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Kinsey 

studies

1948-53

Why do we need studies of sexual 

behaviour?



Influences on trends in sexual behaviour

• Socio-economic changes: - poverty 

- education

- employment

• Demographic changes: - age structures of populations

- mobility and migration, urban/rural 
movement; seasonal labour; 
social and political disruption 

• Changes in social attitudes: - influence of global communications 
(eg.Internet), on social norms

• Therapeutic advances: - advances in contraception

- access to FP

• - HIV interventions 



Observer; 19.06.2005





Perception 1

The man on the Clapham omnibus (Wikipedia): 

‘a descriptive formulation of a reasonably educated and intelligent but non-

specialist person’

‘Young people everywhere 

are having sex earlier’



Early sexual experience, more likely to be:

- regretted

- unprotected

- non-consensual

- non-autonomous

- disappointing
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Difference between cohorts: * p<=0.05, - p>0.05, ? test not possible
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Women

1975-79 1995-99

:

Proportion having sex before age 15: 1970s vs 1990s



Proportion having sexual  intercourse before age 15 by region
(reached age 15 during 1995-99)
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Trend in proportion of women sexually active by age 15 

1975 -79 to 1995-99
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Trend in proportion of men sexually active by 

age 15 1975 -79 to 1995-99
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´1:110,000,000This measure not available from survey

Pre-marital sex: women

<25%

25%-49%

50%-74%

75%+

WOMEN

Prevalence of premarital sex: women



Prevalence of pre-marital sex: men

´1:110,000,000This measure not available from survey 

Pre-marital sex: men

<25%

25%-49%

50%-74%

75%+

MEN



Frequency of sex
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Sexual activity and relationship status
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Trends in sexual activity and relationship status  
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Perception 2

The man on the Clapham omnibus (Wikipedia): 

‘a descriptive formulation of a reasonably educated and intelligent but non-

specialist person’

‘Areas of high HIV 

prevalence are those in 

which there is greater 

sexual promiscuity’



Observer; 19.06.2005



Perception 1

Young people 
everywhere are having 
sex earlier



Population distribution by age and sex and number of 

sexual partners in the past year, 15 to 49 year olds.
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Population distribution by age and sex and number of 

sexual partners in the past year, 15 to 49 year olds.

Cameroon 
Men Women
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Population distribution by age and sex and number of 

sexual partners in the past year, 15 to 49 year olds.

Britain Uganda 
Men Women
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Impications for interventions

• public health strategies need to take account, 
not only of individual behaviour, but features of 
the social context:  poverty, deprivation, gender 
inequality

• diversity cautions against transferring public 
health strategies and interventions from one 
place to another without tailoring them to the 
social context 



Methodological questions

• How can we detect the extent of bias in data?

• How can we interpret the data?

• How can we ensure that men and women are 

able to give authentic accounts?



Gender differences

Real differences in behaviour between men

and women?  

or 

Reporting bias: over-reporting by men, or

under-reporting by women? 



Interpreting trend data: changes between two 

or more time points may result from:

• differences in methods of data collection

• a change in the social climate influencing 

reporting

• true changes in behaviour 



Proportion reporting 1st intercourse before 16, 

by year of birth for men & women - Natsal I and II
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Age at First Sex: Prone to reporting bias

Emma Slaymaker: Sexual Behaviour Research in the Era of HIV/AIDS

Ugandan Men
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Why do men report more sexual partners in the 
past year than women?

In countries with greater

gender equality, and

symmetrical age

structures, numbers of

sexual partners reported

by men and women are

more similar

Britain

Men Women
Men Women
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Pattern 1: minimum reporting 

bias



Uganda 

Men Women
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Pattern 2: disparities mainly 

attributable to age mixing

In countries with a

young age structure,

older men may have

sex with younger

women

Why do men report more sexual partners in the 

past year than women? 



Why do men report more sexual partners in the 

past year than women?

In countries with a
‘macho’ culture, men may
over-report, and women
under-report, numbers of
sexual partners     

Pattern 3: disparities mainly 

attributable to reporting bias

Men Women
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Responses will be improved by:  

• assurances of privacy, confidentiality and 

anonymity

• a non judgmental approach on the part of 

interviewers

• comfort and ease on the part of 

interviewers (training)

• awareness of value of data collected



Any homosexual experience 

Natsal 1990

Men Women

Face to face interview 5.2% 4.5%

Self completion booklet 6.1% 3.4%



How does computer assisted interviewing 

affect responses?

Computer-assisted self interview compared with pencil and paper 

Odds ratios

Ever had an STD diagnosis 1.14

Ever had an abortion 1.19

Ever had homosexual sex 1.26

Homosexual anal sex last 5 yrs 0.53

Masturbated within last 4 weeks 0.91

First heterosexual sex under 16 1.19

2+ partners last year + no condom 1.20

Johnson et al, 1999; AIDS



Qualitative research

F……… on the computer it seemed easier 
because it's locked in and no-one else can get into 
it, whereas on paper they can be found and read 
and it helped me feel more confident about doing 
it.



A less costly method: 

Informal Confidential Voting Interview (ICVI)

Odds ratios for risk behaviours using ICVI

OR

New partner last year 1.30

More than one partner last month 1.78

more than one current partner 1.37

Last or previous partner casual 1.69

Unprotected sex with casual partner 1.53

Gregson et al, 2004



Qualitative work: 

British Survey of Sexual Attitudes and 

Lifestyles  2000

Int: Why do you think you rounded down?

M. Because I know it's not right to have that 
many partners and ……… I wish I'd 
never had that many to be honest with you.

(Man, aged 37, 100-200 lifetime partners)


