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Short
report

An investigation of condom use by frequency of
sex

Mark Williams, Michael W Ross, Anne M Bowen, Sandra Timpson, H Virginia McCoy,
Katherine Perkins, Lori Saunders, Paul Young

Objectives: To examine the association between condom use and frequency of sex across sexual
partner types.
Methods: Data were collected from African American drug users residing in Washington, DC.
Participants were asked to provide the first name of the last three partners with whom they had
had vaginal sex, to define the type of relationship, the number of times they had had vaginal sex
in the last 30 days with each partner, and whether they had used a condom during their last sexual
encounter with each partner. Condom use was examined by frequency of sex in the past 30 days
controlling for partner type.
Results: Frequency of sexual encounters varied by partner type. The largest number of sexual
encounters was with casual partners, followed by commercial and primary partners, respectively.
Within partner types, participants had sex most frequently with primary partners. Condom use
was lowest within primary partner relationships. Regardless of partner type, condom use varied
consistently depending on the frequency of sex with the same partner.
Conclusions: Condom use is related to the frequency of sex between partners when partner type
is controlled. The association between frequency of sex and condom use is independent of part-
ner type, suggesting that partner type may become less influential in determining condom use as
the frequency of sex increases. This finding suggests that contextual factors determining condom
use go beyond partner type designations and include other relationship variables.
(Sex Transm Inf 2001;77:433–435)
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Research on men who have sex with men and
drug users shows higher rates of condom use
during anal/vaginal sex with casual partners
and lower rates with primary partners.1–8 Con-
sistently lower rates of condom use between
primary partners across diVerent groups has
led to speculation that condom use is not the
result of either an objective appraisal of the risk
presented by the partner or the motivation to
use condoms with that partner. Condom use,
particularly between primary partners, might
be determined by the context of the relation-
ship, especially feelings towards the partner
and/or ideals about primary partners.6 9–13

The labelling of partners by type is a socially
constructed variable that presumably reflects
the level of attachment between partners. Part-
ner type may neither adequately measure the
level of attachment nor other contextual factors
within a sexual relationship that influence con-
dom use. Another contextual factor that may
influence condom use is the frequency a couple
has sex. The purpose of this study is to exam-
ine the hypothesis that condom use changes as
the frequency of sex between partners changes,
regardless of partner type. The focus of this
analysis is the frequency of vaginal sex between
the same partners in the past 30 days.

Methods
Data were collected between January 1997 and
November 1997 in Washington, DC, using the
sexual risk reduction questionnaire (SRQ).
The questionnaire was designed to measure the

psychosocial determinants of condom use and
condom use behaviours in treatment drug
users and to collect demographic, drug use,
and sexual behaviour data. Measures in the
SRQ have been shown to be both valid and
reliable with this and similar populations.14–21

Candidates for the study were recruited using
targeted sampling.22 23 Individuals selected to
take part were 18 years of age and over; were
African American; self identified as hetero-
sexual; had smoked crack cocaine in the 48
hours before being interviewed; had had
vaginal sex at least once in the 7 days before
being screened for the study; and were willing
to sign a written informed consent form.
Participants’ reports of cocaine use in the 48
hours before the screening were confirmed by
urinalysis. A trained research assistant inter-
viewed participants privately in a store front
oYce. Independent committees for the protec-
tion of human subjects reviewed and approved
study procedures.

Participants were asked to recall the last
three partners with whom they had had sex,
whether condoms were used, and to describe
their relationships with those partners. For this
analysis, condom use is the dependent variable.
Condom use was measured as condom use the
last time the partners had vaginal sex and
recorded as a bivariate response. The inde-
pendent variables for this analysis were partner
type and the frequency the respondent had sex
with the same partner. Partner type was
measured by asking participants to choose

Sex Transm Inf 2001;77:433–435 433

School of Public
Health, University of
Texas Health Science
Center at Houston,
7000 Fannin, Houston,
TX 77030, USA
M Williams
M W Ross
K Perkins

Department of
Psychology, University
of Wyoming, Laramie,
WY 82071, USA
A M Bowen

Department of Public
Health, Florida
International
University, North
Miami Campus, North
Miami, FL 33181, USA
H V McCoy

Nova Research
Company, 4600
East-West Highway,
Suite 700, Bethesda,
MD 20814, USA
S Timpson
L Saunders
P Young

Correspondence to:
Dr Mark Williams, Center
for Health Promotion and
Prevention Research, School
of Public Health, University
of Texas-Houston, 7000
Fannin, Suite 2516,
Houston, TX 77030, USA
mwilliams@sph.uth.tmc.edu

Accepted for publication
30 August 2001

www.sextransinf.com

 on 24 February 2005 sti.bmjjournals.comDownloaded from 

http://sti.bmjjournals.com


from a list the descriptor that best character-
ised the partner. Frequency of sex was
measured as the number of times the partici-
pant had vaginal sex with the same, identified
partner in the 30 days before being inter-
viewed. Responses were recorded using a
categorical measure ranging from zero to seven
or more times. Responses of zero, signifying no
sex between the partners in the previous 30
days, were dropped from the analysis.

Results
One hundred and ninety nine individuals, all of
whom were African American, took part in the
study. Of these, 103 (52%) were male. Age
ranged from 22 to 61 years, with an average of
36.6 years (median 36). One hundred and fifty
eight participants (80%) described themselves
as single. Two thirds of the sample (66%)
reported living in someone else’s home and
about a quarter (24%) were living in their own
house or apartment. Most (41%) reported
having a high school education or its equival-
ent, although a third (33%) reported less than
a high school education. Slightly more than a
quarter (26%) reported having some college
education. Owing to eligibility requirements,
all participants had smoked crack cocaine in
the previous 30 days. The number of female
sex partners reported by men in the 30 days
before the interview ranged from 1 to 30 part-
ners, with an average of 4.1 (median 3)
partners. The number of male partners re-
ported by women ranged from 1 to 350
partners, with an average of 32.0 (median 10)
partners. The higher number of sex partners
reported by women is related to trading sex for
money and/or drugs.

Because of eligibility requirements limiting
participation to drug users who had vaginal sex
in the 7 days before screening, all 199
participants described at least one sexual
encounter with a partner. Of these, 178 (89%)
described an encounter with a second partner
and 168 (84%) with a third partner. If every
participant had reported having had vaginal
sex with three partners in the previous 30 days,
the maximum number of sexual encounters
possible is 597. Participants reported a total of

492 sexual encounters, or 82% of the maxi-
mum possible. Of these, most sexual encoun-
ters (41%) were between casual partners; 37%
of sexual encounters were between commercial
partners and 21% between primary partners.

Frequency of sex with the same partner is
related to partner type (÷2 = 147.9, p <0.001).
Over two thirds of those having sex with a pri-
mary partner had sex with that partner seven or
more times. Thirty nine per cent of those
describing a last sexual encounter with a casual
partner reported having sex with that partner
two to three times. More than a quarter (27%)
reported having sex with the same casual part-
ner seven or more times. Sex with the same
commercial partner was less frequent. Almost
half of the participants describing a last sexual
encounter with a commercial partner reported
having had sex with the same partner once.
Only 13% of those reporting sex with a
commercial partner had sex seven or more
times with the same partner.

As expected, condom use varied significantly
by partner type (÷2 = 46.09, p <0.000). Partici-
pants used condoms 20% of the time during
encounters with primary partners, 52% with
casual partners, and 61% with commercial
partners. As hypothesised, condom use within
partner type varied as the frequency of sex
between partners increased. Within partner
type, the association appears to be curvilinear,
as shown in figure 1, and diVerences are statis-
tically significant (p <0.000). The clearest pat-
tern of condom use by frequency is evident for
sex between casual partners. Condom use dur-
ing the last sexual encounter with a casual
partner is highest if the participant reported
having had sex with the same partner two to
three times. Condom use is lowest if the
participant reported having had sex with the
same partner seven or more times. Similarly,
condom use during encounters with commer-
cial partners is highest at three to four encoun-
ters and lower after four to six encounters.

Discussion
Our data demonstrate that frequency of sex is a
key determinant for condom use in specific
sexual partnerships. Data used in the analysis
were collected in 1997. However, we are aware
of no research suggesting that these data are
any less useful for describing the sexual behav-
iours of drug users now than when they were
collected. The study is limited by the use of
targeted sampling. Although appropriate and
valid when sampling hidden and elusive popu-
lations, targeted sampling does not generate a
response rate. Thus, the number of refusals is
unknowable.24 The study relies on self report of
sexual relationships and behaviours.17 This
limitation was addressed by restricting ques-
tions about sexual behaviours to the last three
partners and to sex in the last 30 days. Using
this strategy, reports by drug users of their
sexual behaviours are reliable and valid.18–20

Even so, self reports of sexual behaviours are
subject to recall bias and are diYcult to verify.
The cross sectional design of the study limits
the ability to draw causal inferences. While we
can show an association between frequency of

Figure 1 Condom use by the frequency of sex controlling for partner type.
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sex between partners and condom use, we can-
not establish causality. A further limitation is
the number of cases within partner type
categories, particularly in the low frequency
categories. Our findings are also limited
because no data were gathered on condom use
during each sexual encounter mentioned in the
previous 30 days.

Previous research has established that there
are distinct diVerences in condom use by part-
ner type.1–8 We hypothesised that frequency of
sex with the same partner would aVect condom
use, and our data support this hypothesis.
Condom use, while exhibiting variations in the
level of condom use by partner type, presents a
pattern of use related to the frequency of sex
between partners. Given the trajectory of the
association between condom use and fre-
quency, if more data points had been available
we expect that condom use would continue to
decline as the frequency of sex between
partners increases. The association between
frequency of sex and condom use is independ-
ent of partner type, suggesting a more complex
contextual structure in determining condom
use that goes beyond partner type designations.

The opinions expressed here are solely those of the authors.
Support for this research was provided by a grant from the

National Institute on Drug Abuse. The authors thank the
anonymous reviewers who examined previous versions of this
research.
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