HARD TO FI ND THE TRUTH: ASKI NG QUESTI ONS

ABOUT THE FREQUENCY OF SEXUAL | NTERCOURSE

W TH STRUCTURED QUESTI ONNAI RES AND

| NTERVI EW5

INTRODUCTION

"How often do people have sex" is the kind of
guestion that is asked by the media a lot. Various
answers are received. The problem is that this is s
difficult area to measure accurately for many reaso
Academic research wants to know the truth rather th
answers that are entertaining (as in the case of th
media).

For example, one third of respondents to a "PlI
magazine survey in 1982 said they had engaged in gr
sex (King 1996). That is entertaining for the reade
that magazine, but it is not representative of the
population as a whole simply by the biased sample o
reads "Playboy".

There are many problems in asking questions ab
sexual behaviour, some of them are specific to the
area, and others are general problems of research w
structured questionnaires or interviews.

Structured questionnaires and interviews use t
same questions with all respondents, and there is u
a limited number of response choices. In the main,
focus is upon collecting quantitative data.

This method is able to gain a large amount of
comparable data in a shorter time than other method
the opportunity to explore respondent's answers,
particularly unusual ones, are limited (table 1). T
can be overcome in part by the use of semi-structur
guestionnaires and interviews that use some open-
ended questions as well as the closed ones.

ADVANTAGES DISADVANTAGES
- larger sample than - ho opportunity
most other methods respondent's answ
- gain information hard - limited nature

to observe

- allows comparison of - biases: samplin
of answers between intervi

respondents and studies

Table 1 - Main advantages and disadvantages of stru
guestionnaires and interviews.
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The problems with structured questionnaire and
interview research for sexual behaviour will be rev
under the following headings: sampling; nature of t
guestions asked; question wording and responses;
reliability and validity; and wider issues.

SAMPLING

The generalisability of a survey depends upon
representativeness of the sample questioned. There
number of main sampling techniques used (table 2).

SAMPLING TECHNIQUE ADVANTAGE DISADVA
- random sample easy to sample  no guar antee of
(every member of represe ntativeness

research population
has equal chance of
being chosen)

- opportunity sample convenient general
(random sample of
those available)

- volunteer sample  overcomes ethical volunte
problems typical

- purposive sample  cross-section of difficu
eg: quota sample population

from different groups

(like age, gender)

Table 2 - Main types of sampling for survey researc

The Kinsey et al (1948; 1953) surveys intervie
5300 men and 5940 women, but the samples were not
representative. There was a bias towards Midwestern
white, college-educated Americans, and also a
disproportionate number of prison inmates (King 199

1. Non-respondents

Refusal to participate in the survey can bias
representative sample as it is not clear whether th
respondents are a particular type of individual (eg
conservative, or something to hide).

Hunt (1975), attempting to update Kinsey et al
data, received only a 20% response rate, while Hite

(1976, 1981, 1987) had only a 3-6% rate @ .

A study may set out to gain a representative s
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but obviously, it is dependent on who agrees to tak
part. Wellings et al (1994), in a British survey, b

down the number of respondents and non-respondents
give a response rate of 36% of the original sample

3).

Numbers % of  Numbers
total
sample
Total number of
guestionnaires issues 50 010

Potentially eligible 29 802 59.6

Out of scope
addresses eg: empty 5980 12.0

Non-eligible eg: age 14 228 28.5
Completed interview 36 18 876
No contact at address 1027

Complete refusal of
information 1761

Refusal of part of
information 7517

Selected person ill/
away/non-English speaker 562

Other eg: lost in post 59

(After Wellings et al 1994)

Table 3 - Reasons for non-response in British study
sexual behaviour.

This study did find far lower figures for
homosexuality than other studies. It may be that th
homosexual population is not evenly geographically
distributed across Britain, but focused in certain
locations (eg: Brighton) (O'Connell et al 1994).

2. Volunteers

In terms of the ethics of research having
individuals who volunteer for the study is good pra
but such individuals are not necessarily typical of
general population.

Brewer (2005) summarised the main differences
volunteers as high need for social approval and
insecurity in some studies, and more self-confident
unconventional than the norm in other studies. If t
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have a high need for social approval, then they are
susceptible to giving socially desirable answers. W
if they are unconventional, then their sexual behav
may not be typical. In both cases, it does not help
finding the truth about sexual behaviour.

3. Specialist populations

To avoid the concern over the representativene
the sample for the population as a whole, some rese
has focused upon specific groups. The aim is to stu
that group only.

For example, Blumstein and Schwartz (1983)
concentrated on US couples of different types. They
guestionnaires to 4314 heterosexual couples, 969 ma
homosexual and 788 lesbian couples. Detailed interv
were performed on sub-groups (129, 98 and 93 couple
respectively). Then eighteen months later, there wa
follow-up questionnaire which had a 40% response ra

NATURE OF QUESTION ASKING

The context of asking the questions will influ
the answers given: face-to-face or group interviews
anonymous or over the telephone (table 4).

ADVANTAGES
Group
- more people quicker

DISADVANTAGES

- not all group m
equal a

- some individuals find
one-to-one threatening

- give personal i
front of group of

Telephone
- cheaper than face-to-face - limited to shor
- interviewer can
language of respo

- great willingness to give
personal information

Face-to-Face
- best for long interviews - interviewer-int
at grea
- can check understanding

of questions - embarrassment a

Postal/Email
- respondents can remain - low response ra
anonymous
- cannot tell if

- cheaper than training
interviewers

misunderstand que

Table 4 - Comparison of the different types of
guestionnaire or interview.
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1. Couples together

One way to check the accuracy of information i
interview both members of a couple, either alone or
together. But what happens if there are different a
given to the same question by each member of the co
Who does the interviewer believe?

Men, as a generalisation, tend to exaggerate t
number of female sexual partners and women the oppo
(King 1996). The same could be true with frequency
sexual intercourse.

2. Anonymity

When respondents believe in the anonymity of t
answers, not necessarily that others will not see t
answers, this does produce greater willingness to a
to personal information.

It is hoped that questionnaires by post and em
or by telephone involving anonymity will reduce bia
answers. The first two are best for complete anonym

On the other hand, if people know that they ca
be identified, it may lead to exaggeration of answe
Anonymity in other situations can produce anti-soci
behaviour (eg: deindividuation).

3. Presence of family members or peers

This situation reduces the likelihood of hones
answers to difficult questions, and produces more g
responses or confessions.

This was shown indirectly in an experiment by
Baldwin and Holmes (1987). Female US college studen
to rate sexual stories they heard either while
visualising the faces of two student acquaintances
members of their family. In the latter case, the st
were rated more negatively.

4. Magazine surveys

These are a popular way of gaining a lot of
information, but of limited use to academic researc
sampling process has problems (table 5), though a |
number of replies may be received. With magazine su
analysis of findings is often simplistic (Bullough

There is no way of telling the truth of replie
example: "In some cases, magazine readers who are a
or upset by seeing a sex survey in their favourite
publication may vent their wrath by sending in
intentionally false answers so as to interfere with
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1. volunteers
2. more affluent/educated than non-readers (de

3. why some readers not reply (eg: sexual hang
4. specific readership groups (eg: "Playboy" v
"Co

Table 5 - Problems with sample in magazine surveys
sexual behaviour.

results of the study” (Masters et al 1995 p30). Thi
been called the "screw you effect" (Masling 1966).
5. Length of the questionnaire or interview
Very simply, if the questionnaire or interview
too long, participants may become bored or fatigued
6. Who is the questioner
Respondents do not just answer the question, t

try to make sense of who is asking the question; ie
researcher's affiliation.

Norenzayan and Schwarz (Schwarz 1999) varied t

letter heading on their questionnaire between the
"Institute for Personality Research” and the "Insti
for Social Research”, and this produced different a
to questions about the reasons for mass murder.

7. Face-to-face interviews

Building on the last point, face-to-face inter
produce interviewer-interviewee bias. The interview
aware of how their responses will be interpreted by
interviewer and will look for signs, like facial
expressions. Also differences between the interview
and interviewee in terms of gender and ethnicity pr
different responses.

On the positive side, interviewers can look fo
language signs of distress or dishonesty.

QUESTION WORDING AND RESPONSES

How the question is asked can influence the
responses, particularly for personal issues like se
behaviour.

At the end of the day, self-reports of sexual
behaviour cannot be verified despite self-reports b
primary source of data in psychology and the social

More Applications and Examples of Research Methods in Psychology
ISBN: 978-1-904542-26-1; Kevin Brewer; 2007

pends on
magazine)

-ups)
ersus
smopolitan™)

of

s has

hey
: the

he

tute
nswers

views
eeis
the

er
oduce

r body

xual

eing a

19



sciences (Schwarz 1999).

Self-reports may be retrospective or concurren
global or specific (Brehm et al 2002).

The answers given to questions like "how often
you have sexual intercourse" can be untrue for a nu
of reasons.

1. Deliberate lying

Individuals may give information that they kno
false because of embarrassment or a desire to look
(impression management).

It is difficult, for example, for men in Weste
society to admit to infrequent sexual intercourse.
other hand, older women may wish to play down their
frequency for fear of social sanctions. There are ¢
social norms about sexual behaviour that influence
context of the questions and answers.

The frequency of sexual intercourse is very mu
cultural. In Western societies, with the "consumeri
of sex™:

(A) great deal of energy (is spent) trying eit

to express, or in some cases, suppress sexuali
Sexuality in a direct or veiled form pervades
literature, painting and music. Sexuality is a
an important part of our everyday conversation
ranging from sexual jokes to serious discussio
of sex and morality (Maier 1984).

While Heider (1976) reported that the Dani (in
south-east Asia) rarely have intercourse (nor
masturbate), and show few signs of concern or
frustration.

Distorting answers to fit the social norms is
the "social desirability bias". Thus, with a questi
like "have you ever forced someone to have sex agai
their will", it is difficult to believe the answers
given.

2. Unintentional lying

Individuals can give false information because
memory lapses, particularly when time periods like
previous twelve months are used. It is easier if a
span is linked to a meaningful event (eg: since bei
married).
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The longer the time period being asked, the mo
accurate will be the recall of those whose behaviou
infrequent. Thus to ask "how many times have you ha
vaginal intercourse during your life" will produce

most accurate answers from those respondents who sa

or a very small number. This is a bias in the respo
accuracy as those who have frequent intercourse wil
guessing at how many times (unless they keep a deta
record which is probably unlikely).

This is also a problem if the rate of frequenc
intercourse varies over a long period. For example,
of activity with one person, then abstinence when t
relationship ended or multiple partners and frequen
difficult to remember.

Where individuals cannot remember or count the
frequency of their behaviour, there is a tendency
guess (Wiederman 1997).

3. Misunderstanding the questions

"The key issue is whether the respondent's
understanding of the question matches what the rese
had in mind.." (Schwarz 1999 p94). This occurs in t
ways: the literal meaning of the sentence, and the
pragmatic meaning (inferences about the questioner
intentions). The latter has four maxims - of relati
guantity, manner, and quality (Schwarz 1999) (table

MAXIMS MEANING APPLIED TO QUESTI
OFTENH
relation  give relevant information about
information times in set peri
quantity  not more not to give long
information what actually hap

than required

manner clear response  not to give obscu
ambiguous informa

quality truth true number of oc

Table 6 - Maxims of pragmatic meaning.

Words chosen can mean different things to diff
people. For instance, asking about sexual intercour
will elicit different responses to asking about vag
intercourse.

The word "sex" itself means different things t
different groups: for heterosexual respondents, usu
it is taken as vaginal penetration. But it could me
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oral sex or mutual masturbation to others (Sanders
Reinisch 1999).

Sanders and Reinisch (1999) asked 599 undergra
in a US Mid-West university whether certain behavio
would be described as "had sex". Oral-genital inter
was seen so by 59%, but only 19% for penile-anal
intercourse.

The male member of a heterosexual couple may ¢
their number of orgasms, and not include whether it
the same as the female member's. For gay women, the
calculation of how often will be done differently t
heterosexual men (Rothblum 1994).

Misunderstanding of terms can be overcome by f
to-face interviews, but this loses anonymity. Quest
should also not be ambiguous or complex and using
technical terms, nor emotive or leading.

4. How behaviour measured

Behaviour can be measured by a single item or
guestion, or by multiple items that combine to give
score for the behaviour. The former is vulnerable t
carelessness or misunderstanding by the respondent,
the whole behaviour measure fails. Multiple

items can overcome these problems (Wiederman 2002).

But multiple items are not always homogeneous
(measure the same behaviour) and can be interrelate
(answers that appear together but are not measuring
same behaviour) (Wiederman 2002).

For example, questions about actual sexual
intercourse and masturbatory fantasies are interrel
in terms of the same sexual preference usually. Hav
sex with women and fantasising about having sex wit
women are similar, but not the same behaviour.

5. The nature of behaviour

Accuracy of answers to certain questions will
upon the normality of certain behaviours. For examp
asking about the frequency of anal intercourse depe
upon the normality of that behaviour.

An individual who is always engaging in it may
remember how frequently because there are too many
occasions. So individuals may guess using a process
this: have anal intercourse three times last week,
there are fifty-two weeks in the year; thus 150 occ
in the last year is the answer given. But this igno
the fact that every week is not necessarily like t
last week.
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For individuals, where the behaviour is rare o
unacceptable, they may recall exactly how often in
first case or lie in the second one.

6. Degree of insight

Questions involving why, like why did your
relationship end, require respondents to reflect up
their motives and emotions. A degree of insight is
inevitable, and people may give stereotypical answe
(eg: we grew apart) which do not capture all of the
complexity of the event (Wiederman 2002).

7. Response choices and sets

Three types of response formats are used for
frequency of behaviour: open-ended questions asking
number; close-ended numerical categories (eg: 0-1,
or frequency-labelled categories (eg: never, often)
(Cecil and Zimet 1998).

Frequency-labelled categories have a problem b
each label means different things to different peop

Closed questions limit the information given w
open-ended questions produce data that is difficult
compare and/or code (Belson and Duncan 1962).

Offering alternative answers gets different re
to open-ended questions. For example, to the questi
about "the most important thing for children to pre
them for life", 4.6% of respondents volunteered the
answer: "to think for themselves". But when this wa
response option, 61.5% chose it (Schuman and Presse
1981).

Offering alternatives overcomes the problems t
information may be forgotten with an open-ended
guestionnaire, but it limits the choices to only th
that the researcher thought important.

The answers given to questions will depend upo
scale options available in closed questions. A ten
scale is different to a five point scale, and some
individuals gravitate towards the middle of the sca
while others use the extreme ends (Wiederman 2002).

The numbering of the rating scale produces dif
results; eg: -5 to +5 versus 0 to 10. Individuals a
more likely to choose +3 or +4 on the former scale
to choose 8 or 9 on the latter (Schwarz 1999).

The length of the reference period (eg: last w
last year) can influence the answer. A shorter peri
encourages the respondent to think of every possibl
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case. For example, to a question about sexual encou
in the last week, the respondent may include minor
occurrences (eg: a kiss), which would not be includ
(remembered) for a question about the last year.

Frequency alternatives can also use word scale
(like "less than once a week"). In table 7, the sam
behaviour of sexual intercourse on two occasions in
last week will be viewed differently depending on t
scale used by the researcher. With scale A, the beh
appears infrequent, but the opposite for scale B.

How often have you had sex recently?
Scale A (low frequency)

lessthan oncea oncein oncea twice
once a month  two week a week
month weeks

X

Scale B (high frequency)

lessthan twicea four  six once
twice a week times times every
week aweek aweek day

X

Table 7 - Word frequency response alternatives.

Response choices like "daily”, "once a week",
a week" are used by respondents to determine what i
normal before they answer as in table 7 (Schwartz 1
Where a number of frequency alternatives are
offered, "respondents assume that the researcher
constructs a meaningful scale, based on his or her
knowledge of, or expectation about, the distributio
behaviour in the 'real world™ (Schwarz 1999 pp97-9
Add to this the tendency to choose the middle value
and different reports will be given. Choosing the m
value in table 8 gives different responses in situa
(3-4) and situation B (6-10).

Only the answer of zero times is consistent be
both scales.

How often have you had sex in the last month?
ScaleA: 0 1-2 3-4 5-6

ScaleB: 0 1-5 6-10 11-15

Table 8 - Different frequency alternatives produce
different responses.
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The frequency alternatives will also influence
individual's perception of their behaviour as "norm
For example, an individual who reports two occasion
table 8 will view themselves differently in situati
(where 3-4 appears normal) to situation B (where 6-
assumed normal).

How the individual perceives themselves is
important, particularly if individuals believe thei
behaviour is untypical (or abnormal), then they wil
choose the extreme options.

Response choices using words like "rarely”
"occasionally”, "frequently” are also open to indiv
interpretation. Cecil and Zimet (1998) gave 192 US
undergraduates a series of scenarios involving a co
having sexual intercourse twenty times during the p
three months. Participants were given varying figur
out of twenty as to how often a condom was used. Fo
example, using a condom on one or two occasions was
as "never" by 31% and 23% of participants respectiv
while 23% and 40% rated 18 and 19 out of twenty
respectively as "always" (table 9).

The most disturbing is the category of "someti
which varied between participants: it meant 0 of 20
of a condom for 2% of respondents to 19 out of 20 f
of respondents. So "most of the time" can mean use
condom five out of twenty occasions for some people
(table 10).

CONDOM USE: NEVER RARELY SOMETIMES MOST OF
OCCASIONS THE TIM
(out of 20)

0 94 4 2 0
1 31 67 2 0
2 23 73 4 0

10 0 12 77 11
11 0 5 72 23
18 0 0 2 76
19 0 0 1 59
20 0 0 0 4

(After Cecil and Zimet 1998)

Table 9 - Percentage of respondents to different
categories of condom use.

Answers are also affected by response sets (or
tendencies) as shown with the "acquiescence respons
bias" (the tendency to agree with questions). This
overcome by phrasing some questions negatively. Rat
than "do you have intercourse each month", for exam
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NEVER RARELY SOMETIMES MOST OF ALWAYS
THE TIME
0-9 0-13 0-19 5-20 15-20

Table 10 - Range of terms and of occasions out of 2
different respondents.

to "are there months where you do not have intercou
asked to a couple.

8. Order of questions

The current question is answered in relation t
adjacent ones; ie: individual questions are perceiv
their context. So, regular use of a term, like
masturbation, influences the answer to a specific
guestion about it later in the questionnaire or int
(Raghubir and Menon 1996).

RELIABILITY AND VALIDITY

Any method of measurement needs to be reliable
valid in
order to be scientific. This is the case for
guestionnaires used
to study sexual behaviour.

1. Reliability

Reliability refers to the consistency of the
guestionnaire. Thus if the same questions are asked
the same person at different times, similar answers
be given with a reliable questionnaire. This is the
theory.

In reality, there are differences in the answe

given (known as random error in measurement) (Wiede

2002). These include inconsistent interpretation of
guestions by respondent or carelessness in filling
the questionnaire. The more reliable the questionna
the less random error will occur.

There are three main ways of establishing
reliability:

i) Test-retest reliability

The correlation of the scores on the same
guestionnaire by the same respondent from two point
time. This can be done by asking the same questions
within a single interview or at two separate times
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three months apart) (table 11). The longer the time
between retests, the lower the reliability. Anastas

Urbina (1997) recommended never to exceed six month

SINGLE INTERVIEW TWO SEPARATE INTE

- asking the same questions - short period be
in different forms allows interviews (eg: t
cross-referencing on answers.  improves reliabil
But if the questions are too  increase possibil
similar, respondents may get  respondents recal
bored or simply recall first  answer rather tha
time information if to

- only need to interview - asking "how man
respondents once. No problems  last 12 months" a
in trying to find them again  interviews, three

is not asking for

information. Sayi

partners in last

previous intervie

confusing and lik

produce inaccurat

Table 11 - Test-retest reliability with single or
separate interviews.

i) Internal reliability

With multiple item measures of the same behavi
internal reliability can be measured by correlating
between scores on two halves of the questionnaire.
makes use of techniques like "Cronbach's alpha”.

But research has shown that personal relevance
guestions can increase the internal reliability (Br
and Sheppard 1999). What this means is that interna
reliability can be a product of the sample rather t
the questionnaire (Wiederman 2002). This can also b
in the finding that questions are more reliable if
in the questionnaire than earlier (Knowles 1988).

iii) Inter-rater reliability

This is the degree of agreement between two so
for the same information, like both members of a co

2. Validity

Some behaviour cannot be directly observed (eg
drive), and is, thus, a hypothetical construct. A v

guestionnaire will measure what it claims to measur
Valid measures of sex drive, for example, could inc
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the frequency of intercourse or masturbation.
Questionnaires can be reliable but not valid and vi
versa.

There are two main types of validity for a
guestionnaire (table 12).

TYPE OF VALIDITY MEASURED EXAMPLE
Convergent relationship with high se
predictable talking
variables alot (
correla
Divergent no or negative  high se

relationship with never t
opposite variables about s
correla

Table 12 - Types of validity and application to sex
drive.

WIDER ISSUES

The study of sexual behaviour is not like rese
into other areas of psychology and behaviour becaus
wider issues around it.

1. Funding of research

Large scale US surveys of sexual behaviour hav
refused government funding because of the perceived
inappropriateness of such research. In the late 198
Senator Jesse Helms of South Carolina introduced an
amendment against funding such surveys on the groun
that they "legitimise homosexual lifestyles” (King
1996).

The lead researcher, Edward Laumann, was inten
to interview 20 000 Americans with full government
funding of 15 million dollars, but this was reduced
3432 in a privately funded version (costing 1.7 mil
dollars) (Laumann et al 1994).

2. Gender issues

Feminists have argued that any understanding o
sexual behaviour has to be within the context of ge
relations. It is not a simple question of having se
not and the frequency, there are definite rules tha
socially construct sexuality:
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Within dominant cultural discourses, men

are cast as the active initiators of sexual

activity and women as passive recipients of ma

advances; men's desires are seen as uncontroll

urges which women are paradoxically expected t

both satisfy and to restrain (Jackson and Scot
1996 pp

The discourse of "uncontrollable urges” is key
our society.

Gavey (1992) highlighted the cultural supports
the manifestation of this in terms of coercion:

a) The inevitability of penetration;

b) The absence of female discourses in heteros
acts;

c) No meaning in consent or restraint by women
"no" means "yes", what does "yes" mean?;

d) The fear of abnormality for women (eg: bein
as frigid);

e) Female socialisation of self-sacrifice.

The question of how often heterosexual individ
have sexual intercourse is more than a simple numbe
feminists, it is a major thing. The private act of
intercourse is completely public in terms of the
discourses, norms and values related to it. Thus it
never by possible to know how often heterosexual
individuals have sex.

3. Challenges from qualitative methods

Quantitative methods are interested in collect
numbers, whereas qualitative methods want to find o
about the meaning of the behaviour. With qualitativ
research, it is not about how often individuals hav
sexual intercourse, but the meaning of the experien
the participants.

A coerced sexual encounter, for example, will
as one occasion of intercourse in a numerical study
the meaning will be very different for the perpetra
and the victim.

Gavey (1992) interviewed women about their sex
lives, and in particular coerced experiences of
intercourse. One interviewee reported being accused
not caring if she did not have when sex when her ma

partner wanted, and a consequent argument developed

While another interviewee admitted giving in to his
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demands for sex, just for "a few hours rest and pea
quiet”.
Gavey (1996) noted that:

(S)everal women reported experiences which see
to me like clear cases of rape or sexual
aggression, but which they were reluctant to |

as such - thus implicitly accepting them to be
within the realm of ordinary heterosexual prac

4. Normality and social control

The general assumption is that today individua
freer in terms of their choice of sexual behaviour
other times in history, and that research is follow
after the behaviour. But what if the research const
the behaviour. The presence of research findings cr
the clear ideas of what is normal or abnormal.

Foucault (1979) took a different view to the
traditional one. For many, the Victorian period was
of silence about sexuality, but, for Foucault, it w
opposite. it was a period of cataloguing and catego
of individual acts, and the establishment of sexual
as part of the person rather than as specific acts.

For example, a person is a homosexual rather t
performing homosexual acts, but heterosexual activi
seen as "having no particular implications for iden
(Kitzinger 1994).

Most importantly, normal and abnormal sexualit
clearly laid out. Jeffreys (1985) quoted the exampl
passionate middle class female friendships which we
accepted in the 18th and 19th centuries, then becam
constructed as "lesbian”, and viewed as unacceptabl

These process have continued up to today. Know
about the average sexual behaviour is not liberati
controlling because it establishes what is normal a
abnormal.

EXAMPLES OF KEY US RESEARCH STUDIES

Most large-scale research on sexual behaviour
been historically carried out in the USA, beginning
terms of fame, with the Kinsey et al Reports after
War Two.

1. Kinsey et al (1948; 1953)
The Kinsey et al reports are massive: 800 page
men and 842 for women. They are packed with statist

information about sexual behaviour. Detailed calcul
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are made of the frequency of sexual intercourse (ta
13 and 14).

MARRIED SINGLE PRE-MARRIE

16-20 yrs 2.56  0.45
21-25 2.28  0.43
31-35 1.76  0.43
41-45 1.28  0.44
51-55 0.68 -

(After Kinsey et al 1948)

Table 13 - Median frequency of sexual intercourse p
week for men in selected age groups.

FEMALE MALE

MARRIED
20 yrs 28 26
40 1.5 1.6
60 06 0.6

PRE-MARITAL

less 20 yrs 0.1-0.2 0.6
20 yrs+ 0.3 0.4

(After Kinsey et al 1953)

Table 14 - Median frequency of sexual intercourse p
week.

The studies have been strengths and weaknesses
well as critics (table 15). "Those seeking titillat
will be disappointed by these books however, for th
make intensely dull reading. Each volume consists o
around seven hundred pages of dreary figures and ta
of statistics and dry commentary upon them" (O'Conn
Davidson and Layder 1994 p87).
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STRENGTHS WEAKNESSES

- gained confidence of - face-to-face in
interviewees during interview

- volunteers; not
- avoided leading questions

- basic interview
- interviewing technique 300 que
"stands out as model of
excellence for other
researchers to follow"
(Masters et al 1995)

- interviewer alo
answers and detec
inconsi

- clear statistical method
and presentation of data

- interview desig
for use with stud
changed

- each interview
consuming and exp

- data on African
published in orig

- sample over-rep
of prisoners (25%
sample including
offenders; Muir 1
educated, Protest
prostitutes (appr
1994); female sam
divorced women th

- sample under-re
elderly, people |
communities, poor

Table 15 - Main strengths and weaknesses of Kinsey
reports.

2. Hunt (1975)

The "Hunt Report” was commissioned by the Play
Foundation, and performed by an independent researc
organisation with the aim of updating Kinsey et al’
data. The random sample were obtained from telephon
books in 24 US cities. The response rate was 20%, t
it did mirror the national population (table 16).

The research involved small group discussions
followed by individual self-administered questionna
The final sample was 982 men and 1044 women aged 18
and over.

The median frequency of married sex in the USA
three times per week, and the range from more than
per day to less than once per year.
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STRENGTH WEAKNESSES

- sample mirrored national - volunteers
population eg: 10%
Black, 71% married - under-represent

without telephone
institutionalised
unlisted numbers

- who are non-res

Table 16 - Strength and weaknesses of the Hunt Repo

3. Other large US studies

The National Survey of Young Adult Men (Billy
1993; Tanfer et al 1993) was carried out by the Bat
Human Affairs Research Centers with a representativ
sample of 3321 20-39 year-old men (drawn from the
National Survey of Men). The response rate was 70%
requests for face-to-face interviews. The researche
over-sampled minority populations (eg: Blacks) to
overcome drop-out.

The National Health and Social Life Survey (NH
(Laumann et al 1994; Laumann and Michael 2000) was
undertaken in the USA in 1992 with 3432 interviewee
between 18-59 years. The ninety minute interviews w
carried out by staff from the National Opinion Rese
Center at the University of Chicago.

It was found that the responses of women to "h
more than two times a week" varied with the nature
relationship: 40% of those long-term dating (more t
three months together), 45% of cohabitees, and 25%
married women.

Lewontin (1995) criticised this study for gett
underestimates on "socially unacceptable” behaviour
guestions. LeVay and Valente (2006) saw failings in
including under 18s and over 60s in the sample as w
the sample itself being too few, especially in rela
to sexual minorities.

Masters et al (1995) listed the following prob
with this study:

i) Interviews restricted to ninety minutes eve
interested issues emerged from the questions;

i) Around a fifth (21%) of interviews took pl
front of spouses and/or children;

iii) Carried out by researchers who were not
specialist sex researchers, and only given three da
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training with the questionnaire;

Iv) Did not include institution-living individ
(eg: students)

v) "Average" frequencies of behaviour of limit
because of broad range of scores.

CONCLUSIONS

King (1996) summarised the feelings of many ac
researchers of sexual behaviour:

Although we may never know exactly how many
people engage in a particular behaviour, or th
exact frequency with which people engage in
various behaviours, there has often been enoug
agreement among the many different surveys to
us to feel confident in making generalisations

But Widerman (2002) said that "researchers sho
cautious of the absolute accuracy of answers respon
provide about events that occurred several years ag
when the individuals were very young" (p38).

So, in conclusion to the question of how often
individuals have sexual intercourse, the answer is
it depends. It depends on a number of factors:

1) Gender - Kinsey et al found men having sex
often than women. Leridon (1996)
of 8.0 and 7.1 for women in the previous four weeks

i) Age - frequency of intercourse tends to de
with age. Leridon (1996) showed a halving between t
mid-20s (peak) and retirement age for both men and

Data from the National Opinion Research Center
(1998), in the US, confirmed that the mean frequenc
marital sexual intercourse declined with age: varyi
from over twice per week in the 18-29 years age gro
one and half times in the 30s, and less than 0.5 fo
retirees;

iii) Partnered or not - Individuals living wit
other individuals have intercourse more than non-co
habitees (Leridon 1996). Length of relationship is
relevant (as shown by the NHSLS);

Iv) Availability of partners - The simple
practicality of people available to have sex with.
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surprisingly, those who have a number of partners
available have more sex, especially for men (Lerido
1996);

V) Heterosexual/homosexual - Blumstein and
Schwartz's (1993) extensive study found differences

frequency of intercourse between heterosexual and g

lesbian couples (table 17);

YEARS TOGETHER 0-2 2-10 10+

HETEROSEXUAL MARRIED 45 27 18
HETEROSEXUAL COHABIT 61 38 -
GAY MALE 67 32 11

LESBIAN 33 7 1

(After Blumstein and Schwartz 1993)

Table 17 - Percentage of couples in four groups hav
sex three or more times a week based on length of
relationship.

vi) Life events/opportunities - Stressful life
events will reduce the frequency of intercourse, fo
example, and opportunities like the presence of you
children will also play a role;

vii) Time periods - Table 18 confirms the
relationship between age and frequency with by a

comparison of data between 1938-49 and 1972 in the

Intercourse is reported as more frequent in 1972 in
age groups;

AGE MEDIAN: 1938-49 AGE MEDIAN:
16-25 2.45 18-24 3.25
26-35 1.95 25-34 255
36-45 1.40 3544 2.00
46-55 0.85 45-54 1.00
56-60 0.50 55+ 1.00

(After Worchel and Shebilske 1986)

Table 18 - Weekly frequency of marital intercourse
USA.

viii) Culture - As mentioned earlier the Dani
to have sex a handful of times in their lives;

ix) Individual preferences - This can be summa
as "sex drive", and some individuals have a higher
than others;
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X) Other factors - Janus and Janus (1993) (3)
reported differences in intercourse frequency based
income (table 19). The lowest income group reported
highest frequency. The authors asked whether this w
to a lack of other entertainment for low income gro

MEN WOMEN

LOW INCOME 65 51
MIDDLE 48 43
HIGH 60 49

(After Janus and Janus 1993)

Table 19 - Percentage of respondents reporting "dai
and "few times weekly" sexual intercourse based on

group.

Leridon (1996) reported other variables relate
higher frequency of intercourse: feeling very lovin
towards partner; earlier age of first intercourse;
enjoyment of intercourse; and less interest in reli
None of these variables are that surprising.

FOOTNOTES
1. Hite Reports

* 1976: essay-type questionnaire with 3019 women; 3%
response rate; 35% married women (half national
average).

e 1981: essay-type questionnaire with 7239 men; 6%
response rate; not representative sample and increa
sample by adding elderly male volunteers.

e 1987: 4500 women; 4.5% response rate.

Also criticised for having leading questions;
"Do you feel there is something wrong with your
‘performance’, technique, or sensitivity if the wom
does not orgasm from intercourse itself that you're
man enough’, or at least that you did not do it rig
(question 132 in 1981) (Masters et al 1995).

2. In France, the Analyse des comportements sexuels
France (ASCF) (Leridon and Bozon 1996) has produced
from detailed questionnaires with 4820 individuals

male and 2178 female).

3. Janus and Janus (1993) used guestionnaires with
US individuals (1347 male and 1418 female).
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