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Surveys of Heterosexual Behaviour 
ULRICH CLEMENT 


General Issues of Sex Surveys 


Sex surveys describe sexual behaviour within a population; their concern is 
therefore more of a quantitative-descriptive than analytic nature. However, quan
titative surveys, which only count the incidence rates and frequencies of particu
lar sexual behaviours, tell us little. Interest in mere numbers may be based on 
some implicit hypothesis or expectation, which then makes the "mere" number of 
relevance. An example of this is the 37% of male respondents in Kinsey's study 
said to have had homosexual experience. The turmoil caused by this "mere" 
number can best be explained by the obvious contrast of this number to the 
culturally normative expectation. The difference between sexual reality and 
sexual norms is one of the more interesting aspects of quantitative sex surveys. 
Such interest is especially great at times when sexual norms are changing. It is at 
such times that discrepancies between behaviour and changing norms acquire 
particular significance. This is valid for the two most important examples, which 
have led to a boom in sex surveys: 


1. The sexual liberalization movement during the 60s and 70s, in which the 
traditional integration of sexual behaviour and heterosexual life-long monoga
mous marriages dissolved, led to numerous studies of premarital sexual permis
siveness in Western industrialized countries. The main and rather disquieting 
question that concerned these studies was the extent to which sexual behaviour 
was still controlled or controllable by social norms. 


2. The AIDS epidemic has, in a relatively short time, led to numerous investi
gations of change in sexual behaviour amongst homosexual men. In this case, it 
was not the dissolution of an old norm but rather the sudden introduction of new 
sexual behavioural standard—the "safer sex" rule—which then raised the ques
tion of its actual effects on behaviour. 


Both examples are illustrative of how sex surveys—as social instruments— 
reflect disquieting social developments, assess them, and make them predictable. 
This also explains in part the choice of sexual behaviours either to be investigated 
or to be neglected. The focus of attention is the parameters involved in the change. 
But they must be on the acceptable side of the social taboo threshold to be 
investigated at all. Again the AIDS example demonstrates how quickly such 
taboos change. Now anal sex can be talked about; earlier, even during the 
permissive 70s, this was impossible . 


The background of dominant norms not only influences the sexual behaviour 
under investigation, but also the method of research, the questions it poses, and 
those it omits. 
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The results of sex surveys demonstrate a very selective picture of sexual life. 
They emphasize specific points and have blind spots because of the way questions 
are formulated, again reflecting the spirit of the age and the respective cultural 
values of the researchers. Furthermore, the data to be reported have gone through 
a further close-meshed filter (i.e., the readiness of the respondents in the surveys 
to pass on information). 


Methodological Issues 


Sexual behaviour, as any other behaviour, can be assessed objectively. How
ever, more than in any other area of human behaviour, objective assessment is 
made more difficult by the social context of sexuality. Since human sexuality is 
for the most part dominated by intimacy, objective behavioural studies are 
severely restricted. Studies such as those carried out by Masters & Johnson (1966) 
have given insight into physiological processes during coitus and masturbation, 
but even they were unable to make statements on the everyday sexuality of the 
individuals investigated. 


All sex surveys are therefore dependent on the self-report of those persons 
prepared to give such information. We have thus already identified two method
ological problems inherent in this type of research: (a) How good (how objective, 
reliable and valid) are self-reports of sexual behaviour? and (b) Who is prepared 
to participate in such investigations and who is not? 


The Quality of Self-Reported Data on Sexual Behaviour 


The quality of self-reports is dependent on both the ability of the respondent 
to remember and his readiness to pass the information on; of secondary, but 
significant, importance are the methods of investigation used (e.g., questionnaire 
or interview) and the ways and means (formulation, chronological order) in which 
the questions are posed. 


Validity. Self-reports refer to past events which, because of the passage of time, 
may be more or less well remembered, but also may be subject to repression or 
"forgetting" depending on their psychic and social relevance. Spanier (1976) 
differentiates between two types of faulty memory: "faulty recall" (i.e., uninten
tional false reporting because of a blackout or altered remembrance of past 
events) and "intentional false reporting" in order to create the right impression 
with the interviewer. 


From a psychological point of view, information on past sexual experience 
passes through three filters: (a) memory and recall—subjectively unimportant 
events may have been forgotten or may no longer be referable to in time (e.g., 
when there is no initial event or the context of a relationship to give the experience 
a sexual-biographical relevance); (b) aversion—conflict-related or painful expe
riences (e.g., rape, the recall and recounting of which is accompanied by such 
unpleasant affect that the person questioned will refuse information as a form of 
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avoidance); and (c) self-defence—certain experiences may be so discrepant with 
the self-image that they may be withheld or marginalized (e.g., underreporting). 
On the other hand, lack of experience may also deviate from the sexualized 
ideal-self and may therefore be correspondingly overreported. In both cases, this 
may occur consciously (falsified accounts) or unconsciously (faulty recall). 


The importance of shame as an aspect of the unconscious remembrance filter 
must be emphasised because in investigations on sexual behaviour it is usually 
underestimated. The respondents do not remember their sexual experiences in 
such behavioural terms as the sex researcher is using to phrase his or her 
questions. They relate their experience to their biographically developed sexual 
self-image, which is usually more internally consistent and free from contradic
tions than the actual sexual experiences had been. "The responses will also reflect 
the individual's sexual identity, producing responses based in part on what the 
respondent thought should have happened." (Spanier 1976, p. 249) 


This sexual self-concept may, but does not have to, go along with the tendency 
to portray oneself, in socially desirable terms, as "sexually normal." In assessing 
the validity of such responses to questioning, it is much more appropriate to 
assume a number of sexual self-concepts instead of a one-dimensional concept of 
social desirability implying, as it does, a similar response bias for all subjects. 


If we confine ourselves to issues of frequency and incidence rates, then the 
complex impact of these sexual self-concepts is simplified, becoming a question 
of whether particular self-concepts lead to underreporting or overreporting of 
sexual behaviour and life events. Underreporting can be found much more 
frequently in the literature. Schofield (1965), for example, describes a general 
tendency for females to underreport their premarital sexual experiences. De-
Lamater (1974) specified further that this tendency is only found in females 
interviewed by males. The obvious sexual self-concept of the females (i.e., the 
demonstration of sexual inexperience) may explain in part why most investiga
tions of premarital behaviour in the '60s and '70s found females reporting less 
coital experience than males. 


Underreporting may also be relevant in another context: Potterat et al. (1987) 
and Stoneburner et al. (1986) described how HIV-positive military personnel 
reported their sexual encounters with prostitutes to be the source of the infection. 
Later on, however, in individual counselling with civilian counsellors they admit
ted to being homosexual. 


These cases of underreporting may be understood in terms of social desirabil
ity. This may, however, not be the case for certain types of overreporting. Clark 
and Wallin (1964) and Levinger (1966) found in independent studies of marital 
sexuality that satiated partners overestimated their coital frequency, whilst dissat
isfied partners tended to underestimate. Such a bias may also apply to the sexual 
self-concept, and a happy or unhappy marital relationship: a general sense of 
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contentment or discontentment with the relationship leading to over- or under
reporting respectively. 


Reliability. One last important aspect of validity can be found in the work of 
Saltzman et al. (1987) on retest-reliability of self-reported sexual behaviour and 
risk factors for HIV-infection. They investigated a sample of homosexual males 
at an interval of 6 weeks with the result that among the items on sexuality only 
the item concerning sexual orientation was reported with high reliability. The item 
on the total number of sex partners and the question of whether there had ever 
been a "high period" with many sexual partners was moderately reliable. Most of 
the remaining sex behaviour parameters did not vary greatly and were of a 
moderate level of reliability. Questions pertaining to alterations in sexual behavi
our during the last 5 years had the lowest reliability. The association postulated 
by Martin and Vance (1987), that the reUability of self-report is lower, the greater 
the frequency of a certain behaviour, could be shown only for receptive anal 
intercourse, the occurrence of which was remembered more reliably by respon
dents with fewer partners than by those with more than four partners. This study 
distinguishes between different types of faulty memory. The fact that sexual 
orientation was reported in a similar way 6 weeks later seems hardly surprising; 
it has the character of a trait and not of situational behaviour. The fact that 
partner-related data, such as the total number of partners and the "high periods" 
with many partners, are apparently remembered better than individual behaviour 
shows that the sexual biography is remembered more in connection with relation
ships or encounters rather than particular behaviours of a kind that are usually 
investigated in sex surveys. If this is the case, then the reliability of the data of the 
kind investigated by Kinsey et al. (1948,1953) followed by many other studies 
must be questioned: They are purely behavioural and not related to personal 
commitment, resulting from what Gagnon et al. (1989, p. 91) call the "asocial 
character of Kinsey's basic sexual theory." 


Self-administered Questionnaires Versus Interviews 


Both face-to-face-interviews and questionnaires are used in sex surveys. Both 
have specific advantages and disadvantages. The obvious advantage of an inter
view compared to a self-administered questionnaire is the motivating effect of 
interacting with the interviewer. The probability of errors resulting from compli
cated questions may also be greatly reduced because the interviewer can focus on 
the respondent and establish correct meaning. 


Questionnaires have the advantage of anonymity which should not be under
estimated in questions pertaining to sex. Many authors (e.g., Sorensen, 1972), are 
therefore of the opinion that in such a sensitive area questionnaire investigations 
result in more valid results than interviews. Knudsen et al. (1967) found that in 
self-evaluation of sexual standards, female probands described themselves much 
more conservatively in interviews than in the anonymous questionnaires. This 
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was explained by the fact that in interviews the probands are more oriented 
towards socially asserted sexual norms, whereas in the private and anonymous 
questionnaire situation, they more often responded according to standards of then-
peer group or sub-culture. The authors thus came to the conclusion that question
naire answers have a higher validity than interviews. In fact, the interview as a 
broader and more flexibly applicable instrument does have specific problems 
resulting from the interviewer-interviewee relationship. The sex of the inter
viewer is especially relevant, although the trend reported by DeLamater (1974) 
that females reported less to male interviewers than to females could not be 
confirmed in later studies (Darrow et al. 1988, Johnson & DeLamater 1976). 
More important than the sex of the interviewer seems to be the "rapport" 
established in the interview. In the Johnson and DeLamater study, male interview
ees with a good rapport with the interviewer also reported more frequent sexual 
activity. However, the differences between the two methods of enquiry are not 
very large. In one of the few systematic comparative studies, DeLamater and 
MacCorquodale (1975) came to similar results using interviews and question
naires. 


Volunteer Bias 


Sex surveys are dependent on volunteers. As long as not all asked are ready to 
answer—and this is always the case—the question arises as to how willingness to 
participate is itself already related to the investigated behaviour. Criticism of 
Kinsey's results focussed on the argument that willingness to participate in such 
a study may be characteristic of certain nonrepresentative groups (Cochran et al., 
1953; Maslow & Sakoda, 1953; Wallin, 1949; Wallis, 1949). Diamant (1970) and 
Farkas et al. (1978) later specified volunteers as being sexually more experienced 
and more permissive. Rosenthal & Rosnow (1975) reported volunteers to be 
sensation-seeking and unconventional. It was found that males, in contrast to 
other studies, were more prepared to participate than females. 


In a strict sense, no statements on the sexual behaviour of nonvolunteers can 
be made. However, if we regard the willingness to participate in such an investi
gation as a continuum rather than a dichotomous trait, then the volunteer bias may 
be investigated empirically. Systematic studies use two methods: raising social 
pressure or varying the level of thematic intrusions. The first method attempts to 
recruit a group of volunteers by notice or mail. In a further step, those contacted 
are once again asked to participate, however, this time in a situation in which it 
will be difficult for them to refuse (e.g., by visiting them at home and asking them 
again [Bauman, 1973] or showing up unannounced at a university lecture or 
seminar and asking all students to fill out a questionnaire (Kaats & Davis, 1971) 
thus also recruiting the group of nonvolunteers. 


The second method (varying the level of thematic intrusion) investigates 
volunteers by means of a questionnaire. In the course of the questionnaire a 







50 U. CLEMENT 


scientific sex experiment (e.g., physiological measurements of the genitals) is 
also described, representing a much higher level of intrusion than merely filling 
out a questionnaire (Morokoff, 1986; Wolchik et al., 1983,1985), and the subject 
is asked to participate in this further manner. Those prepared to participate in this 
more intrusive experiment (volunteer group) are then compared to those who 
refused (nonvolunteer group). 


It is interesting that in studies in which the first method was applied (Bauman, 
1973; Kaats & Davis, 1971), only slight or no differences between volunteers and 
non-volunteers could be shown, whereas in studies carried out according to the 
second method, distinct volunteer trends could be recognized. Farkas et al. (1978) 
found less sex guilt and sex fear, more heterosexual experiences and more 
erection disturbances in the volunteers. Kenrick et al. (1980) demonstrated a 
sex-related volunteer profile, in which males were more prepared to participate 
in a previously announced erotic experiment and in their choice of two films 
preferred the lustful one to the soft-core. Both results correspond to the thesis 
postulated by Rosenthal and Rosnow (1975). 


Wolchik et al. (1983) found more experience of sexual traumas, a greater 
occurrence of masturbation, more knowledge about sexuality and less sexual fear 
in female volunteers. In a later study, Wolchik et al. (1985) confronted the 
probands with five different intrusive experiments and asked them to participate. 
The least intrusive experiment was watching a sex film, the most intrusive 
entailed physiological measurements of the genitals, while watching a sex film 
only half clothed. Again males were more willing to participate than females. In 
general, it may be said that volunteers have more experience sexually and are less 
concerned about their sexual performance. Male volunteers are more inclined to 
report on erection or ejaculation disturbances than nonvolunteers; however, at the 
same time they have higher "masculinity" values. 


Morokoff (1986) showed that female volunteers had more noncoital sexual 
and masturbation experiences, lacked sexual inhibitions, and had more experi
ence with unusual sex. They also had more frequent coitus and, both during coitus 
and masturbation, orgasm. Catania et al. (1986), who defined their volunteers 
according to whether they were prepared to participate in a face-to-face-interview 
after filling out a questionnaire, also found a greater sexual behaviour variability, 
more knowledge on sexuality, and at the same time less sexual fear among 
volunteers. 


This double finding, no substantial volunteer bias by varying social pressure, 
and a definite volunteer bias by varying intrusiveness, demands an interpretation. 
Obviously one must assume two reasons for the refusal to participate, one general 
and one topic related. It is possible that most of the nonvolunteers of the studies 
carried out according to the first method (social pressure variation) were not 
motivated to participate in any investigation. This would correspond to the 
findings of Johnson and DeLamater (1976) that refusal to participate in question-
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naire investigations was not necessarily the result of the sexual topic, but rather a 
general manifestation of empirical investigations. The experiments involving the 
second method demonstrate a volunteer bias in the sense that volunteers are 
sexually more experienced, have a more varied sexual life, and fewer sexual 
inhibitions. They also demonstrate something else: The volunteering females in 
the earlier studies of Wolchik et al. (1983) more frequently had negative sexual 
experiences but nevertheless watched sex films; the male volunteers of the later 
study (Wolchik et al., 1985) have more sexual experience, and more frequently 
sexual disturbances. Farkas et al. (1978) reported similar results. The results of 
these three studies may also be interpreted as follows: Volunteers may have a 
greater level of sexual conflict—a conflict between sexual approach and sexual 
avoidance. The studies then appear to hold a greater subjective relevance, leading 
to a greater readiness to participate in them. 


Although the purpose of the studies using the second method is not primarily 
to demonstrate the readiness to participate in sex surveys, we can nevertheless 
come to the following conclusion: The more intrusive a scientific sex survey is, 
the more it violates the intimacy barrier, the more we can rely on a volunteer bias 
that overestimates variability and frequency of sexual behaviour. On the other 
hand, the more common and "harmless" an investigation is, the more the volun
teer bias will disappear. Nonparticipation in such studies can then no longer be 
explained as topic related. 


Proposal of a Combined Model: The Sexual-Secret Continuum. 


The two sources of error, invalid answers and volunteer bias, are always 
discussed separately in the literature. However, they belong together. One can 
differentiate between people prepared to give information about their sexuality 
and those who will keep sexual secrets. Few are prepared to reveal all about their 
sexuality. Then again there are people who refuse to reveal anything about their 
sexual lives. We can assume a continuum of sexual safe-guarding of secrets 
versus sexual willingness to pass on information. On this continuum, in principle, 
a position can be determined for each individual, which of course will vary 
depending on the interviewer and the interview situation. 


Such people unwilling to reveal information will probably refuse to participate 
in a sex survey anyway. However, if there is a fair amount of social pressure to 
participate, then we can assume that the respondent will safeguard sexual secrets 
by replying incorrectly. In studies with a high participation rate, we can assume 
that responses are more invalid than in investigations with an average participa
tion rate. High participation rates imply an overt or latent social pressure to 
participate and thus lose in terms of validity. On the other hand, studies with very 
low participation rates are only of interest to subjects with distinct motivation and 
these are then hardly representative. Therefore, if a high participation rate influ
ences the validity and a low participation rate raises the volunteer bias, then 
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studies with an average participation rate should produce the most useful results. 
This perhaps surprising thesis can now be carried even further: We can assume, 


according to the sexual-secret continuum, that everyone has sexual secrets and 
will always decide for him-/herself to whom or at what point he/she will confide 
them. The same may be said for die interaction with the investigator in a sex 
survey. The study must, on the one hand, be interesting enough for participation, 
on the other hand, it should not be too intrusive and therefore deterrent. This 
relationship between interest and protection of intimacy varies individually and 
will be relevant at various points in the investigation. We can differentiate 
between four steps of self-disclosure of sexual secrets; all of these must be passed 
in order to reach a "true" statement. 


First Step: general participation in the study. This step will separate the 
volunteers from the nonvolunteers. Correspondingly the volunteer bias will be 
sustained, which is not merely a characteristic of the respondent, as has been 
discussed up to now, but also depends on the characteristics of the study (e.g., its 
trustworthiness or actuality). 


Second Step: partial participation. This second step has hardly been investi
gated although well recognised by all researchers. In each study, some individual 
items are less likely to be answered than others. Catania et al. (1986) and Johnson 
& DeLamater (1976) have reported that items concerning masturbation are more 
frequently unanswered than those concerning other behaviours. Obviously some 
volunteers keep their sexual secrets this way. 


Third Step: willingness to give "true" answers. Participation in a study does 
not necessarily mean that the respondent's answers will be truthful. Conscious 
over- or underreporting is another indirect way of maintaining sexual secrets. 
Here the questions of sexual self-concept and of social desirability are of rele
vance. 


Fourth Step: correct recall. Even if the willingness to reply truthfully is given, 
then it is still possible that correct recall is not possible or uncertain. It is feasible, 
as already mentioned above, that unconscious mechanisms regulate sexual self-
disclosure in order to keep the sexual self-concept free of contradictions. 


If we summarize the empirical findings and hypotheses for the individual 
steps, we can conclude that the most valid results will come from studies on 
current topics that are interesting enough, but not too threatening, leading to an 
average participation (without direct or indirect pressure to participate [first 
step]), in which unexpected questions are not suddenly asked (second step), that 
assume a sexual self-concept relatively free of conflict (third step), and which ask 
about sexual parameters based on commitment experiences (fourth step). 


Studies in which these four conditions are not all met are therefore relatively 
restricted in their validity. At the same time, and this is one dilemma of empirical 
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sex surveys, for some important questions, these conditions are not necessarily 
realizable. For example, in surveys on the incidence of sexual fantasies or incest 
these steps if applied would produce data of limited usefulness. The readiness of 
those prepared to participate is low and highly selective; the survey asks questions 
of a threatening and embarrassing nature which are also quite intrusive and 
incompatible with the sexual self-concept. On the other hand, the literature has 
provided us with an extensive knowledge on not very informative aspects of 
sexuality (e.g., premarital sexuality of students. In these studies with good 
participation rates, more or less acceptable questions are asked that do not conflict 
with the self-concept. 


The sexual-secret continuum may thus also be applied to the level of knowl
edge we have achieved through sex surveys: We therefore know much about the 
more easily researchable and methodologically less problematic sectors of the 
spectrum of sexuality (e.g., sexual behaviour of students and adolescents, some
thing about age- and generation-dependent sexual behaviour, and something 
about the life-style of homosexual males; however, we have little knowledge on 
the incidence of sexual violence, on incest, on prostitutes and suitors, even on 
masturbation (i.e., all those areas of sexuality kept understandably in the dark by 
those who perhaps have information to pass on). 


Changing Patterns of Sexual Behaviour Since 1900 


These methodological problems have resulted in difficult questions being 
avoided, with a consequently disproportionate number of surveys on less prob
lematic issues such as heterosexual coitus. I will present these surveys from a 
cross-generational and cross-cultural perspective. 


Most studies agree that during the decades between 1930 and 1960 premarital 
coitus rates in the United States remained relatively stable (Bell, 1966; Gagnon 
& Simon, 1970; Shorter, 1975). Although earlier studies (Hamilton, 1929; Ter-
man, 1938) reported lower premarital coitus rates among married couples (Ham
ilton: males 54%, females 35%; Terman: males 60%, females 35%) than later 
studies (e.g. Burgess & Wallin, 1953: males 68%, females 47%), a comparison of 
these samples is questionable. The investigations done by Terman (1938) and 
Kinsey et al. (1948, 1953), comparing age-group cohorts, are more systematic. 
Their findings are congruent: Those women born within the first decade of this 
century have much more experience than those born before 1900. In later decades, 
experience no longer increased that much. Of the females born before 1900, only 
14% had had premarital coitus experience up to the age of 25 versus 36-39% in 
the following age-group cohorts (cf. Table 1). 
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Table 1 


Premarital coitus: Accumulative incidence by decade of birth 


15yrs 


20yrs 


25yrs 


-1899 


11% 
(343) 
38% 
(343) 


54% 
(342) 


Premarital petting: 


15/16 
e 


yrs 
20yrs 


25 yrs 


-1899 


31% 
(345) 


73% 
(345) 


89% 
(344) 


1900 
-1909 


10% 
(609) 
46% 
(609) 
70% 
(609) 


males* 
1910 


-1919 


10% 
(1575) 
47% 


(1574) 
71% 


(1110) 


1920 
-1929 


10% 
(2620) 
49% 


(1851) 


69% 
(428) 


-1899 


2% 
(455) 
8% 


(419) 
14% 
(274) 


Accumulative incidence by decade of birth 


1900 
-1909 


45% 
(615) 
88% 
(615) 
96% 
(615) 


males0 


1910 
-1919 


49% 
(1591) 
92% 


(1590) 
97% 


(1121) 


1920 
-1929 


54% 
(2623) 
95% 


(1857) 
97% 
(430) 


Masturbation to orgasm: Accumulative incidence by 


15yrs 


20 yrs 


25 yrs 


-1899 


76% 
(348) 
88% 
(348) 


91% 
(347) 


1900 
-1909 
80% 
(617) 
91% 
(617) 
94% 
(617) 


males 
1910 


-1919 
81% 


(1614) 
91% 


(1613) 
95% 


(1127) 


1920 
-1929 
83% 


(2637) 
94% 


(1862) 
97% 
(430) 


-1899 


35% 
(454) 
66% 
(418) 
76% 
(274) 


decade of birth 


-1899 


25% 
(452) 
33% 
(452) 
38% 
(452) 


females 
1900 


-1909 


2% 
(782) 
18% 


(706) 
36% 
(432) 


1910 
-1919 


3% 
(1342) 
23% 


(1219) 
39% 
(617) 


females 
1900 


-1909 


44% 
(778) 
81% 
(705) 
90% 
(432) 


1910 
-1919 


58% 
(1330) 
90% 


(1209) 
97% 
(614) 


females8 


1900 
-1909 
25% 
(780) 
34% 
(780) 
43% 
(780) 


1910 
-1919 
24% 


(1337) 
36% 


(1336) 
46% 


(1189) 


1920 
-1929 


4% 
(3056) 
21% 


(1639) 
37% 
(154) 


1920 
-1929 


65% 
(3020) 
94% 


(1639) 
94% 
(154) 


1920 
-1929 


17% 
(3061) 


30% 
(1775) 
47% 
(373) 


"Downey 1980: Table XXTV, % rounded up 
bKinsey et al. 1953: Table 83 
cDowney 1980: Table XXTV, % rounded up 
dKinsey et al. 1953: Table 65 
"16 yrs for females (15 yrs is not included in the original Table) 
fDowney 1980: Table XU, % rounded up 
«Kinsey et al. 1953: Table 26 


The differences in experience between males and females remain large 
throughout the age groups. 


For the incidence of masturbation, this type of generation trend is not discern
ible (cf. Table 1). The accumulative incidence in females remains almost constant. 
In males, we find a slight but still significant rise in later decades. The quota of 
those without masturbation experience drops continuously from 9% (in those 
bom before 1900) to 3% (in those bom between 1920 and 1929). Homosexual 
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experience seems to be completely independent of generation influence: The 
accumulative incidence in males up to the age of 20 is between 28-32% and in 
females between 6-9%. 


Despite the relative stability of premarital coital experience for the age group 
born between 1900 and 1929, other types of premarital sexual experience in
creased. In the years following World War I up into the 1950s, the years in which 
the age groups mentioned gathered their experience, petting increased steadily. 
Table 1 shows the continuous and pronounced increase of petting experience, 
which was about four times more frequent than coital experience in females at the 
age of 20. At this stage, petting experience was the sexual behaviour showing the 
least sex difference. 


In summary, we must note for this first half of the century that despite the 
erratic increase of coital experience in females, compared to those bom prior to 
1900, these experiences only involved a minority. While only one fifth of the 
females had coital experience by age 20, in males this was one half. The 
difference may basically be explained by the fact that a significant number of 
males gathered their experience with prostitutes, their only premarital sex part
ners: 28-42% of this male generation had premarital intercourse with prostitutes 
(Gebhard & Johnson, 1979, Table 370). 


Petting may therefore be seen as a way of being sexually active, while 
"formally" maintaining virginity ("technical virgin"). Even if the crucial alter
ation in the relationship between the sexes did not become established until the 
1960s, premarital petting must be viewed as the forerunner of the liberalization 
process despite its compromised nature. It had undermined traditional norms in 
young North Americans to such an extent that the permissive morals that devel
oped later were only catching up, on an ideological level, to what had already long 
been reality. 


Studies during the 1950s and early 1960s showed a relatively low accumula
tive incidence of premarital intercourse (i.e., in females between 10-20%: 13% 
of the female students interviewed by Ehrmann (1959) were nonvirgins; 
Christensen & Carpenter (1962a) showed 10% and 21%. In males, experience 
was found in almost one half. In view of these data, Reiss noted in 1966 that 
"although attitudes have changed considerably during this period ... many areas 
of sexual behaviour, such as premarital coitus rates, have not." (Reiss, 1966, p. 
125). This was literally the last time he was able to say this. All later studies 
demonstrated a definitely higher rate. In females this was without exception 
between one third and one half of those questioned (Kaats & Davis, 1970; Luckey 
& Nass, 1969; Robinson et al., 1968). 


Development Since the Early 1960s: Comparative Studies 


Since the early 1960s, systematic studies of comparable samples have also 
been reported. Table 2 summarizes those carried out in the USA. 
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Table 2 


Comparative studies on sexual behavior. 
North American samples. 


Study/ 
time span 


Sample 
(Nmale/Nfemale) Main results 


Christensen & 
Gregg (1970) 
1958-1968 


Vener & Stewart 
(1974) 
1970-1973 


Finger 
(1975) 
1943-1973 


Bell & Chaskes 
(1970) 
1958-19168 


Barrett 
(1980) 
1968-1971-
1974-1978 


1958 (USA): 307/217 
(Denmark): 149/86 
1968 (USA): 360/343 
(Denmark): 134/61 


college/university 
students 


1970: 989/924 
1973: 937/1035 


White non-metropolitan 
community adolescents 


1943/44:111/-
1969/73:417/-


male university students 


1958:250" 
1968: 205 


1968:443c 


1971: 576 
1974: 1290 
1978: 1498 


Canadian students 


considerable liberalized attitudes towards 
premarital coitus for both sexes (esp. 
females); less (Danish students and 
US—females) or no (US-males) increase in 
premarital coital exp. (males: 
(US)' 39 -> 37% resp. 51 ->50%, 
(Danish) 64 -> 95%; females: 
(US) 10 -> 32% resp. 21 ->34%, 
(Danish) 60 -> 97%) 


increase in coital experience for boys (28 -> 
33%) and girls (16 -> 22%) and coital exp. 
with >1 partner (m: 14-> 19%, f: 6->9%); 
increase in other heterosexual activities 
(petting etc.), high correlation between 
sexual behavior and soft drug use, alcohol 
use, smoking; at age 17: attenuated double 
standard, same coital exp. for boys (34%) 
and girls (35%) 


coitus: exp. increased (45 - > 72%), 
Increased number of episodes (26 -> 76) 
younger age of first coitus (17.8 -> 15.6 
yrs); masturbation: equal exp. (93 -> 95%), 
increased active incidence (84 —> 92%) and 
frequency/month (36 -> 106); homosexual 
exp. with orgasm: decreased exp. (27 -> 
14%) and number of episodes (10 -> 5%) 


increased premarital coital exp. on all levels 
of commitment for females (while dating 10 
-> 13%; while going steady 15 -> 28%; 
while engaged 31 -> 39%) 


increased coital exp. 1968-1978 for females 
(32 -> 58%) and males (40 -> 62%); no sex 
differences in coital frequency, lifetime sex 
partners, age at first coitus; (comparison 
only for 1974-1978) for males (16 -> 17%) 
and females (6 -> 8%); decline of religiosity 
as a predictor for coital experience 


"First figure represents Intermountain subsample, second figure Midwestern subsample 
Sample sizes by sex are not given 


'Sample sizes by sex are not given; Ns refer to Table IV, p. 373 
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Zelnik& 
Kantner(1980) 
1971-1976-1979 


1971 
1976: 
1979: 


-/2739 
-/1452 


917/1717 


adolescents 


Robinson & 
Jedlicka (1982)d 


1965-1970-
1975-1980 


Story 
(1982) 
1974-1980 


Sherwin & 
Corbett (1985) 
1963-1978 


Earle& 
Perricone(1986) 
1970-1975-1981 


1965: 129/115 
1970: 137/158 
1975: 138/298 
1980: 169/230 


university students 


1974: 50/50 
1980: 50/50 


university students 


1963: 100/100 
1971: 378/615 
1978: 365/658 


university students 


1970: 153/90 
1975: 102/80 
1981: 216/152 


university students 


increased premari tal coital exp. of 
adolescents (at age 19: 46 -> 60 -> 69%); 
Blacks more and earlier exp.; increased 
premarital pregnancy (9 -> 13 -> 16%) and 
increased rate of induced abortions after 
premarital pregnancy (23 -> 33 -> 37% of 
pregnancies). Whites more often induced 
abortion than Blacks 


increase in premarital coital exp. for males 
(65 -> 65 -> 74 -> 77%) and females (29 -> 
37 -> 57 -> 64%) and petting exp.; increase 
of permissive attitudes 


fewer same-sex experience in adulthood (m: 
16 -> 8%, f: 8 -> 6%), group sex exp. (m: 
14 -> 2%, f: 14 -> 6%); sex contact with 
animal (m: 10 -> 4%, f: 12 -> 2%), increase 
in active oral sex (m: 66 - 84%, f: 72 - 84%) 


more marked increase in premarital coital 
exp. among females (25 -> 44 -> 62%) than 
among males (60 -> 63 -> 66%); increasing 
permissiveness in relationships with 
affection and commitment than for casual 
relationships 


increase in premarital coital exp. (m: 41 -> 
62 -> 62%, f: 36 -> 45 -> 53%); younger 
age at first coitus; increased number of coital 
partners; stronger attitude-behavior-
correlation for females than for males; more 
conservative attitudes for females 


For earlier reports, cf. Robinson et al. 1968, King et al. 1977 


Based on these results, we can trace the following chronological development: 
(a) Premarital coital experience in males remained constant until the late 1960s 
(1/3-2/3—depending on the study) and then increased slightly. Since the mid-
1970s this has been two thirds or higher, (b) Female experiences have increased 
continuously and distinctly from a relatively low level of about 10-20% at the end 
of the 1950s. Since the mid-1970s, this has been around 50% with an increasing 
tendency, (c) The different development in both sexes has led to a distinct 
reduction of the differences in sexual behaviour, the "behavioural double stan
dard," although males are still premaritally more experienced (Clement 1989). (d) 
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In association with this more widespread premarital coitus, the average age at first 
coitus declined with a correspondingly increase in other heterosexual practices. 


Increasing sexual permissiveness among young North American adults, as far 
as this can be expressed in increasing coital experience, is strongly linked to 
existing behaviour patterns. The sexual standard that in 1967 Reiss had called 
"permissiveness with affection" describes this process most clearly. Premarital 
intercourse is accepted and practiced if a love relationship exists: Acceptance of 
casual sex relations and extramarital sex (Earle & Perricone, 1986) is still low. 


Whether there is more or less homosexual experience remains controversial. 
Barrett (1980) found no changes; Finger (1975) and Story (1982) reported a 
decrease; however, these studies were based on different time spans. Finger's 
study entailed a time span of almost 3 decades (1943/44-1969/73) but is based 
only on male students. Story describes a later period with a relatively small 
sample. Since both studies report increasing heterosexual experiences, the ques
tion arises, whether this inverse relationship in group data would also apply at the 
individual level. Unfortunately the answer to this can not be found in either study. 
Analogous to this is masturbation behaviour. Changes within a certain time span 
are reported solely in Finger's study, which is, however, restricted to males. He 
reports a slight increase in active incidence and parallel to this a dramatic 
three-fold increase in masturbation frequency. The theoretically interesting ques
tion, whether this increase is greater amongst the coitally active or amongst the 
abstinent, can not be answered on the basis of this study. Nevertheless, in contrast 
to other studies, Finger's study at least asks questions about masturbation. 


The Monomania of Studies on Inter generational Changes: Premarital Coitus 


The question arises why all the comparative studies of sexual behavioural 
changes during the 1960s and 1970s were so restricted in their choice of sexual 
behaviour to be investigated, considering the behavioural spectrum that was open 
to investigation. Why was interest confined to the heterosexual behaviour of 
educated young adults prior to marriage? Why did questions pertaining to mas
turbation never arise, to same-sex experience only rarely and only once in a while 
unusual sexual practices or partner preference? 


Sex surveys, like other social science investigation instruments, are not just 
objective instruments of assessment, but also reflect the field of investigation in 
their formulation of the problems and the focus of the research. The principal 
question of the 2 decades in which such changes were studied was the extent and 
the consequences of the early dissolution of that male sexual privilege, the double 
standard. Already in 1964 Ehrmann wrote "Historically, the two insistent ques
tions which were paramount in our society, and the ones to which the researchers 
rightly turned their attention at the time systematic studies of male-female rela
tions were being initiated were: does non-virginity at marriage, particularly 
among females, really contribute to marital unhappiness? and, is a satisfactory 
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sexual adjustment essential to marital happiness?" (Ehrmann, 1964, p. 615; loc. 
cit. Cannon & Long, 1971, p. 36). Even if Cannon and Long are of the opinion 
that the focus has to a great extent shifted, most of the studies on premarital sex 
seem to be influenced by Ehrmann's first question. At the center of these studies 
lies the question of how many people, especially females, are nonvirgins at 
marriage and to what extent does this endanger the institution of marriage. Studies 
of this type must be regarded as a virgin census, the only concern being the 
maintenance of the traditional marriage and hence the marginalization of all other 
aspects of sexuality. And they pacify: The decisive sociological explanation in 
this context is Reiss' "permissiveness with affection." "Affection" is then seen as 
a marriage equivalent in adolescents and young adults with the function of 
integrating sexual behaviour socially. The scientific response to the question 
posed by society is that sexuality is not free-floating, or anti-social, but follows 
relationship rules and is based on emotional ties, which have the same social 
regulating function as marriage. 


Cultural Comparisons of Sexual Behaviour 


What changes in sexual behaviour are found in countries outside North 
America? If we analyze the studies summarized in Table 3, an increase in 
premarital coitus in all four countries can be seen. However, the patterns of 
increase are different. The relatively large coital experience of the Lebanese 
students, in 1952 already 69%, increased within the next decade to 75%. In the 
Japanese students, the increase of coital experience in the years between 1960 and 
1974 was only slight and on a very low level. In West Germany, more than half 
of those questioned in 1966 already had coital experience and after a pronounced 
increase within the next 15 years, the females in 1981 were even more experi
enced than their male counterparts. An extremely high sex difference may be 
found in Colombia; here, almost all males had coital experience compared to one 
third of the females. The USA pattern, as demonstrated in Table 2, is different yet 
again, lying approximately between the West German and Colombian pattern. 
The increase in premarital coital experience is similar to that in West German 
students and although there was no increase for the females, there was a decrease 
of the nevertheless persisting margin of experience between males and females, 
even if to a much lesser extent than in the Colombian students. 


With masturbation, a cultural constant seems to be noticeable. With regard to 
all parameters (accumulative and active incidence, and frequency) males have 
higher rates than females. This is also valid for the US samples (Atwood & 
Gagnon, 1987; Kinsey et al., 1948,1953). Without exception, a slight increase in 
masturbation experience may be seen for the males. In all of the samples shown 
in Table 2, less than 10% of the males have no masturbation experience. However, 
for the females, dramatic cross-cultural differences can be demonstrated. 
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Table 3 


Comparative studies on sexual behavior. 
Samples from Asia, Europe and South America. 


Study/ 
Country/ 
Time span 


Sample 
(Mnale/Memale) Main results 


Melikian (1967) 
Lebanon 
1952-1963 


Asayama (1976) 
Japan 
1953-1960-1974 


Schmidt & 
Sigusch ( 1972) 
F.R. Germany 
1966-1981 


Clement et al 
(1984) 
F.R. Germany 
1966-1981 


1952: 113/-
1962: 96/-


smdents 


1953: ^888/1272 
1960: 3821/983 
1974: 2764/2236 


students 


1966: 2835/831 
1970: 302/300 
(subsamples by 
year of birth: 
1936-1953)" 


1966: 2835/831 
1981: 1106/816 


masturbat ion: no change in accum. 
incidence (91 -> 93%) or first exp. (14.6 -> 
14.3yrs); slight increase in coital exp. (69-> 
75%); increase in accum. inc. of homosexual 
intercourse (38 -> 44%) 


incr. accum. incidence of masturbation at all 
age levels (18 yrs; males: 74 -> 92%, 
females: 6 -> 24%); earlier first ejaculation/ 
menstruation; increased accum. inc. of 
coitus (18 yrs: males: 4 -> 14%, females: 5 
- > 7%), incr. active incidence of 
homosexual contacts for males (3 -> 7%; 
females: 4 -> 14%) (all comparisons for 
1960-1974) 


incr. masturbation exp.: (at age 16; males: 82 
-> 92%, females: 30 -> 58%); incr. coital 
exp. (at age 16, males: 6 -> 38%, females: 3 
-> 26%) 


masturbation: incr. accum. incidence (m: 89 
-> 92%, f: 46 -> 73%) and active incidence 
(m: 80 -> 89%, f: 46 -> 73%); incr. accum. 
incidence of coitus (m: 65 -> 86%, f: 56 -> 
91%); incr. accum. incidence of homosexual 
exp. (m: 20 -> 25%, f: 5 -> 18%); high 
acceptance of extramarital coitus and 
homosexual behavior 


Alzate (1978, 1984) 
Colombia 
1975-1980 


1975: 109/113 
1980: 165/149 


decreased accum. incidence of masturbation 
among females (68 -> 54%; m: 95 -> 98%); 
only small incr. in premarital coital exp. (f: 
34 -> 38%; m 1980: 94%; decreased anal 
intercourse exp. (nonvirgin females: 28 —> 
21% and homosexual exp. (f: 18-> 2%) 


"Comparisons mentioned here for subsamples by year of birth: 1945/46 (N = 395/212) vs. 1953/54 
(IV = 108/108) 


Whereas in Japanese students, following a distinct increase in 1974, only one 
quarter had masturbation experience, there was an increase to three quarters of 
the West German females. The development for the Colombian female students 
was inverse. Their masturbation experience decreased, so that at a later point in 







SURVEYS OF HETEROSEXUAL BEHAVIOUR 61 


time, only about half had masturbation experience. If we take all of this into 
consideration, we may regard the masturbation behaviour of females as one of the 
most culture-specific behaviour parameters. 


Large cross-cultural differences can also be found in homosexual behaviour. 
Especially striking is the extensive homosexual experience found in Lebanese 
males, which increased even between the periods of investigation in 1952 and 
1963. Whereas in the Japanese and West German studies, homosexual experience 
in males remained relatively constant, female homosexual experience has strong 
culture-specific trends. In Japan it has remained constantly low, and in West 
Germany it has increased three-fold and decreased dramatically in Colombia. 


A similar pattern may be seen for both homosexual behaviour and masturba
tion: Cross-culturally both remain relatively constant for the males with only 
slight changes during specific time periods, the exception being the Lebanese 
males; for the females, both are strongly culture-related with a distinct change 
over time. 


The US bias in Comparative Studies 


Compared with those from other countries, comparative studies carried out in 
North America involve an entirely different choice of parameters to be investi
gated. A different emphasis is evident, which I would like to call the US bias. 
From my European perspective, this bias is due to the fact that American studies 
are much more oriented towards traditional sexual normality, posing questions 
pertaining to this normality, whereas in other studies, it is the variance of sexual 
behaviour rather than the frequency that is of interest. Thus in Table 3 we refer to 
five studies carried out in other countries, which all report on a much broader 
range of sexual behaviour, such as masturbation, same-sex experience and un
usual sex practices. This is of importance because of the increasing permissive
ness in the heterosexual behaviour of young unmarried adults, which may also be 
observed in other industrialized countries and thus represents a general culture-
overlapping trend. Culture-specific characteristics, on the other hand, are re
flected in other areas of behaviour. 


The US bias is also involved in another way in cross-cultural comparative 
studies. Labeff and Dodder (1981) gave the Reiss' Sexual Permissiveness Scale 
to two student samples, one at the Autonomous University of Guadalajara (Mex
ico) and the other at Oklahoma State University. They found higher permissive
ness values for the US sample, which can be easily explained. A factor analysis 
of the scale items, differentiated according to country and sex, demonstrated a 
general factor (corresponding to Reiss' concepts) only for US males and females. 
For the Mexicans, a three-factor solution could be shown for the males, and a 
two-factor solution for the females (i.e., a completely different structure of 
attitudes). It is recognizable, for example, that there was a gradual but not a 
qualitative difference between males and females in the US sample. Mexican 
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males, however, had qualitatively more differentiated attitudes than Mexican 
females. The authors do not discuss the possible interpretations of these factors; 
they do point out, however, that the results demonstrate the nontransferability of 
an assessment instrument developed in the USA to another culture. This is 
evident, for example, in the absence of an equivalent term for "petting" in 
Mexico. 


This study demonstrates the two sides of the US-bias quite clearly: On the one 
hand, empirical sex research in the USA has, methodologically, undergone the 
most development and has accumulated, since Kinsey, the most extensive body 
of empirical knowledge. On the other hand, the relevance to other cultures of its 
concepts, measurement instruments, and statements of problems is limited. It is 
particularly noteworthy that researchers in the US have rarely inquired about 
masturbation. Atwood and Gagnon (1987) published a study carried out in 1967 
on masturbation behaviour in young adults without being able to compare their 
results to any other study from that period. Another question is whether the 
permissiveness-restrictiveness-dimension, which obviously describes the US sit
uation quite well, is applicable to other cultures. Besides Labeff and Dodder 
(1981), Broude (1976) has also questioned this one-dimensionality in cross-cul
tural studies on sex attitudes and practices. 


Cross-Cultwal Comparative Studies 


I have restricted myself to indirect cultural comparative studies; only few 
studies have dealt with direct comparisons. 


To begin with, Christensen compared students from three different "cultures" 
from two countries (i.e., students from a North American Mormon University, a 
Midwestern University and students from Denmark). (Christensen 1962, 1966, 
1969; Christensen & Carpenter 1962a,b). His main question focussed on the 
relationship between behaviour and attitudes. According to his theory, a large 
discrepancy between behaviour and attitudes (conservative attitudes and permis
sive behaviour) and large sex differences in sexual behaviour in favor of the males 
are characteristic of restrictive cultures, in which sexuality is linked to negative 
consequences (shame, guilt, but also unwanted pregnancies). He confirmed his 
theory in cross-cultural studies, in which the Danes were definitively more 
permissive (i.e., the sexually most experienced of the three groups in this study 
with a low sex difference and the lowest discrepancy between behaviour and 
attitude). 


In a later comparison between Black and White US students, Christensen and 
Johnson (1978) discovered cultural differences, contradicting Christensen's ear
lier theory: In the more permissive and sexually more active Black students, the 
sex differences were larger than in the White sample. This may be one indication 
that the permissiveness-restrictiveness polarity is not onedimensional and not 
even valid for all cultures within the US. 
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One of the few studies involving a direct comparison of heterosexual premar
ital behaviour in various countries was carried out by Luckey and Nass (1969). 
They compared the heterosexual behaviour in a total sample of 2,230 students 
from five countries (USA, Canada, England, Germany, Norway). 


Table 4 summarizes a few results and shows that the Europeans, especially the 
British and Norwegian students, had more coital experience than their North 
American counterparts. The difference is especially evident for the females, 
consistent with the fact that the sex differences were more pronounced in the 
North American students. According to Christensen, this may be one indication 
that the two North American countries have more restrictive sex cultures than the 
remaining three European countries. With the large cross-cultural difference 
demonstrated in females, we again have an indication that the sexual behaviour 
of females is much more culturally determined than that of males. One specific 
aspect of the German sample (it is probably a West German sample), compared 
to the British and Norwegians is worthy of comment. Here, the females had more 
coital experience than the males. This was the first time in the literature (i.e., 
1969) that a higher rate had been reported for females than for males. 


Table 4 


Cross-cultural comparison of heterosexual behavior" 
Country USA Canada England Germany Norway 


(m/f) (m/f) (m/f) (m/f) (m/f) 
N 670/728 89/91 142/103 134/121 86/66 


coital exp. 58%/43% 57%/35% 75%/63% 55%/59% 67%/54% 
one-night affair (ever) 30%/7% 22%/6% 43%/34% 17%/4% 33%/13% 
coital partners (>1) 58%/35% 53%/21% 64%/65% 33%/25% 13%/7% 
(among coitally experienced) 


"Luckey & Nass (1969) 


The results reported by Christensen and by Luckey and Nass can be summa
rized as follows: North American students were more conservative in their sexual 
behaviour and attitudes than Middle and Northern European students at least up 
to the 1970s. (For Southern European countries, a different sexual pattern is 
assumed, although no studies have been presented from these countries.) Of 
course, this statement is only valid for heterosexual behaviour of young educated 
adults. The more that cross-cultural studies are limited to this small segment of 
sexual behaviour, the more the permissiveness-restrictiveness dimension seems 
to be the dominant descriptive category. On the hand, as I demonstrated by the 
indirect comparison of changes (Tables 2 & 3), it is apparent that the more 
parameters of sexual behaviour that are included in the comparison, the less the 
global permissiveness-restrictiveness-dimension will account for the findings. 
This is also evident in the following direct culture-comparative study. 
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A Comparative Sex Survey of Two Politically Contrasting Systems 
In 1980/81, two independent representative investigations, one in West Ger


many (Clement, 1986; Clement et al., 1984) and one in East Germany (Starke & 
Friedrich, 1984), were carried out in student populations. This was long before 
the opening of the Berlin Wall and the democratic revolution of 1989 in the 
German Democratic Republic (i.e., at a time when the political systems were still 
hostile towards one another). However, retrospectively we were able to compare 
the most important parameters of the two studies, allowing a direct comparison 
of the influence of differing political systems and their inherent cultures, on 
reported sexual behaviour (Clement & Starke, 1988, 1989). To eliminate the 
possible effects of age and education in the comparison sample, we excluded 
nonstudents from the original sample (West, n = 1,922, East; n = 5,469) and only 
included the age group 20-24 years. The samples were thus reduced to 995 (535 
males, 459 females) for the West German sample and 1,208 (594 males, 614 
females) for the East German sample. Table 5 summarizes the most important 
results. 


Table 5 


Sexual behavior of West German and East German students 


Partner situation 
married 
steady partner 
without partner 


Masturbation experience 
(ever) 


Coital experience 
ever 
last 6-12 months* 


Lifetime coital partners 
N (coitus experienced) 


1 
2-3 
4-10 
more than 10 


Homosexual experience 
ever 


West German 
males 


(n = 535) 


3% 
56% 
40% 


87% 


78% 
72% 


(406) 
37% 
23% 
30% 
11% 


18% 


females 
(n = 459) 


5% 
64% 
31% 


72% 


87% 
82% 


(399) 
31% 
24% 
29% 
15% 


14% 


East German 
males 


(n = 594) 


31% 
41% 
24% 


83% 


91% 
82% 


(539) 
23% 
30% 
39% 


8% 


12% 


females 
in = 614) 


24% 
57% 
19% 


30% 


91% 
82% 


(561) 
34% 
31% 
32% 


3% 


5% 


'West German sample: last 12 months; East German sample: last 6 months 


If we were to interpret in the usual way, using coital experience as an indicator 
of permissiveness, then the East German culture would appear more permissive: 
Coital experience among the unmarried was, at least for males, distinctly higher 
(87% vs. 77%). However, if we consider sexual parameters other than heterosex-
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ual behaviour, then the situation is reversed: West German students masturbate 
more. In females this difference is particularly great: More than twice as many 
West German females (72%) had experienced masturbation than in the East 
German sample (72% and 30% respectively). Similar differences were also found 
for homosexual experience, which West Germans reported distinctly more fre
quently; the difference for females also being more evident. 


These results once again support my thesis that the dimension of permissive-
ness-restrictiveness is not suitable for cross-cultural studies. In any case, it is not 
clear which type of behaviour is more permissive. In the one culture we find a 
pronounced adjustment towards a traditional heterosexual lifestyle shown in a 
stronger orientation towards marriage and family and more coital experience. In 
the other culture, we find a greater variety of sexual behaviour. And in each 
culture, the behavioural profile is shown more strongly by the females than the 
males. 


This study provides an opportunity to apply the "sexual-secret continuum" 
model. The two samples have very different participation rates, which are proba
bly due to different recruitment procedures. The West German students were 
recruited by a random procedure (each 45th student invited by letter to participate. 
After 2 weeks a reminder was sent.) Only 37% of the contacted students were 
prepared to participate. These, however, were representative in terms of 
sociodemographic parameters (age, sex, marital status, life-style, subjects stud
ied). The East German students were asked during university seminars. They 
completed questionnaires in single sex groups. The refusal rate was 1.2%. The 
interesting question from the methodological point of view was whether the 
extremely high participation rate of the East German students reflected direct or 
indirect social pressure. If so, does this influence the validity of the data? 
Obviously the psychic threshold for refusing to participate is considerably higher 
in the public situation of the university seminar, even if it is emphasised that 
participation is voluntary. 


According to the "sexual-secret" model, we can postulate that the East German 
students were under some kind of social control: refusal would have been 
obvious, and the consequences of refusing may have been feared. As they could 
not keep their sexual secrets by refusing to participate, they did so by giving 
socially desirable answers (third step of the sexual-secret continuum). The West 
Germans made use of their possibility for nonparticipation. Those who wanted to 
keep their sexual secrets did not participate (first step of the sexual-secret contin
uum). The 37% who participated would feel free enough to give valid informa
tion. This difference may explain, at least partly, the lower variance of reported 
sexual behaviour in the East German sample. 


The Use of Nunrepresentative Sex Surveys 


Many of the reported results were based on investigations carried out in 
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student samples. The question must therefore be asked whether general state
ments can be made on the basis of these investigations or whether they are only 
valid for this small and not the most important subgroup. In no circumstances are 
students representative of the general population. 


I have shown that statements may be made on the basis of culture- and 
time-comparative studies, even if they are not representative; however, state
ments based on studies that were restricted to limited aspects of heterosexual 
behaviour are of little value. Several surveys, whose samples, whilst sometimes 
large, are clearly not representative, have investigated a much broader range of 
behaviour. The best known example of this is the survey of Redbook Magazine 
readers. With 100,000 respondents this is without doubt the largest sample in a 
sex survey (Tavris & Sadd, 1975). However, if we take into consideration that 
Redbook has a circulation of 4.5 million, then the study had a response rate of 
around 2%, involving selection biases which cannot be estimated. 


How then may information obtained in such surveys be used? In the context 
of sexual behaviour relevant to the transmission of HTV, Reinisch et al. (1988) 
applied the following procedure: They gathered information from 16 large scien
tific and commercial surveys in the USA carried out between 1948 and 1988. For 
the key parameters, they calculated estimated average percentages that were 
weighted by sample sizes. They then related this to that part of the population 
which is "White middle-class, relative well educated, primarily urban..., between 
20 and 45 years of age." Thus, by combining information from diverse sources, 
these authors were able to estimate an order of magnitude for the subpopulation 
described. 


I believe, however, that the interesting information in such studies derives 
more from the variability of incidence rates rather than from any estimation of 
"true incidence" (i.e., not the average but radier the range. A provisional meta-
analysis of sex surveys could be carried out as follows: Characteristics of studies 
with very low incidence rates could be compared to those with very high 
incidence rates. I would like to demonstrate this using the following three 
parameters of sexual behaviour: oral sex, anal sex, and number of partners. The 
year the study was carried out will be used as a "predictor" in order to find out 
whether a time trend is recognizable. 


Oral sex. Oral-genital contact is one behaviour that has been quite frequently 
investigated. In general, a trend may be discerned in that later studies report 
higher incidence rates for fellatio and cunnilingus. Peretti (1969) reported a very 
low incidence rate of fellatio in young (17-21 yr) adults: 6% of the males and 2% 
of the females had fellatio experience. However, the sample as a whole had 
relatively little coital experience (48% of the males, 21% of the females). Obvi
ously, experience in oral sex is higher in those with coital experience, but in all 
studies, it is less common than coital experience. Various studies (e.g., DeLamater 
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and MacCorquodale, 1975) reported that coital experience precedes oral-genital 
experience. Kinsey et al. (1948) had already reported a correlation between oral 
sex and social class; later studies supported this (Komarovsky, 1967; Rainwater, 
1965,1966; Schmidt & Sigusch, 1971) with oral sex being more common in the 
middle classes than in the lower classes. A high incidence of oral-genital experi
ences is reported by Hunt (1974; US sample), Herold and Way (1983; US 
students), Ernst et al. (1975; West German students) and Clement et al. (1984; 
West German students). In all of these studies, at least 60% cunnilingus and 
fellatio experience was reported by both sexes. The highest incidence rate is 
reported by Ernst et al. (1975) with 79% of males and 85% of females reporting 
experience of fellatio with almost as many experiencing cunnilingus (80% of the 
males and 89% of the females). These were volunteers in a study of the effect of 
sex films. 


Anal sex. Knowledge of the extent of heterosexual anal sex is very limited. 
Peretti (1969) and Gebhard & Johnson (1979) report low experience rates of 4-5% 
(married males). Ahigher incidence rate is reported by females (8% of the married 
females in Gebhard and Johnson's study (1979)). Relatively high incidence rates 
in males are reported by Bell et al. (1981; 30%), in females by Boiling (1977; 
USA gynecological patients: 25%), Alzate (1978; Colombian students: 28%) and 
the highest rate is reported by Wyatt et al. (1988a; White subsample of an adult 
sample Los Angeles county: 43%). As a rule, anal sex is reported only by those 
with coital experience. Among the experienced, only between one tenth and one 
fourth practice it regularly (Boiling 1977; Gebhard & Johnson 1979; Wyatt et al. 
1988a, b). As far as changes over time are concerned, it is evident that more 
experience is reported in later samples, although only Peretti (1969) and Kinsey 
are available as early studies. 


Number of sexual partners. It is very difficult to summarise me evidence on 
this point, since almost all studies refer to different time spans. The informational 
value of the number of lifetime partners is low, since this is dependent on the 
duration of coital experience and therefore age. Some studies solve this problem 
by setting up a quotient (number of sex partners/year). This was done by Johnson 
et al. (1989) in a random sample in Great Britain, however, they do not report on 
the kind of partner relationships they investigated. Their results of an average of 
1.1 sexual partners for males and 0.9 for females for the year prior to the 
investigation therefore are not informative for making a statement on partner 
fluctuation. The average number is derived from a combination of abstinent, 
monogamous and nonmonogamous respondents, and thus gives no indication of 
the percentage who had more than one partner. From this point of view, studies 
of the incidence of extra-marital intercourse are probably the most useful. 


Relatively low rates of extramarital sex among married males are reported in 
Blumstein & Schwartz (1983; 26%), Gebhard & Johnson (1979; married college 
subsample: 20%) and Johnson (1970a,b; 20%). Relatively high rates were re-
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ported by Hite (1981) with 66% for males, and earlier by Kinsey et al. (1948) and 
Hunt (1974) with 50% and 48% respectively. Females have reported less experi
ence in most studies: Johnson (1979a,b) reporting 10%, Hunt (1974) 18% and 
Blumstein & Schwartz (1983) 21%. The Cosmopolitan reader study carried out 
by Wolfe (1980) reported a high (69%) rate for females; all other studies report a 
distinctly lower estimation usually around 30-40% (Levin, 1975; Tavris & Sadd, 
1975, 39% of the Redbook readers; Athanasiou et al., 36%). However, it is 
important to remember that all the especially high rates of extramarital experience 
were reported in unsystematic surveys of magazine readers (Hite, 1981). This is 
one type of sex survey which may particularly attract those involved in extramar
ital relations. The intergenerational perspective is also noteworthy; later studies 
do not report a higher rate of extramarital experience. 


In comparing the higher versus the lower incidence rates over time, we are able 
to discern trends. We find an increase in the occurrence of oral-genital activities 
and, less pronounced, also of anal sex. An increase in extramarital sex is not 
discernible. We can therefore summarise that the variance in sexual behaviour has 
increased but remains linked to monogamous relationships. This comparison of 
extreme values over a period of time, and taking into account other variables as 
well, shows that it is possible to obtain useful information from nonrepresentative 
and biased samples. 


Future Outlook 


I would like to make three suggestions, which are necessary in my opinion, if 
we are to make better use of sex surveys than we have in the past. 


The Principle of Heterogeneity 


If we were to issue a complaint list regarding most of the existing sex surveys, 
four points would be included: 


1. The limitation of the spectrum of sexual behaviour studied within which a 
strong heterosexual bias can be found. As far as I know there has not been one 
study since Kinsey 4 decades ago to ask about prepubescent sex experience and 
coitus and petting and masturbation and nocturnal sex dreams and homosexual 
experience and animal contacts and to thus allow these various aspects of sexual 
behaviour to be correlated with one another. 


2. The limitation of the spectrum of sexually relevant relationships with a 
distinct premarital bias. Many sex surveys are traditional in the sense that in their 
questioning they define relationships around marriage, so that the focus of 
attention is the triad premarital-marital-extramarital and all other kinds of rela
tionships that go beyond marriage are neglected. 


3. The limitation to samples which are easily obtained (e.g., student samples 
and reader surveys carried out especially by women's magazines, soliciting 
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information from those who are most prepared to give it). The consequence of this 
is that we know very little about the large majority of the population! 


4. As Gagnon (1988, p. 595), in a state-of-the-field review, correctly com
mented, "fragmentation is characteristic of research in all areas of sexuality." 
Many surveys remain on the level of how many-how often and make no attempt 
to examine correlations either in terms of prediction or amongst the investigated 
sexual parameters. 


Common to these deficits are the restricted formulations of the problem. Sex 
surveys can only be productive if they are based on the heterogeneity of behavi
our, sexually relevant relationships and samples. Probability samples are not 
necessarily essential in discovering how human beings behave sexually (cf. 
Brecher & Brecher, 1986). But the need for the future does not lie in more studies 
of the premarital sexual behaviour of students! 


Meta-analysis of Sex Surveys 


World-wide, we can find many isolated small surveys that are, taken individ
ually, of little relevance. However, these could be important elements of a 
cross-cultural, or even intergenerational meta-analysis. Sexual behaviour studies 
exist, for example, on adolescents in an Israeli kibbutz (Antonovsky et al., 1980), 
Bengalese married couples (Gupta & Lynn 1972), Nigerian students (Nichols et 
al., 1986; Soyinka, 1979) and adolescents (Owuamanam, 1982), 40-year-old 
Danish women (Garde & Lunde, 1980a,b), students from Uganda (Kisekka, 
1976), Swedish adolescents (Lewin, 1982), Indian women (Nag, 1972), New 
Zealand adults (Davis, 1977), Norwegian students (Larsen, 1971) etc.. In their 
heterogeneity, they are pieces of the puzzle of variance, the systematic analysis 
of which under a cross-cultural perspective is very promising. 


Such a systematic cross-cultural analysis could be modelled on the procedures 
of the Cross-Cultural Cumulative Coding Center (CCCCC) of the University of 
Pittsburgh (Murdock & White, 1969). Their Human Relations Area Files (HRAF) 
contain information from ethnological studies primarily in pre-industrialized 
countries. Broude (1976), Winn and Newton (1982), Reiss (1986), and others 
have referred to the HRAF for sex research questions. Among the traditional 
cultures registered there, Western industrialized nations and their subcultures are 
not represented. My suggestion would be to pool sexual behaviour studies 
systematically in a similar way. The survey results could then be used much like 
ethnological descriptions of the respective social groups to be investigated and 
would, after corresponding coding, be available for a meta-analysis of culture-ori
ented sexual behaviour. In this way, for example, the influence of urbanization, 
of "Westernization," of major religions on sexual norms and sexual behaviour 
could be investigated. This would then be of importance for the prevention of 
AIDS, which can only be launched sensibly if it is based on sound knowledge of 
the respective cultural context of sexual behaviour. 
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Development of a Theory of Sexual Secrets 
In Part 1, I integrated the problems of validity and volunteer bias into the 


concept of a sexual-secret continuum. This concept must be developed further 
both theoretically and empirically. The present studies on response validity and 
volunteer bias are governed too much by the ideal of transparence and are for the 
main part motivated by the researchers' annoyance that not everyone answered 
all questions. However, we should comprehend sexual secrets as being a dynamic 
quality of a vivid sexuality and instead of applying tricks to find out the "hard 
cold" facts of sexual behaviour, we should investigate who tells what sex story to 
whom and in which situation, which sexual self-concepts are developed, and who 
plays with what allusions. 


Sex survey research can develop from the level of incidence-frequency book
keeping to understanding social and cultural contexts of sexual behaviour, if it 
takes into consideration the cross-cultural perspective of a meta-analytic ap
proach, as well as, the principle of heterogeneity and a theory of sexual secrets. 
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