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Analytic Methods
Our descriptive results are based on weighted data that ad-
just for the overrepresentation of minority youth and en-
sure that the sample is representative of children born to
the original NLSY cohort by age 26. We tested for differ-
ences in proportions between the various age, race and gen-
der subgroups. Logistic regression analysis was used for
our multivariate modeling of the likelihood of initiating sex-
ual activity during early adolescence; all statistical analy-
ses were performed in STATA.19

RESULTS

Friendships, Relationships and Sexual Initiation
Two-thirds (65%) of 11–12-year-olds reported that most
or all of their close friends were of the same gender as them-
selves; 84% reported that most of their friends were in the
same grade (Table 1). Significantly smaller proportions of

black youth than of nonblack youth reported having most-
ly same-sex friends (55% vs. 68%) and same-grade friends
(74% vs. 86%); larger proportions of blacks than of non-
blacks had an equal number of friends of both genders
(38% vs. 27%) and mostly friends in higher grades (21%
vs. 11%). No significant differences were found between
males and females. 

The vast majority (92%) of 11–12-year-olds indicated
that they had never or rarely dated (Table 2). Those who
had dated mostly did so sporadically: Overall, 6% dated
less than once per week, and 2% dated more frequently.
Females were significantly more likely than males to report
never or rarely dating (94% vs. 89%), and were less likely
to report dating less than once a week (4% vs. 9%). Pre-
teenage males with dating experience were more likely than
their female peers to report going steady (67% vs. 49%). 

As expected, only a very small proportion of 11–12-year-
olds indicated that they had had sex (3%); males were more
likely than females (5% vs. fewer than 1%), and blacks were
more likely than nonblacks (5% vs. 2%), to report being
sexually experienced. These reports are consistent with na-
tional figures on sexual intercourse at young ages.20

A significantly smaller proportion of 13–14-year-olds than
of 11–12-year-olds indicated having never or rarely dated
(71% vs. 92%). Young adolescent females were significant-
ly more likely than males to report having never or almost
never dated (75% vs. 68%). A greater proportion of blacks
aged 13–14 than of their nonblack peers had never or almost
never dated (79% vs. 69%); a smaller proportion of blacks
than of other youth this age dated less than once a week (12%
vs. 21%), and among those who had ever dated, a smaller
proportion of blacks had a steady boyfriend or girlfriend (50%
vs. 59%). The data do not permit an understanding of how
youth define “dating” and “going steady.” For example, a
greater proportion of 13–14-year-olds who were going steady
than of those who were dating multiple people reported week-
ly dating (32% vs. 14%); however, 22% of those going steady
reported that they almost never dated (not shown).

Friendships and Early Relationships: Links to Sexual Initiation

TABLE 1. Percentage distribution of 11–12-year-old chil-
dren of female participants in the National Longitudinal
Survey of Youth, by friends’ characteristics, according to
gender and race, 1990–1994

Characteristic All Gender Race
(N=1,481)

Male Female Black Nonblack
(N=733) (N=748) (N=559) (N=922)

Gender†
All/mostly

same sex 65.0 65.9 64.2 55.1* 67.7
About equal 29.6 29.1 30.2 37.8* 27.4
All/mostly

opposite sex 5.3 5.0 5.6 7.2 4.8

Grade‡
Same 83.5 82.7 84.3 73.7* 86.2
Higher 12.7 12.7 12.7 20.7* 10.5
Lower 3.8 4.6 3.0 5.6 3.3

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

*Significantly different from percentage for nonblacks at p<.05. †Excludes 1%
of youth who reported having no close friends. ‡Friends who are not in school
(1%) were included with those in a higher grade. Note: Percentages are weight-
ed, and missing data are excluded.

TABLE 2. Percentage distribution of youth, by relationship characteristics and sexual activity, according to age, gender and race

Characteristic All Gender Race

Male Female Black Nonblack

11–12 13–14 15–16 11–12 13–14 15–16 11–12 13–14 15–16 11–12 13–14 15–16 11–12 13–14 15–16

Dating frequency
Never/almost never 91.6 71.4 46.2 89.1* 68.3* 48.4 94.1 74.6 44.1 91.6 79.2† 58.7† 91.6 69.2 42.9
<once per week 6.3 19.0 26.9 8.5* 19.3 27.5 4.1 16.0 26.3 5.3 11.5† 26.0 6.7 21.0 27.1
≥once per week 2.0 9.6 26.9 2.4 12.4 24.1* 1.8 9.4 29.7 3.1 9.2 15.4† 1.7 9.8 30.0

Going steady‡
Yes 59.6 58.0 42.4 66.9* 55.2 32.9* 49.1 61.7 51.9 52.7 50.4† 54.5† 61.1 59.4 39.9
No 40.4 42.0 57.6 33.1 44.8 67.1 50.9 38.3 48.1 47.3 49.6 45.5 38.9 40.6 60.1

Ever had sex
Yes 2.5 10.1 33.6 4.5* 11.9* 31.7 0.4 8.2 35.6 4.9† 18.4† 44.6† 1.8 7.8 30.6
No 97.5 89.9 66.4 95.5 88.1 68.3 99.6 91.8 64.4 95.1 81.6 55.4 98.2 92.2 69.4

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

*Significantly different from percentage for females of the same age at p<.05. † Significantly different from percentage for nonblacks of the same age at p<.05. ‡Based
on adolescents who had ever dated. Notes: Percentages are weighted, and missing data are excluded. Italics signify that age differences within the gender or racial
category are significant at p<.05.


