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Psychological well-being scores were notably similar 
across sex partner categories, spanning less than one 
point in many cases (Table 3). For instance, the mean 
self-esteem scores ranged from 19.1 to 19.7 for men and 
from 17.2 to 17.8 for women across the four sexual part-
ner categories in the adjusted models; narrow ranges 
were also found for body satisfaction and presence of 
depressive symptoms. The only signifi cant model was 
the unadjusted analysis that compared males’ reports of 
depressive symptoms: Men with committed recent part-
ners reported slightly more symptoms than did those 
with casual partners (11.9 vs. 11.2). However, this asso-
ciation was no longer signifi cant after we controlled for 
covariates. 

Although the four-level partner type variable was not 
associated with psychological well-being in any model, 
post hoc tests revealed signifi cant differences between cer-
tain partner categories. Compared with men whose most 
recent partner was a casual acquaintance or an exclusive 
dating partner, men whose recent partner was a close but 
not exclusive partner were more likely to have thought 
about suicide in the previous year (15% vs. 4–7%), after 
adjustment for covariates. Women whose most recent sex 
partner was a fi ancé, spouse or spousal equivalent reported 
fewer depressive symptoms than those whose last partner 
was an exclusive dating partner (11.6 vs. 12.2).

Finally, our analyses that were restricted to college stu-
dents and to white  participants produced no statistically 
signifi cant fi ndings.

DISCUSSION
In spite of speculation that casual partnerships could be 
psychologically damaging for sexually active young peo-
ple, our fi ndings show almost no differences in psycholog-
ical well-being between those with a casual partner and 
those with a more committed partner; these results were 
similar in the analyses using the dichotomous variable and 
the four-category partner variable. Interestingly, in the few 
instances in which post hoc tests detected signifi cant dif-
ferences, associations did not refl ect a smooth “dose-
response” relationship, whereby psychological well-being 
was incrementally worse in successively casual types of 
partnership. Rather, intermediate categories (exclusive 
dating partner and close but not exclusive partner) were 
linked to poorer well-being among men in some cases. 
Only in the analysis of women’s depressive symptoms was 
the most committed partner category associated with bet-
ter mental health. Sexual partnerships in intermediate cat-
egories may entail stressors aside from their level of 
“casualness” that are relevant to psychological well-being. 
Findings from tests of difference between specifi c catego-
ries should be interpreted with caution, however, because 
of the large number of comparisons made across groups, 
and the fact that the core construct was not associated 
with psychological well-being in these adjusted models.

Previous studies have found a higher prevalence of 
casual partnerships among young adults than we did.3,7 
This difference is likely due to the assessment of casual 
sexual partnerships “ever” or during the college years, 
whereas our analysis focused on participants’ most recent 
sexual experience. Additionally earlier studies have found 
casual sexual behavior to be more common among males 
than among females (as we did),3,7 and more common among 
those with same-sex experience than among others (as our 
results suggested).28

However, overall we found no associations between type 
of recent sexual partner and indices of psychological well-
being in our fully adjusted analyses, whereas other research 
has found that young adult females reporting casual sex 
had greater depression and males reporting casual sex had 
less depression than those in other groups.7 Several differ-
ences in research design may account for this disparity. 
First, previous studies have relied largely on samples of 
white college students,3,7 for whom behaviors and associa-
tions may differ from those of a more socially diverse sam-
ple. Yet our supplemental analyses restricted to college 
students and to white participants also revealed no associa-
tions between partner type and psychological well-being. 
This suggests that the null fi ndings in the full analysis are 
not merely a refl ection of a particular pattern of results in a 
more diverse sample. Second, earlier work focused exclu-
sively on issues of sexual partnerships and psychological 
well-being,7 and may have drawn a sample for whom these 
issues were particularly salient; in contrast, our study 
focused largely on unrelated issues (nutrition, eating behav-
iors), and so may have captured a broader sample without 
well-defi ned thoughts about sexual behavior. 

TABLE 2. Percentage of young adults reporting that their 
most recent sexual partner was a casual partner, by se-
lected characteristics, according to gender

Characteristic Males Females

Race/ethnicity
White 28.5  15.7 
Black 42.9  13.6 
Hispanic  36.4  18.5 
Asian-American 15.6  5.0 
Native American 25.0  36.4 
Other 58.3  6.3 
χ2 15.7** 15.2**

Socioeconomic status  
Low 18.2  11.1 
Lower middle 30.2  16.1 
Middle 27.6  14.7 
Upper middle 30.7  12.2 
Upper 34.0  15.7 
χ2 4.7 2.0

Student status in last year 
Not in school 29.0  13.7 
Full-time at four-year college 29.7  11.1 
Other postsecondary† 27.0 17.4
χ2 0.3 3.9

Sexual orientation  
Attracted to opposite gender 28.7  13.8 
Other‡ 45.0  14.8 
χ2 2.5 0.1

**p<.01.  †Part-time at a four-year college, or enrolled at a community or 
technical college. ‡Attracted to same gender or to both genders, or ques-
tioning. Note: A casual partner was either a casual acquaintance or a close 
but nonexclusive partner.


