
ORIGINAL PAPER

Race Differentials in Partnering Patterns among Older U.S. Men:
Influence of Androgens or Religious Participation?

Aniruddha Das • Stephanie Nairn

Received:7August2012 / Revised:18December2012 / Accepted:25December2012 / Publishedonline:19April2013

� Springer Science+Business Media New York 2013

Abstract Usingnationally representativedata fromthe2005–

2006 U.S. National Social Life, Health, and Aging Project, this

study queried race differences in older men’s polyamorous and

casual sex, as well as stratification of these patterns by endoge-

nous androgens (testosterone and dehydroepiandrosterone) and

by regular religious participation. Results suggested that despite

their respective prominence in the biomedical and sociological

literatures on sex, neither‘‘bottom up’’hormonal influences nor

‘‘top down’’religious social control were major structuring fac-

tors for greater lifetime as well as current likelihood of these

behaviors among older Black than White men. Androgens were

higher among the former, but did not seem to drive these race

patterns. Regular church attendance—while negatively associ-

ated with non-monogamous and prolific partnering, and hence

possibly a social control mechanism among all men—played

only a weak role in moderating ethnic variations in these behav-

iors. It is speculated that these differences may instead be driven

byunexamined currentorearly factors, including, perhaps,Black

men’s greater exposure to sexualizing processes in adolescence

that, even in late life, may outweigh more temporally-proximal

influences.

Keywords Race �Older men � Promiscuity � Polyamory �
Androgens � Religion

Introduction

Anestablishedliteraturedocumentsmoreprolificaswellasnon-

exclusive sexual partnering1 among Black than White men, at

least at younger ages (Adimora et al., 2001; Bakken & Winter,

2002; Caetano & Hines, 1995; Carey, Senn, Seward, & Vanable,

2010; Finer, Darroch, & Singh, 1999; Laumann, Gagnon,

Michael, & Michaels, 1994; Peterson, Catania, Dolcini, & Fai-

geles, 1993; Taylor et al., 2011; Treas & Giesen, 2000)—with

both academicstudiesand mass media suggestinga role of this

factor in greater marital and family instability in Black com-

munities (Anderson, 1990; Bowser, 1994; Mahay, Laumann, &

Michaels, 2001).

A separate literature on the‘‘challenge hypothesis’’indicates

a causal impact of higher endogenous androgens on men’s

less ‘‘inhibited’’ partnering (Archer, 2006; Wingfield, Hegner,

Dufty, & Ball, 1990)—both with testosterone (T) and its pre-

cursor dehydroepiandrosterone (DHEA). Moreover, while

DHEA patterns remain underexplored, recent large-sample stud-

ies suggest that at least T may be more elevated among older

Black thanWhitemen(Gapsturetal.,2002;Nyanteetal.,2012).

However, explorations of the role of these androgens in influ-

encing race-differences in men’s partnering behaviors, partic-

ularly in late life, remain lacking. A separate, sociological liter-

ature suggests that in addition to such‘‘bottom-up’’hormonal

influences, sexual activity may also be shaped by‘‘top down’’
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1 An earlier version of this article used the term‘‘promiscuity’’to describe

these patterns, in keeping with extant scientific literature. Specifically, in

both sociobiology and evolutionary psychology,‘‘promiscuity’’denotes a

particular trans-species reproductive strategy involving both polyamory

and short-term casual mating (Archer, 2006; Buss & Shackelford, 1997;

Pinkerton & Abramson, 1995; Schenk & Pfrang, 1986; Schmitt & Buss,

2001; Wingfield, Hegner, Dufty, & Ball, 1990). However, based on

reviewers’ comments on the potentially normative and pejorative

interpretations of this label, it was excluded from this final version.
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social control—exerted, in particular, through ties to church-

centered social networks (Burdette, Ellison, Sherkat, & Gore,

2007; Burdette & Hill, 2009; Halpern, Udry, Campbell, Suchin-

dran, Mason, 1994). Early‘‘biosocial’’studies also find additive

or autonomous effects of such religious involvement and

androgens on sexual expression—at least early in the life

course (Halpern et al., 1994). However, as with hormones, the

role of religious participation in influencing older men’s race-

variations in their partnering behaviors remains underexplored.

Using data from the 2005–2006 NationalSocial Life, Health,

and Aging Project (NSHAP)—a nationally-representative prob-

ability sample of U.S. adults aged 57–85—the present study

begins to fill these gaps. Two questions were explored: (1) race

differences in older men’s polyamorous and casual partnering

and (2) potential stratification of these patterns by endogenous

androgens and by regular religious participation.

Race Differentials: Partnerships, Androgens, Religious

Participation

As noted, a large literature indicates more non-monogamous as

well as prolific sexual partnering among younger Black than

White men. In late life, however, race or other social-group

differentials in sex may converge, as dysfunctions, incident

health problems, and growing frailty impact all men (Das,

Laumann, & Waite, 2012). Moreover, a substantial litera-

ture indicates that these problems may, in fact, be more pre-

valent among thoseBlack in theU.S. (Laumann,Das,& Waite,

2008), suggesting that their sexualactivitymaycorrespondingly

be lower. Yet, few studies, and no nationally-representative ones,

query race differentials in partnering behaviors at this stage of the

life course.

The sparse large-sample literature onandrogens is somewhat

less ambiguous with respect to race gaps. As noted, while such

patterns remain underexplored for DHEA, large-sample studies

consistently indicate higher endogenous levels of at least T

among older Black than White men (Gapstur et al., 2002;

Nyanteetal.,2012).Intriguingly,recentnationally-representative

analysis based on the National Health and Nutrition Examination

Surveys (NHANES)suggests that thesegapsmayhavewidened

in recent decades, possibly due to an increase in endogenous T

concentrations among Black but not White men of all ages

(Nyante et al., 2012). Underlying causal factors are yet to be

established.

Finally, evidence remains inconclusive on older men’s race

patterns in religious participation. Some studies indicate lower

engagement with religious institutions as well as the family

among Black men but not women (Anderson, 1990; Patterson,

1998;Wilson, 1987),withaccounts ofunderlyingmechanisms

potentially reflecting an implicit moralistic narrative of these

men’s abandonment of social roles (Burton & Snyder, 1998;

Murray, 1984). In contrast, a separate literature suggests that

Black men may be more strongly embedded than their White

counterparts in densely interconnected network structures

centered in church membership as well as the matriarchal kin

group (Hill, 1999; Newman, 1999). Consistent with the latter

argument, Cornwell, Schumm, and Laumann’s (2008) com-

bined-gender NSHAP study (additively including gender and

ethnicity) found higher religious participation among all Black

participants. However, if race associations are indeed gender-

differentiated—with religious participation lower among Black

men but higher among women—it is possible that combined

analyses mask the former deficits.

Next, as noted, androgens and religious engagement are

respectively emphasized as causal factors in the biomedical

and sociological literatures on sexual expression. However,

none have compared their relative roles in influencing older

men’s race differentials in partnering propensities. The next

section addresses these potential effects.

Race and Partnership Patterns: Influence of Androgens

or Religious Participation?

Multiplestudiesdocument the linkagesofmen’shigherendoge-

nous androgen levels with more current or lifetime partners

(Alvergne, Faurie, & Raymond, 2009; Archer, 2006; Bogaert &

Fisher, 1995; Gray, 2003; Peters, Simmons, & Rhodes, 2008;

Pollet, van der Meij, Cobey, & Buunk, 2011; van Anders, Ham-

ilton, & Watson, 2007), as well as with more casual and sensa-

tion-seeking sex (Archer, 2006; Dabbs & Morris, 1990). Bio-

medical explanatory models are rooted in the‘‘challenge hypoth-

esis,’’which proposes that these sex hormones, particularly

T, may catalyze a trade-off between mating and parenting

effort. Specifically, androgen elevations might induce spe-

cialized‘‘life-history strategies’’centered around prolific short-

term and‘‘extra-pair’’(non-monogamous) partnering, rather than

stable relationships and parental care (Archer, 2006; Wingfield

et al., 1990). In other words, these men may exhibit not simply

high‘‘mating effort’’(pursuit of many partners), but also a pref-

erence for non-exclusive or casual sex. Intriguingly, the patterns

seem enduring, with these effects often emerging before puberty,

such that men with high androgens may experience early chan-

nelingintoenduringly‘‘sexualized’’lifepaths(Archer,2006).Due

largely to data limitations, much of this literature is focused on T.

However, studies increasingly find similar patterns for other

androgens, including both DHEA and DHT (dihydrotestos-

terone), suggesting a generalizability of influences across spe-

cific hormones (Archer, 2006; Maras et al., 2003; van Goozen,

Matthys, Cohen-Kettenis, Thijssen, & van England, 1998).

Moreproximally,multiplesmall-samplebiomedical studiesalso

establish a causal impact of men’s androgen declines on their

decreased libido as well as more erectile and ejaculatory prob-

lems (Dabbs & Dabbs, 2000; Morales, Schulman, Tostain, &

Wu,2006;Wangetal.,2009;Wuetal.,2010;Wylieetal.,2010).

Thus, if androgens are indeed higher among Black men, these

differentials may potentially drive their less ‘‘inhibited’’sexual
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activity. In other words, if race gaps in polyamorous and casual

partnering are due primarily to corresponding differences in

endogenous sex hormones, then Black as well as White men

at the same T and DHEA levels should have similar patterns

and men with high androgens should show more of these behav-

iors than those at lower levels, regardless of their ethnicity. If, on

theotherhand, thesedifferentialsaredrivenbyfactorsother than

hormones, then mating propensities should be higher among Black

than Whitemen regardless of their androgen levels. Finally, these

reproductive steroids may moderate race gaps, such that varia-

tions in partnering patterns may be lower at least for those Black

men with low T and/or DHEA, relative to their White counter-

parts.

In contrast to such bottom-up hormonal effects, an established

sociological literature indicates that top-down social control may

play a major role in shaping sexual expression, by channeling

such activity into communally acceptable forms (Das et al.,

2012; Laumann et al., 1994). In particular, embeddedness

in a thick network of concerned social ‘‘alters’’ can serve as a

crucialconstraintonone’s riskyorcounter-normativebehaviors

(Coleman, 1988; Ellingson, Laumann, Paik, & Mahay, 2004;

Umberson, 1987). Especially in Black communities, connec-

tionstoreligiouscongregations,asindexedbyregularchurchatten-

dance, may represent a major form of such social pressures.

In recent decades, worry over the degeneration of marriage

and the family in Americahave led tomajor ideological changes

among both evangelical and Black Protestant churches. Specif-

ically, these religious institutions have increasingly focused on

curbing men’s non-normative attitudes and behaviors toward

sexualityandmarriage(Hunter,1987;Miller,1997;Roof,1993;

Shibley,1996). Men are perceived as the‘‘weak link’’in families

and their irresponsible behaviors as one reason behind divorces

and frail families, and (more generally) a disintegration of Amer-

ica’s traditional social fabric (Wilcox, 2004, 2006). Accordingly,

through sermons, church-centered networks, and mass media,

Black as well as conservative congregations have expended

much effort in countering these disruptive orientations (Hun-

ter, 1987; Wilcox, 2006). Moreover, these institutions and net-

works strongly emphasize‘‘decency’’in social roles, i.e., hard

work,monogamyandmaritalfidelity,avoidanceof riskybehav-

iors, and responsible parenting (Wilcox, 2006; Wilcox & Wol-

finger, 2008). In addition to these overt social pressures, regular

engagement with church-centered social groups may also lead

to inculcation of less sexually-permissive beliefs. In turn, script-

ing theory posits that such internalized ‘‘cultural scenarios’’—

broad societal notions of what forms of sexual expression and

partnership are appropriate—can strongly influence objec-

tive behaviors (Ellingson et al., 2004; Gagnon, 1991; Gagnon &

Simon, 1973). Thus, even if religious participation is indeed

higher among older Black men, such that lack of this social asset

does not drive their greater casual and polyamorous mating, it

may still inhibit or control their sexual expression more. If so,

race differences in partnering behaviors may be lower at least

among those Black men who attend church regularly, relative to

their White counterparts.

To summarize, then, it is argued that, in contrast to the ample

literature on more non-exclusive and prolific partnering among

younger Black than White men, late-life variations in these pro-

pensities remain underexplored. Moreover, while studies sug-

gest race differences in both endogenous androgens and reli-

gious participation and strong effects of both on sexual expres-

sion the relative role of these two factors in influencing corre-

sponding gaps in partnership patterns is yet to be queried.

Method

Participants

Data were from the 2005–2006 U.S. National Social Life,

Health, and Aging Project. NSHAP is a nationally-representa-

tive probability sample of 1,550 women and 1,455 men aged

57–85 years, with an oversampling of Blacks, Hispanics, men,

and those 75–85. In-home interviews of household-dwelling

adults in these age ranges were conducted between July 2005

and March 2006, in both English and Spanish. In addition to

self-report, data included assessments of physical and sensory

function, height and weight, and salivary, blood, and vaginal

mucosal samples, all collected at the time of interview by non-

medically trained interviewers. The survey had an unweighted

response rate of 74.8 % and a weighted response rate of 75.5 %

(Lindau et al., 2007; O’Muircheartaigh, Eckman, & Smith,

2009).Limitingthesample toWhiteorBlackmen,amaximum

of 1,255 cases were available for analysis.

Procedure

Most interviewers were experienced personnel given further

training in conducting interviews by NORC at the University of

Chicago and remained with the project throughout the interview

period.Participantconsentwasobtainedprior tointerview.Insti-

tutional review boards at the Division of the Social Sciences and

NORC at the University of Chicago approved data collection

procedures (Smith et al., 2009).

Measures

Table 1 presents summary statistics for all dependent, indepen-

dent, and control variables used in the analyses.

Dependent Variables

Asnoted, thechallengehypothesis indicatesandrogeneffectson

both intensive mating effort (pursuit of many partners) and a

Arch Sex Behav (2013) 42:1119–1130 1121
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preferencefornon-exclusivesex. Inotherwords,menwithhigher

levels of these hormones may, possibly in early adolescence,

‘‘select into’’a sexualized life path centered around short-term

mating. Accordingly, five indicators of both lifetime andcurrent

partnering patterns were examined, starting with self-reported

sex partners lifetime (one’s total number of female sex partners

ever). Originally ranging from 0 (none) to 1,005, this variable

was truncated at 6 (6 or more) to avoid extreme values driving

results. Next, a dummy item queried whether a participant had

everpaid for sex.More recentbehaviorswere indicatedbyone’s

self-reported number of non-marital/non-cohabiting or casual

partnerships (in the) last 5 years, with the original measure

running from 0 (none) to 75. As with lifetime partners, this

variable was truncated at 3 (3 or more). Finally, two dichotomous

measures indexed having had multiple partners in (the) past year

and/or a current casual (non-marital/non-cohabiting) partner.

Next, regular religious participation was indexed by a

dummy variable, based on self-report, for high church atten-

dance (i.e., once a week or more). Finally, endogenous andro-

gen—T and DHEA—levels were derived from saliva samples

taken during the biomarker collection portion of the in-home

interview (Gavrilova & Lindau, 2009). Following previously

validated protocols (Granger et al., 2007), passive drool was

usedtocollectwholeunstimulatedsaliva,whichwasthenfrozen

until assay. Salivary enzyme immunoassays were conducted by

Salimetrics Laboratories (State College, PA), using commer-

ciallyavailablekits.Those in themale-specific top quartilesofT

(above 100.45 pg/mL) and DHEA (above 69.44 pg/mL) were

inductively classified as T high and DHEA high, respectively. In

addition, purely for baseline information, the original continu-

ous forms of both androgens are also shown in Table 2.

Independent Variables

A first set of models (Table 2) examined differentials for men’s

sexualpartnering,bytheir self-reportedrace(Whitevs.Black)as

well as by each of the dichotomous endogenous androgen (T

high; DHEA high) and regular religious participation (high

church attendance) indicators described above. Next, to test

stratification arguments (Table 3), these indicators were cross-

categorized. Thus, high T was first cross-coded with race to

generate a set of dichotomous variables for White, T low;

Black, T high; and Black, T low; with White, T high as the refer-

ence.Similarly, race-DHEAcategorieswereindexedbydummy

indicators for White, DHEA low; Black, DHEA high; and Black,

DHEA low, with reference to White, DHEA high. Finally, strati-

fication of men’s race effects by their regular religious partici-

pationwastestedthroughdichotomousmeasuresforWhite,high

church attendance; Black, low church attendance; and Black,

high church attendance; with White, low church attendance as

the excluded category.

Control Variables

Aparticipant’sagewasentered linearlyas acontinuousvariable

in all analyses. Additional controls were added to models exam-

iningstratificationarguments (Table 3).First,educationproxied

greater knowledge of sexual issues as well as higher socioeco-

nomic status, and was indexed by an integer score ranging from

1 (less than high school) to 4 (a Bachelor’s degree or more).

Next, one’s total number of diagnosed health conditions was

included. Participants were asked about any lifetimediagnoses

of a range of medical conditions, of which nine—heart attack,

arthritis,ulcers, asthma, stroke, hypertension,diabetes, cancer,

and (among men) enlarged prostate—were combined into a

singlescorebasedontheCharlsoncomorbidityindex(Charlson,

Pompei, Ales, & McKenzie, 1987; Williams, Pham-Kanter, &

Leitsch, 2009). A final control was added for current use of sex

hormone supplements. NSHAP collected a complete record of

currently used medications during the in-home interview, by

direct observation using a computer-based log. The Multum�

drug database, based on the hierarchical classifications of the

American Hospital Formulary Service, was used for coding

drugnames(Qato,Schumm,Johnson,Mihai,&Lindau,2009).

Statistical Analyses

Given the theoretical focus of the study, all analyses were

restricted to White or Black men. As the last section makes

clear, dependent variables included ordinal, dichotomous,

as well as continuous measures. Accordingly, results are from

ordinal logit, logistic, and OLS regression models, respec-

tively. To facilitate pattern-visualization, coefficients rather

than odds ratios are presented for categorical outcomes. Table 2

reportsbaselinedifferentials inpartneringpropensitiesbymen’s

race, their androgens, and regular religious participation, adjust-

ing only their age. A wider array of controls was deliberately not

used, to avoid overcontrolling raw differentials. Findings for

stratification of race effects by endogenous androgens and reg-

ular church attendance are shown in Table 3. As noted, these

models also added controls for three potential confounders—

education, diagnosed health conditions, and current use of sex

hormone supplements. While conjectures on hormonal or reli-

gious mediation could alternatively have been tested through

nested models, the cross-sectional data and potential feedback

made such a strategy less optimal. Moreover, such analysis

would not have yielded information on moderation of race gaps

by these factors.

All analyses were conducted with the STATA 12.1 statistical

package (Stata Corp., 2011). Results were weighted using svy

methods for complex survey data, first using population weights

thatadjustedfor the intentionaloversamplingofBlacksandHis-

panics, and also incorporated a non-response adjustment based

on age and urbanicity (O’Muircheartaigh et al., 2009). Standard
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errors were adjusted for sample stratification (sampling strata

independently) and clustering (sampling individuals within

each of 100 primary sampling units).

Results

Race Differentials: Partnerships, Androgens, Religious

Participation

Consistent with expectations, all five lifetime as well as current

partnership outcomes (number of sex partners ever, paid sex,

casual partnerships in the preceding 5 years, multiple partners in

the past year, and a current casual partner) were uniformly higher

among older Black than White men (Table 2). Moreover, the

formerwerealsosignificantlymorelikelytohavehighendoge-

nous T as well as DHEA, with the continuous forms of these hor-

monessimilarlyelevatedamong thesemen.Contrary to lower reli-

gious social control driving their less inhibited sex, however, they

werealsomorelikelytoregularlyattendchurch.Similarlyinconsis-

tentwithexpectations,neitherhighTnorDHEAhaduniformlink-

ageswiththesexualmeasures.WhileTwaslinkedpositivelytotwo

ofthesefiveoutcomes(casualpartnershipsinthepast5years;acur-

rent casual partner), none were elevated among those with high

DHEA. In contrast, regular church attendance had consistently

negative associations with each of these indicators.

Race and Partnership Patterns: Influence of Androgens

or Religious Participation?

Results from stratified analysis (Table 3) generally ran counter

to determination of men’s race effects by their endogenous

androgens. Each of the five sexual measures was uniformly

higher among Black men with not only high but also low T,

relative tothereferencegroup(high-TWhitemen).Lesssurpris-

ingly, each of these effects was also significantly higher, per

Wald tests, than for the included category among White men

(those with low T). As among all men in Table 2, T levels also

seemed to have inconsistent effects within each race group. Thus,

among White men, only one outcome (a current casual partner)

was less likelyfor thosewith lowthanhighT.Similarly, separate

Wald tests (not shown) indicated that only one effect (casual

partnerships in the 5 preceding years) was higher among older

Black men in the top quartile of this hormone than those below

this threshold. (Or, in other words, T levels did not influence the

effect of being Black on four of these five outcomes). Finally,

also consistent with the baseline race results in Table 2, Black

men with both high and low T were more likely to regularly

attend church.

Results for DHEA ran even more contrary to expectations,

with outcomes more uniformly elevated among Black men with

low than high levels of this hormone—relative to high-DHEA

White men in the reference group. Thus, among those Black,

both categories had more casual partnerships in the 5 preceding

years, as well as a higher likelihood of multiple partners in the

past year and a current casual partner, with each of these effects

stronger per Wald tests than for the included category among

White men (with low DHEA levels). However, two of these

outcomes—lifetime sex partners and paid sex—had the same

linkage-patterns only for Black men with low endogenous

levels of this androgen. Moreover, in separate Wald tests (not

shown),at leastoneof theseeffects,paidsex,wasstrongeramong

these men than for their high-DHEA same-race peers. None of

White men’s outcomes, in contrast, seemed differentiated by this

androgen.

Finally, results for religious participation were only partly

consistent with expectations. Contrary to a role of this factor in

driving race differentials, all five sexual indicators were more

elevated among Black men with low churchattendance, relative

to their White counterparts with similarly low religious partic-

ipation (Table 3). However, as among allmen in Table 2, church

attendance did condition outcomes within each ethnic group,

with all five outcomes significantly lower among more religious

White men than their same-race peers in the reference group

who did not attend services regularly. Similarly, per separate

Wald tests (not shown), three of these effects (paid sex, casual

partnerships in the past 5 years, a current informal partner) were

stronger among Black men with low than those with high reli-

gious participation. Finally, consistent with this social pattern at

least partly attenuating or moderating race differences, only one

outcome(casualpartnerships in the5precedingyears)wasmore

elevated among Black men with high church attendance than

less religious White men in the reference group.

Discussion

This study began by noting that an extensive literature suggests

more prolific and non-exclusive sexual partnering among Black

than White men, at least at younger ages. Moreover, there is

increasing evidence on thecausal effect of androgens on sex and

on religious participation as a social-control mechanism inhib-

iting these behaviors. However, few studies, especially nation-

ally representative ones, query the influence of these two factors

onethnicvariations inoldermen’spartnershippatterns.Accord-

ingly, data from a national probability sample of older U.S.

adults were used to examine two questions: (1) race differences

in older men’s polyamorous and casual partnering and (2)

potential stratification of these patterns by endogenous andro-

gens and by regular religious participation.

Withregardto thefirstquestion, itwasnotedthat raceorother

social-group gaps in men’s sexual activity may potentially con-

verge in late life, as dysfunctions, incident health issues, and

growingfrailty impactall (Dasetal.,2012). Inaddition, there is

growing evidence that these problems may be more prevalent

among older Black than White men (Laumann et al., 2008),
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leading perhaps to more constrained sex for the former. How-

ever, corresponding differentials in partnering propensities

remain underexplored. Results from age-adjusted models

(Table 2) ran counter to the sexual-constraints conjecture, with

not only lifetime (number of sex partners, paid sex ever) but also

current or recent (casual partners in the preceding 5 years, mul-

tiple partners in the last year, a current casual partner) indicators

uniformly more elevated among older Black than White men.

Moreover, these findings remained fully consistent in separate

robustnesschecks(not shown)addingcontrols forsmokingstatus

(as indexed by salivary cotinine), self-reported alcohol consump-

tion and binge drinking, as well as waist circumference and body

mass index.

Next, models examining the second hormonal or religious

stratification question also failed to produce expected results.

To recall, it was first argued that if race differences in prolific

and casual partnering are driven primarily by endogenous andro-

gens, thenBlackaswell asWhitemen at thesame TandDHEA

levels should have similar patterns, with men in both ethnic

groups with elevated hormones showing more of these behav-

iors than those at lower levels. If, in contrast, such differentials

are driven by factors other than androgens, then these outcomes

should be higher among Black than White men regardless of

their hormone levels. Finally, these reproductive steroids may

moderate or attenuate race patterns, such that the gaps may be

lower at least for those Black men with lower hormones relative

to those White. Overall, the androgen results were most consis-

tent with the second of these three conjectures. With regard to T,

age-adjusted baseline models (Table 2) suggested sparse link-

ages of this steroid witholdermen’s non-exclusive partnering or

polyamory. Specifically, only two of these five outcomes (num-

ber of casual partnerships in the preceding 5 years, and a current

such informal partner) were elevated among those in the top

quartile of this hormone. Moreover, in the stratified analyses

(Table 3), relative to high-T White men comprising the refer-

encegroup,all fiveoutcomeswereconsistentlymore likelynot

only among Black men with high but also low T, with each of

these effects significantly stronger than that of White men with

low T. In contrast, as among all men in Table 2, partnering pat-

terns were not consistently differentiated by T levels within

each race. Thus, among those White,only one of these fiveout-

comes—currently having a casual partner—was less likely for

those with low than high T. Similarly, in separate analysis (not

shown), T did not seem to influence (i.e., underlie) the effect of

being Black onfour of these five outcomes, withonlyone asso-

ciation (with casual partnerships in the 5 preceding years) stron-

ger for Black men in the top T quartile than those below this cut-

point. In other words, race variations in partnering patterns were

neither‘‘leveled out’’for men at the same T levels nor were link-

ages consistently differentiated for those with divergent endog-

enous concentrations of this androgen.

DHEA results ran even more contrary to expectations. First,

highDHEAdidnot seemlinked toanyof thesexualoutcomes in

baseline models (Table 2). Moreover, in the stratified analyses

(Table 3), it was Black men with low endogenous levels of this

androgen who had consistent elevations in all five of these indi-

cators relative to their White counterparts with high DHEA

although the three measures of more recent behaviors (casual

partnerships in the 5 preceding years, multiple partners in the past

year, a current casual partner) were similarly higher among high-

DHEA Black men. Moreover, per separate Wald tests (not

shown), at least one effect, on paid sex, was stronger for

those Black with low than high DHEA.

In contrast to these androgen findings, results did suggest

someroleof regular religiousparticipation inmoderatingsexual

differentials. Consistent with both social control and scripting

theory,baselinemodels (Table 2)suggestedthatattendingchurch

at least once a week was negatively associated with each of the

five outcomes. Similar patterns obtained within each race

(Table 3): notonly did regular religious participation lower each

outcome among White men, but per separate Wald tests (not

shown), at least three effects (on paid sex, casual partnerships

in the past 5 years, and a current informal partner) were stron-

ger for thoseBlackwith lowthanhighchurchattendance.Finally,

religion also seemed to at least partly‘‘suppress’’or moderate

between-race differentials, with only one outcome (casual part-

nerships in the 5 preceding years) more elevated among Black

men who attended church regularly than White men in the ref-

erencegroupwhodidnot.However,contrarytoalackofreligious

social control driving Black men’s greater casual and polyamo-

rouspartnering, thesemenwerealsomore likely thanthoseWhite

to report regular church attendance (Table 2). Moreover, even

among those with low religious participation, all five sexual out-

comesweremoreelevatedamongBlackthanWhitemen(Table3).

Similarly, post-estimation Wald tests suggested that, relative to

White men attending church regularly, partnering effects were

uniformlystrongerforBlackmenwithnotonlylowbutalsohigh

religiosity. Thus, as with hormones, these race differentials did

not disappear among those with similar religious involvement,

suggesting only a weak attenuating role of this prosocial behav-

ior.

To summarize, the findings above suggest that, despite their

respectiveprominence in thebiomedical andsociological litera-

tures on sexual expression, neither endogenous androgens nor

religiousparticipationweremajor factors influencingolderBlack

men’sgreaternon-monogamousandprolificsexualpartnering.In

other words, these race patterns seem to be structured by forces

unexamined in this study such as, potentially, early social

entrainment in sexualized life trajectories (Das, 2009; Das,

Parish,&Laumann,2009).These latterconjecturescouldnotbe

examinedwithNSHAPdataduetoa lackof requisite life-course

indicators. However, a growing large-sample literature indi-

cates that stressful childhood environments and insecure paren-

tal ties, particularly prevalent in Black communities (Crouch,

Hanson, Saunders, Kilpatrick, & Resnick, 2000; Moore, Probst,

Tompkins, Cuffe, & Martin, 2007), may induce early puberty,
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precocious sexual activity, and more short-term partnering in

adulthood (Belsky, Steinberg, & Draper, 1991). Among later-

life factors, embeddedness in more‘‘liberal’’peer networks or

neighborhoodenvironments may induce internalization of less

inhibiting cultural scenarios of sexual appropriateness (Elling-

son et al., 2004). It is speculated, then, that the race patterns

examined above may at least partly reflect the lingering signa-

ture of these early social influences—that, even toward the end

of the life course, may outweigh at least the small set of tem-

porally-proximal biological and social factors explored in this

study.

Limitations

There were several limitations to these analyses. Most impor-

tantly, given the cross-sectional data and the lack of even retro-

spective time-ordered information,causaldirectioncouldnotbe

established—for instance, between lifetime sexual patterns and

current endogenous androgens. To the extent that the latter did

not index long-term hormone levels, therefore, inferences of

their effects on promiscuity could have been biased by

feedback in the form of‘‘social modulation’’(Archer, 2006;

Pollet et al., 2011). Additionally, other than salivary hormones,

all analyses were based on self-report, which provided no direct

evidence of sexual or religious patterns, making participants’ dif-

ferentialsensitivitytothesamefactorsapotentialproblem.Ascan

be seen in Table 1, cell sizes were small for some of the models,

including stratification of race effects by androgens and regular

religious participation—making it difficult to reliably distinguish

signal from noise. However, that multiple associations reached

significance despite this low power indicate their strength. Per-

haps most importantly, the web of interrelationships between

these social, hormonal, and sexual factors has only begun to be

explored, suggesting additional potential for confounding by

as-yet unknown pathways. The present study should thus be

seen as a broad analysis that establishes baseline linkages and

lays the groundwork for further examination.

Summary

Extant literature emphasizes bottom-up hormonal influ-

ences and top-down social control, particularly through em-

beddedness in church-centered networks, as rival forces struc-

turing sexual expression. Contrary to these arguments, findings

from this nationally-representative U.S. study suggested that

neither endogenous androgen levels nor religious participation

were major factors behind greater casual and polyamorous part-

nering among older Black than White men. Androgens (T and

DHEA) were higher among the former, but did little to influ-

ence these race patterns. Religious participation, while nega-

tively associated with these partnering propensities, and thus a

potential social control mechanism among all men, played at

best a weak role in attenuating differences in these behaviors

between ethnic groups. It is speculated that these variations may

instead be driven by unexamined current or early-life factors,

such as early social entrainment in a sexualized life trajectory.
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