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ses examining how self-
esteem and locus of con-
trol are associated with
urban adolescents’ per-
ceptions of the appro-
priateness of the timing
of their first intercourse. 

These factors appear
to have no effect on
young men. Among
young women, howev-
er, those who were sat-
isfied with the timing of
their first intercourse
were about three times
as likely to have high
self-esteem scores as
were those who thought
their first sexual encounter had occurred
too early (44% vs. 15%). Moreover, 25% of
those who found the timing of their first
intercourse to be satisfactory exhibited an
internal locus of control, compared with
3% of those who felt their first sexual en-
counter had been too early. 

These findings may indicate that young
women with low self-esteem or an exter-
nal locus of control are somehow self-se-
lected to have intercourse earlier than they
would have otherwise wished because
they lack the psychological skills to repel
unwanted advances. By contrast, it may
be that having had sex before they want-
ed to lowered their self-esteem and left
them feeling that they could not control
what happened to them. Being forced or
cajoled into intercourse before their peers
may have caused them to lose status in
their community or to be derided or
ridiculed, which could have a long-term
psychological impact. Only longitudinal
studies can shed light on the direction of
these associations; however, there is little
doubt that these psychological character-
istics have important and significant ef-
fects on young women’s sexual and other
decision-making. 

Multivariate Analyses
Table 4 (page 60) shows the results of two
logistic regression models used to exam-
ine the relationship of demographic char-
acteristics, the timing of first intercourse
and psychological factors to ever-use of
contraceptives among unmarried young
women and men in urban areas.† In the
first model, which omitted psychological
characteristics, a young woman was sig-
nificantly more likely to have ever used a
modern method with every increase of a
year in age (odds ratio of 1.4). Those who
were engaged were significantly less like-
ly than those who were not to have used

of rural males) is rather small, some in-
teresting patterns are evident. Among
males, curiosity and peer pressure were
the most common reasons, with each cited
by about half of urban and rural respon-
dents. Some 23% of males in urban areas
cited love, compared with 10% in rural
areas, but this difference is not statistical-
ly significant.

Among young unmarried women who
would have preferred to wait, 49% of those
in urban areas gave love as their reason for
first sex, compared with 6% of those in rural
areas. More than half (53%) of young
women in rural areas, compared with 10%
of their urban counterparts, cited a promise
of marriage. This finding reflects the dif-
ferent expectations and aspirations of the
two groups and suggests the apparent
adoption of the romantic love ideal among
urban females and the prospect of early
marriage among their rural counterparts. 

One-quarter (26%) of urban females
who would have preferred to delay in-
tercourse indicated that financial reasons
were behind their first sexual encounter.
Some 21% cited fear, presumably of being
hit or hurt if they did not give in to their
first partner’s sexual advances. The pro-
portions of young women in rural areas
giving reasons related to money or fear
were somewhat smaller (13% and 16%,
respectively). 

Contraceptive Use 
Urban males who perceived the timing of
their sexual debut to be appropriate were
significantly more likely than those who
wished their first sexual encounter had oc-
curred later to have used a modern
method (essentially condoms) at first in-
tercourse (24% vs. 9%).* Similarly, urban
females who were satisfied with the tim-
ing of their first intercourse were signifi-
cantly more likely to have used a modern
method than were those who said they
would have preferred to wait (15% vs. 0%).

Satisfaction with the timing of first in-
tercourse had no effect on ever-use of mod-
ern contraceptives among males. Among
females, however, those who were satisfied
with the timing of their first intercourse
were significantly more likely to have ever
used a modern method than were those
who wished their first sexual encounter
had occurred later (37% vs. 18%). 

Sexual Debut and Psychological Traits
To understand some of these associations,
the psychological characteristics that
shape, and are shaped by, adolescent sex-
ual decision-making need to be under-
stood. Table 3 shows the results of analy-

a modern method (0.1). (Childbearing is
often permitted once a formal engagement
has occurred; in addition, engaged young
women may even seek to become preg-
nant to hasten their marriage.)

In the basic model, the timing of first in-
tercourse is significantly associated with
ever-use of modern contraceptives. The
odds of ever-use among those who had
first had intercourse at age 15–16 were
nearly nine times the odds among those
who had first done so at age 14 or younger
(odds ratio of 8.8). Similarly, those who had
first had intercourse when they were 17 or
older were significantly more likely to have
used a modern method at some time than
were those who had first had intercourse
when they were 14 or younger (odds ratio
of 3.6). Young women who reported that
their first sexual encounter had occurred
too early were significantly less likely to
have ever used a modern method (0.2).

In the model that included self-esteem
and locus of control, the effect of age at the

*Our analyses of the association between contraceptive
use and satisfaction with the timing of first intercourse
focus only on urban adolescents. The number of young
people in rural areas who wished that they had been able
to postpone intercourse was too small for meaningful sta-
tistical analysis; in addition, only 3% of rural females and
10% of rural males reported ever having used a modern
method of contraception.

†The urban and rural economic scores presented below
are the grouped results of a rotated factor analysis of
household possessions using a varimax rotation. The fac-
tor analysis resulted in two distinct groupings broadly
corresponding to urban and rural residence. Frequen-
cies of these two factor scores were then examined and
each one was divided into three to represent “high,”
“medium” and “low.” Both variables were included in
the cross-tabulations and multivariate analyses because
possessing essentially urban items (for example, a car or
moped) and primarily rural items (such as a bicycle or
donkey cart) are not mutually exclusive. However, 89%
of rural residents had a high rural score and 82% of urban
residents had a high urban score. These variables thus
capture both urban and rural residence and economic sta-
tus in one measure.

Table 3. Percentage distribution of urban unmarried adolescents,
by psychological characteristics, according to gender and satis-
faction with the timing of their first intercourse

Characteristic Males Females

Satisfactory Too early Satisfactory Too early
(N=105) (N=91) (N=188) (N=39)

Self-esteem
Low 24.8 25.3 17.0 25.6
Medium 41.9 40.6 39.4 59.0*
High 33.3 34.1 43.6 15.4***

Locus of control
External 14.3 23.1 31.9 53.8**
Medium 69.5 57.1 43.1 43.6
Internal 16.2 19.8 25.0 2.6***

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001.


