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What is sex? 

“I did not have sexual relations with that woman, Miss Lewinsky”  
Bill Clinton, January 26th 1998: 
 



Clinton’s impeachment trial by the US Senate in 1999:  
45 Senators said he was guilty of perjury,  
55 Senators said he was not guilty  



Giving star ratings to data 

****  We can, to all intents and purposes, believe the  

        numbers – eg good official statistics 

  

*** reasonably reliable numbers, with errors that are  

       unlikely to make substantial difference. Up to around  

       20% up or down  eg good surveys  

 

**  can be used as a very rough ballpark figures, but details  

       are unreliable.  20% to 100% errors. eg internet 
panels  

 

*    could well be more than double or half the answer. Eg  

      terrible volunteer ‘surveys’ 

 

      utterly unreliable, just made up 

 



Some 4* stats 

• 48% of births in 2012 were formally 
‘illegitimate’ 

 

• In 1973, one in twenty 16-year-old girls 
got pregnant. 

 

• For every 20 girls born, 21 boys are 
born. 

 

• In 1938, at least half of brides under 20 
were pregnant when they got married. 

 



My favourite 4* stats? 
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How good is 
this number? 

 
 

4*! 
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Sexual attitudes and lifestyles 
in Britain: Natsal-3 
 

• 15,162 men and women aged 16-74 in 2010-
2012 
 

• Overall response rate: 66% of those contacted 
 

• CASI (Computer-Assisted Self-Interview) 

3* 



Some 3* stats (Natsal) 

• Median age at female first sex:  

– 19 for those born around 1940,  

– 16 for those born around 1980. 

 

• Median 4-week frequency of sex for 16-
44s:  

– 5 in 1990  

– 3 in 2010 

 

• One in five 16- to 24-year-old women 
reported sexual experience with 
another woman, greatly increased from 
1990. 

 







In closed population, equal men and women,  
average number of partners should match 

Total number of partnerships = 10;  
So mean = 2 for both men and women 





Natsal-3, 2010, n=2000 

How many sexual partners 
have people had? 



Can also do experiments… 

96 men, 105 women 
randomised to three 
different questioning 
modes 
• Anonymous 
• Exposure threat 
• ‘Bogus pipeline’ 

 



Same-sex experiences? 



Alfred Kinsey 

Collected 15,000 sex histories in 
the 1940s / 1950s 



Kinsey measured ‘outlets’ (orgasms) 

Claimed: 
 
• 37% of men had had homosexual outlets 

 
• 17% of men brought up on farms had had 

outlets with animals 
 

2* statistics? 



1*  The sample size is big – 10,042 people  
 
But ‘the sample consists of those who chose to fill out our sex 
survey online.’      



Shere Hite - 1970s 

• ‘4,000 women speak frankly’ 
• Out of 100,000 given questionnaires 



Some 1* stats (Shere Hite, 1970s)  

• 84% of women were emotionally 
unsatisfied with their relationships 

• 95% reported forms of ‘emotional and 
psychological harassment’ from their 
men 

• 70% of women married for more than 
five years were having affairs. 

 



Some forensic statistics…. 

• Claim: 70% of women married 5 years or more 
are having sex outside of their marriage  

 

The numbers 
are too good 
to be true!   
 
Could not get 
such similar 
numbers if 
real data 

1* statistics 



Dr Clelia Mosher 

• Lecturer at Stanford 
University 

• Interviewed 45 women 
about their sex lives 
and attitudes in late 
1890s 

• Never published results 
• Discovered in 1973, 23 

years after she died 



Report from 1892 from 25-year-old woman born in 1867 



But generally there is silence… 

• A few diaries…. 
 
• Infer behaviour from births and 

marriages.. 



 
 

• Started in 1964 
• Volunteers collected data 

from 404 parishes  
 
 

 
• 26 parishes chosen for ‘family 

reconstitution’ – matching 
records across marriages and 
births. 

 



What proportion of brides have 
been pregnant when they got 

married? 
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The start of civil 
registrations in 
1837… 
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How many boys are born for 
every 100 girls? 
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Sex- ratio at birth in US 

Highest in 1946, second peak in early 1970s 



More boys if 
 
• Higher ‘coital rate’ 
• Early conceptions 
• Conception not at time of peak-fecundity 
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