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weeks; lifetime number of sex partners; and
number of acts of intercourse in the last 12
months. Data for lifetime partners and acts
of intercourse in the last 12 months were
highly skewed. Therefore, we capped the
variables at a maximum of 20 lifetime part-
ners and 100 acts of intercourse in the past
12 months. In the 1979 survey, the number
of acts of intercourse in the last 12 months
was estimated based on responses to a spe-
cific question, while in the 1988 and 1995
survey, estimates were computed based on
partner-by-partner data.10 The 1995 survey
also included a direct question about the
number of acts of intercourse, which could
be compared with the computed estimates.
The self-reports and computed estimates
converged nicely; the means were not sig-
nificantly different and the correlation co-
efficient was 0.86, suggesting that the ac-
curacy of the 1979 data was comparable to
that of the 1988 and 1995 surveys 

We used two measures to examine
youths’ attitudes about sex: a question mea-
suring support for premarital sex, and one
examining how the respondent might re-
solve a nonmarital pregnancy. The wording
of the premarital sex question was “Which
one of these statements best describes how
you feel about sexual intercourse before
marriage: (1) Sexual intercourse before mar-
riage is okay even if the couple has no plans
to marry, (2) sexual intercourse before mar-
riage is okay but only if the couple is plan-
ning to marry, (3) sexual intercourse before
marriage is never okay.”†

The question about nonmarital preg-
nancy resolution posed the following sce-
nario: “Consider the case of a young man
who has made an unmarried girl pregnant.
He likes her but does not love her.” Re-
sponses concerning how to resolve the sit-
uation were grouped into four categories:
(1) get married, (2) have the baby and sup-
port it, (3) suggest abortion and (4) suggest
adoption/other. (This last option includ-
ed giving the baby to a relative to raise, and
also allowed for open-ended responses.)‡

Receipt of three types of school-based sex
education was examined: education about
birth control (whether respondents were
instructed about contraceptive methods or
about where to obtain them); education
about AIDS (either general information or
information about how to prevent HIV in-
fection through safer sex); and education
about STDs (referred to as “venereal dis-
ease” in the 1979 and 1988 surveys). Vari-
ables about parental communication or
other instructional areas, such as how to
say “no” to sex and how pregnancy occurs,
were not available in all three years. There
were no education questions regarding

demographic measures as well.
Each survey included a slightly differ-

ent age range, and the NSYM surveyed
only residents of metropolitan areas.* We
aligned populations and questions that
were common across each of the surveys,
excluding men aged 20–21 in the NSYM
and those aged 15–16 in the NSAM-88 and
the NSAM-95, deleting nonmetropolitan
youths in both NSAM surveys and omit-
ting ever-married respondents in the
NSYM and the NSAM-95. (Only never-
married males were interviewed in the
NSAM-88.) The resulting pooled data set
included 2,087 never-married males aged
17–19 living in households in metropoli-
tan areas of the contiguous United States
in one of the three survey years. For the
1991 follow-up survey, we reinterviewed
1,676 of the original 1998 respondents, as
described previously.8 Race and ethnicity
information was limited in the 1979 sur-
vey, so respondents are identified as being
either black or nonblack. The unweighted
sample sizes and the weighted percentage
distributions are shown in Table 1. All data
presented in this article are weighted.

There were some important method-
ological differences between the surveys. In
the 1979 NSYM, data about heterosexual be-
havior were collected with a self-adminis-
tered questionnaire, while in the NSAM-88
and NSAM-95, most data were collected
from personal interviews. Prior method-
ological research9 indicates that questions
about most heterosexual behaviors are not
highly sensitive and that responses obtained
in interviews are not significantly different
from those obtained from self-administered
questionnaires. Thus, we believe that data
from the three surveys are comparable.
Nonetheless, we controlled for year of sur-
vey in our multivariate analyses as a further
analytic safeguard against potential bias.

Variables
We selected variables on the basis of two
criteria: their theoretical applicability, as
reflected in prior research, and the avail-
ability of comparable data for the 1979,
1988 and 1995 cohorts. The latter criteri-
on ultimately was much more constrain-
ing; while the 1988 and 1995 data sets
overlapped extensively, both had limited
comparability with the 1979 survey. There-
fore, factors such as the number of sex
partners in the last 12 months and mater-
nal employment, which were not available
from the 1979 data set, could not be in-
cluded as variables in the analyses.

We used four measures of heterosexual
activity as outcome variables: ever having
had sex; having had sex in the last four

HIV or AIDS in the 1979 survey (AIDS ed-
ucation did not exist before the 1980s).

The multivariate analyses included a
number of control variables that prior re-
search suggests are related to sexual be-
havior.11 Family structure, which may have
an impact on social stress and degree of
parental supervision, includes the follow-
ing options: mother and father; mother and
her partner (not the father); mother only;
and other family type. Region of residence,
which may be associated with distinct cul-
tural norms, was also included.

*Metropolitan areas, as defined by the U.S. Census Bu-
reau, include cities and their surrounding suburbs.

†In the 1988 and 1995 surveys, the most permissive re-
sponse to this question was subdivided into two re-
sponses: “Sexual intercourse before marriage is okay as
long as the couple is close, even if they don’t plan to
marry,” and “Sexual intercourse before marriage is okay
if both people agree to it.” For these analyses, we col-
lapsed these two responses and treated them as equiva-
lent to the first response.

‡In the 1988 and 1995 surveys, the original responses
were: “(1) suggest she end the pregnancy, (2) suggest she
have the baby and he will help support it, (3) suggest she
have the baby and put it up for adoption, (4) suggest she
have the baby and give it to a relative to raise, (5) marry
her; or (6) other.” In 1979, the fourth category was not of-
fered, but the specific response “not take any responsi-
bility” was. In that survey, respondents could also offer
open-ended responses, which included “her decision,”
“joint decision,” “leave her” and “don’t know.”

Table 1. Percentage distribution of never-mar-
ried metropolitan males aged 17–19, by se-
lected characteristics, according to year of sur-
vey, National Survey of Young Men (NSYM) and
National Survey of Adolescent Males (NSAM)

Characteristic 1979 1988 1995
NSYM NSAM NSAM

Race
Black 17.7 16.9 17.1
Nonblack 82.3 83.1 82.9

Age
17 36.6 37.5 35.6
18 33.9 36.6 32.9
19 29.5 25.9 31.5

Region
South 26.0 30.1 37.1
North 22.8 23.9 15.6
Midwest 33.1 24.2 20.2
West 18.1 21.7 27.2

Family structure at age 14
Mother and father 70.4 69.3 70.1
Mother and other adult 6.1 7.6 6.3
Mother only 16.1 16.7 14.6
No mother present 7.4 6.4 9.0

Education
Behind in school 17.8 15.9 18.3
Not behind in school 82.2 84.1 81.7

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0

Sample N (unweighted)
Total 609 745 733
Unweighted blacks 257 288 221
Unweighted nonblacks 352 457 512


