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This pattern was most pronounced
among women who were 16 or younger
at voluntary first intercourse, and was par-
ticularly marked among those aged 16 at
first intercourse: These women were more
than three times as likely to have given a
low scale rating to describe voluntary first
intercourse with a man seven or more
years older as they were when describing
a pairing with a partner who was the same
age or younger (45% vs. 13%). Caution is
warranted when interpreting the patterns
by single year of age at first intercourse,
however, as cell sizes become quite small.

The association between partner-re-
spondent age difference and wantedness
of intercourse differed by race and ethnic
background. Among white women, the
proportion with low scale ratings in-
creased steadily with the partner’s age dif-
ference. Among black women, a slightly
different pattern emerges: The proportion
choosing low scale ratings increased
sharply with an age difference of one year,
and remained relatively high, peaking at
53% among women whose first partner
was seven or more years older. Hispanic
women had a somewhat more erratic dis-
tribution: The highest
proportion giving a low
scale rating was among
women whose first
partner had been the
same age or younger.
There was no consistent
increase in the percent-
age reporting low scale
values with increasing
age difference. Again,
small cell sizes may
have compromised the
stability of some of the
percentages for the His-
panic women.

Age at first intercourse also showed a
strong and regular pattern of differences in
wantedness scale ratings. Thirteen percent
of those who had voluntary first intercourse
at age 13 or younger chose the lowest want-
edness value, compared with only 5% of
those aged 19–24 at first intercourse. At the
opposite end of the scale, 10% of women
aged 13 or younger at first intercourse chose
the highest wantedness value, compared
with 25% of those who were 19–24. 

Nine percent of women aged 15–24 who
had premarital first intercourse classified
their experience as having been nonvol-
untary or rape.* Nonvoluntary first in-
tercourse occurred most frequently among
those aged 13 or younger at first inter-
course (24%). Hispanic and black women
experienced higher rates of nonvoluntary
first intercourse (11% each) than did white
women (8%). Living with both biological
or adoptive parents from birth until leav-
ing home was associated with a lower pro-
portion of nonvoluntary first intercourse
(8%) than was living with a single parent
from birth until leaving home (12%). Re-
spondents who had left home at younger
ages had a higher likelihood of nonvol-
untary first intercourse.

Age of Partner and Wantedness
The extent of age difference between the
partner and the respondent was inverse-
ly and significantly associated with the
level of wantedness of voluntary first in-
tercourse (Table 3).† The wantedness score
decreased as the difference between the
woman’s age and that of her partner in-
creased. The proportion who assigned a
wantedness rating of four or lower to their
first intercourse was twice as great among
women who first had sex with a man
seven or more years older as it was among
those who had first intercourse with a man
of the same age or younger. The differ-
ences in the proportions between those
with a partner who was the same age or
younger and all other age-difference cat-
egories were statistically significant.

Contraceptive Use at First Intercourse
Altogether, about one-quarter of the
women aged 15–24 were not using a con-
traceptive method when they first had sex
(Table 4). Nonuse at first voluntary inter-
course decreased gradually, however, with
rising wantedness of first intercourse. Thir-
ty-nine percent of young women who
scored the wantedness of their first inter-
course as 1–2 had not used a method, com-
pared with 22% of those who chose a want-
edness value of 9–10. Differences were
relatively small in magnitude, but statisti-
cally significant: Calculation of confidence
intervals showed that the prevalence of
contraceptive use associated with scale
values 1–2 and 3–4 differed significantly
from that for scale values 7–8 and 9–10.

The partner’s condom use accounted
for most of the reported contraceptive use
at first intercourse. The proportion of
women who reported condom use by
their first partner increased from 43%
among the group that selected the lowest
wantedness scale values (1–2) to 56%
among the women who assigned the next
two values (3–4), and then remained at
about this level for all of the remaining

Table 3. Among women aged 15–24 who had voluntary, premarital first intercourse, percent-
age who chose wantedness values for first intercourse of less than 5 on a 1–10 scale, by part-
ner’s age relative to the woman’s, according to selected background characteristics (N=1,859)

Characteristics All Same age 1–2 years 3–4 years 5–6 years ≥7 years
partners or younger older older older older

Total (standard error) 26.2 (1.11) 17.2 (2.09)* 26.5 (1.71) 29.3 (2.65) 32.7 (4.26) 36.2 (5.54)

Age at first intercourse
≤14 37.5 33.1 33.9 40.4 40.2 45.2
15 27.5 20.7 27.3 27.3 29.5 42.3
16 25.6 12.8 25.3 29.9 45.5 45.1
17 21.4 17.1 24.8 13.2 21.3 44.3
18 17.0 19.9 19.9 7.0 15.1 16.1
≥19 13.2 7.5 17.7 18.0 16.0 4.1

Race/ethnicity
White non-Hispanic 24.2 15.7 23.2 29.7 30.7 37.6
Black non-Hispanic 39.5 18.4 45.3 39.1 47.3 53.0
Hispanic 22.0 30.5 19.7 15.5 27.0 23.5

*Differences between this subgroup and other age-difference categories were statistically significant at p<.05.

*Subsequently, “nonvoluntary” first intercourse refers
to intercourse that the respondent reported as “rape” or
as “not voluntary.”

†The scale was dichotomized to efficiently and mean-
ingfully present the examination of partner age dis-
crepancy by characteristics of the young woman. The
group of ratings representing “low” scale values (1–4)
was chosen on the assumption that respondents would
tend to rate less wanted experiences lower than the nu-
merical middle of the scale—in this case, five and six.
Analyses using different groupings of values (for ex-
ample, 1–2 vs. 3–10) did not reveal substantially differ-
ent or more pronounced patterns. Moreover, isolating
only the lowest values resulted in small cell sizes, com-
promising the value of detailed breakdowns of the data.

Table 4. Percentage distribution of women aged 15–24 who had
voluntary, premarital first intercourse, by contraceptive use at first
intercourse, according to wantedness of first intercourse (N=1,859)

Wantedness Any method Pill Condom Other† None Total
(and standard
error)

All 73.0  (1.12) 11.8 55.0 6.3 27.0 100.0
1–2 61.5  (4.03)* 11.1 42.9 7.5 38.5 100.0
3–4 70.3  (2.80)* 8.8 56.3 5.2 29.7 100.0
5–6 72.2  (2.15) 11.5 55.0 5.7 27.8 100.0
7–8 76.6  (2.28) 10.9 60.5 5.3 23.4 100.0
9–10 77.9  (2.37) 15.5 54.3 8.1 22.1 100.0

*Significantly different from categories “7–8” and “9–10” at p <.05. †Includes female condom,
foam, jelly or cream, suppository, diaphragm, implant, injectable, IUD, female sterilization, va-
sectomy, natural family planning, rhythm, withdrawal, spermicidal sponge, morning-after pill,
cervical cap and other unspecified methods; women who reported their partner was sterile are
also included. Notes: Percentages may not total 100% due to rounding. See note to Table 1.


