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of “protecting” themselves from the risk of nonmarital 
pregnancy. Yet, socioeconomic status may also be posi-
tively associated with youths’ likelihood of experiment-
ing with same-sex activity. Acceptance of nontraditional 
sexual behavior tends to increase with level of educa-
tion,9 and the children of parents with greater education 
may adopt more liberal social norms. Furthermore, we 
expect that many immigrant families come from cultures 
that hold traditional beliefs about sexuality,43 which may 
be associated with the likelihood that immigrant youth 
will engage in same-sex activity.

Religious background is also related to youths’ sexual 
behavior. Mainstream religious affi liations tend to pro-
scribe nonmarital and nonheterosexual sexual behavior, 
and religious congregations serve as “moral communities” 
that help to shape youths’ sexual behaviors.37 Attendance 
at religious services is associated with reduced levels of 
heterosexual activity4,26 and less tolerant views of same-sex 
activity.37,38 We expect that service attendance and main-
stream affi liation are negatively associated with the likeli-
hood of engaging in same-sex activity.

Finally, youths’ behaviors and attitudes may also be 
associated with community characteristics. For example, 
individuals living in large communities report greater 
tolerance for homosexuality than those living in smaller 
ones.44 In addition, compared with living outside of an 
urban environment, residing in an urban area is associ-
ated with earlier fi rst coitus, more frequent intercourse25,45 
and higher prevalence of heterosexual oral sex.4 Urban 
residence has also been associated with an increased likeli-
hood of adults’ engaging in same-sex behavior.9 We antici-
pate that urban youth will have an elevated likelihood of 
engaging in same-sex activity.

METHODS
Data
The analyses draw on data from Cycle 6 of the National 
Survey of Family Growth (NSFG), conducted in 2002. 
Designed to produce national estimates of trends and dif-
ferentials in fertility and reproductive health, the NSFG 
was based on a multistage area probability sample rep-
resentative of individuals aged 15–44 in the household 
population of the United States.46 Respondents were 
interviewed in-person via computer-assisted personal 
interviewing; sensitive questions were administered via 
audio computer-assisted self-interviewing (audio-CASI), 
in which respondents entered answers directly into lap-
tops. Information about sampling and content is available 
elsewhere.46

The full sample included 7,643 females and 4,928 
males. Because our interest is in the stage of the life course 
during which individuals’ sexual identities are develop-
ing, our analyses are limited to never-married, noncohab-
iting respondents aged 15–21 (1,402 females and 1,418 
males). We excluded fi ve females and six males who 
reported that their only sexual experience was forced. 
(Experience was defi ned as vaginal intercourse with an 

TABLE 1. Percentage of 15–21-year-olds reporting same-
sex sexual experience, by selected characteristics, accord-
ing to gender, National Survey of Family Growth, 2002

Characteristic Females Males
 (N=1,345) (N=1,343)

Ever had same-sex experience† 10.5 (0.01) 3.7 (0.01)

Ever had heterosexual sex‡ 64.2 (0.02) 66.7 (0.02)
χ2 29.86***     2.61

Sexual attraction  
Only women   0.4 (0.00) 94.5 (0.01)
Only men 85.1 (0.01)   0.7 (0.00)
Both  14.5 (0.01)   4.8 (0.01)
χ2 387.11*** 265.38***

Sexual identity  
Heterosexual 86.6 (0.01) 92.9 (0.01)
Homosexual   0.8 (0.00)   1.0 (0.00)
Bisexual   5.5 (0.01)   1.9 (0.00)
Other   7.1 (0.01)   4.2 (0.01)
χ2 336.82*** 335.84***

Age  
15 14.8 (0.01) 14.3 (0.01)
16 16.2 (0.01) 15.0 (0.01)
17 16.9 (0.01) 13.5 (0.01)
18 14.9 (0.01) 17.4 (0.01)
19 13.8 (0.01) 14.9 (0.01)
20 11.6 (0.01) 12.7 (0.01)
21 11.9 (0.02) 12.2 (0.01)
χ2 10.49    6.03

Race/ethnicity  
Black 15.9 (0.02) 13.1 (0.01)
Hispanic 13.7 (0.02) 15.5 (0.02)
White  64.4 (0.03) 65.7 (0.02)
Other   6.0 (0.01)   5.6 (0.01)
χ2   7.96*     7.07

Foreign-born  7.3 (0.01)   9.1 (0.01)
χ2  5.54*     0.06

Lived with two parents
through age 15 59.1 (0.02) 63.8 (0.02)
χ2    3.44     2.56

Mother’s education  
<high school 13.9 (0.01) 11.7 (0.01)
High school graduate 59.2 (0.02) 58.9 (0.02)
College graduate 26.9 (0.02) 29.3 (0.02)
χ2    1.73     2.42

Residence  
Central city 46.5 (0.04) 50.1 (0.03)
Suburb 30.4 (0.03) 31.1 (0.03)
Nonmetropolitan 23.1 (0.05) 18.8 (0.04)
χ2    0.66     3.96

Religious affi liation at age 14  
Catholic 32.1 (0.02) 36.0 (0.02)
Protestant  

Baptist 19.1 (0.02) 19.1 (0.02)
Fundamentalist§  15.8 (0.02) 14.0 (0.01)
Nonfundamentalist§  16.5 (0.02) 13.7 (0.01)

Other  5.5 (0.01)   6.1 (0.01)
None 10.9 (0.01) 11.2 (0.01)
χ2 14.85*     4.03

Attended any religious
services at age 14 85.4 (0.01) 82.6 (0.01)
χ2 19.71***     4.36*

*p<.05. ***p<.001. †For males, this refers to oral or anal sex; for females, 
it  refers to “any sexual experience” with another female. ‡Vaginal, anal or 
oral sex. §Excludes Baptists. Notes: Ns are unweighted, and percentages are 
weighted. Figures in parentheses are linearized standard errors. Rao-Scott 
chi-square tests assessed associations between same-sex activity and each 
covariate, and were adjusted for sample design.



Volume 43, Number 3, September 2011 145

TABLE 2. Percentage of 15–21-year-olds reporting hetero-
sexual and same-sex sexual experience, by sexual attrac-
tion and identity, according to gender

Measure Females Males F

SEXUAL ATTRACTION   
Only to opposite sex (N=1,125) (N=1,261) 
Ever had heterosexual sex  61.4 66.7 4.27*
Ever had same-sex sex  3.1 1.4 9.03**

Any to same sex (N=220) (N=82) 
Ever had heterosexual sex 81.3 70.4 3.00†
Ever had same-sex sex 52.0 42.7 1.23

SEXUAL IDENTITY   
Heterosexual (N=1,172) (N=1,244) 
Ever had heterosexual sex 62.7 67.3 3.36
Ever had same-sex sex 5.0 1.7 21.95***

Homosexual/bisexual (N=84) (N=38) 
Ever had heterosexual sex 82.5 60.2 4.28*
Ever had same-sex sex 77.9 58.9 2.67

Other (N=89) (N=61) 
Ever had heterosexual sex 65.4 56.5 1.32
Ever had same-sex sex 18.4 10.2 1.18

*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. †p<.10.  Note: Ns are unweighted, and percent-
ages are weighted.

opposite-sex partner or, among young men, oral or anal 
sex with a male partner.) We also dropped respondents 
who had missing data on the dependent variable or 
covariates; our fi nal sample included 1,345 females and 
1,343 males.

Measures
�Dependent variable. The outcome variable was a dichot-
omous indicator of whether respondents had ever engaged 
in consensual same-sex sexual behavior. Questions regard-
ing this behavior were administered using audio-CASI. 
Male respondents were asked whether they had ever had 
oral or anal sex with another male. Female respondents 
were asked whether they had ever had “any sexual experi-
ence of any kind with another female.”
�Other sexuality-related variables. Sexual attraction was 
measured by whether respondents reported having had 
only opposite-sex sexual attractions, only same-sex sexual 
attractions or sexual attractions to people of both genders. 
Sexual identity was measured by whether respondents 
identifi ed themselves as heterosexual, homosexual, bisex-
ual or “other” (referred to in the survey as “something 
else”). Information on sexual attraction and sexual identity 
was obtained using audio-CASI. Heterosexual sexual 
experience, ascertained in the main interview, was a 
dichotomous indicator of whether respondents had ever 
had heterosexual vaginal, anal or oral sex. Levels of miss-
ing data on these sensitive items were negligible, and 
response patterns were comparable with those in earlier 
surveys with similar items.36

�Demographic characteristics. Respondents’ age was 
measured in years; all other covariates are categorical 
indicators. The race and ethnicity variable differentiated 
among blacks, Hispanics, whites, and people of other 
racial or ethnic backgrounds. Nativity status distin-
guished foreign-born respondents from all others. As a 
measure of intact family structure, respondents were 
asked whether they had lived with two parents (biological 
or adoptive) through age 15. Family socioeconomic status 
was represented by mother’s educational attainment, 
coded as less than high school, high school graduate (or 
GED) or college graduate (bachelor’s degree). The resi-
dence measure indicated whether respondents lived in 
the central city of a census-designated metropolitan sta-
tistical area, a suburban area or a nonmetropolitan area. 
Religious affi liation at age 14 was categorized as Catholic, 
Baptist, non-Baptist fundamentalist Protestant, non- 
Baptist nonfundamentalist Protestant, “other” or none. 
Respondents were also asked whether they had attended 
any religious services at age 14. 

Analysis
Analyses were performed with version 11 of the Stata 
SE software using the svy commands to adjust for the 
multistage sampling design of the NSFG. Because ini-
tial analyses revealed signifi cant gender differences, all 
estimates were calculated by gender. Where appropriate, 

we reported F statistics from design-adjusted Wald tests 
for gender differences. Bivariate associations between 
same-sex sexual activity and each covariate were evalu-
ated using Rao-Scott chi-square tests. The covariates’ 
net associations with same-sex activity were estimated 
using complementary log-log regression analysis, an 
alternative to logistic regression that is better suited to 
low-prevalence outcomes like same-sex sexual behavior; 
t statistics in these models were based on linearized stan-
dard errors. All estimates are generalizable to the national 
population of never-married, noncohabiting youth aged 
15–21 in 2002.

RESULTS
Descriptive Findings
Same-sex sexual activity was much less common than 
heterosexual activity, but was reported by a notable pro-
portion of youth, particularly young women (Table 1). 
In fact, the proportion who reported same-sex activity 
was almost three times as high among young women 
as among young men—11% vs. 4% (F=30.9, p<.001). 
The proportion of youth who identifi ed themselves as 
homosexual or bisexual was smaller than the proportion 
reporting same-sex experience—6% of young women 
and 3% of young men (F=10.2, p<.01). Fewer than 1% 
of either gender reported being attracted exclusively to 
individuals of the same sex. 

Rao-Scott chi-square tests revealed that more social and 
demographic characteristics were associated with engage-
ment in same-sex sexual behavior for young women than 
for young men. Among the former, same-sex activity 
was associated with race and ethnicity, nativity, religious 
affi liation and attendance at religious services. Among 
young men, same-sex activity was associated only with 
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 attendance at services. Sexual attraction and sexual iden-
tity were associated with same-sex activity for both gen-
ders, as was having had heterosexual sex among women.

Most respondents, regardless of sexual identity or 
attraction, reported having had heterosexual sex (range, 
57–83%—Table 2, page 145). Interestingly, the propor-
tion appeared to be higher among women who reported 
any same-sex attraction or who identifi ed themselves as 
homosexual or bisexual (81–83%) than among women or 
men who identifi ed themselves as heterosexual (63–67%) 
or who reported sexual attraction exclusively to the oppo-
site sex (61–67%).

Same-sex activity appeared to be more strongly associ-
ated with sexual attraction and identity than did sexual 
experience with an opposite-sex partner. Half of young 
women and two-fi fths of young men who reported any 

same-sex attraction had had a same-sex experience, 
compared with just 3% of women and 1% of men who 
reported being attracted exclusively to the opposite sex. 
Engagement in same-sex activity appeared to be most 
common among those who said they were homosexual 
or bisexual: Seventy-eight percent of these young women 
and 59% of their male peers reported such experience. 
The proportions were 18% and 10%, respectively, among 
women and men who identifi ed themselves as “other,” and 
5% and 2%, respectively, among women and men who 
said they were heterosexual.

The descriptive results also suggest that in each sub-
group of attraction and identity, a higher proportion of 
young women than of young men had engaged in same-
sex activity. However, these differences were statistically 
signifi cant in only two groups: youth who reported being 
attracted exclusively to the opposite sex and those who 
identifi ed themselves as heterosexual.

Regression Findings
Women who had ever had heterosexual sex were more 
likely than those who had not to report same-sex activity 
(rate ratio, 2.0), whereas this association was only mar-
ginally signifi cant among men (Table 3). Not surprisingly, 
same-sex activity was most strongly associated with the 
other dimensions of sexuality. Young men and women 
who said they were attracted exclusively to the opposite 
sex had reduced likelihoods of reporting any same-sex 
activity (0.1 for each). Furthermore, women and men who 
identifi ed themselves as homosexual or bisexual were 5–6 
times as likely to have had a same-sex experience as were 
their peers who said they were heterosexual or of other 
sexual identity (5.1 and 5.9, respectively).

Our multivariate models revealed few associations 
between same-sex activity and social and demographic 
characteristics. Age, family structure and maternal educa-
tion—all predictors of engaging in heterosexual sex4,29,42—
were not associated with same-sex activity for either 
females or males. Race and ethnicity were signifi cant only 
among young men: Blacks were more likely than whites to 
report any same-sex activity (rate ratio, 3.6). Foreign-born 
women were less likely than their U.S.-born counterparts 
to have had same-sex experience (0.4). Living outside 
of a metropolitan area was marginally associated with a 
decreased prevalence of same-sex activity among women 
and an increased prevalence among men.

Both of our indicators of adolescent religious experience 
were associated with same-sex experience. Compared with 
young women who reported being non-Baptist nonfunda-
mentalist Protestant, those who said they were Catholic 
at age 14 were less likely to have had a same-sex experi-
ence (rate ratio, 0.5). Their male peers had a marginally 
elevated likelihood of reporting same-sex behavior. Young 
women and men who had attended religious services at 
age 14 were less likely than their counterparts who had 
not to have engaged in sexual activity with a same-sex 
partner (0.6 and 0.5, respectively). 

TABLE 3. Rate ratios from complementary log-log regres-
sion analysis assessing associations between selected 
characteristics and the likelihood that 15–21-year-olds 
reported same-sex sexual experience, by gender 

 Characteristic  Females Males
 (N=1,345) (N=1,270)

Ever had heterosexual sex 1.96 (0.57)* 1.78 (0.62)†

Sexual attraction  
Only to opposite sex 0.09 (0.02)*** 0.06 (0.02)***
Any to same sex (ref) 1.00 1.00

Sexual identity  
Homosexual/bisexual 5.11 (1.38)*** 5.93 (2.37)***
Heterosexual/other (ref) 1.00 1.00

Age 1.10 (0.07) 0.93 (0.07)

Race/ethnicity  
Black 1.14 (0.36) 3.64 (1.61)**
Hispanic 0.94 (0.31) 1.43 (0.75)
White (ref) 1.00 1.00
Other 0.71 (0.27) u

Foreign-born 0.38 (0.19)* 0.76 (0.43)

Lived with two parents
through age 15 0.72 (0.17) 0.80 (0.30)

Mother‘s education  
<high school 1.26 (0.41) 0.41 (0.24)
≥high school (ref) 1.00 1.00

Residence  
Central city 0.73 (0.16) 1.08 (0.41)
Suburb (ref) 1.00 1.00
Nonmetropolitan  0.57 (0.17)† 2.56 (1.30)†

Religious affi liation at age 14  
Catholic 0.52 (0.15)* 2.42 (1.20)†
Protestant  

Baptist 0.80 (0.29) 0.59 (0.37)
Fundamentalist‡  0.50 (0.23) 2.92 (2.24)
Nonfundamentalist‡ (ref) 1.00 1.00

Other  0.40 (0.29) 1.58 (1.08)
None 0.61 (0.22) 1.08 (0.79)

Attended any religious
services at age 14 0.57 (0.15)* 0.45 (0.17)*

*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. †p<.10. ‡Excludes Baptists. Notes: u=unavailable, 
because of lack of variation in the outcome variable for the 73 respondents 
in this group. ref=reference category. Figures in parentheses are linearized 
standard errors.
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Given the magnitude of the associations between sexual 
attraction and sexual experience, we ran separate regres-
sion models for respondents who indicated attraction only 
to members of the opposite sex and those who reported 
otherwise (Table 4). Among young women who were 
attracted exclusively to men, those who had had hetero-
sexual sex were more than four times as likely as those 
who had not to report same-sex activity (rate ratio, 4.2). 
Hispanic ethnicity and religious service attendance were 
marginally associated with a reduced likelihood of such 
behavior.

Heterosexual experience was not associated with 
same-sex activity among women who reported any 
sexual attraction to other women. Rather, among these 
young women, those who identifi ed themselves as lesbian 
or bisexual were nearly fi ve times as likely as others to 
report same-sex experience (rate ratio, 4.7). Net of other 
factors, Catholics were less likely than their Protestant 
peers to have engaged in same-sex activity (0.6), and 
women born outside the United States were less likely 
than native-born women to have done so (0.4). Among 
women who expressed at least some attraction to 
females, the likelihood of reporting same-sex experience 
was marginally associated with increasing age, as well as 
with living in a suburban area, as opposed to a nonmet-
ropolitan area.

In the model that examined same-sex experience among 
men who said they were attracted exclusively to women, 
two variables attained marginal signifi cance. Heterosexual 
experience was associated with an elevated rate of same-
sex activity, and failure of their mother to complete high 
school was associated with a reduced rate.

Among the small number of young men who reported 
any same-sex attraction, those who identifi ed as gay or 
bisexual were nearly six times as likely as others to have 
engaged in same-sex activity (rate ratio, 5.6). Furthermore, 
in this model, black men were marginally more likely than 
whites to report having had sex with another man.

DISCUSSION
Although same-sex sexual activity was considerably less 
common than heterosexual activity, a notable proportion 
of youth aged 15–21 had engaged in some form of con-
sensual same-sex contact. The prevalence of such activ-
ity differed by gender, but for both women and men, 
sexual attraction to members of the same gender was the 
strongest correlate of same-sex behavior, followed closely 
by self-reported homosexual or bisexual identity. Thus, 
the affective and cognitive dimensions of sexuality were 
strongly linked to the sexual behaviors of teenagers and 
young adults.

At the same time, a nontrivial percentage of young peo-
ple who said they were attracted only to members of the 
opposite sex or who identifi ed themselves as exclusively 
heterosexual reported same-sex activity. What might pre-
dict the occurrence of such behavior in the absence of 
same-sex attractions? None of the social and demographic 

TABLE 4. Rate ratios from complementary log-log regression analysis assessing 
 associations between selected characteristics and the likelihood that 15–21-year-
olds  reported same-sex sexual experience, by gender and attraction

Characteristic Females    Males

 Attracted only Any attraction Attracted only Any attraction 
 to men to women to women to men
 (N=1,125) (N=220) (N=1,188) (N=82)

Ever had heterosexual sex 4.23 (2.40)* 1.50 (0.51) 4.62 (3.67)† 0.96 (0.44)

Sexual identity    
Homosexual/bisexual .na 4.68 (1.15)*** .na 5.62 (2.35)***
Heterosexual/other (ref) .na 1.00 .na 1.00

Age 0.92 (0.10) 1.16 (0.10)† 0.86 (0.08) 0.98 (0.14)

Race/ethnicity    
Black 0.83 (0.39) 1.21 (0.48) 2.63 (1.63) 4.79 (3.82)†
Hispanic 0.32 (0.19)† 1.37 (0.56) 2.46 (1.94) 1.00 (0.61)
White (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Other 1.10 (0.72) 0.43 (0.27) u u

Foreign-born 0.45 (0.50) 0.35 (0.18)* 1.39 (1.22) 0.40 (0.29)

Lived with two parents
through age 15 0.56 (0.20) 0.83 (0.23) 0.83 (0.44) 0.70 (0.30)

Mother’s education    
<high school 1.14 (0.70) 1.26 (0.57) 0.22 (0.19)† 0.75 (0.52)
≥high school (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

Residence    
Central city 0.69 (0.28) 0.70 (0.17) 0.63 (0.40) 2.02 (1.10)
Suburb (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Nonmetropolitan  0.72 (0.34) 0.50 (0.19)† 2.29 (1.40) 2.65 (1.94)

Religious affi liation at age 14    
Catholic 0.66 (0.24) 0.55 (0.16)* 2.69 (1.85) 2.23 (1.34)
Protestant (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Other/none 0.45 (0.27) 0.66 (0.24) 0.53 (0.60) 1.84 (1.26)

Attended any religious
services at age 14 0.45 (0.21)† 0.60 (0.20) 0.43 (0.29) 0.47 (0.28)

*p<.05. ***p<.001. †p<.10. Notes: na=not applicable. u=unavailable, because of lack of variation in the outcome 
variable for the 73 respondents in this group. ref=reference category. Figures in parentheses are linearized 
standard errors.

characteristics that are predictive of heterosexual inter-
course were correlated with same-sex activity among those 
attracted only to the opposite sex. The only associated 
characteristic was having had heterosexual sex, a pattern 
that was also seen in a study of New York City youth in 
which two-thirds of those who reported same-sex activ-
ity had had heterosexual sex as well.12 We suspect that 
these fi ndings describe a minority of youth who are prone 
to sexual experimentation. Alternatively, once youth have 
made the transition to sexual activity via the more socially 
normative and less stigmatized route (i.e., heterosexual 
contact), it may be easier to consider alternative options 
for sexual gratifi cation.

Thus, it appears that sexual behavior, attraction and 
identity represent distinct dimensions of sexuality at this 
stage of the life course. Given the young age of our sample 
and the rather fl uid nature of sexual identity, we believe 
that youth may have same-sex attractions and engage in 
same-sex behavior while still determining their sexual 
identity. Many youth explore and reassess their sexual 
identity during adolescence and young adulthood,15,47 and 




