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to give his age at that time. This procedure helped to min-
imize potential recall bias: For many men in the survey, ini-
tiation of sexual activity occurred as many as 20–30 years
before the interview. Furthermore, to reduce social desir-
ability bias due to the pressure that society exerts on indi-
viduals to conform to norms consistent with current opin-
ion, interviews were conducted in private locations by
trained, experienced staff.

Our measure of the lifetime number of partners was ad-
justed for the effects of age, because older individuals had
had a longer period of time in which to potentially engage
in sex with different partners: We divided the lifetime num-
ber of partners with whom a respondent reported ever hav-
ing had vaginal intercourse by the number of years since he
turned 18. The result was an estimate of the annual number
of sexual partners during adulthood.* Because a large pro-
portion of respondents (15%) reported a total of three or
fewer partners, the distribution was skewed. However, pre-
liminary analyses showed that a natural log transformation
of the data resulted in an adequate approximation of a nor-
mal distribution. Hence, we used the log of the estimated
annual number of partners during adulthood in the analy-
ses. The possibility of bias stemming from poor recall or so-
cial desirability also limits the accuracy of reporting the num-
ber of partners; the final interpretation of this study must,
therefore, be made with these limitations in mind.

Six variables assessed characteristics of the respondent
and his family. Respondents’ religiosity reflected their fre-
quency of attendance at religious services (coded zero for
less than once a month and one for more frequent atten-
dance). Men’s educational level was a continuous variable
that measured the total number of years of formal educa-
tion completed. Marital status was coded one if respondents

were currently married and zero if they were not. 
The mother’s educational level was measured by record-

ing the total number of years of formal education completed
by the respondent’s mother (or a stepmother with whom
he had grown up). The mother’s employment status re-
flected whether a man’s mother had worked for pay (full-
time or part-time) for at least six months when he was aged
5–15. An affirmative response was coded one, and responses
of “no” and “don’t know” were coded zero.

The respondent’s family structure at age 12 was coded
one if he had lived with two parents (biological or adop-
tive) and zero if he had not. Although this measure captures
only one time point and may not represent a respondent’s
entire childhood, reporting is likely accurate, because the
respondent does not have to make an overall judgment
about family structure over a long period of time.

The respondents’ mean age was about 30 (standard de-
viation, six; range, 19–40). Mean age at sexual initiation was
about 15, and each man had had, on average, slightly more
than two sexual partners per year since age 18 (Table 1).
Respondents and their mothers had received an average of
12.9 and 11.7 years of education, respectively.

Analytic Approach
The three family characteristics (mother’s educational level
and employment status and family structure), along with
the respondent’s marital status and religiosity, were the in-
dependent variables in the study model. Age at sexual ini-
tiation was a dependent variable that we expected to be pre-
dicted by the three familial factors. (Because information
on respondents’ religiosity during childhood or adolescence
was not available, we were unable to investigate the asso-
ciation between religiosity and age at sexual initiation.) We
expected age at sexual debut, in turn, to predict the esti-
mated annual number of sexual partners during adulthood.

Respondents’ educational level, which we hypothesized
to be a function of the mother’s educational level, was ex-
pected to influence the number of sexual partners, as were
marital status and religiosity. In addition to the indirect ef-
fects of the family on sexual risk-taking behaviors in adult-
hood (because of its influence on age at sexual initiation),
we expected two familial variables to directly affect re-
spondents’ adult sexual behavior: We hypothesized that
having a large number of partners during adulthood would
be predicted by having grown up in a one-parent house-
hold and in a family in which the mother was employed
outside the home.

We conducted zero-order correlation analysis using SPSS
version 10.0 to identify correlations among the eight vari-
ables; the cutoff level for significance was taken as p<.05. As
expected, the log of the estimated annual number of part-
ners was negatively correlated with age at sexual initiation
(r=–.40) and marital status (r=–.33), and the educational level
of a respondent was positively correlated with that of his moth-
er (r=.17—Table 2). There were no unexpected correlations
among the variables, in terms of either magnitude or direc-
tion; hence, our model did not require any modifications.

Family Characteristics and Sexual Risk Behaviors Among Black Men

*We might have instead divided the lifetime number of partners by the
number of years since sexual initiation. However, because age at sexual
initiation is a dependent variable, creating another variable derived from
the number of years since first intercourse would violate the assumption
underlying regression analysis that outcome and explanatory variables
are measured independently of each other.

TABLE 1. Means (and standard deviations) of variables used
in analysis of factors influencing black men’s sexual behav-
ior, 1991 National Survey of Men (N=1,125)

Variable Mean (SD)

Outcome
Age at sexual initiation (range, 9–34) 15.19 (2.95)
Annual no. of partners since age 18 (range, 0.05–33.33)† 2.42 (3.77)

Individual
Yrs. of education (range, 0–21) 12.91 (2.00)
Religiosity (range, 0–1)‡ 0.53 (0.50)
Marital status (range, 0–1)‡ 0.42 (0.49)

Family
Mother’s yrs. of education (range, 0–21) 11.67 (2.87)
Mother’s employment status when respondent was

aged 5–15 (range, 0–1)‡ 0.82 (0.39)
Family structure at age 12 (range, 0–1)‡ 0.59 (0.49)

†Estimated by dividing the lifetime number of partners by the number of years
since the respondent turned 18. ‡The higher score indicates religious atten-
dance at least once a month, married status, at least six months of employment
and presence of both parents.


