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Self-Image and Premarital Sexuality* 
PATRICIA MacCORQUODALE** 

The University ofArizona 

JOHN DeLAMATER*** 
The University of Wisconsin 

This paper is focused on the relationship between self-image and sexuality. It is sug- 
gested that self-image has several components: self-esteem, evaluation of self as 
social actor, evaluation of self as moral, and body image, or evaluation of one's phys- 
ical attributes. Sexuality is viewed as comprised of both attitudinal and behavioral 
components. Measures of each were included in interviews with random samples of 
college students (N = 856) and nonstudents (N = 511). The previously reported re- 
lationship between self-esteem and permissiveness is not found. Instead, the results 
indicate a significant association between perceived social desirability and sexual be- 
havior and, as predicted, between evaluations of some bodily characteristics and sex- 
ual experience. These associations are found among both men and women. 

Identity or self-image is comprised of the in- 
dividual's perceptions of him/herself as a 
social actor. It is frequently assumed (e.g., 
Shibutani, 1961) that one's identity influ- 
ences behavior; that a person is likely to en- 
gage in those activities which are congruent 
with self-image, and to eschew those behaviors 
which are inconsistent with it. In addition, 
one's actions affect other people's reactions, 
which are major influences on one's picture 
of oneself. Thus, self-image is seen as both a 
cause and an effect of behavior. 

This relationship is potentially of special 
relevance in the area of sexuality. Premarital 
sexual activity is relatively private and volun- 
tary in nature, and thus more likely to be a 
function of characteristics of the individual 
and his/her relationships. Insofar as sexual 
behavior is guided by norms, one would also 
expect that identity will be related to the 
norms which the person holds. A particular 
view of oneself should be associated with 

*The data reported here were collected between Janu- 
ary and August of 1973. This research was supported by 
Grant 1 R01 HD 06264 from the National Institute of 
Child Health and Human Development, National Insti- 
tutes of Health. 

**Department of Sociology, The University of Ari- 
zona, Tucson, Arizona 85721. 

***Department of Sociology, The University of Wis- 
consin, Madison, Wisconsin 53706. 

specific beliefs about the appropriateness of 
various sexual behaviors. 

In our research, we employed a multidi- 
mensional view of self-image. We assumed 
that there are three components of self which 
may be related to sexuality: (1)one's cogni- 
tive picture of oneself; (2) one's assessment of 
one's moral qualities; and (3) one's image of 
one's own physical characteristics. The first 
deals with the self as a social object. It is 
formed in interaction with other persons and 
reflects feedback one gets from them about 
one's interpersonal qualities as expressed in 
interaction. Obviously, since sexual behavior 
develops in the context of interpersonal rela- 
tionships, identity as a social object should be 
related to sexual standards and behavior. 

A second aspect of self-evaluation involves 
characteristics that reflect the moral qualities 
of the person. Since sexual behavior is 
governed by norms, these moral evaluations 
could also be related to sexual norms and 
behavior. 

Finally, one would expect evaluations of 
the self dealing with bodily characteristics to 
be related to sexuality. Involvement in activi- 
ties that have physical components, such as 
sexual behavior, may be dependent upon the 
individual's cognitions about his/her physical 
features. Also, sexual behavior occurs in 
social interaction so that a socially based view 
of physical characteristics may be important 
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in guiding behavior. In this context, we are 
not referring to physical attractiveness which 
primarily reflects the way our bodily charac- 
teristics affect others. Instead, since we are 
interested in the self, we are focusing on the 
individual's perception of his/her own body 
and the way in which these perceptions affect 
behavior. Thus, we believe it is important to 
assess perception of one's body as well as of 
one's social characteristics. 

There are two published studies that have 
examined self-evaluation and sexuality. 
Stratton and Spitzer (1967) present a deviance 
model of the relationship between "self- 
evaluation" and "sexual permissiveness." 
They assume that there are social norms re- 
garding sexual conduct, and that to the ex- 
tent that the individual internalizes these 
norms, his/her self-evaluation will be influ- 
enced by the extent to which his/her behavior 
conforms to the norm. They predict that 
persons who deviate from the norms regard- 
ing premarital sexuality will have low self- 
esteem. Their results, based on self-admini- 
stered questionnaires completed by college 
students, support the prediction. They em- 
ployed four different measures of self-evalua- 
tion. Their measure of attitudes consisted of 
two questions: whether or not the respondent 
accepted premarital intercourse for men and 
for women if they were engaged. In general, 
those whose self-evaluation score was above 
the sample median were less accepting of pre- 
marital coitus; this was found for most of the 
individual measures of self. 

Perlman (1974) makes explicit the fact that 
the relationship between esteem and permis- 
siveness in this model depends on the content 
of the norm. Thus, Stratton and Spitzer's 
(1967) prediction assumes that the norm re- 
garding premarital intercourse is conserva- 
tive, that those who accept coitus for engaged 
partners are deviant. Perlman points out that 
in a liberal subculture in which such behavior 
is accepted, the deviant is the person with a 
conservative standard. In such a community, 
he predicts a positive relationship; i.e., that 
sexually permissive single people will have 
high self-esteem. Finally, he suggests, in a 
moderate community, there should be no re- 
lationship between permissiveness and es- 
teem. 

Perlman employed both attitudinal and 
behavioral measures of permissiveness. The 
former consisted of the eight items from 

Reiss' (1967) Premarital Permissiveness Scale 
regarding petting and coitus. These were 
asked twice, once with males and once with 
females as the referents, and the response al- 
ternatives were degrees of agreement with 
each item. The respondent's permissiveness 
score consisted of the sum of his/her answers 
across items. The behavioral measure was the 
number of partners with whom the respon- 
dent had had intercourse. Perlman used two 
measures of self-esteem, Fiedler's (Fiedler et 
al., 1959) Semantic Differential Technique 
(which Stratton and Spitzer also used) and 
Rosenberg's (1965) Self-Esteem Scale. 

Perlman's results are based on the re- 
sponses to a self-administered questionnaire 
of 58 women at a Canadian college (the 
"moderate" sample) and 242 single students 
at a liberal college in New York state. As pre- 
dicted, there was no relationship between es- 
teem and either measure of permissiveness in 
the Canadian sample. In the liberal sample, 
there was no association of esteem and atti- 
tudinal permissiveness. Perlman did find dif- 
ferences in number of coital partners, with 
men and women who scored above the 
median on both esteem measures reporting a 
significantly larger number. 

Thus, both Stratton and Spitzer's and 
Perlman's studies reported a relationship be- 
tween one component of self-image, self- 
esteem, and sexual permissiveness. Their 
generality, however, is severely limited. First, 
the two studies employed different attitudinal 
measures, and only Stratton and Spitzer 
found the predicted association. Second, 
both samples are limited to college students, 
and both are "purposive," consisting of those 
students present in selected classes on the day 
data were collected. One purpose of the 
present paper is to report results obtained 
from random samples of both college 
students and college-age nonstudent young 
people from the same community. These re- 
sults will provide a much more general test of 
the interrelationship. 

Additionally, the focus of the earlier re- 
search has been narrow, concentrating on 
self-esteem. It has been assumed that a single 
measure captures all the relevant aspects of 
self; we believe that a multidimensional per- 
spective is needed which includes both the 
view of self as social actor and the moral com- 
ponent of self. Also, no one has previously 
considered physical characteristics. Percep- 
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tion of one's own body may be an important 
determinant of sexual behavior. Thus, a 
second purpose of this paper is to report and 
analyze the interrelationships between both 
attitudinal and behavioral permissiveness 
and dimensions of social and physical self- 
perceptions; this should indicate more pre- 
cisely the exact nature of the relationship 
between self and sexuality. 

We anticipated, and the results obtained 
on the attitudinal measure of permissiveness 
verify, that the university community in 
which this research was conducted is quite 
liberal. Accordingly, we predict that: 

1. There will be a positive relationship be- 
tween self-esteem and premarital sexual 
experience. 

2. There will be a positive relationship be- 
tween evaluation of self as social object 
and premarital sexual experience. 

3. There will be a positive relationship be- 
tween positive evaluations of one's phy- 
sical characteristics and premarital ex- 
perience. 

It is expected that the relationships be- 
tween self and attitudinal permissiveness will 
be in the same direction but weaker than those 
between self and behavior. While there is a 
strong relationship between premarital sexual 
attitudes and behavior, behavior may be 
more closely associated with perceptions of 
the self, since individuals and others are more 
likely to make strong evaluations on the basis 
of behavior than attitudes. Thus, the associa- 
tion between attitudes and self-evaluation is 
less direct than the behavior/self-evaluation 
relationships. Perlman's (1974) results sup- 
port this interpretation; he did not find an as- 
sociation between attitudes and self-evalua- 
tion in his liberal sample. 

No relationship is expected between the 
moral component and either premarital 
sexual attitudes or behavior.Premarital stan- 
dards serve as the basis for deciding whether 
or not to engage in sexual behaviors.To the ex- 
tent that the individual conforms to his/her 
standards, the individual will consider him/ 
herself moral.We believe that conforming to 
these personal standards is more important to 
self-evaluation than conforming to or vio- 
lating community standards. Thus, no rela- 
tionship is expected between the moral com- 
ponent and attitudes and behavior. 

METHOD 

Respondents 

Data were obtained from two samples of 
young people. The first consisted of under- 
graduates at a large university, and is referred 
to as the "student" sample, or by the letters 
SM (student male) and SF (student female). 
The second consisted of persons between 18 
and 23 years old who resided in a city of 
170,000, but were not students at the univer- 
sity. The latter is referred to as the "nonstu- 
dent" sample of NM (nonstudent male) and 
NF (nonstudent female). Individuals of both 
genders and both student and nonstudent 
status were selected in order to compare 
across these groups to see if either character- 
istic affects the pattern of the relationships. 

Student sample. Respondents were ob- 
tained from a 6 percent random sample of 
undergraduates. It was drawn by computer 
from a complete student file, and thus was an 
unweighted, representative sample of all un- 
dergraduates. Interviews were completed with 
985 respondents, approximately 82 percent of 
the initial sample. Of the remainder, 10 per- 
cent refused to be interviewed, either initially 
or after repeated call-backs, and 8 percent 
could not be contacted by phone and did not 
respond to two letters mailed to their last 
known address. Of the 985 persons inter- 
viewed, 44 men and 28 women were married, 
and they are excluded from the data pre- 
sented below, which are based on 432 single 
men and 429 single women. 

Nonstudent sample. These respondents 
were obtained by calling a systematic random 
sample of residences listed in the telephone 
directory. Each residence contacted was 
screened to determine whether or not any of 
its members were between the ages of 18 and 
23; this age range was chosen as it is compar- 
able to that of most students. If one such 
person resided in the home, she/he was auto- 
matically included in the sample; if there were 
more than one, the respondent was selected 
randomly by a coin toss. 

One thousand and fifty-seven persons were 
identified in the screening calls. Interviews 
were completed with 657 (62.2 percent); an 
additional 86 (8.1 percent) could not be 
scheduled for interviews; and the remaining 
314 (29.9 percent) refused, either initially or 
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after call-backs. Again, married persons (34 
males, 105 females) were excluded from the 
data presented below, which are based on 220 
single men and 293 single women. 

Recruitment and scheduling. A same-sex 
person (not the interviewer) telephoned the 
respondent and briefly described the research. 
If the respondent was reluctant to partici- 
pate, the caller stressed the need for a ran- 
dom sample and the importance of each indi- 
vidual's participation. When the respondent 
agreed to be interviewed, the caller scheduled 
the interview. The respondent was given an 
identification number by the caller. Both 
interviewer and respondent were told that the 
interview was not to be conducted if they were 
acquainted. Also, the interview did not in- 
clude ascertaining the respondent's name, 
address, or phone number; this was pointed 
out to the respondent as helping to preserve 
his/her anonymity. 

Interview Schedule 

The schedule began with demographic and 
factual items. About 15 minutes after the 
interview began, the respondent was handed 
three self-administered questionnaires, in- 
cluding the self-image and body image scales, 
which she/he completed. These measures of 
self-evaluation were obtained prior to any 
measures of sexuality.The schedule next went 
to a series of items concerning his/her par- 
ents. The respondent was then asked about 
his/her own premarital sexual attitudes or 
ideology. Lifetime sexual behavior was as- 
sessed, followed by measures of current be- 
havior and current heterosexual relationships. 
The respondent then completed a measure of 
traditional or "liberated" orientation toward 
sex roles. Finally, the respondent completed a 
brief questionnaire concerning his/her reac- 
tions to the interview. 

The schedule was comprised almost exclu- 
sively of closed and precoded items. Cards 
listing response alternatives were provided 
when the categories were numerous or com- 
plex. 
Interviewers 

The interviewers were undergraduates, 
graduate students, and recent graduates of 
the university. Twenty-seven persons were 
selected for training on the basis of prior in- 
terviewing experience, relevant course or oc- 

cupational background and informal ap- 
praisal. Training consisted of 30 hours, be- 
ginning with general lecture/discussions of 
interviewing and of this research, and pro- 
ceeding through a demonstration interview by 
the staff, practice interviews with each other, 
at least one interview of a member of the re- 
search staff and, finally, interviews of pretest 
respondents. Throughout, members of the 
staff monitored the interviewers' performance 
and discussed problems and techniques with 
them. At the end of training, three persons 
were given other jobs; the actual interviewing 
was thus conducted by 24 persons. Five of 
these were male, and 19 were female. 

Throughout the training and interviewing, 
the exploratory nature of the research was 
emphasized. It was stressed that most of the 
specific relationships we were interested in 
might be positive or negative. Thus, there is 
no reason to believe that there are systematic 
biases in the data due to interviewer 
expectations. 

The interviews were conducted over a six- 
month period, most of them in small rooms in 
a building on the university campus. Since 
each interview was scheduled for a specific 
room, the interviewer was generally waiting 
in the room when the respondent arrived. 
The interviewer introduced him/herself by 
first name only and reviewed the various steps 
which had been taken to preserve the respon- 
dent's anonymity. Once the interview began, 
the interviewers followed the schedule which 
included transitional sentences and various 
probes or rephrasings which might be neces- 
sary. The interviewers volunteered no per- 
sonal data or attitudes and asked the respon- 
dent to postpone such questions until the end 
of the interview. Following the interview, 
each respondent was paid for participating 
in the study. 

Measures 

Self-esteem. We initially selected Sher- 
wood's (1962) Semantic Differential measure, 
because of the social or interactional nature 
of the bipolar scales and the provision for 
ratings of both "real" and "ideal" self. We 
did not include the second part of his mea- 

'The males interviewed 15 to 20 percent of the respon- 
dents of each sex, and the remainder were interviewed by 
females. Sex of interviewer appears to have had little 
effect on responses; see Johnson and DeLamater (1976). 
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TABLE 1. SELF-IMAGE-REAL SELF: FACTOR LOADINGS 

SM NM SF NF 
(N = 432) (N = 220) (N = 429) (N = 293) 

Value myself high .670* .115 .647* .159 .606*b .199 .676* .114 
Comfortable with others .498* .121 .268 .287 .405*b .209 .436* .088 
Moral .096 .434* .043 .425*a .122 .541* .154 .438* 
Insightful about self .221 .439* .200 .423*a .246 .436* .405* .124 
Honest .009 .671* .069 .649*a .072 .690* .068 .722* 
Fair .170 .599* .129 .702*a .169 .684* .166 .695* 
Likable .533* .180 .501* .202 .397*b .235 .528* .253 
Self-confident .676* -.003 .557* .089 .614*b .054 .667* .023 
Intelligent .368 .235 .399 .307 .477b .186 .473* .284 
Independent .301 .108 .279 -.021 .463b -.043 .204 .076 
Personally desirable .593 .271 .671* .187 .641*b .222 .670* .355 
Physically attractive .274 .248 .344 .231 .323 .175 .439* .161 
Strong .476* .242 .441* .155 .539*b .122 .420* .242 
Good .394 .468 .276 .422a .365b .278 .290 .467* 
Sensitive to others .140 .355 .121 .492a .133 .536* .164 .479* 
% factor variance 58.1 41.9 51.7 48.3 55.5 44.5 57.7 42.3 
% total variance 17.2 12.4 14.7 13.7 17.2 13.8 18.6 13.6 

*Items chosen for factor. 
aUnique factor for NM. 
bUnique factor for SF. 

sure, which asks for a ranking of the relative 
importance of each dimension. 

We included this modified version con- 
taining 25 bipolar scales in pretest interviews 
with a sample of 238 university undergradu- 
ates (see DeLamater, 1974). Separate corre- 
lational and factor analyses performed on the 
responses of men and women indicated that 
10 of the dimensions were not related to the 
remaining 15 nor to other variables of 
interest; these dimensions were dropped from 
the final version. The positive end of each di- 
mension is listed in Table 1.2 

The results showed little variation in 
ratings of ideal self; a large majority of our 
respondents wanted to be extremely moral, 
honest, intelligent, etc. It appears that people 
responded in terms of a social stereotype and, 
thus, their answers did not provide informa- 
tion about themselves as individuals. There 
was much greater variation in ratings of self 
at present and these, therefore, could be 
more meaningfully related to other variables. 

Answers to the individual items were coded 
so that the most socially desirable responses 
received the highest scores. Factor analyses of 
these self-ratings indicated a single large un- 
rotated factor. All 15 items had high loadings 
on this factor with positive relationships be- 
tween the more socially desirable response on 

2The negative ends of the dimensions were: value my- 
self low, awkward with others, immoral, lack insight 
about self, dishonest, unfair, not likable, lack self- 
confidence, unintelligent, dependent, personally unde- 
sirable, physically unattractive, weak, bad, insensitive to 
others, respectively. 

each bipolar dimension. Inspection of this 
factor suggested that it essentially represents 
self-esteem, the extent to which the person 
perceives him/herself positively. Accordingly, 
we obtained a measure of self-esteem by 
simply adding the numerical codes for each of 
the 15 items, weighting each item equally. 

Self-evaluation. We then performed factor 
analyses with varimax rotations of the real 
self-ratings. While these ratings are also the 
basis of the self-esteem factor, further analy- 
sis of them is important for specifying the re- 
lationship between self-evaluation and per- 
missiveness. Analyses were performed separ- 
ately for the four gender x status subsamples. 
A rotated factor was examined only if its ei- 
genvalue was greater than one. The best solu- 
tion, in terms of independence and the 
amount of variance explained, identified two 
dimensions. This solution is presented in 
Table 1, which indicates the loading of each 
item on each of the two factors. 

In general, the items which are most highly 
related to Factor I (identified by asterisks in 
the table) are: value myself, comfortable 
with others, likable, self-confident, desirable 
and strong. These involve relative evaluations 
of one's ability to relate to others; accordingly, 
this factor seems to represent what we will 
call perceived social desirability. This factor 
was relatively strong, accounting for 14 to 18 
percent of the total variation in the items, and 
more than 50 percent of the variance ex- 
plainable by the factors identified in the anal- 
ysis. Note that the items included on this 
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TABLE 2. BODY IMAGE: FACTOR LOADINGS 

SM NM SF NF 

Hair .051 .398 .307 .260 .089 .312 .080 .330 
Complexion .106 .454* .123 .458* .057 .418* -.045 .439* 
Distribution of hair .151 .337 .214 .325 .173 .377 .065 .414* 
Waist .560* .308 .743*a -.034 .637* .188 .728* .134 
Body build .685* .162 .497* .453 .717* .191 .722* .108 
Width of shoulders .689* -.023 .111* .632* .421 .386 .300 .434 
Chest/breasts .722* .010 .198* .656* .154 .370 .154 .330 
Eyes .045 .340 -.061 .303 -.030 .456* .013 .185 
Hips .511* .228 .457* .412 .724* .006 .614* .030 
Legs .479* .240 .441* .415 .611* .048 .552* .064 
Teeth .044 .336 .106 .263 -.022 .371 .022 .251 
Face .218 .629* .220 .500* .149 .653* .069 .573* 
Weight .527* .223 .609*a .176 .768* .006 .739* .062 
Genitals .280 .405* .390 .395 .194 .460* .169 .473* 
Stomach .464 .364 .710a .052 .555* .229 .616* .228 
Birthmarks/scars .113 .336 .069 .244 .029 .286 .045 .368 
% factor variance 62.1 37.9 50.8 49.2 61.5 38.5 63.2 36.8 
% total variance 18.4 11.2 15.7 15.1 18.9 11.8 17.6 10.3 

*Items chosen for factor. 
aUnique factor for NM. 

factor varied somewhat in the two nonstudent 
subsamples. 

Factor II is comprised generally of the bi- 
polar scales whose positive ends are: moral, 
insightful, honest and fair. In addition, self- 
rating of sensitivity loaded on II for both fe- 
male subsamples. The underlying dimension 
here appears to be moral, the extent to which 
the person perceives him/herself as a moral 
individual. The loadings of the good/bad 
item tended to be similar on both Factors I 
and II, and so it was not included on either. 
This was also a relatively strong factor, as evi- 
denced by the percentage of both total and 
factor variance for which it accounted. 

In selecting items for inclusion in our mea- 
sures, two criteria were employed: (1) the 
item had to have a loading of at least .4 on 
one factor; and (2) its loadings on other fac- 
tors had to be substantially lower, usually less 
than .2. Scores for perceived desirability and 
morality were constructed for each respon- 
dent by simply summing the numerical codes 
associated with his/her answers to the appro- 
priate items (i.e., by assigning unit weights). 

Body image. The body image measure was 
adapted from the Body-Cathexis Scale 
(Secord and Jourard, 1953). We initially se- 
lected 25 of the 45 characteristics they used, 
eliminating highly specific traits (e.g., 
ankles), and items which referred to bodily 
functioning. Again, the initial version, em- 
ploying the original response categories, was 
included in the pretest, and the responses 
were analyzed. Sixteen of the characteristics 

were interrelated and/or correlated with 
other measures of interest to us. The attri- 
butes included in the final scale are listed in 
Table 2. For each, the respondent was asked 
to choose one of five alternatives: (1) have 
strong feelings and wish change could 
somehow be made; (2) don't like but can put 
up with; (3) have no particular feelings one 
way or the other; (4) am satisfied: and (5) 
consider myself fortunate. 

Again, factor analyses involving principal 
factor procedures with varimax rotations 
were employed in an attempt to identify inde- 
pendent or uncorrelated factors. The analyses 
identified two underlying factors or dimen- 
sions. Table 2 presents the loadings of each of 
the items on these. 

Factor I is generally comprised of the fol- 
lowing items: waist, body build, hips, legs, 
weight and stomach. Only waist and weight 
are included in all four subsamples; the other 
items are included for three of the four. In 
general, all of these items deal with bodily 
build, in contrast to characteristics such as 
complexion, eyes and teeth. Thus, the under- 
lying dimension seems to be satisfaction with 
overall build and body's relative proportions. 
Factor I was relatively strong; it accounted 
for 15 to 19 percent of the variation in 
responses to all the items, and half or more of 
the factor variance. 

Only three items had consistently high 
loadings on Factor II: complexion and face in 
all four subsamples, and genitals in three of 
them. In the student female group, eyes were 
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also highly loaded on this factor. This factor 
appears to involve evaluation of one's face 
and the related aspects of complexion and 
eyes. This is understandable, since facial fea- 
tures are among the first characteristics 
people notice and are important aspects of 
handsomeness and beauty. This pattern is 
confounded by the fact that genitals are also 
consistently associated with this factor. 
Among nonstudent males, this factor seems 
to be comprised of bodily characteristics 
above the waist; i.e., face, complexion, 
shoulders and chest. This factor was 
generally weaker than the first, in the percen- 
tage of both factor and total variance for 
which it accounts. 

Again, items were chosen using the two cri- 
teria discussed above, and scores were con- 
structed by summing the individual's re- 
sponses to the relevant items, employing unit 
weighting. 

Sexual ideology. A modified version of 
Reiss' (1967) permissiveness scale was em- 
ployed to assess the individual's premarital 
standards. The measure asked at what point 
in a relationship she/he felt a particular 
behavior is acceptable for each sex. Five cate- 
gories of relationships were presented: no sex 
before marriage; sex only if engaged, if in love 
but not engaged, if feel affection but not love, 
and if both want it. Three behaviors were em- 
ployed: fondling of breasts, fondling of part- 
ner's genitals and intercourse. The respondent 
was first asked, "At what point in a relation- 
ship do you feel that petting involving fondling 
of breasts is acceptable for males?" Then, 
she/he was asked at what point she/he felt 
this was acceptable for females. The third and 
fourth items asked about the acceptability to 
him/her of genital fondling for males and fe- 
males, respectively, and the fifth and sixth 
concerned intercourse. 

To simplify data analysis, we wanted a 
single measure of the individual's standards 
for males and for females. Reiss (1967) ap- 
plied Guttman Scaling Techniques to the 12- 
item measures which he employed, and found 
that a unidimensional scale fit the responses 
well. Our pretest results (DeLamater, 1974) 
indicated that a Guttman Scale could be con- 
structed for our measure of standards. We 
employed the Cornell Ranking Technique3 to 

3The Guttman Scales were constructed by computer, 
using the Biomedical Statistical Package developed at 
UCLA. 

obtain scale scores for each of our respon- 
dents. Based on the individual's responses to 
the three items concerning male behavior, a 
single score was assigned reflecting his/her 
standards for men. Low scores indicate re- 
strictive attitudes, and high scores reflect per- 
missive ones. Similarly, a single score was 
given for standards for women. 

The statistical characteristics of the scales 
are good. The coefficients of reproducibility 
range from .902 to .927 across the four sub- 
samples, indicating a good fit of a unidimen- 
sional scale to the responses. The minimal 
marginal reproducibility ranges from .372 to 
.510; the difference between CR and MMR 
indicates that the scale contributes substan- 
tially, independently of the marginal distri- 
bution of the items. The percentage of pure 
cases is very high, ranging from 91 to 97, in- 
dicating that there are few errors in the data. 

Sexual behavior. Four behavioral mea- 
sures were included in the data analysis. Perl- 
man (1974) employed a single measure: 
number of partners with whom the respon- 
dent had ever had premarital coitus. We 
asked a similar question. We also asked how 
many times the individual had ever had inter- 
course; while the exact number given may be 
unreliable, the relative magnitude across the 
respondents should yield a reliable differen- 
tation. Two additional and more detailed 
measures of sexual activity were obtained. 
Past research beginning with Ehrmann 
(1959), has consistently demonstrated that 
there are often substantial differences 
between lifetime and current sexual behavior, 
with the latter frequently less intimate than 
the former. Thus, these two were assessed 
separately in the present study. Prior work 
has employed measures of sexual intimacy in- 
corporating various behavioral distinctions. 
The present study utilized a composite scale 
including all of the behaviors in past scales. 
Descriptive phrases for each of the nine be- 
haviors were used in the questions to ensure 
accurate communication.4 Lifetime behavior 
was assessed by asking at what age the re- 

4The nine sexual behaviors used in the measures of 
lifetime and current behavior were: necking, kissing and 
hugging, French or deep kissing, male fondling female's 
breasts, male fondling female's genitals, female fondling 
male's genitals, genital apposition, heterosexual inter- 
course, male oral contact with female's genitals, female 
oral contact with male's genitals. The questions on 
sexual behavior followed the order presented above. 
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spondent had first engaged in each behavior. 
Current behavior was assessed three to five 
minutes later. The interviewer began by 
asking the respondent to think about the per- 
son she/he was currently seeing, and how 
many times they had been together.5 The in- 
terviewer then proceeded to ask whether or 
not the respondent had engaged in each of 
the nine behaviors with that partner and the 
percentage of the total number of occasions 
together on which they had engaged in that 
behavior. 

Analysis of the pretest data indicated that 
an excellent summary measure could be 
obtained by constructing a Guttman Scale 
(DeLamater, 1974). Guttman scores were 
computed for both lifetime and current be- 
havior, utilizing the Cornell Ranking Tech- 
nique, which assigned weights according to 
whether or not the respondent had engaged in 
each of the nine behaviors. Genital apposi- 
tion was identified as a distinct behavior only 
when it was not a prelude to intercourse. For 
lifetime behavior in all four groups, the 
Guttman analysis indicated that the appro- 
priate order from most to least frequent is the 
order in which behaviors are listed in Foot- 
note 4. Scores were assigned such that higher 
scores were associated with more intimate 
behavior. 

The statistical characteristics of the Gutt- 
man Scales are very good. The coefficients of 
reproducibility for lifetime behavior range 
from .981 to .987 across the four subsamples, 
indicating a good fit of the unidimensional 
scale to the data. The much lower minimal 
marginal reproducibilities, .771 to .836, indi- 
cate that the goodness of fit is not merely due 
to the marginal distributions. Finally, the 
percentage of pure cases ranges from 85.6 to 
90.5, indicating a relatively small number of 
"errors" in the sense of individuals who say 
they have not engaged in a given behavior but 
report participating in one or more of the 
more intimate ones. 

'If the respondent was seeing more than one person, 
she/he was asked to report behavior with the person 
most recently seen before the interview. The decision to 
report on the person most recently seen was based upon 
two factors. First, we wanted to obtain information on 
behavior in relationships of varying length and intimacy; 
reporting on the last person seen increased the chances of 
obtaining various types of relationships. Secondly, our 
focus was upon the whole relationship rather than just 
the last date or last month, reflecting our interest in the 
dyad. Further information may be found in DeLamater 
and MacCorquodale (1979). 

RESULTS 

Responses to the sexual ideology questions 
indicate that most of our respondents hold 
very liberal attitudes. Only 5 percent of the 
men and 11 to 13 percent of the women en- 
dorsed premarital abstinence from inter- 
course. Across the subsamples, 6 to 8 percent 
said they would accept coitus only for an en- 
gaged male or female, 25 to 45 percent would 
accept it only if the person were in love, 15 to 
20 percent only if she/he felt affection for his/ 
her partner, and 24 to 45 percent of our re- 
spondents said intercourse was acceptable if 
both persons wanted it. These results are 
quite similar to those reported by Perlman 
(1974) for his New York sample, which he 
characterized as liberal. 

Two types of analyses were conducted. 
Both of the prior studies analyzed the data by 
splitting the sample(s) at the median on the 
self-evaluation measure(s) and comparing the 
permissiveness of those high and low on self- 
esteem. For purposes of comparability, we 
conducted similar analyses and will report 
these results briefly. Much more appropriate, 
however, are correlational and regression 
analyses, since the hypotheses involved posit 
linear relationships between the variables and 
because such analyses are based on the entire 
range of scores. These were conducted and 
will be considered in more detail. 

All analyses were conducted separately for 
each of the four subsamples, since we antici- 
pated that there might be differences in the 
results by gender and/or educational status. 

Analyses of Variance 

The median on each of the self measures 
fell within a single score. Randomly assigning 
persons with that score to "above" or 
"below" could mask a significant relation- 
ship. Accordingly, the group was divided at 
the nearest boundary between scores, gener- 
ally resulting in a split that was within 5 per- 
centage points of 50 percent. In some cases, 
this would have resulted in a more unequal 
distribution (e.g., 60/40), and a more equal 
split was obtained by dropping those who ob- 
tained the score within which the median fell. 
This method of analysis is of limited useful- 
ness for three reasons. The variance is re- 
duced since the entire range of scores is col- 
lapsed into two categories. Second, in those 
distributions in which the mean and median 
are close together, dividing at the median re- 
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suits in placing large numbers of respondents 
whose scores are very close together into dif- 
ferent categories. Finally, in some cases, the 
median score was one obtained by a large 
number of respondents. As mentioned above, 
some of these respondents had to be dropped 
from the analyses in order to obtain an equal 
distribution; thus, some data were not 
utilized in this analysis. 

Each of the four subsamples was divided at 
the median on each measure of self: perceived 
social desirability, perceived morality, and 
self-esteem. Those above the median on each 
measure were compared with those below the 
median on each of four "dependent" vari- 
ables: sexual ideology, number of coital part- 
ners, number of intercourse experiences, and 
Guttman score for lifetime behavior. Com- 
parisons were made using analysis of 
variance. All of the respondents were in- 
cluded in the analyses of variance for sexual 
ideology and lifetime behavior. Not all of our 
respondents had engaged in intercourse; vir- 
gins were, therefore, not included in the anal- 
yses involving number of coital partners and 
experiences. These N's are always smaller 
than those for the ideology and lifetime be- 
havior measures and include 257 student fe- 
males, 209 nonstudent females, 326 student 
males, and 174 nonstudent males. 

Since these analyses were done for the pur- 
poses of comparison with the previous studies 
of self-esteem, both self-esteem and self- 
evaluation are of primary interest. Among fe- 
males, the only significant relationship is that 
between self-esteem and reported lifetime be- 
havior among students. Those with higher 
scores on the self-esteem measure report 
more intimate lifetime behavior (X Lo SE = 
7.56; X Hi SE = 8.29). We do not find a sig- 
nificant difference in reported number of coi- 
tal partners, in contrast to Perlman (1974). 
Nor was self-esteem related to personal ideol- 
ogy or number of coital partners. There were 
no significant relationships between per- 
ceived social desirability or perceived moral- 
ity among either student or nonstudent fe- 
males. 

Among student males, several of the differ- 
ences are significant. Both perceived desirab- 
ility and self-esteem scores are associated 
with differences in personal ideology and life- 
time behavior. Since the self-esteem measure 
is a composite of the other two, the significant 

differences involving it probably reflect the 
relationship between desirability and the 
sexuality measures. High scores on the desir- 
ability scale are associated with more permis- 
sive premarital attitudes (XLo SE = 9.94; 
X Hi SE = 10.98) and more intimate lifetime 
behavior (XLo SE = 7.66; XHi SE = 
8.89). Again, our results do not show the dif- 
ference reported by Perlman that males with 
higher self-esteem scores report more part- 
ners. Instead, we find greater esteem associ- 
ated with more intimate behavior. 

Among nonstudent males, none of the 
F-ratios are statistically significant. Since 
correlational analyses allow better utilization 
of the data and test for linear association, we 
will turn to the examination of these analyses. 

Correlational Analyses 
The intercorrelations between the mea- 

sures of self and permissiveness are presented 
in Table 3 A - D. 

Among females (Table 3 A and B), there 
are small positive correlations between the 
measures, most of which are not statistically 
significant. It is noteworthy that there is no 
significant relationship between perceptions 
of one's morality and either attitudinal or be- 
haviorial permissiveness. Thus, although 
there is a great variation among these women 
in attitudinal content and behavioral experi- 
ence, these are not associated with differen- 
tial evaluations of themselves as moral, hon- 
est, fair, or good. This suggests that, as ex- 
pected, self-evaluation is primarily influenced 
by whether or not one meets his/her own 
standards, and not by conformity to a societal 
norm. 

There are three significant positive correla- 
tions between perceptions of one's social de- 
sirability and permissiveness. In both female 
subsamples, perceived desirability is signifi- 
cantly related to lifetime behavior; in the NF 
group, it also correlates with ideology for 
men. 

The other pattern of significant associa- 
tions involve the face factor of the body image 
measure. In both female subsamples, scores 
on this factor correlate positively with the 
Guttman score for lifetime behavior and with 
the reported number of coital experiences. In 
the NF subsample, the face scores are also 
significantly related to reported number of 
partners and to more permissive sexual ideol- 
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TABLE 3. SELF-PERCEPTIONS AND PREMARITAL SEXUALITY: CORRELATIONS 
^ PtPerceived Perceived Social 

Morality Desirability Self-Esteem Build 
Personal Personal Number of Number 

Face Ideology: Male Ideology: Female Partners of Times 

A. Student Females 
Perceived Morality 
Perceived Social Desirability 
Self-Esteem 
Build 
Face 
Personal Ideology: Male 

? Personal Ideology: Female 
0 Number of Partners 
C Number of Times 
t Lifetime 

B. Nonstudent Females 
r Perceived Morality 
O Perceived Social Desirability 

1 Self-Esteem 
g Build 
> Face 

Personal Ideology: Male 
x Personal Ideology: Female 

Number of Partners 
> Number of Times 
C Lifetime 

C. Student Males 

Z Perceived Morality 
t Perceived Social Desirability 

Self-Esteem 
Build 
Face 
Personal Ideology: Male 

>. Personal Ideology: Female 
Number of Partners 
Number of Times 

t Lifetime 
D. Nonstudent Males 
Perceived Morality 
Perceived Social Desirability 
Self-Esteem 
Build 
Face 

g Personal Ideology: Male 
a Personal Ideology: Female 

Number of Partners 
> Number of Times 

-- Lifetime \o 

.394 

.751 

.045 

.110 
-.013 
-.016 
-.085 

.094 
-.063 

.418 

.729 

.194 

.120 
-.078 
-.057 
-.026 

.043 
-.036 

.307 

.688 

.030 

.096 

.088 

.075 
-.001 

.056 

.068 

.324 

.804 

.211 

.121 

.004 

.004 
-.051 
-.069 
-.059 

.860 

.151 

.265 

.083 

.067 

.007 

.064 

.188** 

.909 

.223 

.273 

.118* 

.100 

.046 

.095 

.130* 

.848 

.229 

.330 

.182*** 

.173*** 

.158* 

.137* 

.266**** 

.771 

.157 

.233 

.140* 

.166* 

.157* 

.113 

.144* 

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .005. 

.141 

.250 

.062 

.048 
-.046 

.099 

.103 

.252 

.252 

.073 

.066 

.019 

.078 

.085 

.212 

.006 

.014 

.050 

.117* 

.095 

.260 
-.044 
-.042 

.051 

.060 
-.029 

.194 

.304 .391 

.202*** .136* 

.187*** .116* 

.084 .197*** 

.116* .162*** 

.235**** .132* 

.215 

.202 

.116 

.130 

.102 

.038 

.078 

.101 

.091 

.085 

.137* 

.209*** 

.150* 

.115 

.148* 

.165* 

.165** 

.070 

.072 

.139* 

.136* 

.176*** 

.374 
-.074 .058 
-.064 .053 
-.010 -.024 
-.125 -.048 
-.006 .142* 

****p < .001. 

.936 

.319 

.320 

.531 

.961 

.278 

.350 

.580 

.976 

.263 

.250 

.385 

.972 

.316 

.288 

.427 

.338 

.342 

.565 

.293 

.358 

.580 

.259 

.235 

.361 

.307 

.256 

.399 

.427 

.333 

.308 

.278 

.688 

.335 

.478 

.299 

.379 

.331 

.318 

.327 



ogy for men. Although the correlations are 
small (.137 to .209), the relationship is found 
consistently. Thus, women who have greater 
premarital sexual experience generally evalu- 
ate their complexion, face and genitals more 
positively. In the SF sample, build was posi- 
tively related to number of intercourse experi- 
ences. 

Among nonstudent men (Table 3 D), there 
are similarly only a few significant correla- 
tions between the measures of self-evaluation 
and sexuality. Perceived desirability scores 
are consistently positively associated with at- 
titudinal and behavioral permissiveness. 
More favorable ratings of one's likability, 
self-confidence, and desirability are associ- 
ated with more permissive premarital stan- 
dards for men and women, and with more re- 
ported sexual experience-both on the 
lifetime measure and number of coital part- 
ners. All are relatively small; the largest cor- 
relation is .166. The only significant relation- 
ship among the body evaluation factors was 
the correlation between face scores and the 
Guttman score for lifetime behavior. 

The results for student males (Table 3 C) 
show many more significant correlations. 
Self-esteem scores are significantly correlated 
with both attitudinal and behavioral permis- 
siveness. Higher scores on the self-esteem 
measure are associated with more permissive 
premarital standards and with more extensive 
sexual experience. Looking at the evaluative 
components of the self-esteem measure, it is 
evident that these significant associations are 
due to the relationship between evaluations of 
one's social desirability and these permissive- 
ness measures. In fact, the correlations 
between the behavioral measures and per- 
ceived social desirability are stronger than 
those between behavior and self-esteem. As in 
the female results, there is no relationship be- 
tween one's evaluation of self on more dimen- 
sions and these sexual attitudes or behaviors. 
This confirms our hypothesis. 

There are also significant correlations be- 
tween both body image scores and premarital 
attitudes and experience. Men with more per- 
missive standards for both men and women 
evaluate their bodies-build, shoulders, 
chest, hips, and weight-more favorably. 
Those who report more extensive premarital 
experience-larger number of partners, 
larger number of coital episodes, and more 
intimate lifetime behavior-rate themselves 

more positively on the attributes included in 
our measures. 

DISCUSSION 

The consistent results across the subsam- 
ples can be summarized as follows. First, 
there is not a general, consistent relationship 
between self-image and premarital sexuality. 
There are significant associations between 
some components of self-image and of sexu- 
ality across the subsamples, as we have seen. 

Second, as predicted, the relationships be- 
tween self-image and premarital sexual atti- 
tudes are weaker than those involving 
self-image and sexual behavior. Among 
males, sexual ideology is more consistently 
related to perceived social desirability than to 
self-esteem. Among women, the relevant cor- 
relations are generally nonsignificant. 

Third, there is a consistent relationship be- 
tween sexual behavior and self-image. Again, 
evaluation of self as a social object is more 
strongly and consistently related to sexual be- 
havior than self-esteem. In all four subsam- 
ples, the correlation between perceived desir- 
ability and lifetime behavior is positive and 
significant. In both male subsamples, there is 
such a correlation between reported number 
of coital partners and desirability; in the SM 
group, the association between the latter and 
number of experiences is also significant. As 
predicted, the morality component of self- 
evaluation is unrelated to sexual attitudes 
and behavior in all four subsamples. Thus, 
these results indicate that it is evaluation of 
self as a social object rather than on moral 
characteristics or the more global measure of 
self-esteem, that is primarily related to 
sexuality. 

Finally, evaluation of one's physical char- 
acteristics is also related to premarital sex- 
uality. The face and genitals component of 
body image is more strongly and consistently 
related to sexuality than is body build. The 
face and genitals factor is primarily corre- 
lated with the measures of sexual behavior; it 
is related to lifetime behavior in all four sub- 
samples, to number of intercourse partners in 
all but the nonstudent male group, and to 
number of coital partners in two subsamples 
(SM, NF). 

The correlational analyses frequently indi- 
cate significant positive relationships between 
the social desirability and body image factors, 
and permissiveness. A particularly large 

JOURNAL OF MARRIAGE AND THE FAMILY May 1979 337 



number of these correlations occur among 
student men; not only perceived social desir- 
ability scores but also scores on the build and 
face components of body image are related to 
both sexual ideology and the three behavioral 
measures. Given the high intercorrelations of 
some of these scores, a regression analysis 
was performed to determine which of these 
interrelationships were independent. The 
results indicate that it is the score on per- 
ceived desirability that is independently 
related to attitudes (standardized beta = 
.1533, p < .003) and to behavior (standard- 
ized beta = .2319, p < .0000). 

Comparing the results across the subsam- 
ples, the differences indicate that self-image 
is more strongly related to permissiveness in 
the student male subsample than in any 
other. Both perceived social desirability and 
the body image factors-build and face-are 
consistently related to sexual attitudes and 
behavior. In fact, the student male subsam- 
ple is the only one in which build is consis- 
tently a salient factor. The strength of the re- 
lationship between the components of self 
and permissiveness may in part explain the 
findings of previous studies in which the 
samples were limited to students. 

The differential strength of these relation- 
ships may reflect the differences in the social 
situations of each subsample. Women have 
usually been characterized as interpersonally- 
oriented and affiliative. Insofar as this char- 
acterization is true, their self-images may be 
primarily dependent on their relationships to 
others and not reflect an independent sense of 
self. Physical features and social desirability 
may be more important to student as opposed 
to nonstudent males because of the university 
setting. In such an environment, one is in 
physical proximity to a large number of per- 
sons; physical cues may be particularly useful 
in deciding whether or not to initiate more 
personal contact. Additionally, the impor- 
tance of athletics and the competitive nature 
of the university setting may make student 
males particularly concerned with their self- 
and body images. Nonstudent males may be 
in more heterogeneous settings with fewer 
age-peers; thus, they may have access more 
quickly to different kinds of information 
about other people and consequently do less 
evaluating and comparing various aspects of 
the self. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The two earlier studies which focused on 
the relationship between self-esteem and pre- 
marital permissiveness compared high and 
low scorers on the former in terms of their 
premarital attitudes and behavior. Compar- 
able analyses of the present data indicate that 
the previously reported general relationship is 
found only among college student men. In 
this subsample, we found that those who per- 
ceive themselves as more attractive socially 
report more permissive attitudes (found by 
Stratton and Spitzer [1967], but not 
apparently by Perlman [1974]), and more in- 
timate lifetime behavior. We do not replicate 
Perlman's finding of significant differences 
between high and low scorers in reported 
number of coital partners. There are gener- 
ally not consistent, significant differences in 
the other three subsamples: nonstudent 
single men, and both student and nonstudent 
single women. 

Our results do not support the Stratton and 
Spitzer/Perlman model, which assumes that 
self-evaluation is influenced by conformity to 
or deviance from a societal norm. It may be 
that the impact of deviance from such norms 
on one's evaluation of self as moral-immoral, 
or good-bad is neutralized, as Schwartz and 
Stryker (1970) suggest, by one's desire to 
maintain a favorable self-evaluation. They 
hypothesize that those who deviate maintain 
positive self-esteem by developing rationales 
and justifications for their behavior. This ex- 
planation assumes that external norms do 
serve as reference points, but that location 
vis-a-vis the norm does not affect self-esteem. 
An alternative, and more parsimonious, in- 
terpretation was suggested above. There was 
tremendous variation in the sexual attitudes 
and experiences of our respondents. The 
absence of an overall relationship between 
behavior and self-evaluation suggests that the 
latter is determined by whether or not one 
conforms to his/her personal norm or pre- 
marital standards. The correlation between 
premarital sexual standards and behavior are 
large, ranging from .385 to .580. This expla- 
nation implies that there is no identifiable 
subcultural or societal norm which influences 
these young people. 

In either case, the resulting correlations are 
not especially large. Generally, they range 
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from .10 to .25, indicating that the measures 
of permissiveness account for only 1 to 6 per- 
cent of the variation in self-evaluation. Thus, 
the relationship between sexual permissive- 
ness and self-esteem, while statistically signi- 
ficant, is not substantial. 

Focusing on the components of self-evalua- 
tion proved fruitful since, as predicted, only 
the evaluation of social characteristics was re- 
lated to sexual behavior. Those who perceive 
themselves as more attractive report more in- 
timate sexual experience. Thus, as predicted, 
there is a relationship between self-perception 
and behavior; there is not as consistent a sig- 
nificant association between self-image and 
attitudes. Also, factor analysis identified two 
components of the measure of self-image. All 
of the significant F-ratios and correlations in- 
volve perceptions of one's desirability and not 
one's self-evaluation on moral dimensions. 

Additionally, one's view of one's body was 
related to permissiveness. As predicted, there 
is a small positive correlation in all four 
groups between perceptions of one's body and 
sexual experience. Scores on the face and 
genital factors are consistently associated 
with lifetime behavior (r = .149 to .209). 
Body image was particularly important for 
student males, suggesting that characteristics 
of their social environment increase the 
salience of physical characteristics. 

The results indicate that perceptions of 
oneself and one's body are primarily related 
to sexual behavior rather than sexual stan- 
dards. Since moral evaluation was not related 
to permissiveness, the deviance model is not 
supported. Rather it seems that the individ- 
ual develops self- and body image in interac- 
tion and that these images are the basis for 
behavioral decisions involving sexual as well 
as other kinds of action. 
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