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use was more likely with casual partners,
but the difference is only marginally sta-
tistically significant (p=.08).

Discussion
The findings of our analyses of main vs. ca-
sual partners are consistent with those of
previous research showing that individu-
als use condoms more consistently for vagi-
nal sex with other partners than with main
partners. Similar results have been report-
ed from samples of STD clinic patients,8
family planning clinic clients,9 women at
high risk for HIV infection10 and college
students,11 as well as from national surveys
in the United States12 and in France.13

In a national survey of adult heterosex-
uals in the United States,14 7% of respon-
dents with both primary and secondary
partners used condoms consistently with
secondary but not with primary partners;
statistical tests of differences between pri-
mary and secondary partners were not re-
ported. Black and Hispanic youth with
multiple partners were found to engage in
oral sex more frequently with a “main”
(married or cohabiting) partner than with

any risk behaviors of the respondents’
partners were significantly different ac-
cording to partner type.

More than 95% of respondents engaged
in vaginal sex, and fewer than 5% engaged
in anal sex, with both partner types; con-
sequently, there were no statistically sig-
nificant differences by partner type for
these behaviors among women and men.
No significant differences in other behav-
iors were found when we compared main
and side partners. The data suggest that
more women used alcohol before or dur-
ing sex with their main partner than with
their side partner, but this difference was
of borderline statistical significance (p=.08).

We also examined relationship charac-
teristics and behaviors that respondents
said applied to both their main and their
side partners or to neither. The majority
of women reported that both their main
and their side partners had other partners
(58%), that they did not use condoms con-
sistently for vaginal sex with either part-
ner type (75%) and that they used some
type of birth control method with both
partners (66%); common methods used
were oral contraceptives and tubal liga-
tion, which do not vary by partner type
because they are not dependent on the
sexual act. Similarly, the majority of men
said they did not use condoms consis-
tently with either their main or their side
partner (77%), but that they used some
contraceptive method with both (57%).

Main vs. Casual Partners
For respondents reporting both main and
casual partners, differences by partner
type in the proportions engaging in vagi-
nal and anal sex were not statistically sig-
nificant (Table 3). The use of birth control
also did not differ by partner type, for rea-
sons noted previously. 

Women were significantly more likely to
engage in possibly risky behaviors only
with main partners than only with casual
partners: Whereas 37% reported oral sex
with their main but not their casual part-
ner, only 3% engaged in this behavior with
their casual but not their main partner; 15%
reported using alcohol or drugs before or
during sex with their main partner only,
compared with 1–3% with their casual part-
ner only. At the same time, women were
less likely to use condoms, a preventive be-
havior, only with their main partner (4%)
than only with their casual partner (33%).

Men were more likely to use alcohol or
drugs before or during sex with their main
but not their casual partner (13–14%) than
with their casual but not their main part-
ner (3%). The data suggest that condom

“well-known” (not married or cohabiting)
or “casual” partners; consistent condom
use was more likely with well-known part-
ners than with main partners.15 A study of
heterosexual couples in California in
which one partner was HIV-positive found
that the consistency of condom use varied
by type of partner.16 One explanation for
partner-specific differences in condom use
is that condom use may diminish over
time in a relationship.17

Drug and alcohol use before or during
sex are STD-related problems, for sever-
al reasons. There is a risk of HIV infection
from injection-drug use, and the links be-
tween crack use, syphilis and HIV have
been well documented.18 Alcohol use may
be a marker for engaging in multiple risk-
taking behaviors, or it may affect judg-
ment and decision-making regarding safer
sex.19 High rates of alcohol use in rural
areas underscore the need to provide ed-
ucation to persons living in these areas
about decision-making regarding safer sex
when under the influence of alcohol. Ed-
ucational messages about safer sex should
also address the intertwined issues of sub-

Table 2. Percentage distribution of STD clinic patients with main and side partners, by partner
to which measures of relationship and behavior apply, according to sex

Measure Women (N=45) Men (N=54) Total

Main Side Both Neither Main Side Both Neither
only only only only

Relationship characteristic
Known >1 year 41 9** 41 9 48 2** 24 26 100
Live in same county 5 16 70 9 11 13 69 7 100

Partner’s risk behavior
Other partners 11 24 58 7 19 13 29 21 100
History of STD 20 23 6 51 17 13 2 67 100
History of injection-drug use 9 9 7 75 6 6 2 86 100

Sexual behavior
Vaginal sex 0 2 98 0 2 0 98 0 100
Anal sex 2 2 2 93 4 4 0 92 100
Oral sex 27 11 18 44 22 9 22 46 100
Condom use† 7 18 0 75 9 9 4 77 100
Birth control use 7 9 66 18 13 6 57 24 100
Alcohol use with sex 16 2 34 48 7 4 52 37 100
Drug use with sex 11 5 16 68 6 6 21 68 100

**p<.01. †For vaginal sex only. Note: p value is for McNemar’s test, which considers discordant responses only.

Table 3. Percentage distribution of STD clinic patients with main and casual partners, by part-
ner to which measures of behavior apply, according to sex

Sexual behavior Women (N=71) Men (N=90) Total

Main Casual Both Neither Main Casual Both Neither
only only only only

Vaginal sex 1 0 99 0 2 0 98 0 100
Anal sex 7 0 0 93 0 0 1 99 100
Oral sex 37 3** 17 44 24 14 16 47 100
Condom use† 4 33** 1 61 5 14 3 78 100
Birth control use 4 13 63 20 18 11 52 18 100
Alcohol use with sex 15 3* 45 37 13 3* 51 33 100
Drug use with sex 15 1** 14 69 14 3* 14 69 100

*p<.05. **p<.01. †For vaginal sex only. Note: p values are for McNemar’s test, which considers discordant responses only.


