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ditional sexual ideology, and that cohabit-
ing women initiate sex more often than
women in marital relationships.20 Cohab-
iting men are also most likely to indicate
perceived gender equality in the responsi-
bility for contraceptive use. Unmarried,
noncohabiting men, in contrast, are more
likely than men in coresidential unions to
indicate male dominance in contraceptive
decision-making, a pattern that may reflect
the greater use of condoms for disease pre-
vention among such men.

A man’s educational attainment is pos-
itively associated with his perceptions of
dominance in decisions regarding both sex
and contraception. Men whose partners
are highly educated, however, are more
likely to perceive that decisions about sex
are egalitarian, and they are also more like-
ly to perceive that women have greater re-
sponsibility in contraceptive decision-mak-
ing. These findings are consistent with a
relative power hypothesis that suggests
that the higher the status of the man, the
more likely he is to view himself as the
dominant decision-maker, while the high-
er the status of his partner, the more like-
ly he is to adopt a view of her as either an
equal or as the dominant decision-maker.21

Conservative Protestants are the most
likely to perceive men and women as egal-
itarian and the least likely to adopt a fe-
male-oriented view concerning whether
a couple will have sex. This is consistent
with a conservative view of gender roles
and of the family, a view that increasing-
ly accepts sexuality as a positive, mutual
aspect of a marital relationship, yet still
tends to favor patriarchal authority.22 That
men who are affiliated with a Christian de-
nomination are more likely than non-
Christians and those with no religious af-
filiation to adopt a male-dominant
orientation toward contraceptive deci-
sions may derive from proscriptions
against abortion that lead such men to
take greater responsibility over contra-
ceptive decisions, to insure that an unin-
tended pregnancy does not occur.23

Men who do not know their partner’s
religious affiliation are very likely to per-
ceive that contraceptive use is a male re-
sponsibility. Not knowing the religious af-
filiation of one’s partner may be an
indicator of poor communication in the re-
lationship, which also reduces the likeli-
hood of joint decision-making. 

Several issues should be kept in mind
when interpreting the results presented
here. The data are based on perceptions
about the behaviors and responsibilities
of men and women in general; men’s re-
sponses therefore reflect ideology more

process, is significantly related to percep-
tions of relative responsibility for contra-
ception. Black men are more likely than
men of other races to view the decision to
practice contraception as a woman’s re-
sponsibility and less likely to view it as a
man’s responsibility. In comparison, men
of Hispanic origin are more likely than
non-Hispanics to perceive men as domi-
nant in sexual decision-making and are
also more likely than non-Hispanics to in-
dicate that men and women have an equal
responsibility regarding contraception.
Being black has no significant effect on the
level of agreement that both sexes share
responsibilities for their children, where-
as Hispanic origin is related to stronger
agreement in this area. Having a Hispan-
ic partner has no impact on a man’s per-
ception of who makes decisions about sex,
but it is associated with a perception that
women bear a greater responsibility for
the decision to use contraceptives and
with lower levels of agreement that men
and women have the same responsibili-
ties for their children.

Age is unrelated to perceptions of male
or female dominance in sexual decision-
making. However, older men are more like-
ly than younger men to view women as
governing contraceptive decision-making.
Men with older partners, in contrast, are less
likely than those with younger partners to
view women as controlling these decisions.
This may reflect a shift by women, as they
age, away from the use of oral contracep-
tives and toward either coitus-dependent
methods or male sterilization.19

A man who has been previously mar-
ried is more likely than other men to have
egalitarian views about the responsibili-
ties of parenthood. However, if a man’s
partner has been previously married, he
is less likely to hold these views. This may
reflect perceived differences between men
and women in the kinds of experiences
they have in dealing with former spous-
es who are the parents of their children or
differences in their expectations about
these experiences. Such expectations may
be more salient for men who have already
experienced a marital dissolution. Previ-
ously married men are also more likely to
feel that there is joint responsibility in con-
traceptive decision-making, a relationship
that may reflect prior cooperative in-
volvement in such decisions.

Cohabiting men are less likely than their
married or noncohabiting peers to view ei-
ther men or women as primarily responsi-
ble for sexual decision-making. This is con-
sistent with research indicating that those
in cohabiting relationships have a less tra-

than actual behaviors or the true division
of responsibilities in their own relation-
ships. Thus, while about 30% of the men
in our sample indicated that the woman
generally decides whether or not a couple
will have sex, it cannot be assumed that the
partners of these men actually exert greater
decision-making power regarding sex.
Similarly, although a very high proportion
of men indicated that men and women
have equal responsibility for decisions

Table 3. Standardized probabilities of men
strongly agreeing that they have the same re-
sponsibility as women for their children, by de-
mographic characteristics of the respondent
and his partner

Characteristic Probability

RESPONDENT
Race
Black .844
White .869

Hispanic origin**
Yes .950
No .869

Age at interview
20 .856
30 .869
40 .881

Previously married*
Yes .939
No .869

Relationship status
Married, living with spouse .869
Cohabiting .901
Regular partner .878

Completed education (in years)
8 .858
12 .869
16 .879

Religion
Catholic .859
Conservative Protestant .858
Other Protestant .869
Other/none .890

PARTNER
Hispanic origin**
Yes .725
No .869

Age at interview
20 .833
30 .869
40 .899

Previously married*
Yes .818
No .869

Completed education (in years)
8 .861
12 .869
16 .877

Religion
Catholic .874
Protestant .869
Unknown .907
Other/none .831

*p ≤ .05. **p ≤ .01.


