
ner more than three years older substantially
decreased the probability of contraceptive
use in this age-group (67%), but had little ef-
fect among women 18 and older (94–96%).
Other potential interactions did not signif-
icantly improve the fit of the model; ex-
cluding sterilized women from the model
eliminated significant age-group differences
in nonuse, but did not otherwise substan-
tively change the results (not shown).

In the model estimating uninterrupted

higher probability of contraceptive use than
having less frequent sex; the effect was
largest among the youngest adolescents. 

The effect of partner’s age on contracep-
tive use was found to be driven largely by
teenagers younger than 18: Having a part-

use, there were significant interactions be-
tween age-group and relationship status,
although the magnitudes of the effects
were very small. Relative to those not in
union, the likelihood of uninterrupted use
among married women was similar
among all women aged 18 and older;
however, married teenagers aged 15–17
were somewhat less likely to report un-
interrupted use, probably due in part to
characteristics that select women into mar-
riage at very young ages. Excluding ster-
ilized women from the analysis had little
effect on the results (not shown).

Age-group interactions clarify some-
what the positive association between 
history of nonvoluntary intercourse and
effective method use. Having ever expe-
rienced nonvoluntary sex increased the
probability of using an effective rather
than some other contraceptive method
among women aged 25–34, but decreased
the probability among women aged 20–24
with a similar history. Bivariate analyses
among adult women aged 25–34 who
were uninterrupted users revealed that
45% of those who had ever experienced
nonvoluntary intercourse were contra-
ceptively sterilized, compared with only
31% of those who had never experienced
nonvoluntary sex (not shown). When ster-
ilized women were excluded from the
model, lifetime nonvoluntary sexual ex-
perience was significant only among
women aged 20–24, who were less likely
to use effective methods rather than to use
other methods. In addition, married and
cohabiting women no longer significant-
ly differed from single women, indicating
that more effective use among women in
stable unions was due to sterilization. 

Alternative Specifications
A potential problem in measuring con-
traceptive use pattern is differential ex-
posure to the risk of unintended preg-
nancy. For example, women with a full 12
months of exposure are more likely to be
classified as sporadic users than are
women with shorter periods of exposure,
simply because they are assessed over a
longer period of time. This problem dis-
proportionately affects two groups:
women who got pregnant in the past year
and those who had first intercourse in the
past year. To assess the sensitivity of re-
sults to differential exposure, two alter-
native specifications were estimated.

First, the start of exposure was extended
back two years prior to the interview, thus
allowing for up to 12 months of exposure.*
This specification increased exposure for
women who had become pregnant in the

78 Family Planning Perspectives

Measuring Contraceptive Use Patterns

Table 3. Odds ratios and t-ratios from logistic regression showing contraceptive use pattern
during past three months among women aged 15–44 who are at risk of unintended pregnan-
cy, by selected characteristics

Characteristic Use vs. nonuse Uninterrupted vs. Uninterrupted 
sporadic use effective vs. other use 

Odds t-ratio Odds t-ratio Odds t-ratio
ratio ratio ratio

Age-group
15–17 0.29* –3.65 0.18* –4.28 0.38* –4.46
18–19 0.68 –1.15 0.45* –2.00 0.56* –2.94
20–24 0.63* –2.33 0.40* –2.75 0.79* –2.18
25–34 1.00 na 1.00 na 1.00 na
≥35 0.97 –0.14 1.57 1.26 1.18 1.81

Relationship stability
Married 0.96 –0.18 2.11 1.96 1.39* 3.51
Cohabiting 1.15 0.45 1.40 0.78 1.42* 2.55
Single 1.00 na 1.00 na 1.00 na

Log of no. of partners in past year† 1.27 0.87 0.83 –1.03 0.91 –1.31
Log of no. of partners squared† 0.83* –2.05 na na na na

With current partner <3 months 0.95 –0.17 0.84 0.84 –1.00
With current partner ≥3 months 1.00 na 1.00 na 1.00 na

Sexual experience
First sex within last 6 months 2.97 1.26 1.29 0.48 0.27* –3.60
First sex >6 months ago 1.00 na 1.00 na 1.00 na

Frequency of sex
≥once a week 2.98* 5.24 2.53* 3.14 1.94* 6.62
2–3 times a month 2.69* 3.81 1.54 1.55 1.40* 3.25
≤once a month 1.00 na 1.00 na 1.00 na

Sexual coercion
Ever had nonvoluntary sex 0.72 –1.77 0.80 –0.90 1.22* 2.27
Never had nonvoluntary sex 1.00 na 1.00 na 1.00 na

Recent first nonvoluntary sex 0.34* –2.11 0.79 –0.34 0.46* –2.23
No recent first nonvoluntary sex 1.00 na 1.00 na 1.00 na

Current partner >3 years older 0.64* –2.44 1.02 0.07 1.11 1.27
Missing data for current partner 0.52* –2.51 0.57 –1.75 1.10 0.73
Current partner ≤3 years older 1.00 na 1.00 na 1.00 na

Control variables
Race/ethnicity

Non-Hispanic black 0.79 –1.15 0.91 –0.31 1.15 1.35
Non-Hispanic other 0.91 –0.22 0.39 –1.84 0.45* –4.79
Hispanic 0.95 –0.22 0.75 –0.91 0.76* –2.12
Non-Hispanic white 1.00 na 1.00 na 1.00 na

Log of income as a % of poverty‡ 1.11 1.25 0.72* –2.41 0.71* –6.72
Mother’s educational attainment 1.05* 2.31 1.03 0.91 0.96* –2.88

Wants a child within next 2 years 0.35* –6.12 0.59 –1.62 0.41* –9.55
Does not want a child in next 2 years 1.00 na 1.00 na 1.00 na
Missing data for controls imputed 0.67 –0.88 1.21 0.25 0.52* –2.41
N 6,155 5,918 5,813

*p<.05. †The relationship between contraceptive use and the number of sexual partners in the past year takes a quadratic form, indi-
cated by the significant coefficient on the squared term.  The negative sign of the term suggests that the curve is convex. To determine
the point at which it peaks, the function is differentiated with respect to logarithm of the number of partners, the derivative is set equal
to zero, and solved for the logarithm of the number of partners. The figure is exponentiated to translate it into the number of partners.
The curve peaks at 1.9 partners (see Figure 3). ‡A change from 100% of poverty to 200% of poverty corresponds to a 0.69 increase
in the log of income as a percentage of the poverty level.

*Exposure is measured by counting backward from the

date of the interview until either 12 months of risk have

accumulated or a point 24 months prior to the interview

is reached.




