model simultaneously. 
Fifteen percent of respondents contributed more than one 
relationship; therefore, to the extent that a young adult’s 
contraceptive use in one relationship is associated with 
the same individual’s use in another, the signifi cance of 
parameter estimates may be overstated because of under-
estimated standard errors.35 However, results from diag-
nostic random-effects models gave us confi dence that the 
standard logistic and multinomial logistic regression mod-
els did not bias our fi ndings.* Finally, we examined inter-
actions between gender and relationship characteristics. 
All models were run using Stata 11, and they incorporated 
weights and controlled for the 1997 survey’s household 
clustering. 

RESULTS
Sample Characteristics
Overall, three-quarters of relationships involved respon-
dents who had used a contraceptive method at last sex-
ual intercourse (Table 1): 26% a condom only, 26% a 
hormonal method only and 23% dual methods. Thirty-
one percent of relationships were six months or less in 
 duration, while 26% were more than two years. In 9% 
of relationships, respondents reported that they had 
had sex before dating. Measures of intimacy skewed 

*Ideally, we would have conducted random-effects logistic regression 

models; however, the multinomial models did not converge properly, 

likely because few respondents contributed multiple current relation-

ships. We ran logistic models comparing hormonal method use with 

other method or no method use, as well as condom use with other 

method or no method use, both with and without controls for multiple 

observations per respondent. Parameter estimates in models that used 

the xtlogit command in Stata produced similar levels of signifi cance and 

slightly larger absolute estimates.

TABLE 2.  Percentage distribution of young adult dating relationships, by contracep-
tive method used at last sex within the relationship, according to selected relation-
ship characteristics

Characteristic None Condom  Hormonal  Dual  Total
  only only method

Duration of relationship (mos.)
0–6  27.2 30.7*** 20.4*** 21.7 100.0
7–12  26.0 23.5 29.8 20.7 100.0
≥13 23.9 23.4 28.4 24.3 100.0

Timing of fi rst sex in the relationship
Before dating began 24.7** 28.9* 24.2*** 22.1*** 100.0
In fi rst or second month 27.6 24.0 29.4 18.9 100.0
After second month 22.4 28.0 21.8 27.9 100.0

Intimacy scale† 
Low 31.4*** 31.3*** 18.5*** 18.8** 100.0
Medium  25.0 25.9 26.4 22.6 100.0
High  22.2 22.6 28.9 26.3 100.0

Discussed marriage/cohabitation
Yes 26.4*** 23.7*** 28.0*** 21.9** 100.0
No 22.4 31.8 19.8 26.0 100.0

Level of confl ict‡
Low  21.9*** 26.1 27.2* 24.8* 100.0
Medium/high 29.5 26.0 23.9 20.6 100.0

Partner asymmetry§
0 22.7** 25.7 26.0 25.7* 100.0
1 25.5 25.5 27.2 21.8 100.0
2 29.0 27.1 23.1 20.8 100.0
3 32.8 28.3 16.3 22.5 100.0

*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. †Index combining closeness to partner, partner’s caring about respondent and 
likelihood of being together in six months, on a scale of 0–10: low, 0–7; medium, 8–9; high, 10. ‡On a scale of 
0–10: low, 0–3; medium/high, 4–10. §Based on a three-item summative index of partner differences in race or 
ethnicity, age and educational attainment. Note: Chi-square tests examined differences across all categories.
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vs. 19%); however, they were less likely to have used a 
condom only (23–26% vs. 31%). The reported level of 
relationship commitment was inversely associated with 
contraceptive use: Respondents in relationships in which 
marriage or cohabitation had been discussed were less 
likely than others to have used any method, particularly 
condoms, either alone (24% vs. 32%) or with a hormonal 
method (22% vs. 26%). Yet such respondents were more 
likely than others to have used a hormonal method only 
(28% vs. 20%). Compared with respondents in relation-
ships characterized by little confl ict, those reporting a 
medium or high level of confl ict reported lower rates of 
any contraceptive use and of hormonal use, either alone 
(24% vs. 27%) or with a condom (21% vs. 25%). Finally, 
the greater the number of partner asymmetries, the greater 
the likelihood of no method use at last sex (e.g., 33% 
among those with three differences vs. 23% among those 
with none).

In the multivariate analysis, all relationship dimen-
sions maintained associations with overall contraceptive 
use and method choice, net of family and individual con-
trols (Table 3). Although relationship duration was not 
 associated with overall contraceptive use, each additional 
month of duration was associated with a greater likelihood 

with at least some college education. About half of respon-
dents were aged 15–17 when they fi rst had sex. 

Relationship Characteristics and Contraceptive Use
Every relationship characteristic was linked to contra-
ceptive use in bivariate analyses (Table 2, page 123). In 
relationships that were seven months or longer in dura-
tion, 23–24% of respondents had used only a condom at 
last sex, whereas in relationships of six months or less, 
31% had reported such use. In contrast, the correspond-
ing fi gures for having used only a hormonal method were 
28–30% and 20%, respectively. The timing of fi rst sex in 
the relationship appeared to have a U-shaped associa-
tion with contraceptive use. Those who had had sex prior 
to dating, as well as those who had waited at least two 
months before having sex, were more likely to have used 
any method than were those who had had sex in the fi rst 
or second month; this was the case for condom only and 
dual method use, but the inverse held for use of a hor-
monal method only. 

Compared with respondents in relationships with a low 
level of intimacy, those who scored medium or high on the 
intimacy scale were more likely to have used any method 
at last sex, particularly hormonal methods only (26–29% 

TABLE 3. Odds ratios from logistic regression analysis assessing likelihood of any contraceptive use, and relative risk ratios 
from multinomial logistic regression analysis assessing likelihood of use of specifi c methods, by selected characteristics

Characteristic Any method Condom  Hormonal Dual  Hormonal Dual  Dual 
 vs. none only only  method only method method
  vs.  none vs.  none vs.  none vs.  condom vs.  condom vs.  hormonal
     only only only

Relationship        
Duration  1.00 0.99 1.01** 1.00 1.01*** 1.01* 0.99*
Timing of fi rst sex in the relationship       

Before dating began 1.35* 1.50* 1.09 1.52* 0.73 1.01 1.40
In fi rst or second month (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
After second month 1.22* 1.44** 0.75* 1.63*** 0.52*** 1.13 2.17***

Intimacy scale 1.08** 1.01 1.15*** 1.13*** 1.14*** 1.12*** 0.98
Discussed marriage/cohabitation 0.69*** 0.63*** 1.00 0.56*** 1.59*** 0.89 0.56***
Level of confl ict scale 0.97* 0.97* 0.98 0.96* 1.01 0.99 0.98
Partner asymmetry scale 0.90* 0.95 0.87* 0.87* 0.92 0.92 1.00
       
Individual/family       
Age at last sex with partner 0.95* 0.95 0.95 0.93** 1.00 0.97 0.97
Neither employed nor 

enrolled in school 0.73** 0.89 0.54*** 0.72* 0.61** 0.81 1.34
Partner neither employed

nor enrolled in school 0.64** 0.72 0.56** 0.61* 0.77 0.85 1.11
Ever attended college 1.59*** 1.38** 2.09*** 1.39** 1.52*** 1.01 0.67***
Was a parent prior to last sex 0.53*** 0.54*** 0.53*** 0.54*** 0.98 1.00 1.02
No. of partners in last year 0.93*** 0.92*** 0.97 0.91*** 1.05 0.99 0.95
Male 0.90 1.23* 0.73** 0.81* 0.60*** 0.65*** 1.10
Race/ethnicity       

White (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Black 0.80* 1.31* 0.38*** 0.83 0.29*** 0.63*** 2.17***
Hispanic 0.83 1.19 0.70* 0.61** 0.59*** 0.52*** 0.87
Other  0.99 1.40 0.67 0.94 0.47 0.67 1.42

Foreign-born 1.12 1.27 0.98 1.05 0.77 0.82 1.07
Lived with two biological/

adoptive parents 1.07 1.13 0.95 1.15 0.84 1.02 1.21
Either parent ever attended college  1.16 1.03 1.55*** 1.01 1.51*** 0.98 0.65***
Age at fi rst sex  1.03 1.07** 0.98 1.04 0.92*** 0.98 1.06**

F 12.92***  8.46***  8.46***  8.46***  8.46*** 8.46*** 8.46***
df 22 66 66 66 66 66 66

*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. Note: ref=reference category.




