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p remarital sex became significantly more
conservative between 1988 and 1995: In
1988, 73% of respondents felt that pre-
marital sex is okay even if a couple is not
planning to get married, while only 11 %
believed that premarital sex is never okay;
by 1995, the proportion believing that pre-
marital sex is okay even if a couple has no
plans to marry had fallen to 65%, while the
p roportion believing it to be never okay
had risen to 17%.

White males exhibited the larg e s t — a n d
the only statistically signific a n t — c h a n g e
in attitudes about premarital sex. Hispanic
males appear to have become slightly
m o re conservative in their attitudes to-
w a rd premarital sex, while the attitudes
of black males remained relatively stable.
As a result, although attitudes toward pre-
marital sex were nearly identical acro s s
racial and ethnic groups in 1988, by 1995
black and Hispanic males were more ac-
cepting of premarital sex than were whites.

Young males’ self-reports on the impor-
tance of religion changed only minimally
f rom 1988 to 1995, with small increases in
the proportion of males indicating that re-
ligion is either very important or not im-
portant at all and corresponding decre a s-
es in the proportion indicating that re l i g i o n
is either fairly important or fairly unim-
portant. Once again, however, there were
important diff e rences by race and ethnic-
ity: Whites were the only subgroup to ex-

p regnancy seriously endangers her health,
while Hispanics were significantly less
likely to agree in 1995 than in 1988 that it
is all right for a woman to have an abor-
tion because she is younger than 15.

In 1988, white males exhibited the high-
est levels of approval of abortion (in terms
of the percentage agreeing a lot or agree-
ing a little) in all cases except when the
woman felt that she could not aff o rd to
c a re for a child. Chi-square tests (not
shown, but available upon request) indi-
cate that in 1988, whites were signific a n t-
ly more likely than blacks to agree that
abortion is all right in five of the seven cir-
cumstances (rape, very young age, de-
f o r m i t y, any reason and disagreement be-
tween the woman and her male partner).

M o re o v e r, white respondents were sig-
n i ficantly more likely than Hispanics to
agree that abortion is all right in four cir-
cumstances (rape, very young age, any
reason and disagreement between the
woman and her male partner).

By 1995, however, black males appeare d
to be slightly more accepting of abortion
in most circumstances than either whites
or Hispanics, with racial and ethnic dif-
f e rences tending to be larger if the abor-
tion was for a social reason as opposed to
a health reason. Blacks were signific a n t l y
m o re likely than whites to approve of
abortion in three circumstances (defor-
m i t y, cost and any reason), and also were
s i g n i ficantly more likely than Hispanics
to approve in three circumstances (young
age, cost and disagreement). Appro v a l
rates among whites and Hispanics did not
differ significantly in 1995.

These patterns are also evident when
we examine changes in the mean value of
the overall index of abortion attitudes. In
the case of the full sample, the mean value
of the overall index decreased signifi-
cantly, from 2.77 in 1988 to 2.52 in 1995—
indicating decreasing levels of appro v a l
(Table 3). Among the different racial and
ethnic groups, however, only for white
males was the decrease in the attitudes
index statistically significant.

Religion and Attitudes Toward Sex
To what extent can changes in re l i g i o u s
feeling and in attitudes toward pre m a r i-
tal sex help explain the decreased support
for abortion among young white males?
An examination of attitudes toward pre-
marital sex, importance of religion, re l i-
gious attendance and the proportion 
describing themselves as born-again Chris-
tians (Table 4) in 1988 and 1995 re v e a l s
some significant changes. As was the case
with abortion attitudes, attitudes toward

hibit a significant change, with the pro-
portion identifying religion as very im-
portant increasing by six percentage points
( f rom 28% to 34%) and the proportion iden-
tifying religion as fairly important de-
c reasing by six percentage points (fro m
48% to 42%).

Although the differences were not sta-
tistically significant, the proportion of
Hispanics who identified religion as either
fairly important or very important in-
creased from 80% in 1988 to 87% in 1995.
In contrast to patterns among whites and
Hispanics, the importance of religion ap-
pears to have declined among young
black males: In 1988, 59% of blacks iden-
tified religion as being very important in
their lives, but by 1995 this proportion had
fallen to 47% (a change that was margin-
ally significant).

Despite the slight increase in impor-
tance of religion, the 1995 cohort actually
reported significantly lower levels of
church attendance at age 14 than did the
1988 cohort. The proportion of males who
claimed to have attended services at least
once a week fell from 49% to 45%, while
the proportion who claimed at age 14 to
have never attended services incre a s e d
f rom 17% to 21%. Upon analyzing the
t rends separately by race and ethnicity, we
found that all three groups experienced
similar trends in attendance, although the
d rop in attendance was statistically sig-

Ta ble 4. Pe rc e n t age distribution of U.S. males aged 15–19, and p-values (from chi-squared tests)
showing changes in distribution between surveys, by attitudes about premarital sex and reli-
gion, according to race and ethnicity and year

Attitude Total White/other Black Hispanic†

1988 1995 1988 1995 1988 1995 1988 1995

Attitude toward premarital sex
OK if couple does not

plan to marry 73.0 65.2 72.8 63.1 72.4 72.2 75.4 69.9
OK only if couple

plans to marry 15.9 17.6 15.1 17.8 18.9 17.4 18.2 16.5
Never OK until marriage 11.1 17.2 12.1 19.1 8.7 10.3 6.4 13.6
p .001 .001 .778 .067

Importance of religion
Not important at all 7.9 8.5 8.8 9.4 4.0 5.3 6.6 6.8
Fairly unimportant 13.8 12.7 15.4 14.7 5.9 8.3 13.3 5.9
Fairly important 45.3 42.3 48.1 42.1 31.1 39.0 44.7 47.1
Very important 33.0 36.5 27.7 33.7 59.1 47.4 35.5 40.3
p .098 .003 .065 .088

Religious attendance
Never 17.3 21.0 18.7 22.5 10.8 16.1 16.7 18.0
<once a month 16.3 14.3 16.5 14.5 13.6 12.5 19.0 15.3
1–3 times per month 17.6 19.5 16.9 18.9 24.6 21.9 12.7 20.9
≥once per week 48.8 45.2 48.0 44.2 51.1 49.5 51.6 45.9
p .005 .019 .337 .152

Born-again Christian
Yes 20.5 23.7 18.3 24.0 33.8 29.2 17.3 15.5
No 79.5 76.3 81.7 76.0 66.2 70.8 82.7 84.5
p .020 .001 .260 .641

†May be of any race.


