
instability of many relationships among
adolescents and young adults. 

Consistent with earlier studies, involv-
ing primarily adult samples,14 we find that
demographic factors and early age at first
intercourse are associated with young
people’s odds of having had multiple
partners. Additionally, however, our
analyses reveal that alcohol and drug use
are significant determinants of their life-
time number of partners, and alcohol-re-
lated behavior is one of the most impor-
tant risk factors for multiple sexual
partners in the recent past.

The association between alcohol or other
drug use and risky sexual behavior may
be explained through social, physiologi-
cal or individual mechanisms.15 Alcohol
may disinhibit judgment and behavior via
physiological or socially learned mecha-
nisms. Alternatively, a youth’s personal
characteristics (e.g., a risk-taking person-
ality profile) or social environment (situ-
ational factors) may lead both to alcohol
or drug use and to risky sexual activity.

The relationship between alcohol use
and multiple sexual partners meets three
criteria for suggesting causation on the
basis of epidemiologic data: a strong as-
sociation, evidence of a dose-response re-
lationship and biological plausibility.16 We
believe that these data are consistent with
several explanations for the effect of al-
cohol. Further research is needed into the
mechanisms by which alcohol influences
the initiation of new sexual partnerships.

Our finding of an association between a
past event (early initiation of intercourse)
and current behavior (having multiple
partners in a three-month period) is con-
sistent with findings from other studies that
age at first intercourse is a risk marker for
sexual risk behavior, such as failing to use
condoms17 and having multiple sexual
partners,18 long after sexual initiation. This
association suggests the influence of a rel-
atively stable personality characteristic—
perhaps “unconventionality,” as described
in problem behavior theory,19 or a biolog-
ical predisposition to “sensation-seeking.”20

The development of young adults’ risk
behaviors is influenced by a complex set
of biological, social environmental, per-
ceived environmental, personality and be-
havioral factors.21 Early initiation of in-
tercourse has been related to sexual
abuse,22 which may influence personali-
ty variables such as self-esteem and per-
ceived value of health that, in turn, could
influence decisions about sexual partners. 

Our data show both similarities and dif-
ferences in numbers of sexual partners by
gender. Adolescent males were more like-

crease the period of time that a person has
been sexually active. Black and Hispanic
respondents were significantly more like-
ly than their white peers to report six or
more lifetime partners (odds ratios, 1.4–2.6),
with one exception: Hispanic females had
a reduced probability of this outcome (0.4).

Next, using direct standardization, we
adjusted for the influence of age, race or
ethnicity, marital status and age at first in-
tercourse to examine the independent in-
fluence of alcohol on having multiple sex-
ual partners. As the alcohol-use scale
increased, the probability of reporting
multiple partners rose dramatically (Table
5). Only 8% of currently sexually active
females reporting no alcohol-related be-
haviors had had two or more sexual part-
ners in the previous three months, com-
pared with 48% reporting all five
behaviors; among males, these propor-
tions were 23% and 61%, respectively.

Finally, we examined the association be-
tween having multiple partners and con-
dom use. Overall, 35% of currently sexu-
ally active females and 53% of similar
males said they had used condoms at last
intercourse (Table 6). Condom use at last
intercourse showed no relationship with
the number of partners in the past three
months. Respondents who had not had
sex in the previous three months were
more likely than those who were currently
sexually active to have used a condom the
last time they had intercourse (not shown). 

Discussion
Our analyses yield findings that will be of
use to health care practitioners and health
educators seeking to reduce adolescents’
risk of infection with HIV and other STDs.
We found that most sexually experienced
youth at every age have had two or more
lifetime sexual partners, and many have
had six or more. Many young people have
recently had multiple sexual partners,
which should not be unexpected, given the

ly than females to report multiple partners,
both in the past three months and over
their lifetime. Sexually experienced males
were also more likely to report having had
no partners in the previous three months.
These patterns suggest fundamental dif-
ferences in the stability of relationships for
males and females, and may reflect dif-
ferent approaches to experiencing and un-
derstanding sexual relationships. Despite
these differences, similar sets of risk fac-
tors were associated with multiple part-
ners among males and females. 

In considering our results, it is impor-
tant to be aware of certain limitations of
the analysis. The YRBS was designed as a
behavioral surveillance tool, not as a meth-
od of providing in-depth information
about particular behaviors. It offers little
information about peer norms, personal-
ity traits or factors such as self-efficacy that
may influence decision-making about sex-
ual partners, or same-sex sexual behav-
iors. In addition, although the YRBS had
good test-retest reliability, self-reported
sexual behaviors are difficult to validate.23

An important limitation of cross-sec-
tional surveys that enumerate respondents’
recent or lifetime sexual partners is that
they do not distinguish between sequen-
tial and concurrent partners. Further, an
enumeration of sexual partners provides
no information about partner characteris-
tics that may be related to behavioral risk
factors associated with STDs. Nor does the
number of sexual partners directly trans-
late into the risk of STD infection, which
also depends on such factors as STD preva-
lence and use of barrier protection. On the
other hand, the number of partners as a
summary measure has emerged in many
studies as an important behavioral risk fac-
tor for STD transmission.24 Another limi-
tation of cross-sectional surveys is that
whereas they can find associations among
behaviors, they cannot prove causality.

Thus, although more research is need-
ed, it is clear that health care practitioners
and health educators need to stress the con-
nections among alcohol use, multiple sex-
ual partners and the risk of infection with
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Table 6. Percentage of currently sexually ac-
tive respondents aged 14–22 who used a con-
dom at last intercourse, by number of partners
in the past three months, according to gender

No. of partners Females Males

Total 35.4 (±2.6) 52.5 (±2.7)
1 36.0 (±2.7) 50.2 (±3.3)
2 30.6 (±7.7) 55.9 (±6.6)
≥3 34.5 (±9.5) 57.8 (±6.2)

Note: Figures in parentheses are 95% confidence intervals.

Table 5. Standardized percentage of current-
ly sexually active respondents aged 14–22 who
had two or more sexual partners in the past
three months, by alcohol use score, accord-
ing to gender

Alcohol use score Females Males

0 8.0 (±4.9) 23.3 (±5.6)
1 8.4 (±2.0) 23.8 (±3.6)
2 12.4 (±3.2) 28.5 (±3.7)
3 20.1 (±3.7) 38.1 (±5.0)
4 27.3 (±5.3) 39.6 (±5.1)
5 47.8 (±6.0) 60.8 (±6.8)

Notes: Percentages are standardized by age, race or ethnicity, mar-
ital status and age at first sexual intercourse. Figures in paren-
theses are 95% confidence intervals.


