
attempting to solve a problem (Cronbach’s alpha, 0.76).

The items were reverse-coded so that a higher score

indicated greater rational decision-making tendencies.

Our measure of educational aspirations captured how

much a respondent wanted to go to college; a higher score

indicated a greater desire to attend. The perceived disease

risk scale was derived from three items that measured the

teenager’s perceived chances of contracting HIV, AIDS or

another STD (Cronbach’s alpha, 0.72). These items were

reverse-coded so that a higher score indicated greater

perceived chances of contracting a disease.

dPartner and relationship characteristics. We included

five Wave 2 measures of partner and relationship charac-

teristics that retrospectively describe the teenager’s first

sexual partner: self-defined partner type (comparing ro-

mantic relationships with liked relationships), teenager-

partner homogamy index, an index of dating activities

before first sex, age at first sex with partner and length of

relationship before first sex. To create the teenager-

partner homogamy index, we summed three dichoto-

mous measures that indicated whether the first partner

was within two years of the teenager’s age, whether the

teenager and partner were of the same race or ethnicity,

and whether the teenager and partner belonged to the

same social network (i.e., went to the same school or

church, or lived in the same neighborhood or were

friends when the relationship began). We considered

couples whose age differed by at most two years to be

homogamous because 76% of our sample had a partner

who was within two years of their age (not shown).

Our measure of dating activities before sex was an

eight-item summative index that captured the number of

dating activities that preceded sexual intercourse within

teenagers’ first sexual relationship (thinking of them-

selves and their partner as a couple, telling others they

and their partner were a couple, going out together in a

group, going out together alone, exchanging ‘‘I love you’s,’’

meeting each other’s parents, exchanging presents and

spending less timewith friends inorder to spendmore time

together). Length of the relationship before sex was mea-

sured as the difference, in months, between the date that

the romantic relationship started and the date of first sex.

Analytic Methods

To assess bivariate associations between the predictor

variables and our outcome of interest, we used t tests for

continuous measures and chi-square statistics for categor-

ical variables. Then, we used logistic regression to identify

factors associated with whether teenagers discussed con-

traception or STDsbefore first sex,while controlling for all

other measures. We conducted the multivariate analyses

in three stages. First, we included only the family and

individual control measures. Second, we added the mea-

sures of reproductive health knowledge and sex education,

parent-teenager interactions, and opportunity costs and

barriers to see if they accounted for any observed

associations. Third, we incorporated the partner and

relationship characteristics to see if these factors medi-

ated any observed associations. We used survey estima-

tion procedures in Stata to weight and adjust all models

for the survey’s clustered sampling design.36

RESULTS

Sample Characteristics

One-half of teenagers in our sample reported that they

had discussed contraception or STDs with their first

sexual partner before having sex for the first time

(Table 1). Forty-three percent of teenagers were male,

TABLE 1. Selected characteristics of teenagers participating inWaves 1 (1995) and 2
(1996) of the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health who had first sex be-
tween waves, by gender and by whether they discussed contraception or STDs with
their partner before first sex

Characteristic All Gender Discussed contraception
or STDs

(N=1,426)
Females
(N=830)

Males
(N=596)

No
(N=726)

Yes
(N=700)

Discussed contraception
or STDs before sex (%) 49.5 53.0 44.7* na na

Individual/family
Gender (%)

Female 57.3 100.0 0.0 53.3 61.4*
Male 42.7 0.0 100.0 46.7 38.6*

Race/ethnicity (%)
Hispanic 12.9 10.7 15.9* 14.1 11.7
Black 14.8 15.4 14.0 14.5 15.1
White 65.8 67.8 63.1 64.2 67.4
Other 3.9 3.3 4.6 3.8 3.9

PVT score (range, 14–132) 100.65 99.67 101.98* 98.96 102.39***
Parent attended ‡some

college (%) 49.2 47.7 51.2 49.1 49.3
Lives with two parents (%) 47.9 49.2 46.1 48.4 47.3

Reproductive health knowledge/
sex education
Perceived condom knowledge

(range, 0–4) 3.28 3.14 3.47*** 3.22 3.34†
Received pregnancy/AIDS

education in school (%) 86.8 87.4 86.0 85.9 87.7

Parent-teenager interactions
Closeness (range, 0–4) 3.17 3.08 3.30*** 3.15 3.20
Communication (range, 0–4) 1.98 2.13 1.78*** 1.78 2.18***

Opportunity costs/barriers
Rational decision-making

(range, 0–4) 2.74 2.72 2.76 2.65 2.82**
Educational aspirations

(range, 0–4) 3.37 3.39 3.34 3.30 3.44†
Perceived disease risk

(range, 0–4) 0.64 0.58 0.74*** 0.71 0.58*

Partner/relationship
Partner type (%)

Romantic 89.2 92.3 84.9** 84.8 93.6***
Liked 10.8 7.7 15.1** 15.2 6.4***

Teenager-partner homogamy
(range, 0–3) 2.26 2.15 2.41*** 2.25 2.28

No. of dating activities that
preceded sex (range, 0–8) 5.49 5.59 5.36 4.32 6.69***

Age at first sex (range, 10–20) 15.56 15.49 15.65 15.35 15.78***
No. of mos. in relationship

before sex (range, 1–65) 4.37 4.52 4.17 3.49 5.24***

*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. †p<.10.Notes:Unlessotherwisenoted, data aremeans.na=not applicable. PVT=

modified Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test. For a description of the various scales, see page 151.

Adolescents’ DiscussionsAbout Contraception or STDs Before First Sex

152 Perspectives on Sexual and Reproductive Health


