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pectedness of first intercourse because of multicollinearity.
•Young men. Males’ ability to communicate with their part-
ner about contraception before first sex appears to be as-
sociated with their level of social deprivation: Young men
with the highest level of social deprivation had significant-
ly lower odds of talking about contraceptive use than those
who lived in the least socially deprived neighborhoods (odds
ratio, 0.1—Table 4). Furthermore, as might be expected, the
longer a couple had been in a relationship before having sex,
the greater the odds that they discussed contraception be-
forehand. For example, the odds of discussing contracep-
tion were eight times as high among young men who had
been in a relationship for 5–12 weeks as among those who
knew their partner for only one day. Finally, a young man’s
capacity to communicate about contraceptive use before he
first had sex was associated with having parents who were
very open to talking about sexual matters during the pri-
mary school and early teenage years.
•Young women. Reporting intimate reasons for having sex
significantly increased the odds that a young woman would
discuss contraception before her first coitus. For example,
young women who cited one intimate reason had 4.2 times
the odds of discussing contraception, and those who cited
two such reasons had 8.8 times the odds, of women who
cited none. Furthermore, young women who reported hav-
ing a warmer relationship with more available parents also
had significantly elevated odds of discussing contraceptive
use with a partner before first having sex.

DISCUSSION 

Although quantitative analyses of survey data have deep-
ened our understanding by successfully identifying many
demographic, socioeconomic and background factors as-
sociated with young people’s sexual behavior, much of this
research has failed to consider the broader social contexts
in which young people have sex, as identified through in-
depth qualitative research. One of the aims of our study
was to try to redress this imbalance and capture through
a survey format some of these wider processes that appear
to have an impact on young people’s sexual behavior.

Even though we recognize that our analyses are based
on a relatively small sample that was not nationally repre-
sentative (i.e., students were not randomly selected, and
we did not sample those who were not enrolled in school
full-time), the results highlight several key issues that merit
further attention and that have a direct bearing on health
promotion activities for young people. Indeed, although
we recommend that future research address the points
raised in our study across a more representative sample,
we believe that the relationships we found in our sample
can be accepted with confidence.

The results from our study clearly show that young peo-
ple’s ability to communicate is central to their use of a mod-
ern method. Young men who report feelings of love, fond-
ness and intimacy as reasons for having sex the first time,
and who thus do not fit stereotypes of masculinity, have
significantly elevated odds of using a method at their sex-
ual debut. Similarly, young women who say that they ex-
pected to have sex the first time, who appear to have taken
control in discussing contraception and who feel com-
fortable (and presumably sufficiently empowered) in the
company of young men, also have elevated odds of using
a method at their sexual debut.

Our study also reveals the importance of parents in equip-
ping their children with the skills to communicate and in-
teract effectively with future sexual partners. Parents’ will-
ingness and ability to discuss sexuality openly and portray
it in a positive light throughout their children’s lives ap-
pear to impart both competence and confidence. In con-
trast, reluctance to talk about sexual matters and embar-
rassment in doing so reinforce negative messages of
unacceptability and prohibition.

We also found that parents’ openness and warmth and
availability during their children’s primary school years and
early teenage years is key to young people’s future contra-
ceptive behavior. This finding is particularly pertinent for
young men living in especially deprived neighborhoods,
who appear to be less skilled and less willing than their more
affluent counterparts to communicate with a first sexual
partner. For these young men, engaging in this type of di-
alogue may threaten and challenge the gender stereotypes
that their social environment reinforces.

In light of these findings, efforts to increase young peo-
ple’s competence to insist on contraceptive use, and thus
reduce unintended pregnancies and sexually transmitted
infections, should be multifaceted. Our different results by
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TABLE 4. Odds ratios from logistic regression analyses pre-
dicting the effects of various characteristics on the likeli-
hood of discussing contraceptive use before first intercourse,
by gender

Characteristic Odds ratio

Males (N=161)
Social deprivation level

Low (ref) 1.00
Medium 0.70
High 0.12**
Missing values† 0.37*

Duration of relationship before first sex
≤1 day (ref) 1.00
2 days–4 weeks 4.09**
5–12 weeks 8.08**
13–26 weeks 8.69**
≥27 weeks 60.99**
Missing values† 4.14

Parents’ openness to discussing sex 1.14**
Constant 1.68
–2 log likelihood 183.7
df 9

Females (N=237)
No. of intimate reasons for having sex

0 (ref) 1.00
1 4.16**
2 8.76**

Parental contact score‡ 1.04**
Constant 1.08
–2 log likelihood 272.9
df 3

*p<.05. **p<.01. †Refers to individuals who did not provide a valid response,
who were nonetheless kept in the analysis to maintain the original sample size.
‡Composite score based on measures of parental availability and warmth dur-
ing primary school years and early adolescence. Note: ref=reference category.


