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nancies to teenage women whose partner
was at least three years older were much
less likely to end in abortion than were
those to older women with such a partner.

15–17-Year-Olds with Older Partners
The greatest concern about wide age dif-
ferences between women and men in sex-
ual relationships focuses on adolescent
women with older partners. Thus, it is
worthwhile to look in greater detail at
women younger than 18. 
•Sexual relationships. As Table 3 shows, 29%
of the 1.5 million women younger than 18
who were sexually active at the time of the
1995 NSFG were in a relationship with a
man who was 3–5 years older, and 7%

pared with 23% of those whose partner was
3–5 years older and 17% of those whose
partner was no more than two years older. 

Roughly half (49%) of all conceptions
were unintended by the woman; i.e., she
reported that the pregnancy had occurred
too soon or had not been wanted at all, or
had ended in abortion (Table 2). The pro-
portion of pregnancies that were unin-
tended was highest among teenagers (79%
of those to women younger than 18 and
73% of those to women aged 18–19) and
lowest among women aged 30–34 (33%). 

For both 18–19-year-olds and younger
teenagers, the proportion of pregnancies
that were unintended was lowest in rela-
tionships in which the man was six or more
years older (66% and 70%, respectively).
However, 18–19-year-olds were most like-
ly to have an unintended pregnancy if their
partner was 3–5 years older (80%), while
younger teenagers were most likely to do
so if their partner was similar in age (82%).

About a quarter (26%) of conceptions to
married women were unintended, com-
pared with 75% of those to women who
were not married when the pregnancy oc-
curred. Married adolescents with a con-
siderably older husband were more likely
to have intended to become pregnant than
were those whose husband was closer to
their age. Similarly, unmarried adolescents
whose partner was six or more years older
were somewhat less likely than other un-
married teenagers to have had an unin-
tended pregnancy.

More than half (54%) of unintended
pregnancies in 1994 ended in abortion—
34% of of those to married women and
61% of those to unmarried women (Table
2). Among unmarried adolescents who
had unintended pregnancies, those whose
partner was close to their own age were
most likely to have an abortion. The great-
est variations by age difference between
partners occurred among women younger
than 18: About half of unintended preg-
nancies ended in induced abortion when
the partner was no more than two years
older, compared with 34% when he was
3–5 years older and 21% when he was six
or more years older. Among unmarried
women aged 18–19, the proportion of un-
intended pregnancies ending in abortion
ranged from 55% when the partner was no
more than two years older to about 45%
when he was at least three years older.

The proportion of unintended pregnan-
cies ending in abortion was lower for teen-
agers than for adult women. The propor-
tions were fairly similar across age-groups
for women whose partner was similar in
age (49–59%); however, unintended preg-

were involved with a man who was six or
more years older. Further investigation
using logistic regression identified few
characteristics distinguishing between
young women with partners 3–5 years
older or six or more years older and other
sexually active teenage women; however,
the small number of cases available for
analysis (241) limited the power to detect
significant differences. Young women who
had been going steady or had been en-
gaged to their partner when they first had
intercourse were significantly less likely
to have a partner six or more years older
than were those who had just met the man,
had been friends or were dating when they
first had sex with him (odds ratio of 0.16).

Table 3. Among sexually active women aged 15–17, the percentage having an older partner
and the odds of doing so, according to age difference between partners; and among those at
risk of an unintended pregnancy, percentage who practiced contraception at last sex and odds
of doing so; all by selected characteristics of the woman

Characteristic Weighted 3–5 yrs. older ≥6 yrs. older Practiced contraception
N (000s) at last sex†

% Odds  % Odds Weighted % Odds 
ratio ratio N (000s) ratio

Total 1,517 29.2 na 6.7 na 1,280 81.9 na 

% of poverty level
0–99 304 31.7 0.98 7.5 1.07 192 70.4 0.88
100–199 413 30.2 1.14 7.7 1.38 349 80.5 1.01
≥200 800 27.8 1.00 5.8 1.00 739 85.6 1.00

Race/ethnicity
Black 300 24.0 0.81 5.8 0.46 271 72.5 0.30*
Hispanic 269 39.4 1.55 9.9 2.44 170 62.6 0.22*
White/other 947 28.0 1.00 6.0 1.00 839 88.9 1.00

Married/cohabiting
Yes 175 41.9 1.29 16.3 1.75 100 81.8 ‡
No 1,342 27.6 1.00 5.4 1.00 1,180 82.0 ‡

High school completion
Dropped out 190 36.3 1.43 14.5 2.72 134 52.7 0.25*
Enrolled or 

completed 1,327 28.2 1.00 5.6 1.00 1,146 85.4 1.00

Both parents present 
during childhood
Yes 502 25.7 1.00 7.1 1.00 467 84.3 1.00
No 1,015 31.0 1.12 6.5 0.91 813 80.6 0.77

Religion
Protestant 700 27.5 1.00 8.0 1.00 637 86.4 1.00
Roman Catholic 376 30.8 0.95 4.2 0.26* 308 75.7 0.36
None/other 441 30.6 0.91 6.7 0.38 335 79.1 0.75

Relationship with current 
partner at first sex
Just met/friend/dating 343 24.6 1.00 12.9 1.00 307 80.5 1.00
Going steady/engaged 963 29.0 1.28 3.3 0.16* 821 84.5 0.88
Information missing 212 38.0 1.35 12.2 0.47 152 70.8 0.54

Ever forced to have sex§
Yes 307 29.3 2.10* 9.0 1.08 235 71.5 0.53
No 1,200 25.3 1.00 6.1 1.00 1,035 84.2 1.00

Partner’s age
≤2 yrs. older/younger na na na na na 879 77.6 1.00
3–5 yrs. older na na na na na 328 75.8 0.78
≥6 yrs. older na na na na na 73 66.0 0.20*

*Statistically significant at p<.05. †Among women who were neither pregnant, trying to become pregnant, postpartum, or sterile for
noncontraceptive reasons. ‡Too few cases to permit analysis. §Ns do not sum to column total because of missing data. Notes: na=not
applicable. Odds ratios result from a logistic regression that controlled for the effects of all characteristics shown in the table. Ns for
some subgroups may not add to column total because of rounding.


