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No Sex, Please...
We're College Graduates
by Professor John Student
The average adult reports having sex about once a week. But 1 in 5 Americans has been celibate for at least
a year, and 1 in 20 engages in sex at least every other day.

American Demographics: Why are
we so fascinated with sex?
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Among the oldest old, 85 percent of all sexual
activity is confined to 8 percent of the population.

activity goes unreported or these respondents are
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Use of Time Study asked 2,000 adults to fill out

diaries that listed everything they did for a week, and
how long they spent doing it. The closest reference to
sex came from one man who reported “sleeping with a
friend.” Sex has been mentioned more often in subsequent waves of this survey, but the reported diary activity averages less than ten minutes a week. Either a lot of
Professor Student was interviewed by our ace behavioral snoops, John
Robinson of the Department of Sociolagy at the University of Maryland,
College Park; and Geoffrey Godbey at Pennsylvania State University.
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How do you know these diary estimates are too low?
Because more accurate data on the sexual activity of the
American public have been collected by social scientists
at the University of Chicago. Their most concentrated
effort was Sex in America, based on a 1992 study totally
dedicated to the topic. That work established that
Americans are relatively inactive. But the national average in the 1992 study was about one sexual episode a
week, lasting about half an hour.
The university's General Social Survey (GSS) database
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ty is relatively infrequent, with an average of
58 episodes per year, or slightly more than
one

a week, Yet there was

a 5 percent

increase in sexual activity in 1996, compared with earlier years. This seems to run
contrary to a number of trends, including
the gradual aging of the U.S. population,
longer work weeks, and the growing pres-
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THE DEMOGRAPHICS OF SEX
(estimated annual occasions of sexual activity by selected demographic characteristics, with unadjusted results by sex and

overall results adjusted for differences in age, race, and marital status, 1989-97)
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age 65. Sexual activity among those aged 65
to 74 is more than 60 percent lower than it
is among 55-to-64-year-olds, and there is
another drop of 50 percent for those aged
75 and older.
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Sexual activity does decline with age, but
the declines are not regular, and they differ
notably for men and women. The average
frequency of sex stays steady throughout
the 20s and mid-30s, but it falls nearly 20
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How active are older people? If there's snow
on the roof, can there still be fire in the
hearth?
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men are likely to report having more lifetime sexual partners. This seems to be due
to the different cognitive strategies, or
“rules, that men and women use to count
up their former lovers.

NOT THE RULE.
Some of the age-related changes are even
more pronounced when other factors are
taken into account. For example, the rates
for people aged 18 to 24 go up almost 15
percent when controlled for marital status
and other factors.
Age-related declines in sexual activity
are more drastic for women than for men.
The rate for women drops 50 percent after

Source: author's calculations based on Census Bureau data

age 55, then

J

Sexual activity is not distributed equally among Americans.
In fact, sex is more concentrated in the hands of a few than money.

between

(such as sexual preference, age, and educational attainment), married women actually
report a slightly higher frequency than men,
While married men and women agree on

men and women are statistically controiled

frequency, other surveys have shown that

husbands and wives (not in the same cou-

ples) are within one episode per year-—58.6
for married

men

women.

if other differences
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90 percent, to near-complete

inactivity, after age 75. In other words,
women aged 65 to 74 average about ten
episodes

of sex a year, but that drops to

two a year for those aged 75 and older.
Also, sex among the oldest old is restricted

to a fortunate few. Eighty-five percent of
sexual activity among men and women
aged 75 and older happens among 8 percent of this population. We may like to
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speculate and make jokes about sexually
active senior citizens, but the GSS indi-

associated with greater participation in all
kinds of activities, from attending concerts

cates that they are the exception, not the

to mountain

rule.

surprising exception. Sexual frequency
peaks among those with some college education, then decreases among four-year col-

Are people more sexually active if they have
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educational group in the population. This
pattern is true for both men and women,
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than other workers, and even those who

other factors are statistically controlled. It’s
possible that more-educated respondents
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more sex than average.
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happen
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energy left over at night. Indeed, the greater
sexual frequency reported by parents
returns to normal levels after their answers

different from most other activities
because its reported frequency declines
with increasing education.
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Is it true that affluent, well-educated people
have more sex?
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After controlling for age and marital status,
only those in the top one-tenth of the
income distribution report above-average
sexual frequency. Even then, the rich only
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unrelated to sexual activity.

What kinds of attitudes are most likely to be

associated with having lots of sex?
Sexual

activity

is higher

among

self-

defined political liberals than among moderates

or conservatives,

and

it is highest

among those who describe themselves as
“extreme liberals.” On the other hand, sexual activity is also above average among
“extreme

conservatives.” People who

are

passionate about politics are also passionto hold

for

people’s opinions about specific liberalconservative issues, such as aid to minorities or approving of non-traditional family situations. But here, the differences disappear after controlling for demographic
variables.
Catholics are slightly more sexually
active than Protestants. But both Christian

of sexual activity is less belief-driven and
more determined by activity. Those who
attend religious services at least once a week
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The most sexually active Americans are
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control pills to teenagers. These strong
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ing rather than routine or dull. And being

ee

excited by life is most strongly associated
with being happier. It seems that increased
sexual activity is one of the many benefits
of having a positive attitude.

(estimated annual occasions of sexual activity by selected characteristics, unadjusted and adjusted for differences in age, race, and marital status, 1989-97)
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Still, sex doesn’t solve all your problems.
A high frequency of sex is not associated
with greater satisfaction with job or family,

adjusted
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average to report having more sex. Perhaps
sex is one of the psychological tactics people use to escape from a less-than-satisfying
community.

a

for example. And people who report a high
degree of satisfaction with their city or

Source: General Social Survey ]

People who hold strong political views also

are actually less likely than

A similarly surprising connection is lack

report more frequent sexual activity.

do with sexual activity, but somehow, lack

der, or marital

of confidence in the nation’s chief executive
is associated with having more sex. The pat-

Here

is one

STULL
San

of confidence in the presidency. Confidence
in most social institutions has nothing to

correlations are not attected by age, genstatus.

consider them a

area

where attitudes do match behavior. But it
isn’t always liberal attitudes that match up
with having a lot of sex. People who own
guns also have higher-than-average sexual
frequency.

tern was more apparent in the years when
George Bush was president than it is during
Bill Clinton’s presidency, however.

Perhaps sexual activity is highest among
people who are most likely to seek adven-

One disturbing connection is that the
most sexually active Americans are also
more likely than average to say they do not

ture. The most sexually active people are
more likely to report having been threatened by guns or knives in their lives. They

regard other people as fair or trustworthy.
In other words, some Americans who have
more sex may be attempting to compensate

are also likely to report frequent contact

are more likely to go out to bars. Smoking is

for a general attitude of suspicion or mistrust. Sex is universally cited as Americans
favorite activity. But the General Social

associated with about a 10 percent increase

Survey hints that for a few Americans, a

in sexual activity, and drinking is associated
with about a 20 percent increase. Those
who both smoke and drink report almost

robust sex life goes along with a pessimistic
view of other people.

with friends rather than relatives, and they

twice as much sexual activity as those who
do neither.
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contrary to popular stereotypes. A second
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