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Less sex, fewer partners
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Sex study shatters Idiiky assumptioiis
By Peter Corner
Tribune Staff Writer

The most sweeping survey of
sexual practices and attitudes
since the nearly 50-year-old Kin-
sey reports should calm fears that
America is careening into immor
ality.

Set to emerge officially from the
University of Chicago next week,
the landmark study, called the
"National Health and Social Life
Survey," shatters many precon
ceptions in its attempts to define

normality.
Americans have less sex, fewer

partners and use less-exotic tech
niques than reported in earlier
polls, most of which were mail-in
surveys such as the Hite reports
of the 1970s and 1980s, or focused
on narrowly defined groups, such
as readers of Playboy and
Redbook magazines.

All were flawed methodological
ly, according to the University of
Chicago researchers, and painted
a false picture of sex in America.

"It was like looking in a
funhouse mirror—all weird and
distorted. People got scared," said
sociologist Edward O. Laumann,
who directed the survey along
with economic demographer and
public policy expert Robert T. Mi
chael, and John Gagnon, a veteran
sex researcher at the State Univer
sity of New York, Stony Brook.

Americans have sex about once

a week, on average, but a third of
adults have sex only a few times a
year, or not at all, the study

found.

More than 80 percent of Ameri
cans had only one partner-Hjr no
partner-rin the past year. Based
on the study, just 3 percent of
men and women had five or more
partners during that period.

The typical American man has
about six sexual partners over his
lifetime; the typical woman has
two. (However, researchers ad
mitted men may tend to' inflate
the number while women might
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underreport)
The survey revealed that only

three sex practices appeal (o more
than a small Itactloa

Heterosexuals overwhelmingly
pc^er vaginal Intereourse and in
clude It In almost every sental ett-
counter. Watching a partner un
dress ran a distant second,
foUawed by oral sex. which many
have experienced but which Is not
a regular part of most people's
lovemaking, the study found.

Desplle a liberalization of atti
tudes slnc« the 1960s—particularly
about premarital sex. cohabitation
and divorce—Americans stUl view
marriage and long-term commit
ment as the goal.

About 90 percent of Americans
marry by age 30 and, despite
seven-year llches and mld-llfe cri
ses. 75 percent of married men
and SS percent of married women

say they have been faithfli].
"There Is remarkable consensus

In the general population—about
91 percent—that extramarital af
fairs are bad." Laumann sat±

Monogamous couples have the
mosl sex and are happiest with
their sex lives, the study reported.

The survey was conducted In
1992 by the university's National
Opinion Research Center and
presents the results of detailed in
terviews with 3.432 Americans aga
18 to S9 selected randomly na
tionwide. They represent 97.1 per
cent of the adult poptilatlon.

Their responses to a voluminous
questionnaire and sit-down con
versations with 220 research cen
ter interviewers provided a wealth
of data about the sex lives of ordi
nary people.

Propos^ In 19S7 by the Nation
al Institutes of Health to help
scientists battle AIDS, the nallonal
sex survey was killed by conserv
ative forces in Congress and the
Reagan and Bush administrations.

Undaunted, the sclenlists sought
and received support from private
foundations, but had to scale
down their research IY«m a pro
posed 20.000 Americans to 3,500.

In the process, the researchers
expanded the survey io focus on
sexual behavior in general rather
than Just on hlgh-risic betiaviors.

The survey reaffirms recent
British and French studies sug-
gestijig that the number of hocno-
sextials In tiie population b far
lower than generally presiuned.

Only 18 percent of the Ameri
can men polled said they were gay
or bisexual, while 8 percent re
ported they have been attracted to
other men at some pobit In their
lives. Only 1.4 percent of the
women polled identiCled them
selves as lesbian.

The implications for public
health policy are profound, if the
researehers are correct, AIDS may
be less likely to spread widely
into the heterosexual population.

"Most people are not likely to
have sex with gay men or In
travenous drugs users—the most
susceptible group," said Robert
Michael, the public policy expert

'We argue that the finding Is
optimistic." Michael said. "If the
disease stays confined to a smaller
group, it will be easier to defeat

"But we do call- for a more fo
cused prevention strategy, with
messages and resources directed
at those communities at risk.'

Abortion b another controver
sial area on which the survey
sheds light Americans are not
using abortion as a form of birth
control, researchers reported.

Seventy-two percent of women
who have had abortions had only
one. Teenagers are by far the mo^
likely to abort pregnancy.

The data offpr evidence that
hanh deterrent laws on abortion
will be Ineffective, researchers
said.

The survey provides a snapshot
of the American population with
all its diversity and similarities. It
Is neither doHnlte nor precise.
Laumann cautioned, but It defines
broad outlines of group behavior
thai are statistically valliL

greduaia,.'?'.

The survey challenges conven
tional wbdom with abandon.

One of America's most enduring
myths, for exampb. b tiiat love
knows no social boundaries, that
we can fall in love with anyone
from any background or social
class.

Real-life Romeo and Julieb are
rare, though. Americans seldom
cross lines of social class and up
bringing when choosing sex part
ners and mates, the study found.
And dating couples are about as
alike OS those who are married.

Sexual l>ehavlor b strongly pre
determined by friends, family,
neighborhoods, religious beliefs
and education. More than 8
couples out of 10 were Introduced
by unofficial matchmakers, the
study found.

What oflen followed was a clas
sic love story—that of getting to
know one's partner first as a
friend, building tnist and going
slowly, then Hnaily having sex
and marrying.

(f couples stay together, it b be
cause they an sexually compati
ble, agree on the rules and are
(klthMl.

The small minority of Ameri
cans who are Into "recreational
sex," as the researchers term it.
will have more partners. But most
people won't

Opposites may Indeed attract,
but not for long. Dissimilar
couples are more likely to end up
In short-tenn relationships.

The study found that Interracial
couptcs are rare—only 7 percent
of those who are married. And
even differences In education are
unusual—only IS perccnt of part
ners have different educational
backgrounds.

Not one woman in the study
who had a gnduate degree had a
sexual relationship with a man
who had not finished high school
Although thousands of highly edu
cated women may have less-edu
cated lovers, the perceniage of
American women who do so b
small

In fact on every measure except
religion, sex partners are remark
ably similar, and tnarried people
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as provost of the university. Mi-
chaei Is founding dean of the Har- ^
rls Graduate School of Public Poll- -
cy and a past director of the ..
National Opinion Research Cen- Z
ter. 2

They asked scores of colleagues ~
f^m throughout the medical and Z
social sciences for advice. The
findings will be published next ^
week In two t>ooks. —

'Sex In America: A Definitive "
Sludy" (Little. Qrown) b intended ;
for the public. The companion voi- •
ume. "The Social Organization of.4
Sexuality; Sexual Practices in the ~
United States " (University of Chi- -
cago Press), contains the statbtl->
cal analysb and b geared toward '
academe.

The first, brall-bbztng report by -
Alfred Klnsey,Sexual Beliavlor in'
the Human Man. was pubibhed In
1^18, followed four years later by ^
Sexual Behavior in the Human T
Female. Despite being landmarks. I
they are viewed as being deeply ^
flawed because of the limited and
nanvw sample the University of
Indiana researcher was able to In-
tervlew.

According to Dr. Joseph Catanb
of the Unlvenlty of Callfomla. an *'
expert In the epidemiology of
AIDS and sex surveys, "the [new)
survey b light-year's better than "
Klnsey.

"We stm need in-depth pictures -
of minority populations. But this
was one study and It can't do ev-
erything. it was work of the high- "•
est quality."

In the 1960s. William H. Masters "
and Virginia Johnson decried the "
dearth of research on human sex-
uallty. They called this crucial
area of human life "science's sole "
timidity" and challenged the scl- -
enltflc community to respond.

Laumann and colleagues view •"
the National Health and Social
Life Survey as an attempt to rise • -
to that challenge. "It b a begin
ning. not the end." he said. "And
hopefully it won't be the last,
word, as Kinsey turned out to be -
for the past SO years." 7

Sia/r wriur 7>isfia Ouru amuib-
•uttd 10 this rtport

also are likely to have the same
rellgioa

"Friends and ramiiles are Im
portant brokers, both in initialing
relationships but also in
sustaining them." Laumann said.
Tliat's why we so oflen end up
with partners who ore so much
like us.

"We're all vulnerable in sexual
relationships. Thus, we let friend
ly third parties screen our can
didates to help us get off to as
good a start as possible."

Laumann said he was "stunned"
by data revealing forms of sexual
abuse of the young and lb eCTect
on their sexuality as adults. The
scientlsb asked people whether
some adult or adolescent had
tou(^ed them sexuaUy when they
were children. Those who said
yes. both men and women, were
consbtently more sexually active
In adulthood than those without
such experiences.

For example, 30 percent of
American men in the survey had
11 or more partners since they
were 18. but that Ogure reached SO
percent for those who were sexu
ally abused as children. For
women, the multiple-partner fig
ures were 7 percent for those who
had not been abused, and 21 per
cent for those who had.

Such men and women were
much more likely to report dim-
cullies with sexuality (Including
anxiety, impotence and Inability
to reach orgasm), but not neces
sarily devastating ones.

'Tliey reported more sex part
ners In their lives, and to have
participated In oral, anal and
group sex. as well as thinking
about sex more oflen." Latunann
said. "On the other hand, in the
general population, they're a re
markably robust group.

"People live throtigh these expe
riences. They're not happy about
them. But they don't go crazy, ei
ther."

The study reprcsenb state-of-the
art sociological research con
ducted by blue-chip scholars.

Laumann, for Instance, formerly
served as dean of social sciences
at the University of Chicago and


