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prescriptions about the timing of first sex,
vary to a great extent according to a
youth’s gender and ethnicity.8

Most research has concentrated on fe-
males, partly because national fertility
studies interview only females and be-
cause of the historical interest in teenage
pregnancy. However, studies that have in-
cluded both males and females have con-
sistently shown gender differences in the
age at first sexual experience.9 Explana-
tions for the observed younger ages at first
sex for males have centered on biological
and maturational differences,10 variations
in social controls, such as parental super-
vision,11 and differences in the opportu-
nity costs of becoming sexually active (and
the subsequent risk of unintended preg-
nancy).12 In addition, while 80% of a re-
cent cohort of adolescents had had sex by
age 20,13 normative expectations about the
appropriate age and circumstances of first
intercourse vary by gender.14

Theoretical explanations of ethnic dif-
ferences in age at first sex tend to empha-
size economic and sociocultural influ-
ences.15 The bulk of research has focused on
understanding differences between blacks
and whites, to some extent because of lim-
itations in the degree of ethnic diversity in
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An individual’s first sexual inter-
course is embedded with multiple
personal and social meanings. For

adolescents, it contributes to redefining
one’s identity from child to developing
teenager and reconfigures important in-
terpersonal relationships, including those
with peers, parents and sexual intimates.1
Although sexual activity is no longer
strongly linked to marriage and subse-
quent childbearing, as it was historically,2
it remains a marker (one of the first) of the
transition from adolescence to adulthood.3
It places young people into a group ex-
posed to risks of unintended pregnancy
and sexually transmitted diseases, in-
cluding AIDS, and these risks vary by age
at onset of sexual activity.4 As a result, re-
search and programmatic strategies ex-
amine and attempt to modify adolescent
sexual behavior.5

Numerous factors influence the initia-
tion of sexual activity—individual and fa-
milial characteristics,6 as well as such larg-
er social forces as community and peer
influences.7 Two of the most fundamen-
tal of these factors are an adolescent’s gen-
der and ethnicity. Indeed, the social and
cultural meanings of being sexually active,
as well as normative proscriptions and

national data sets. Furstenberg and col-
leagues outline three possible explanations
for observed ethnic differences.16

•One focuses on socioeconomic disad-
vantage, positing that poor youths’ limit-
ed opportunities minimize the opportu-
nity costs of sexual activity and possible
pregnancy. This argument suggests that
reducing the ethnic differentials in so-
cioeconomic conditions would attenuate
the relationship between ethnicity and age
at first sex.
•A variant of the socioeconomic explana-
tion focuses on social conditions, such as
single parenthood, that are particularly
prevalent among certain ethnic and disad-
vantaged populations. This interpretation
suggests that ethnic variation in age at first
sex would be reduced if differentials in so-
cial conditions were taken into account.
•Yet another possibility is that different sub-
groups’ sexual norms, attitudes and val-
ues—in particular, blacks’ more tolerant at-
titudes with respect to early sexual activity
and parenthood—explain the differences.

Furstenberg and colleagues find limit-
ed support for the first two explanations
and stronger support for the one charac-
terized by subgroup differences in attitudes
and norms regarding sexual activity.

Few studies using nationally represen-
tative data have included Hispanics. Fur-
thermore, although Hispanics are hetero-
geneous with regard to national origin,
few national data sets contain samples
large enough to allow for comparisons
within Hispanic subgroups. One excep-
tion, an analysis of data from the Nation-
al Longitudinal Survey of Youth, found
that age at first intercourse varies between
Mexican Americans and other Hispan-
ics.17 Other studies focusing on Hispan-
ics of Mexican descent often used conve-
nience or clinic samples, which reduced
the generalizability of their findings.18

However, an analysis of a population-
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Context: Whether the effect of gender on the risk of first intercourse is influenced by adoles-
cents’ ethnicity has received limited attention in research on age at first sex.  Such information
could provide a more complete understanding of adolescent sexual behavior.

Methods: Life-table analysis using data from a population-based, ethnically diverse sample of
877 Los Angeles County youths was employed to estimate the median age at first sex for each
gender-and-ethnicity group. Multivariate analysis using proportional hazards techniques was
conducted to determine the relative risk of sexual activity among teenagers in each group.

Results: Overall, the teenagers in the sample had a median age at first sex of 16.9 years. Black
males had the lowest observed median (15.0), and Asian American males the highest (18.1);
white and Hispanic males, and white and black females, reported similar ages (about 16.5 years).
Hispanic and Asian American females had rates of first sex about half that of white females, al-
though these protective effects were explained by differences in family structure. Even after con-
trolling for background characteristics, black males had rates of first sex that were about 3–5
times the rates of the other gender-and-ethnicity groups. In addition, Asian American males
were less likely than Hispanic males to be sexually experienced, and Hispanic males had al-
most twice the rates of sexual activity of Hispanic females.

Conclusions: Socioeconomic conditions account for ethnic differences among females in the
age at first sex, and cultural influences may contribute to the difference between Hispanic males
and females; explanations for black males, however, remain elusive.
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Methods
The Survey
We analyze data from a longitudinal sur-
vey of stress and mental health conduct-
ed among a representative sample of Los
Angeles County youths aged 12–17. The
first round of the survey took place be-
tween October 1992 and April 1994, and
the second between March 1994 and May
1995. The sample was selected using a cen-
sus-based sampling frame and is therefore
more diverse than a convenience sample
or one drawn from a small number of
schools. Yet its regional nature allows us
to analyze gender and ethnic effects with-
in a more uniform set of social and cultural
contexts than would be possible using a
national sample.

Sample Selection and Field Procedures
Participants were selected from a multistage,
area probability sampling frame of Los An-
geles County, based on census tracts, blocks
and households. County census tracts were
stratified according to socioeconomic sta-
tus, ethnicity and the proportion of house-
holds with children. A total of 49 tracts were
selected, with the probability of selection
proportional to size. Blocks were selected
randomly within tracts, every address on
selected blocks was listed and household ad-
dresses were selected at fixed intervals with
a random start. 

Fieldworkers went door-to-door to de-
termine whether an adolescent aged 12–17
was a permanent resident at the address.
They ascertained the ages of household
members before identifying the target
ages, to avoid bias due to the selective
omission of eligible persons as a means of
avoiding participation in the study. In
households that included two or more
teenagers, the one whose birthday would
occur soonest after the interview was se-
lected. Consent was obtained from the
adolescents and their parents.

Of the 13,925 household addresses sam-
pled, 87% were screened for eligibility. The
remainder were not screened for a variety
of reasons: No one was home when field-
workers made repeated visits (5%), the ini-
tial contact was refused (3%), the enroll-
ment period ended before the household
could be reached (2%), access was barred
by a security system (2%) or other problems
occurred (1%). Of the screened households,
12% contained an eligible adolescent—a
slightly lower proportion than the 15% we
expected on the basis of census data.

In a subsequent visit, initial interviews
were completed with 877 adolescents—
62% of those who were eligible. Because
of time constraints, fieldworkers were un-

based probability sample of Los Angeles
adolescent females reported that U.S.-born
Mexican Americans were similar to non-
Hispanic white young women in their
timing of first intercourse, but that
teenagers born in Mexico initiated sexu-
al activity at older ages.19

Furthermore, few studies have compre-
hensively compared differences in age at
first sex for both genders and across mul-
tiple ethnic groups. Although a recent
analysis using data from the 1992 Youth
Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS) estimated age
at first sex by gender and ethnicity,20 only
three ethnic groups were compared: blacks,
non-Hispanic whites and a heterogeneous
grouping of Hispanics. Also, no variables
other than ethnicity were included in the
descriptive analysis. Finally, no statistical
tests were performed to determine the sig-
nificance of the association between gen-
der, ethnicity and age at first sex.

The majority of studies that have exam-
ined both gender and ethnic effects on the
timing of first intercourse have stratified the
data according to gender,21 thereby pre-
venting any comparison of ethnic effects
across gender (e.g., is the difference between
blacks and whites similar among males and
females?). The purpose of this article is to
estimate the effects of youths’ gender and
ethnicity on their risk of first sexual inter-
course. We test both the main effects of each
on the risk of first sex and the extent to
which the effects of gender are conditioned
by adolescents’ ethnicity. We also include
family background characteristics known
to be associated with age at first sex (fami-
ly structure and socioeconomic status) to
ascertain the extent to which the observed
gender or ethnic differences are due to vari-
ations in family background.

Our data come from a population-based
sample of Los Angeles County youths.
Los Angeles is one of the largest and most
ethnically, culturally and economically di-
verse counties in the country. According
to the 1990 census, 37% of the population
identified themselves as Hispanic, com-
pared with only 9% nationwide. Ap-
proximately 11% of the county’s popula-
tion is Asian, compared with 3%
nationally. Additionally, 33% of residents
are foreign-born, compared with 8% na-
tionally; half of these immigrants arrived
in the 10 years prior to 1990.22

able to interview 13% of eligible adoles-
cents. (Omitting this group raises the re-
sponse rate to 71%.) Another 10% of eligi-
ble adolescents did not participate because
their parents refused, 6% because they re-
fused, 3% because the adolescent was not
home any time an interviewer visited and
6% because of other reasons. For the sec-
ond round of the survey, 675 (77%) of the
original respondents were reinterviewed.*

Lay interviewers trained specifically for
this investigation conducted each inter-
view at the respondent’s home or in a pri-
vate setting of the teenager’s choice. In-
terviews were conducted in English or
Spanish, and the ethnicity of the inter-
viewer was matched to the major ethnic-
ity in the neighborhood. The Spanish
questionnaire was a verified translation
of the English version. Supervisory per-
sonnel randomly monitored interviews.

Sample
Characteristics for the initial sample cor-
respond closely to 1990 census data for
gender and age. To adjust for some vari-
ations in age across ethnic groups, we
weighted the sample to match the 1990
census distribution by ethnicity and to be
evenly distributed by single year of age.
Weights also adjust for variability in se-
lection probabilities resulting from the
presence of households with several eli-
gible adolescents. The application of these
weights compensates for threats to exter-
nal validity inherent in teenagers’ non-
participation.

On average, the 877 adolescents in the
sample were 14.5 years old, and they were
about equally divided between males and
females. We excluded a small number of
respondents who reported having had
their first heterosexual intercourse prior
to age 11, because the circumstances with
respect to sexual activity are unique for
those who have sex at such a young age.
The descriptive statistics are based on the
weighted analytic sample of 870. For the
multivariate analysis, results are based on
the unweighted sample.

Measurement
Our dependent variable is the number of
months from exact age 11 to first hetero-
sexual intercourse. We obtained this in-
formation by asking respondents if they
had ever had sexual intercourse and, if so,
how many months ago they had first had
sex. These questions were asked in both the
original survey and the follow-up inter-
view. We developed a small number of cod-
ing rules that accounted for the vast ma-
jority of discrepancies in reports between

122 Family Planning Perspectives

Gender and Ethnic Differences in Timing of First Sex

*We explicitly tested for possible biases in the sample as
a result of attrition. The two samples were not signifi-
cantly different with regard to age, ethnicity, gender, fam-
ily structure, household income, neighborhood type or
age at first sex. In addition, there were no significant dif-
ferences on the basis of potential design effects (e.g., date
of interview).
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ations (for the most part, with family
members other than parents). As with
much past research, we expected to see
higher rates of first sex among those liv-
ing in a single-parent situation than
among those living with both biological
parents. The analysis also included moth-
er’s education (coded as high school
dropout, high school graduate or at least
some college) and household income
(coded into quartiles).

Analysis
Both the descriptive and the multivariate
analysis were based on survival analysis
techniques, for two reasons. First, we ex-
pected the risk of initiation of sexual ac-
tivity to increase as adolescents get older.
Second, since the majority of individuals
in the sample were still very young at the
time of the second interview, many still
had not had sex by then (i.e., the depen-
dent variable is right-censored). 

We used Kaplan-Meier life tables to an-
alyze the effects of each independent vari-
able on the timing of first sexual experi-
ence. These estimates are nonparametric
and are therefore not subject to biases due
to violations of distributional assumptions
of the underlying hazard. Since the num-
ber of events is quite small at later inter-
vals, we used the generalized Wilcoxon
test to examine homogeneity across the
categories of covariates; we also examined
homogeneity using the log-rank test.

The multivariate analysis was based on
a proportional hazards model that does
not assume any specific functional form
for the baseline hazard.24 However, one re-
quirement of the model is that the hazard
for each category of an independent vari-
able be proportional to the others. We test-
ed for proportionality by visually in-
specting the log-log survival function
plotted for every category of each inde-
pendent variable.† Exponentiating the co-
efficients gives the partial risk ratio for
each category of every variable. The ratio
measures the rate of transition to first sex
among teenagers in a given category rel-
ative to those in a comparison category,
other factors held constant.

Results
Close to half of the respondents were His-
panic (Table 1); of these, 40% were of Mex-
ican descent, 38% were born in Mexico
and the remainder came from a variety of
backgrounds (not shown). More than half
of the respondents (58%) lived with both
of their biological parents. Household in-
come and maternal education were high-
ly variable; the median household income

the two surveys.* All other variables are
based on responses to the initial survey.

Given the sensitive nature of questions
regarding sexual activity, we incorporat-
ed a number of steps to minimize poten-
tial biases. Procedures to maximize over-
all design validity and reliability included
conducting interviews in private settings
that the respondents found comfortable,
training interviewers in techniques for
handling potentially awkward or embar-
rassing questions, and having supervisors
closely monitor interviewers. Also, the
questions on sexual behavior were asked
midway through the interview, after nu-
merous sensitive questions had been
asked about the adolescent’s personal life,
emotions, family and so forth. Further-
more, the survey content dealt primarily
with stress and mental health, avoiding
potential selection bias on the basis of
prior sexual behavior.

The two primary independent variables
of interest are gender and ethnicity. Ac-
cording to the conceptualization devel-
oped by O’Sullivan-See and Wilson,23 eth-
nicity is embodied in shared beliefs,
norms, values and preferences that vary
together. We measured ethnicity by ask-
ing a set of questions regarding how re-
spondents identify themselves. The first
question was: “In Los Angeles, people
come from many different cultural back-
grounds. They may be Latino, Black,
Asian, Native American, White or of some
other ethnicity. With which one of these
racial/ethnic groups do you most close-
ly identify?” We also asked all respon-
dents who did not identify themselves as
Hispanic or Latino if they considered
themselves to be of Hispanic, or Latino,
origin. The first question proved sufficient
to establish the respondent’s ethnicity;
only 24 additional teenagers identified
themselves as Hispanic on the basis of the
second question, and these respondents
were included in the first category they
mentioned.

In general, we expected blacks to report
younger ages at first sex than whites, His-
panics or Asian Americans. In addition,
we expected the effects of gender on age
at first sex to depend on the youth’s eth-
nicity. (For example, females may not be
less likely than males to have sex in all eth-
nic groups.) 

We also included several indices of
youths’ socioeconomic and family back-
ground. Family structure was coded into
four categories: living with both biologi-
cal parents, living with a single parent (in
this sample, almost exclusively the moth-
er), living in a stepfamily and other situ-

was $27,382 (not shown).
Overall, the teenagers surveyed report-

ed a median age at first intercourse of 16.9
years (Table 1). Males reported a signifi-
cantly younger age than females (16.6 vs.
17.2). Significant ethnic differences also
were apparent: Blacks reported the
youngest median age at first intercourse
(15.8), and Asian Americans the oldest
(18.1). In addition, adolescents living with
both biological parents reported a later me-
dian age at first intercourse (17.6) than ado-
lescents living in any other family situation
(16.2–16.6). There were no significant dif-
ferences in the age at first sex according to
household income or mother’s education. 

These bivariate findings provide pre-
liminary evidence that gender and ethnic-
ity each influence the timing of first sexu-

Table 1. Percentage distribution of survey re-
spondents, percentage who have ever had sex
and median age at first sex, by selected char-
acteristics, Los Angeles County (N=870)

Characteristic % distri- % who Median  
bution have age at

had sex first sex

Total 100.0 26.6 16.9

Gender
Male 53.4 29.7 16.6***
Female 46.6 23.3 17.2

Ethnicity
White 25.9 27.0 16.6***
Black 11.1 45.6 15.8
Hispanic 48.7 24.4 17.0
Asian American 10.7 14.2 18.1
Other 3.6 34.2 17.4

Family structure
Both biological 

parents 57.9 19.4 17.6***
Single parent 26.0 35.9 16.4
Stepfamily 12.6 36.2 16.2
Other 3.5 44.4 16.6

Household income
1st quartile 27.8 31.1 16.6
2nd quartile 21.6 26.1 17.5
3rd quartile 24.6 24.8 16.8
4th quartile 26.0 24.3 17.0

Mother’s education (yrs.)
<12 41.3 24.9 17.2
12 23.4 24.3 17.0
>12 35.3 28.7 17.0

*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. Notes: Percentage distribution is based
on weighted N. Significance testing is based on Wilcoxon test for
homogeneity across survival strata, using unweighted data.

*Most of the inconsistencies were within a 3–6-month win-
dow and were due to rounding in reporting (i.e., “heap-
ing errors”). To minimize potential bias due to the sensi-
tive nature of the subject, we selected the date of
intercourse according to the earlier date reported and the
level of honesty with regard to respondents’ overall an-
swers to questionnaire items as assessed by the interviewer.

†The model is specified as follows: lnh(t)=α(t)+β’X+ε,
where lnh(t) is the log-hazard at time t, α(t) is the (un-
specified) baseline hazard, X is a vector of relevant co-
variates (in this case, time-invariant), β’ is a vector of es-
timates and ε is an error term.



nicity category were ex-
cluded from the analysis
because that category
was small and very het-
erogeneous.)

Compared with white
females, black males had
a significantly higher
rate of first sex (risk ratio,
3.0—Table 3).* On the
other hand, Asian Amer-
ican males were less like-
ly than white females to
be sexually experienced
(0.4). Both Hispanic and
Asian American females
had significantly lower
rates of sexual activity
than white females (risk
ratios, 0.6 and 0.4, 
respectively).

Adding family back-
ground characteristics
to the calculations sig-
nificantly improved the
fit of the model (good-
ness-of-fit chi-square,
26.74, p<.001) and re-
duced to nonsignifi-
cance the effects for
Asian American males
and females and for
Hispanic females. These
results suggest that part
of the observed effect in the first regres-
sion analysis may be explained by fami-
ly structure. Indeed, correlations between
gender-and-ethnicity groups and family
structure were significant for several of
these groups (not shown).

For example, being a black male was
significantly and negatively correlated
with living with both biological parents,
and was significantly and positively cor-
related with living in a single-parent or
other type of household. Therefore, the
reason that black males have first inter-
course so young is partly that they are sig-
nificantly more likely to be living in fam-
ily situations that also increase their risk
of becoming sexually active. Nevertheless,
even when family characteristics were
taken into consideration, black males ini-
tiated sexual intercourse relatively early.

Family structure was strongly associ-
ated with youths’ risk of sexual activity,
in the expected directions, even when eth-
nicity, gender and family socioeconomic
status were taken into consideration. Con-
firming the findings of many prior stud-
ies, youths living with one parent had sig-
nificantly higher rates of first sex than
those living with both biological parents

al experience. However, these relationships
express only the gross main, or average, ef-
fects. When we recomputed the medians
for each gender-and-ethnicity combination,
significant differences emerged across eth-
nic groups for each gender (Table 2).
Among males, blacks reported the
youngest median age at first sex (15.0);
whites, Hispanics and members of other
ethnic groups had similar, intermediate me-
dian ages (16.5–16.8); and Asian American
males reported the oldest median age at
first intercourse (18.1).

Age at first sexual experience did not
vary as much by ethnicity for females, al-
though we did find significant differences.
White and black females reported younger
median ages at sexual initiation (16.6 and
16.3, respectively) than Hispanics (17.3).
Life-table medians could not be comput-
ed for Asian American or other females be-
cause too few of these women had had sex.
We could, however, calculate that one-
quarter of Asian American females had
had sex by 16.4 years of age.

Several groups reported very similar me-
dian ages at first sex (about 16.5 years): white
and black females; and white, Hispanic and
other males. The two most striking devia-
tions are the relative lack of sexual experi-
ence among Asian American youths, par-
ticularly females, and the comparatively
early onset of first sex among black males
(approximately 2–3 years earlier than
among any females or other males). These
findings offer some support for the hy-
pothesis that the effect of gender on medi-
an age at first sex is dependent on ethnici-
ty, and that the variation across ethnic
groups is greater for males than for females.

To test for relative differences in the effects
of the interaction between gender and eth-
nicity on the timing of first intercourse, we
conducted two multivariate analyses, using
proportional hazard techniques. In the first,
we estimated the gross effects for each gen-
der-and-ethnicity category; in the second,
we estimated the net effects of each, con-
trolling for differences in family background
characteristics. (Teenagers in the “other” eth-

(risk ratio, 1.7). Youths living in stepfam-
ilies also had elevated rates of first sex
(2.2). Analyses performed separately for
each gender yielded very similar results
for males and females (not shown). The
timing of sexual activity was not signifi-
cantly influenced by the level of mother’s
education or of household income when
gender, ethnicity and family structure
were taken into account.†

We next made pairwise comparisons for
each gender-and-ethnicity group. The risk
ratios were calculated from those in the re-
gression analysis and are computational-
ly identical, which means that they are ad-
justed for family structure, mother’s
education and household income. Table
4 shows the results, arrayed as the upper
half of a matrix. (The first row duplicates
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Table 2. Median age at first sex, by ethnicity,
according to gender

Ethnicity Males Females

White 16.6*** 16.6*
Black 15.0 16.3
Hispanic 16.5 17.3
Asian American 18.1 †
Other 16.8 †

*p<.05. ***p<.001. †The number of female respondents who had
had sex was too small for calculation of a reliable median. Note:
Significance testing is based on Wilcoxon test for homogeneity
across survival strata,using unweighted data.

*We chose white females as the comparison category for
the sake of consistency with previous research. In doing
so, however, we made no assumptions regarding any ex-
periential basis for this coding.

†We coded mother’s education and household income
in a variety of ways for consistency with findings based
on national data sets. However, since neither of these fac-
tors was significant in our data, we chose standard cod-
ing for mother’s education and collapsed household in-
come into two categories.

Table 3. Regression coefficients and risk ratios from multivariate
analyses indicating the effects of gender and ethnicity on timing
of first sex, alone and controlled for background characteristics

Variable Uncontrolled Controlled

Coeff. Risk ratio Coeff. Risk ratio

Ethnicity
White females 1.000 1.000
White males –0.327 0.721 –0.267 0.765
Black males 1.110*** 3.033 1.035*** 2.818
Hispanic males 0.111 1.118 0.169 1.184
Asian American

males –1.041* 0.353 –0.834 0.434
Black females 0.118 1.125 0.068 1.071
Hispanic females –0.584* 0.557 –0.475 0.622
Asian American

females –0.882* 0.414 –0.661 0.516

Family structure
Both biological

parents na 1.000
Single parent na na 0.538** 1.713
Stepfamily na na 0.791*** 2.205
Other na na 0.548 1.731

Mother’s education (yrs.)
12 na 1.000
<12 na na –0.139 0.870
>12 na na 0.115 1.123

Household income
Upper three quartiles na 1.000
1st quartile na na 0.221 1.248

N 838838
–2LL 2,606.35 2,579.61
d.f. 714
χ2 57.45*** 84.04***

*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. Notes: The “other” ethnicity category was excluded because it was
small and very heterogeneous. Mother’s education is adjusted for mother’s presence in the
home. na=not applicable.
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example, our sample provides some of the
first community-based estimates for Asian
American youths. However, because of
the regional nature of this sample, we can-
not make generalizations beyond youths
living in Los Angeles County.

Compared with white females, black
males in Los Angeles had a significantly
higher rate of first sex (younger age at sex-
ual initiation); Asian males and females,
as well as Hispanic females, had signifi-
cantly lower rates. However, family back-
ground factors were strong predictors of
rates of first sex, as they have been in many
other studies.28 The protective effects ob-
served for Hispanic and Asian American
females could be explained by their dif-
ferences in family structure: These young
women were more likely to be living with
both biological parents than were their
white counterparts. Lauritsen, using data
from the National Youth Survey, also
found that ethnic differentials for females
disappeared when family background was
included.29 She concluded that differences
between white and black females are
linked to socioeconomic differences and
that cultural explanations for these differ-
entials may not be necessary.

Teenagers living with a single parent or
in a stepfamily had significantly higher
rates of transition to first sex than did those
living with both biological parents. Sever-
al explanations for this observation have
been set forth. Parenting behavior—in par-
ticular, parental control of youths—may
vary by family structure.30 In single-par-
ent families, the absence of a second adult
may contribute to the parent’s difficulty in
monitoring and controlling a teenager’s ac-
tivities. However, this factor would not ex-
plain why teenagers living in stepfamilies
also have elevated rates of first sex.

Another possibility is that family struc-
ture captures the effects of family disrup-
tion, rather than of different parenting be-

the results of the regression analysis in-
cluding family background variables be-
cause white females are again the com-
parison group.) The columns show the risk
ratios for each gender-and-ethnicity group
relative to every other group (i.e., the nu-
merator is held constant, and the denom-
inator, or comparison group, changes).

The results confirm that with differ-
ences in family background characteris-
tics considered, rates of first sex did not
differ significantly by ethnicity among fe-
males. Ethnic differences were significant
for males, however. Black young men had
3.7 times the rate of first sex of their white
counterparts, and 2.5–5.0 times the rate of
Hispanic and Asian American males
(whose risk ratios were 0.4 and 0.2, re-
spectively). In addition, black males ini-
tiated sex earlier than females of every eth-
nic group, and Hispanic males began sex
earlier than Hispanic and Asian Ameri-
can females.

Discussion
The unadjusted median age at first sex for
this sample (16.9 years) is comparable to
the nationwide median of 17.3 obtained
from the 1992 YRBS.25 In our sample, black
males reported the youngest median age
at first sex (15.0 years), and white and His-
panic males and white and black females
all reported somewhat higher ages (around
16.5 years). Again, these estimates are close
to those obtained from the YRBS. Also, the
similarities in median ages at first sex for
several groups concur with data indicat-
ing that gender and ethnicity differentials
have been converging in recent cohorts of
teenagers.26 The teenagers in our sample
were younger when first interviewed than
those participating in the YRBS; however,
because we have longitudinal data, we
were able to analyze their sexual experi-
ences at approximately ages 15–20, simi-
lar to the ages of the YRBS respondents,
over slightly different calendar time.

The YRBS is the most appropriate data
set to compare with our own because the
nationwide survey included a contempo-
rary sample of both males and females be-
longing to a variety of ethnic groups. How-
ever, our sample differs in some important
ways. First, close to 80% of Hispanics in the
Los Angeles sample were of Mexican ori-
gin; thus, respondents to our survey were
more homogeneous with respect to coun-
try of origin than the national sample.

A major strength of our work is that we
were able to analyze the experiences of
historically underrepresented groups of
youths that comprise some of the most
rapidly increasing sectors of society.27 For

haviors.31 An examination of the impact
of parental separation on youth outcomes
found that young people whose parents
separated had initiated sex earlier than
teenagers whose parents stayed togeth-
er.32 Although our analysis did not specif-
ically test these two explanations, our find-
ings are more consistent with the family
disruption argument.

Much previous work has involved sep-
arate analyses for gender and for each eth-
nic group. By including all gender-and-
ethnicity groups in one analysis, we have
been able to provide comparative esti-
mates for rates of first sex across these
groups. One of the most compelling find-
ings is Asian American youths’ relative
sexual inexperience. Also striking is black
males’ young age at sexual debut. By con-
trast, once the differences in socioeconomic
conditions across ethnicities are controlled,
the ethnic differentials in women’s rates
of first sex are not significant;33 further-
more, rates of first sex did not differ sig-
nificantly among white, Hispanic and
Asian American males. However, the na-
ture of the relationship is somewhat dif-
ferent for the ethnic groups studied in our
sample than in earlier studies.

Furstenberg and colleagues attempted
to explain why rates of sexual activity
were so much higher among disadvan-
taged and black youths than among their
more advantaged and white peers.34 Part
of what is new in our analysis is that the
protective effects of being a Hispanic or
Asian female were reduced when family
factors were included. In other words,
rather than attempting to explain higher
rates of sexual activity among nonwhites,
we were actually accounting for the lower
rates of first sex among nonwhite females
in our samples when compared with
white females. We found support for the
“social conditions” hypothesis for ethnic
differences among females. 

Table 4. Risk ratios from pairwise comparisons of effects of gender and ethnicity on timing of
first sex

Comparison White Black Hispanic Asian White Black Hispanic Asian
group females females females American males males males American

females males

White females 1.00 1.07 0.62 0.52 0.77 2.82*** 1.18 0.43
Black females 1.00 0.58 0.49 0.72 2.64** 1.10 0.40
Hispanic females 1.00 0.84 1.24 4.55*** 1.90*** 0.69
Asian American 

females 1.00 1.48 5.42*** 2.27* 0.83
White males 1.00 3.66*** 1.53 0.56
Black males 1.00 0.42*** 0.15***
Hispanic males 1.00 0.36*
Asian American

males 1.00

*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. Notes: A risk ratio of 1.00 indicates the relevant comparison group, when reading along the rows. Risk ratios
are adjusted for family structure, mother’s education and household income. Bonferroni correction for multiple comparisons was performed.



influence adolescent behavior, teamed
with appropriate programmatic strategies
and policies, may represent a potentially
effective approach for addressing issues
related to adolescent sexuality.
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