
ceptives at first intercourse, and women
whose mother had not finished high
school were about half as likely as those
whose mother had completed four or
more years of college to have done so.

When we controlled for these demo-
graphic and background characteristics, we
found that the women’s relationship with
their partner at voluntary first intercourse
was significantly related to the odds of
practicing contraception at that time. Those
who were in a more casual relationship
with their first partner were significantly
less likely than women who had been
going steady with or had been engaged to
their partner to have used contraceptives.

The age difference between the young
woman and her partner also had a signifi-
cant effect. Women who had voluntary first
intercourse with a man seven or more years
older were less than one-half as likely as
those whose first partner was the same age
or younger to have practiced contraception.

The association between wantedness of
voluntary first intercourse and contracep-
tive use at first intercourse was very small
and fell short of statistical significance when
other factors were controlled.† Thus, while
the partner’s relative age and the young
women’s evaluation of the wantedness of
first intercourse appear to be related, only
the partner’s relative age had an indepen-
dent effect on the odds of contraceptive use.

Discussion
Our findings provide new information on
critical issues surrounding young
women’s first intercourse. While most of
the women reported that their first pre-
marital intercourse had been voluntary, a
small but important proportion of U.S.
women aged 15–24 (9%) said that their
first such experience had been nonvol-
untary. Consistent with the findings of
previous studies, we found this to be the
case more frequently among women who
were younger at first intercourse.

We also found that women who as chil-
dren had lived with a single parent from
birth or had left home at ages younger than
16 were more likely than others to have ex-
perienced nonvoluntary first intercourse.
These results parallel those of other stud-
ies that have shown the family of origin
and parental presence to be an important
influence on the odds of a young woman’s
experiencing nonvoluntary intercourse.25

Further research is needed to clarify the dy-
namics by which these associations with
the family of origin arise. Where possible,
future investigations should focus on
whether family or residential changes pre-
ceded nonvoluntary intercourse.

scale values. The percentage of women
who used the pill remained at a fairly
steady 11% across the wantedness scale.

We next examined the possible role of
women’s age, race or ethnicity and moth-
er’s education in the relationship between
wantedness and contraceptive use at first
voluntary intercourse.* Consistent with
findings from Table 4, the data in Table 5
indicate that the proportion using con-
traceptives was significantly greater for
the women reporting scale values of five
or more than for those reporting lower val-
ues (p≤.001 in a chi-square test). Lower
levels of contraceptive use among women
with lower wantedness scores were evi-
dent for most age-groups, including the
two youngest. Among those aged 15 and
17 at first intercourse, however, the dif-
ferences were negligible or nonexistent.

The pattern of lower contraceptive use
corresponding to lower scale values was
particularly pronounced for young white
women. For young Hispanic women,
however, the pattern was reversed: Sixty-
one percent of those who chose a low
wantedness rating had practiced contra-
ception at first intercourse, compared with
47% of those who gave first intercourse a
high wantedness rating.

Mother’s education was associated
with an increased likelihood that the re-
spondent practiced contraception at first
intercourse, but only when the wanted-
ness of first intercourse was rated as five
or higher. Among the group who rated the
wantedness of first intercourse as four or
less, there was no relationship between
mother’s education and contraceptive use
at first intercourse.

Logistic Regression Analysis
We performed logistic regression analy-
sis to determine whether age, race and eth-
nicity, mother’s education, relationship
with partner, age discrepancy with part-
ner and wantedness score affect contra-
ceptive use at first voluntary intercourse
(Table 6). Women aged 13 or younger at
first intercourse were less likely than
women who were 20 or older at first in-
tercourse to have practiced contraception
at that time. Black and Hispanic women
had lower odds of having used contra-

The women who described their first in-
tercourse as voluntary varied in their as-
sessments of how much they had wanted
the experience to happen. About one-
quarter of those who described their first
intercourse as voluntary nevertheless gave
low wantedness scores (1–4), indicating
that while they had consented, they had
not wanted the intercourse to happen. The
reason for these combinations of re-
sponses is not currently understood, and
future qualitative research might prof-
itably explore the meanings women as-
cribe to the circumstances in which they
first experience intercourse. 

The women’s responses demonstrate the
complexity of characterizing sexual expe-
riences. We found that nonvoluntary ex-
periences were rated lowest on the scale of
wantedness, while voluntary experiences
were assigned a range of wantedness val-
ues. A dichotomy of voluntary versus not
voluntary is insufficient to capture the
meaning of the first intercourse experience.
Our analysis provides more evidence that
research on first intercourse and contra-
ception would benefit from being reframed
to allow for young women’s ambivalence
and different degrees of decision-making,
rather than universally assuming clear-cut
situations and calculated responses. Future
research should attempt to elucidate the
mechanisms that lead to nonvoluntary, un-
wanted and early first intercourse, as well
as the effects of these experiences on con-
traceptive use, pregnancy and later ado-
lescent development.

It is generally assumed that a young
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*Since the consideration of demographic factors added a
level of complexity to the analysis, we returned to our pre-
vious classification of scale values as “low” (1–4) and “high”
(5–10) to facilitate interpretation of the relationships.

†We tried alternate models to test different ways of ana-
lyzing the scale of wantedness of first sex. We tested mod-
els that contained a continuous form of the scale, as well
as a dichotomous version of the scale with values 1–2 form-
ing one category and values 3–10 forming another. The
findings were very similar across the alternative models.

Table 5. Among women aged 15–24 who had
voluntary, premarital first intercourse, per-
centage who practiced contraception at first
intercourse, by wantedness of first intercourse,
according to selected characteristics (N=1,859)

Characteristic Wantedness

1–4 5–10

Total 66.6 75.3

Age at first intercourse
≤13 48.8 56.2
14 61.3 71.5
15 75.2 75.2
16 63.8 75.6
17 81.5 83.6
18–24 74.9 77.6

Race/ethnicity
White non-Hispanic 69.2 82.7
Black non-Hispanic 60.8 64.7
Hispanic 61.1 47.0

Mother’s education
<high school graduate 60.0 56.0
High school graduate 70.5 76.7
Some college 67.8 83.8
≥4 years of college 62.2 85.5

Note: See note to Table 1.


