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RESULTS

Descriptive Analyses
Most survey respondents were younger than 17 at the start
of their relationship, had a partner who was older by 1–5
years, were white and had a resident mother figure who was
not a college graduate (Table 1). Respondents’ ages at the
start of the relationship ranged from seven to 19 years, and
their mean and median ages were about 15 years (not
shown).

The differences in age between a female and her romantic
partner ranged from less than five to more than 28 years.
Partners’ ages ranged from eight to 44 years, and the mean
and median ages were 16–17 years. Nearly 10% of the part-
ners were 20 or older, and 90% were in their teens. Just 7%
of adolescent females had a partner who was younger, most-
ly by one year (not shown). Partnerships with same-age or
younger males were less common among females aged 13
or younger than among older females (16% vs. 28–37%—
Table 2).

Nearly one-half of respondents (43%) reported having
had sexual intercourse with their romantic partner, indi-
cating that having a romantic relationship involves a high
risk of sexual activity. The proportion of females reporting
that they had had intercourse with their partner increased

with age—from 24% among females aged 13 or younger at
the start of the relationship to 41% among those aged 14–15
and 59% among those aged 16 or older (Table 2). The pro-
portion reporting intercourse within each age-group also
increased with partner age gap; this effect was smallest
among the oldest respondents. Females aged 13 or younger
with a partner at least four years their senior were more like-
ly to have had sex than were those with a partner of the same
age or younger (41% vs. 9%). Females aged at least 16
showed a similar trend, but the relative difference in the
proportions of those having had intercourse was substan-
tially smaller (68% vs. 55%). It thus seems that while sex-
ual intercourse is less common for females who are 13 or
younger at the onset of their relationships, substantial age
gaps between partners may play a larger role in the pro-
gression to intercourse in this age-group than in others.

Multivariate Analyses
We estimated the effect of age gap on the odds of intercourse
among females, using multivariate logistic regression to ad-
just for their age, race, religion, having a mother figure at
home and mother’s education. After adjustment for other
demographic covariates, this analysis indicated that black
females were more likely than white females to have had
sex with their romantic partner (odds ratio, 1.7; 95% con-
fidence interval, 1.3–2.2), and females who did not live with
a mother figure were more likely than those who did to have
had sex with their partner (2.4; 95% confidence interval,
1.5–3.8). Respondents whose mother had graduated from
college had lower odds of having had sex with a romantic
partner than those whose mother had not graduated (0.7;
95% confidence interval, 0.5–0.9).

The analyses also revealed significant associations be-
tween sexual intercourse and both respondent’s age and
the age difference between partners. However, we found a
significant interaction between these two variables, which
persisted even after adjustment for the effect of the other

Age Difference Between Adolescent Females and Their Partners

TABLE 2. Percentage distribution of adolescent females
with a romantic partner, and percentage who have had in-
tercourse with that partner, by age gap between partners,
according to female’s age at start of relationship

Age and age gap All Have had intercourse

Females aged ≤13 (N=485) (N=131)
Partner younger/same age* 16.4 8.5
Partner older by 1–3 yrs. 63.6 23.3
Partner older by ≥4 yrs. 19.9 40.8
Total 100.0 24.3

Females aged 14–15 (N=794) (N=327)
Partner younger/same age* 27.7 23.1
Partner older by 1–3 yrs. 59.3 42.9
Partner older by ≥4 yrs. 13.1 67.4
Total 100.0 40.6

Females aged ≥16 (N=696) (N=399)
Partner younger/same age* 37.4 55.0
Partner older by 1–3 yrs. 47.6 59.0
Partner older by ≥4 yrs. 15.0 67.9
Total 100.0 58.8

*Includes partners older by less than one year. Note: Percentages are weight-
ed; Ns are unweighted.

TABLE 1. Percentage distribution of adolescent females with
a romantic partner, by selected characteristics, National
Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, 1995

Characteristic %
(N=1,975)

Age at start of relationship
≤13 25.8
14 18.8
15 20.8
16 19.9
≥17 14.7

Partner age
Younger/same age* 28.2
1 yr. older 23.7
2–3 yrs. older 32.6
4–5 yrs. older 10.2
≥6 yrs. older 5.3

Race/ethnicity
White 68.5
Black 15.0
Hispanic 10.6
Other 6.0

Religion
Baptist 23.7
Catholic 24.0
Other 40.8
None 11.5

Mother figure at home
Yes 93.8
No 6.2

Mother’s education
<college graduate 76.8
College graduate 23.2

Total 100.0

*Includes partners older by less than one year. Note: Percentages are weight-
ed; N is unweighted.


