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amined for STDs; to stop foreplay at anytime, including at
the point of intercourse; and to refuse to have intercourse,
even though they may have had sex with that partner be-
fore and enjoyed it. However, 27% felt that they never have
the right to tell a relative that they are uncomfortable being
hugged or kissed in certain ways, and 49% reported that
they never have the right to masturbate to orgasm.

On the other hand, roughly 50–60% of women believed
that they always have the right to tell their partner that they
want to make love differently and that he is being too rough;
to tell a relative that they are not comfortable being hugged
or kissed in certain ways; to stop foreplay at anytime; and
to refuse to have sex even though they may have had sex
with that partner before and enjoyed it. More than 60% re-
ported that they always have the right to make their own
decisions about sex and contraception regardless of their
partner’s wishes; to tell their partner when they are inter-
ested or not interested in sex, that they refuse to have sex
without birth control or that they want to hug or cuddle
without sex; and to ask their partner is he has been exam-
ined for STDs 

Results of the logistic regression analyses show that a
young woman’s background characteristics, sexual and re-
productive history, and history of abuse are important pre-
dictors of her level of sexual assertiveness (Table 2). In com-
parison with white women, black and Hispanic women have
significantly higher odds of perceiving that they never have
11 of the 13 sexual rights studied (odds ratios, 1.6–3.1),
including rights that would help them prevent acquiring
an STD or becoming pregnant unintentionally. Women with
poor grades in school had elevated odds of sharing seven
of these perceptions; for example, those with less than a C
average were more likely than those with better grades to
indicate that they can never stop foreplay or deny inter-
course to a familiar partner (1.8 for each). Age has few ef-
fects on sexual assertiveness; most important, perhaps,
women aged 18–21 had higher odds than older women of
considering themselves unable to ask a partner if he has
had an STD test (1.7)

Of the factors related to a woman’s sexual and repro-
ductive history, lifetime number of sexual partners emerged
as the most consistent predictor of her sexual assertiveness:
Women who had had only one or two partners were more
likely than those who had had six or more to believe that
they never have 10 of the 13 rights (odds ratios, 1.7–3.3).
Inconsistent contraceptive use was associated with about
half of the rights examined (1.5–1.9), and most of these
can affect a woman’s risk of having an unintended preg-
nancy. Women who had had one or more births were more
likely than those who had never given birth to feel that they
never have the right to masturbate to orgasm or to stop fore-
play at any time (1.6–1.7).

Finally, physical or sexual victimization was associated
with four beliefs about sexual rights. For example, women
who had never been physically assaulted had elevated odds
of never feeling they have the right to refuse intercourse
with a familiar partner (odds ratio, 1.7), and those who re-
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TABLE 1. Percentage distribution of family planning clinic
clients aged 14–26, by how frequently they believe they can
assert various sexual rights 

Sexual right and perceived frequency % 
of assertiveness (N=904)

To make own decisions about sexual activity,
regardless of partner’s wishes
Never 9
Sometimes 13
Always 78

To make own decision about birth control,
regardless of partner’s wishes
Never 17
Sometimes 15
Always 69

To tell partner “I want to make love”
Never 9
Sometimes 30
Always 61

To tell partner “I do not want to make love”
Never 8
Sometimes 30
Always 62

To tell partner “I won’t have sex without birth control”
Never 16
Sometimes 18
Always 66

To tell partner “I want to make love differently”
Never 16
Sometimes 34
Always 50

To masturbate to orgasm
Never 49
Sometimes 18
Always 33

To tell partner he is being too rough
Never 19
Sometimes 28
Always 53

To tell partner “I want to be hugged or
cuddled without sex”
Never 8
Sometimes 30
Always 62

To tell relative “I am not comfortable being
hugged or kissed in certain ways”
Never 27
Sometimes 15
Always 57

To ask partner if he has been examined for STDs
Never 15
Sometimes 13
Always 72

To stop foreplay at any time, including at
the point of intercourse
Never 18
Sometimes 27
Always 55

To refuse to have sex even if she has enjoyed it
with this partner before
Never 17
Sometimes 28
Always 55
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