
unintended pregnancy or STDs among single, married

and cohabiting women. Among single women, we exam-

ined sexual behavior and risk by age, race or ethnicity,

poverty status and education level. We also analyzed

union status and contraceptive use among women who

were at risk of unintended pregnancy or STDs. Finally, we

looked at differences in insurance coverage among sexu-

ally active women.*

In all analyses, weuse paired t tests to assess differences

between groups at p£.05. Standard errors and signifi-

cancewere calculated using the svy series of commands in

Stata 8.2 to account for the stratified survey design.14

RESULTS

Characteristics andSexual Behavior of SingleWomen

A large proportion of American women aged 20–44

are currently single—36%, or 18.6 million women in

2002—and this proportion has not changed since 1988.

Rates of sexual experience among singlewomenhave also

been stable: 86% in 1988, and 89% in 1995 and 2002.

The proportion of women who are single differs

significantly by race or ethnicity (Table 1, page 28). The

majorityof 20–44-year-old blackwomenare single (58%),

and only at ages 40–44 does this proportion fall below

half (48%). The proportion who are single is similar

among all white and Hispanic women (32%). A higher

proportion ofwhites aged20–24 than ofHispanics in that

age-group are single (62% vs. 47%). Nevertheless, similar

proportions of Hispanic and white women in each of the

older age-groups are single; these proportions stabilize at

about one in four among women aged 30 or older.

Compared with both married and cohabiting women,

single women are significantly less likely to be sexually

experienced (Table 2, page 29). And among sexually

experienced women, single women are the least likely to

be currently sexually active, and are sexually active for the

fewest months in the year. Overall, 89% of single women

are sexually experienced, and 70% of this subgroup are

sexually active, compared with 95–96% of married or

cohabiting women. On average, sexually experienced

single women had intercourse in seven of the last 12

months, compared with 11 months for married or

cohabiting women. These patterns of differences by

union status hold across demographic characteristics.

Among single women, sexual behavior varies signifi-

cantly by age, race or ethnicity, and education level. Single

women in their 20s are less likely than older women to be

sexually experienced (83% vs. 94–95%). But among

those who have ever had sex, the proportion who are

sexually active declines with age, from 78% of women in

their 20s to 56% of those aged 40–44. The average

number of months that single women have been sexually

active in the past year also declines significantly with age,

from eight months among those in their 20s to six

months among those aged 40–44.

Black single women are more likely than whites to be

sexually experienced (94% vs. 88%) and sexually active

(74% vs. 68%), and the average number of months they

have been sexually active in the past year is greater (eight

vs. sevenmonths). Amongwomen aged 25 or older, lower

proportions of single women with a college education

than of those with a high school education are sexually

experienced (86% vs. 96%) and sexually active (55% vs.

67%). College graduates also report fewer months of

sexual activity over the last year than do high school

TABLE 3. Percentage of women who have had two or more partners in the past year,
and percentage at risk of unintended pregnancy, by selected characteristics, accord-
ing to current union status

Characteristic ‡2 partners At risk*

Single Married Cohabiting Single Married Cohabiting

All 21.9 1.6† 8.8† 49.3 46.1 59.5†

Age
20–29 26.0‡,§ 2.4† 11.0† 62.7‡,§ 63.1 75.7†
30–39 19.2 1.7† 6.7† 41.2 46.1 50.1†
40–44 14.9 0.7† 4.8† 24.8‡ 30.6 20.2

Race/ethnicity
Black 20.9 4.1† 6.4† 46.8 36.6† 57.5
White 23.4 1.2† 11.7† 51.8 46.2† 62.9†
Hispanic 18.4‡ 2.4† 2.2† 45.1 47.4 54.7

Completed education**
<H.S. 17.5 1.6† 9.1† 29.1‡,§ 36.4 44.1†
H.S. 22.2 1.6† 6.0† 42.7 41.2 46.3
College 15.5‡ 1.2† 8.3† 47.2 52.1 77.3†

% of federal poverty level
<100 21.5 2.3† 13.1† 42.1§ 42.4 54.0†
100–199 20.8 1.4† 8.2† 44.5 43.9 54.1
‡200 22.6 1.5† 7.0† 54.9‡ 47.3† 64.9†

*Awoman is at risk of unintendedpregnancy if she is sexually active, fecund, notpregnant or postpartum, not

trying to get pregnant and not using contraceptive sterilization. †Significantly different from percentage for

single women at p£.05. ‡Significantly different from percentage in the middle row at p£.05. §Significantly dif-
ferent from percentage in the third row at p£.05. **Among women aged 25 or older.

TABLE 4. Percentage distribution of women, by current
contraceptive use, according to risk measure and current
union status

Risk measure
and use

Total Single Married Cohabiting

‡2 PARTNERS IN PAST YEAR
Condom use in past month*
Yes 27.7 30.1 11.1† 21.8
No 72.3 69.9 88.9 78.2

Consistency of condom
use in past year
Always 16.5 19.4 2.7† 4.0†
Sometimes 51.7 54.0 33.7† 49.0
Never 31.8 26.6 63.7† 47.0†

AT RISK OF UNINTENDED PREGNANCY
Contraceptive use in past month
Yes 85.5 81.3 86.4† 86.2†
No 15.5 18.7 13.6 13.8

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

*Alone or combined with a female method. †Significantly different from

percentage for single women at p£.05.

*Results of significance tests of comparisons between married and

cohabiting women, comparisons within these groups and comparisons

of insurance coverage by union status are available from the authors.
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