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even expected that they will do so.1 Simi-
larly, women but not men are commonly
expected to be sexually inexperienced
when they marry. Until recently, howev-
er, most surveys on sexual behavior and
fertility—including almost all fertility sur-
veys conducted in developing countries
from the 1960s through the early 1980s—
focused only on women.2 Consequently,
knowledge about sex-based differences in
age and marital status at first intercourse
has been derived largely from qualitative
research and anecdotal evidence, rather
than from empirical, quantitative data. 

In some industrialized countries, start-
ing in the mid-1970s, as researchers be-
came concerned about patterns of adoles-
cent childbearing and abortion—and, later,
about the spread of STDs—they began to
examine the sexual attitudes, knowledge
and practices of both male and female ado-
lescents.3 However, until the 1980s, the
study of male sexual behavior was still
rare, even in the industrialized world.4

Whatever the reasons for this limited
focus, the substantial neglect of men’s sex-
ual behavior did not begin to change until
realization of the scale and seriousness of

Susheela Singh is director of research, The Alan
Guttmacher Institute (AGI), New York; at the time this
work was conducted, Renee Samara was senior research
associate and Yvette P. Cuca was research associate, AGI;
Deirdre Wulf is an independent consultant. The authors
thank Jacqueline E. Darroch for reviewing drafts of the
article and Suzette Audam, Roberta Scheinmann and
Robin Hennessy for data processing and research assis-
tance. We also thank the following researchers, who pro-
vided tabulations of survey data: Leo Morris and Moi-
ses Matos (Jamaica); Arodys Robles (Costa Rica); Corazon
Raymundo and Paz Marquez (the Philippines); Chai Pod-
hisita (Thailand); Kathleen Kiernan (Great Britain); and
Laura Lindberg (male adolescent data, the United States).
The research on which this article is based was support-
ed by the Pew Charitable Trusts/Global Stewardship Ini-
tiative and the William H. Gates Foundation.

Gender Differences in the Timing of First 
Intercourse: Data from 14 Countries
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The initiation of sexual intercourse is
a milestone in the physical and psy-
chological development of men and

women in all societies, and both the tim-
ing of this event and the context within
which it occurs can have immediate and
longer term consequences for the indi-
vidual. There are possibly serious health
and social consequences for women who
begin to have intercourse while very
young or not yet married, especially if
they become pregnant and have either an
unplanned birth or, in some settings, an
unsafe abortion. Some instances of very
early sexual intercourse are involuntary—
for example, when a young person is
raped, is the victim of incest or turns to
prostitution because of financial need.
Moreover, first intercourse marks the be-
ginning of young people’s possible expo-
sure to the risk of contracting sexually
transmitted diseases (STDs).

Analysts have commented on differ-
ences in expectations and values regard-
ing male and female sexual behavior. For
example, in many societies, it is excusable
for men to become sexually active at a sig-
nificantly earlier age than women, and

the global HIV and AIDS epidemic be-
came widespread. By the mid-1980s,
changing epidemiologic concerns and an
increased awareness of the importance of
men’s reproductive role and health needs
led to heightened interest in including
men in family planning and fertility sur-
veys, and various surveys began to inter-
view men as well as women.

In addition to large-scale surveys con-
ducted at the national or city level, a num-
ber of smaller scale studies and country
or regional reviews of male and female
adolescent sexual behavior have con-
tributed to a growing understanding of
the complex social issues that influence
early sexual behavior.5 Some of these stud-
ies and reviews focus on issues of partic-
ular relevance in certain parts of the
world: young women’s participation in
commercial or informal prostitution in
Asia and elsewhere; very early and some-
times forced marriages of women in South
Asia; the phenomenon known in parts of
Sub-Saharan Africa and the Caribbean as
“sugar daddies”; and patterns of casual
dating in Western countries that might in-
volve an individual in sporadic sexual en-
counters or many consecutive short-term
relationships. These inquiries are valuable
because they increase our understanding
of the possible circumstances surround-
ing the sexual behavior of adolescents;
however, they do not yield quantitative
information on behavior among the youth
population as a whole.

While acknowledging the valuable con-
tribution of qualitative research on young
people’s sexual and reproductive behav-
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Context: Early initiation of intercourse and the context within which sexual activity begins are
key indicators of adolescents’ potential risk for unplanned pregnancy, abortion and sexually
transmitted diseases. Comparative information on the sexual behavior of male and female ado-
lescents in different countries assists health planners and service providers in meeting adoles-
cents’ needs.

Methods: Data from the most recent nationally representative surveys of reproductive behav-
ior in 14 countries throughout the world were used to assess regional variations in young peo-
ple’s sexual behavior. Analyses focus on 15–19-year-olds, but also use data from 20–24-year-
olds to provide a more complete picture of gender differences in behavior during adolescence.

Results: In most countries, roughly one-third or more of teenage women have had intercourse;
in four countries (Ghana, Mali, Jamaica and Great Britain), about three in five are sexually ex-
perienced. Between about one-half and three-quarters of adolescent males in seven countries
have ever had intercourse, but the proportion is one-third or less in Ghana, Zimbabwe, the Philip-
pines and Thailand. In most countries, sexual intercourse during the teenage years occurs pre-
dominantly outside marriage among men but largely within marriage among women. Never-
married young people are considerably less likely to be currently sexually active than to be sexually
experienced. For example, in Ghana, 49% of never-married adolescent women have had in-
tercourse, but only 23% have done so within the past month.

Conclusions: In most of these countries, a high proportion of adolescents are potentially at risk
for a range of poor reproductive health outcomes. Program planners must find ways to help sex-
ually active adolescents consistently use effective means of protection against both pregnancy
and sexually transmitted diseases.
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overreport their sexual
activity to give the im-
pression that they are
conforming to what they
think society expects of
them.6 These differential
biases increase the diffi-
culty of accurately com-
paring the experiences of
males and females. 

The fact of involuntary
intercourse may also 
affect accuracy; misre-
porting is more likely
when an individual’s ex-
perience includes non-
consensual sex. Finally,
methodological issues,
including some that are
linguistic or semantic,
may play a role.7 For ex-
ample, it is not always
clear how respondents
define for themselves
terms used in studies of
sexual behavior, such as
“sexual intercourse.” 

It is difficult for re-
searchers to evaluate the

extent to which biases occur, but their con-
cern is evidenced by the substantial liter-
ature dealing with these issues.8 Clearly,
any interpretation of the data presented
here must take into account that inaccu-
racies exist; whether the measures used
are valid overall, and equally reliable for
both sexes, can be tested only by more in-
depth studies.

Nevertheless, the information in this ar-
ticle provides the best recent, nationally
representative measures of sexual inter-
course among young people in a range of
countries. And since this analysis includes
young adults aged 15–24, who are re-
porting on recent experience, the results
should be little affected by respondents’
ability to recall the dates of events or their
age when particular events occurred.

Data Sources
The data were obtained from a variety of
nationally representative sample surveys
of men and women (Table 1). Eight of the
countries participated in the Demographic
and Health Survey (DHS) program, which
collected information from men and
women of reproductive age (15–44 or
15–49). Two had data on 15–24-year-olds
from a Young Adult Reproductive Health
Survey (YARHS), for which it was possi-
ble to obtain special tabulations; another
two had information from independent
national youth surveys with designs sim-

ior, this article takes a different approach.
It presents quantitative, population-level
information from 14 countries on male-
female differences in age and marital sta-
tus at the time of first sexual experience.
The countries included here represent all
of the world’s major geographic regions
(Sub-Saharan Africa, Asia, Latin America
and the Caribbean, and the developed
world); all had national surveys contain-
ing comparable information on the sexual
activity of young men and young women.

Measurement of Sexual Activity
Despite the progress made in increasing the
representation of both sexes in national and
community-level surveys on sexual and re-
productive behavior, accurate measure-
ment in this area remains beset with diffi-
culties. Many survey respondents do not
or cannot always openly or truthfully an-
swer questions dealing with the intimate
topic of their sexual behavior and practices.
Understandably, adolescents, especially if
they are unmarried or live in settings where
sexual relationships outside marriage are
censured, are probably even more likely
than adults to be reticent about this area of
their behavior. And very young teenagers,
who are only just beginning to develop a
sense of their sexuality, may be especially
unlikely to want to discuss this part of their
lives. However, the opposite problem also
may be encountered; some young men

ilar to that of the YARHS. Data for Great
Britain came from the 1990–1991 Nation-
al Survey of Sexual Attitudes and
Lifestyles (NSSAL), which included men
and women aged 16 and older. For the
United States, data were from the 1991 Na-
tional Survey of Men, which included
20–39-year-olds; the 1995 National Survey
of Adolescent Men (NSAM), which cov-
ered 15–19-year-olds; and the 1995 Na-
tional Survey of Family Growth (NSFG),
which interviewed women aged 15–44.

Even though these surveys used some-
what different questions, their research pro-
tocols were generally similar enough that
we could create comparable measures of age
at first intercourse and of current sexual ac-
tivity. The YARHS asked respondents in
what month and year they first had inter-
course; those who could not provide the
date were asked their age at first intercourse.
The DHS design generally requested only
the age at first intercourse. The DHS and
YARHS included very similar questions
about recent sexual activity. Currently sex-
ually active is defined as having had inter-
course in the month before the interview, ex-
cept for women in the United States, for
whom the measure is based on intercourse
in the three months before the interview.

Two of the U.S. surveys focused more
specifically on heterosexual intercourse.
The NSFG asked: “Think back to the very
first time in your life that you ever had sex-
ual intercourse with a man. In what month
and year was that?” Likewise, the NSAM
question on first intercourse was: “When
did you have sexual intercourse with a fe-
male for the first time, in what month and
year?” In Great Britain, the NSSAL took
a similar approach: “How old were you
when you first had sexual intercourse with
someone of the opposite sex, or hasn’t this
happened?” In all other countries, an un-
known, though probably small, propor-
tion of reported sexual activity may be
with same-sex partners.

Some differences in the design and ex-
ecution of surveys may have had small ef-
fects on the quality of data. The British sur-
vey is likely to provide the best, most
accurate source of information on sexual
behavior, because this was its only focus;
the researchers made intensive efforts to
design a questionnaire that would maxi-
mize the quality of the data. By contrast,
the other surveys covered a much broad-
er range of topics, and questions on sex-
ual behavior made up a relatively small
part of the interview. The YARHS took
steps to improve the quality of response—
for example, by matching the sex of the in-
terviewers with that of the respondents.
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Table 1. Year of survey, type of survey and sample size, 14 study
countries

Region, country Type of Women Men
and survey year survey

15–19 20–24 15–19 20–24

Sub-Saharan Africa
Ghana (1993) DHS 803 829 224 182
Mali (1995–1996) DHS 1,920 1,632 448 292
Tanzania (1996) DHS 1,729 1,694 493 375
Zimbabwe (1994) DHS 1,472 1,269 605 399

Asia
Philippines (1994) National* 3,261 2,357 3,074 2,183
Thailand (1994) National* 552 541 553 535

Latin America & Caribbean
Brazil (1996) DHS 2,537 1,991 614 479
Costa Rica (1991) YARHS 845 737 781 624
Dominican Rep. (1996) DHS 1,838 1,553 478 353
Haiti (1994–1995) DHS 1,290 1,064 350 295
Jamaica (1994) YARHS 540 610 566 486
Peru (1996) DHS 6,054 5,200 454 374

Developed countries
Great Britain (1991) National 710† 1,173 552† 933
United States (1995) National 1,396 1,525 1,729 692

*Independent survey of youth with design similar to that of the YARHS. †Adolescents 16–19
were sampled, not 15–19. Sources: DHS data—Public use data files, provided by Macro In-
ternational. YARHS and similar data —Latin America: special tabulations provided by Leo
Morris and Moises Matos, U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention; Philippines: spe-
cial tabulations provided by Corazon Raymundo and Paz Marquez, University of the Philip-
pines Population Institute; Thailand: special tabulations provided by Chai Podhisita, Institute
for Population and Social Research. Other —Great Britain: 1991 National Survey of Sexual
Attitudes and Lifestyles, special tabulations provided by Kathleen Kiernan, London School of
Economics and Political Science; United States: 1995 National Survey of Family Growth, 1995
National Survey of Adolescent Men and 1991 National Survey of Men.
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that relatively high proportions of both male
and female sexually experienced teenagers
have ever been in a union. The explanation
for this surprising finding lies in a catego-
ry of union in Jamaica that is not found else-
where, the “visiting” relationship, in which
partners have regular sexual relations but
do not cohabit. This type of union is com-
mon and broadly approved by social cus-
tom in Jamaica, but is not equivalent to
being in union, as defined in other coun-
tries, where only legal marriages and co-
habiting unions are socially recognized.

In Great Britain and the United States,
overall levels of sexual experience among
young men are about as high as those in
Brazil and Jamaica; levels for young
women are comparable to those in Ghana,
Mali and Jamaica. However, the vast ma-
jority of British and U.S. sexually experi-
enced adolescents of both sexes have
never been married (and most ever-mar-
ried adolescent women became sexually
active before marriage10).

When young adults reach their early 20s,
their marital and sexual situations change
dramatically (Figure 2, page 24). Overall

In Ghana, however, interviewers were pri-
marily male, and in other DHS surveys,
they were mixed or primarily female.

All the surveys sampled unmarried and
married persons, and asked all respon-
dents, regardless of their marital status,
questions about sexual behavior. (Mar-
riage is defined to include consensual, or
cohabiting, unions and, in Jamaica, visit-
ing unions.) The surveys also asked the
date of first marriage; premarital sexual
intercourse could thus be measured by
comparing respondents’ dates or ages at
first intercourse and at first marriage. A
sexual relationship is classified as pre-
marital only if it began at least one year
prior to marriage. This strategy allows for
inaccuracies that might result from re-
spondents’ reporting rounded ages. At the
same time, this approach is conservative
because it excludes sexual relationships
that begin a few months prior to marriage.

Levels of nonresponse to questions on age
at first intercourse and on patterns of recent
sexual intercourse were quite low—typically
less than 5%.9 This suggests that in general,
respondents are not as uncomfortable dis-
cussing these issues as had been believed.

Results
Marital and Nonmarital Sexual Initiation
In all of the study countries except the
Philippines, Thailand and Peru, roughly
one-third or more of young women 15–19
have had sexual intercourse; in four coun-
tries (Ghana, Mali, Jamaica and Great
Britain), about three in five are sexually ex-
perienced (Figure 1). Between about one-
half and three-quarters of young men
aged 15–19 in seven countries (Brazil, the
Dominican Republic, Haiti, Jamaica, Peru,
Great Britain and the United States) have
ever had intercourse, but one-third or
fewer in Ghana, Zimbabwe, the Philip-
pines and Thailand have done so.

The surveys reveal that the context of
early sexual experience is often very dif-
ferent for young men and for young
women, especially in developing regions.
In all represented countries, sexually ex-
perienced adolescent women are much
more likely ever to have been married
than are sexually experienced adolescent
men. For example, in Zimbabwe, where
about one-third of both female and male
15–19-year-olds have had intercourse,
two-thirds of these young women (21%
overall) have been married, compared
with almost no adolescent men.

The same pattern holds in most of the de-
veloping countries studied, regardless of
gender differences in the proportions sex-
ually experienced. Only Jamaica differs, in

levels of sexual experience rise to about
80% or more for women in seven countries
(the four Sub-Saharan countries, Jamaica,
Great Britain and the United States) and for
men in all but two countries (the Philip-
pines and Thailand). The Philippines is dis-
tinctive because of the low overall report-
ed levels of sexual experience among both
young men and young women—no more
than around 50% of 20–24-year-olds of ei-
ther sex are sexually experienced.

As is the case among teenagers, the con-
text of sexual intercourse among those in
their early 20s tends to be very different
for men and women. Most sexual rela-
tionships among men remain nonmarital
(again except in Jamaica), and most sex-
ual intercourse among young women con-
tinues to occur within marriage. Young
adult women in the Philippines and Thai-
land report extremely low levels of non-
marital sexual intercourse.

The Pace of Sexual Initiation
The survey data permit us to examine the
pace at which men and women in their
early 20s initiated their sexual lives. This
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Figure 1. Percentage of 15–19-year-olds who have ever had intercourse, by country, accord-
ing to gender and marital status

Dominican
Republic

Never-married Ever-married

Note: Marriage includes legal and consensual unions and, in Jamaica, visiting relationships.
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their counterparts in Brazil and the Unit-
ed States, and about one-quarter in Costa
Rica and the Dominican Republic. Men in
several other countries reached these lev-
els of sexual experience by age 16, but in
Zimbabwe, the Philippines and Thailand,
even by their 16th birthday, no more than
15% of men had initiated intercourse.

In Ghana and Mali, substantially high-
er proportions of women (88% and 94%, re-
spectively) than of men (70% and 64%, re-
spectively) are sexually experienced by age
20. By contrast, in Thailand, Brazil, the Do-
minican Republic and Peru, the proportion
of men with sexual experience by their 20th
birthday is 18–28 percentage points high-
er than the proportion among women. In
most of the remaining countries, gender
differentials are very small, despite gender
differences in marriage levels.

Country-level differences in the pace of
sexual initiation can also be captured by
comparing the median age at first inter-
course (the age by which 50% of all indi-
viduals in the group had begun sexual re-
lations). The median age for women
ranges from 15.8 in Mali to 19.6 in Peru and

analysis provides a more complete picture
of adolescent sexual behavior than can be
drawn using data collected from teenagers
(who are, on average, about 17.5 years old
at interview).

Among women, sexual experience be-
fore age 15 is rare.* In Ghana, Mali, Tan-
zania, Jamaica and the United States, at
least one in seven women aged 20–24 had
had sex before their 15th birthday; about
three in 10 had done so before age 16, as
had more than half in Mali (Table 2). Lev-
els are lower—for the most part consid-
erably so—in the remaining countries. 

Very early sexual experience appears to
be somewhat more common among men
than among women in all countries except
Ghana, Mali, the Philippines and Tanza-
nia. More than four in 10 Jamaican men
aged 20–24 had had intercourse before
their 15th birthday, as had one-third of

exceeds 20 in the Philippines and Thailand.
Contradicting the widely accepted view
that males are generally more sexually pre-
cocious than females, a similar range is
found among men—from 15.4 in Jamaica
to 19.0 in Thailand and more than 20 in the
Philippines. In Latin America and the
Caribbean, men typically initiate sex at a
younger age than women; the largest dif-
ferentials (more than two years) are found
in Brazil and Peru. Only in Ghana and Mali
do women first have intercourse at a sub-
stantially younger age than men; in the re-
maining countries, men and women first
have sex at roughly the same age. 

Patterns of early sexual initiation (i.e.,
before age 17) vary widely by country and
gender (Figure 3). Among women, the
proportion having sex by age 17 in Mali,
Jamaica, Ghana, the United States and
Tanzania is 7–10 times that in Thailand
and the Philippines. The proportion of
men with sexual experience before their
17th birthday in Jamaica, the United States
and Brazil is 9–10 times the level in the
Philippines. The gender gap is very large
in Mali and Ghana (where higher pro-
portions of women than of men become
sexually active early) and in the Domini-
can Republic, Brazil, Costa Rica, Peru and
Thailand (where the reverse is true).

Premarital Intercourse Before Age 20
Table 3 (page 26) examines levels of pre-
marital sexual intercourse by the end of
the adolescent years. The rates are also cal-
culated by urban-rural residence, in an at-
tempt to explore possible differences in
sexual behavior related to modernization
and to rapid social change, or its absence.

The proportion of women who had their
first sexual experience before age 20 and
while still single is 75–86% in the two de-
veloped countries and Jamaica; 38–58% in
Ghana, Tanzania, Brazil and Haiti; and
25–32% in Mali, Zimbabwe, Costa Rica and
Peru. It is much lower in the Dominican Re-
public than in the other Latin American
countries (15%). However, since overall lev-
els of sexual intercourse during adoles-
cence are about the same in the Dominican
Republic as elsewhere in the region, the
lower level of premarital sexual intercourse
probably reflects that higher proportions
of women enter a union less than one year
after sexual initiation or become sexually
active within their first union.

In the Philippines and Thailand, pre-
marital sexual relationships among young
women are rare; only 4–6% of 20–24-year-
olds initiated sexual activity as unmarried
teenagers. While some women may have
failed to report a premarital sexual rela-
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Figure 2. Percentage of 20–24-year-olds who have ever had intercourse, by country, accord-
ing to gender and marital status

Dominican
Republic

Never-married Ever-married

Note: Marriage includes legal and consensual unions and, in Jamaica, visiting relationships.
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*Most of the surveys analyzed here obtained no infor-
mation on whether first intercourse was voluntary. There-
fore, the reported proportions having very early inter-
course may be understated, since some individuals
whose first sexual experience was involuntary would
likely exclude that event.
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Haiti, Jamaica and Peru, this proportion
is lower among urban than among rural
women. Among men, Mali, the Philip-
pines, Haiti and Peru are the only coun-
tries in which urban dwellers appear
somewhat more likely than rural residents
to have had premarital intercourse dur-

tionship, these low levels, if typical of
Southeast Asia, suggest that this region
has a distinct pattern.

Except in the Philippines, the majority
of young men started to have sex while
they were single and before their 20th birth-
day. While the majority is a bare one in Mali
and Thailand (56% and 54%, respectively),
the level of premarital sexual intercourse
among young men is substantially higher
in all other countries; in Brazil and Jamaica,
the proportion reaches roughly 90%.

Urban residence has a differential in-
fluence on young women’s and young
men’s sexual and marriage behavior. For
example, in Zimbabwe, Thailand, Costa
Rica, the Dominican Republic and Peru,
the total proportion who initiated sexual
activity by their 20th birthday (i.e., com-
bining those who did so within and out-
side marriage) is considerably lower
among urban women than among rural
women. In contrast, urban men in all
countries are about as likely as or more
likely than their rural counterparts to have
had sex by age 20; the differentials are not
very large, except in Mali. 

In only two countries (Mali and Brazil)
did a substantially higher proportion of
urban than of rural women first have in-
tercourse as unmarried teenagers. Fur-
thermore, among women in Zimbabwe,

ing adolescence (a difference of 10 per-
centage points or more). These data do not
support the view that urban dwellers are
more susceptible than residents of rural
areas to changing values that increasing-
ly tolerate premarital sexual relationships.

One explanation for these findings may

Table 2. Percentage of 20–24-year-olds who became sexually active before each specific sin-
gle year of age, and median age at first intercourse, by country, according to gender

Region and country Women Men

15 16 17 18 19 20 Median 15 16 17 18 19 20 Median
age age

Sub-Saharan Africa
Ghana 15 34 52 66 81 88 16.9 10 23 33 43 59 70 18.4
Mali 25 55 72 82 91 94 15.8 7 17 26 38 54 64 18.7
Tanzania 15 30 45 58 72 81 17.4 10 29 42 52 70 77 17.8
Zimbabwe 7 15 26 38 53 66 18.8 8 15 28 38 56 72 18.7

Asia
Philippines 1 2 6 11 19 28 na 1 3 7 13 21 32 na
Thailand 0 2 7 14 27 39 na 2 15 19 31 51 57 19.0

Latin America & Caribbean
Brazil 10 20 29 43 55 62 18.6 34 47 63 77 84 90 16.2
Costa Rica 8 16 24 35 46 57 19.4 23 35 46 57 65 70 17.4
Dominican Republic 12 22 32 42 53 60 18.7 26 38 49 61 75 82 17.1
Haiti 9 20 30 41 53 63 18.7 14 31 44 53 68 74 17.8
Jamaica 16 30 53 68 80 87 16.9 46 63 76 85 88 92 15.4
Peru 6 14 23 34 45 53 19.6 19 31 44 60 74 80 17.4

Developed countries
Great Britain 4 16 42 64 79 87 17.4 13 26 47 64 77 84 17.2
United States 15 29 47 63 73 81 17.2 34 48 64 75 83 88 16.1

Note: na=not applicable, because fewer than 50% of respondents had become sexually active by age 20. This means that these me-
dian ages will be greater than 20.
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Figure 3. Percentage of 20–24-year-olds who had had a sexual relationship before age 17, by country, according to gender

%

Note: Percentages reflect both marital and premarital sexual experience.
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Nonmarital Sexual Intercourse 
Much sexual intercourse among never-
married adolescents is sporadic. In set-
tings where young men frequent com-
mercial sex workers, where teenagers
change partners with some regularity or
where young migrant workers have sex-
ual relationships wherever they happen
to be living, young people’s sexual activ-
ity likely occurs at widely spaced intervals
or with a number of short-term partners. 

Although relatively high proportions
of never-married teenagers and young

be that the expectation of early marriage
is lower for urban than for rural women,
and that in many settings, urban women
may be expected to complete secondary
school before marrying. On the other hand,
men may have more opportunities for en-
tering nonmarital relationships, and in
both urban and rural settings, they are al-
most equally unlikely to marry before age
20. The proportion of women who become
sexually active within marriage is sub-
stantially higher among rural than among
urban women in all but three countries for
which these data are available.

Some young people do not become pre-
maritally sexually active before age 20, but
follow other paths. Some 20–24-year-old
survey respondents became sexually active
within marriage and before age 20; some,
within marriage but after age 20. Others en-
tered into premarital sexual relationships
after age 20, while some were still unmar-
ried and sexually inexperienced.

Each of these groups has different re-
productive health and education needs. For
example, young men and women who
begin sexual intercourse as adolescents and
before marriage—a substantial group in al-
most all countries, and a majority in sev-
eral—have an urgent need for contracep-
tive services. Married adolescent women
who begin childbearing soon after mar-
riage need prenatal and maternity services.

adults have had sex, much lower propor-
tions are currently in a sexual relationship.
For example, in Ghana, where 49% of
never-married adolescent women have
ever had sexual relations, only 23% have
done so in the past month (Table 4). In fact,
the proportion of adolescent females who
are currently sexually active generally rep-
resents only about one-third to one-half
of all those who have initiated sex.

Sporadic sexual intercourse also ap-
pears to be common among never-mar-
ried men aged 15–19. In many developing
countries, the proportion in this age-group
who are currently sexually active is half—
or even less—the proportion who have
had some sexual experience.

A pattern of sporadic sexual activity
characterizes young adults in their early
20s as well, especially in developing wre-
gions. No more than about one-third 
of never-married sexually experienced
women aged 20–24 are currently sexual-
ly active in six of 12 countries with this in-
formation. By comparison, about half or
more of sexually experienced young men
are currently sexually active in nine of the
11 countries with information.

The Partner Relations (PR) surveys, car-
ried out by the World Health Organiza-
tion, also measured current sexual inter-
course among never-married adolescents;
while the measure used in these surveys
is not strictly comparable to the measure
we used, the results in countries includ-
ed in our analysis show very similar pat-
terns.* For example, according to the PR
survey in Thailand, 29% of never-married
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Table 3. Percentage of 20–24-year-olds who first had intercourse before age 20, by country, ac-
cording to gender, marital status at first intercourse and urban-rural residence

Region and country Women Men

Before marriage Within marriage Before marriage Within marriage

Total Rural Urban Total Rural Urban Total Rural Urban Total Rural Urban

Sub-Saharan Africa
Ghana 58 56 61 30 35 23 66 67 66 4 5 3
Mali 25 19 36 69 77 53 56 43 72 9 12 4
Tanzania 44 43 47 37 41 30 73 72 78 4 5 3
Zimbabwe 27 30 24 39 44 30 67 69 67 4 5 4

Asia
Philippines 4 5 5 23 29 19 26 20 31 6 6 5
Thailand 6 5 9 34 37 19 54 53 58 4 4 3

Latin America & Caribbean
Brazil 40 28 42 23 30 21 88 85 88 3 3 2
Costa Rica 27 27 27 30 37 21 68 66 68 2 3 2
Dominican Republic 15 14 16 45 57 40 76 73 77 7 8 5
Haiti 38 41 35 24 25 24 72 66 79 3 1 5
Jamaica 86 88 83 1 1 1 92 92 93 0 0 0
Peru 32 38 30 22 35 17 75 66 78 5 8 4

Developed countries
Great Britain 86 u u 2 u u u u u u u u
United States 75 79 74 6 6 7 u u u u u u

Note: u=unavailable.

Table 4. Percentage of never-married women and men who have ever had sex and percentage
who are currently sexually active, by country, according to gender and age-group 

Region and country Women 15–19 Men 15–19 Women 20–24 Men 20–24

Ever had Sexually Ever had Sexually Ever had Sexually Ever had Sexually
sex active sex active sex active sex active

Sub-Saharan Africa
Ghana 49 23 32 16 88 41 82 43
Mali 34 17 34 14 81 37 71 37
Tanzania 33 18 40 27 77 37 83 49
Zimbabwe 14 4 32 14 54 19 82 36

Asia
Philippines 1 0 12 3 7 1 41 9
Thailand 3 u 27 u 15 u 68 u

Latin America & Caribbean
Brazil 22 12 63 31 51 29 93 61
Costa Rica 15 6 42 19 34 11 78 38
Dominican Republic 13 5 48 19 44 16 85 48
Haiti 17 7 46 21 48 11 79 40
Jamaica 37 17 65 25 65 22 89 46
Peru 10 3 45 26 36 11 84 56

Developed countries
Great Britain 58 u 63 u 84 u 88 u
United States 45 33 55 u 75 57 90 u

Notes: Currently sexually active is defined as having had intercourse in the last month, except for U.S. women, for whom it reflects in-
tercourse in the last three months. u=unavailable.

*The PR estimates measure the proportion of young men
and women aged 15–19 who have never married and
who have had sexual intercourse within the past 12
months. Our study measures sexual activity within the
past month, so the levels are likely to be lower.
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a premarital sexual relationship are typi-
cally 3–4 years older; that is, young
women’s partners are in their early 20s.12

In the United States, 60% of the partners
of adolescent mothers aged 15–17 are
three or more years older.13 In some coun-
tries, such as Mali, the large majority of
adolescent women become sexually active
within marriage. However, the age gaps
between spouses are often large: Hus-
bands are, on average, 4–12 years older
than their wives in 13 countries of Sub-
Saharan Africa, and 3–8 years older in five
developing countries in other regions.14

What are the implications for the auton-
omy of young women in such marriages?

Other perturbing questions remain
unanswered. In countries where very high
proportions of young men initiate sexual
activity before age 15 and young women
postpone having sex, are young men ini-
tiating intercourse mostly with prosti-
tutes? How common is it for adolescents
to have multiple sexual partnerships over
a short period of time, or to have over-
lapping partnerships? Evidence from
Latin America suggests that this is a com-
mon pattern and that young men who
begin sexual intercourse at very young
ages are more likely than others to have
their first sexual experience with a pros-
titute.15 This factor, along with the find-
ings that men are likely to have sporadic
relationships and to have several partners
during their adolescent and young adult
years, suggests an increased chance that
they will become infected with an STD
(possibly HIV) by the time they marry.

Many health experts acknowledge that
sexual experience during adolescence in
and of itself does not necessarily involve
risk. If young couples use effective meth-
ods of protection against pregnancy and
STDs, and if their decision to enter into a
relationship is voluntary, physical and
psychological risks are minimized. The
concern is pressing, however— especial-
ly for women—when sexual relationships
are involuntary or not sanctioned by law
or custom and when contraceptive use is
absent or inadequate.

Nonmarital sexual relationships at any
age can expose women, particularly those
who are poor or lacking education, to an un-
certain future if they become pregnant or
give birth. But adolescent women, who are
usually not yet able to support themselves,
let alone any children they might have, are
likely to be even more undermined by the
lack of social, financial and legal support as-
sociated with nonmarital relationships.

The consequences of nonmarital sexu-
al intercourse are somewhat different for

men and 1% of never-married women
aged 15–19 had had sexual intercourse in
the 12 months preceding the survey. In
Manila (Philippines), the proportions were
15% among adolescent men and 0%
among adolescent women. And in Rio de
Janeiro (Brazil), these proportions were
61% among never-married males 15–19
and 9% among females.11

Discussion
Sexual activity takes a very different
course for young men and young women
in most of the 14 countries included in this
study. Among men, most sexual relation-
ships during the teenage years are non-
marital. Among women, a good propor-
tion—and the largest proportion in some
countries—occur within marriage. More-
over, because of these tendencies and be-
cause of age differences between partners,
adolescent sexual activity is not always
more common among men than among
women, even though in some countries,
males are more likely than females to be-
come sexually active at a very early age.
For never-married young people, partic-
ularly men, sexual intercourse appears to
be very sporadic; therefore, it probably in-
volves a number of partners over time.

Are the findings of this study—espe-
cially those pertaining to very early age
at sexual initiation—to be believed? It may
be difficult to accept that at least one in
four young men in Brazil, Costa Rica, the
Dominican Republic, Jamaica and the
United States have had intercourse before
their 15th birthday. Nevertheless, even
after allowing for some exaggeration, an
early start to male sexual activity proba-
bly is not uncommon in these countries.

Is it also to be believed that similar lev-
els of sexual experience are not attained by
Thai males until their 17th year and by Fil-
ipino males until their 19th year? It is some-
what reassuring that the PR surveys sup-
port this finding. However, in both types
of surveys, unmarried young men in these
two countries may underreport their sex-
ual activity, because of cultural reasons.

And what of the findings showing that
30% or more of females in Ghana, Mali,
Tanzania, Jamaica and the United States
have initiated sexual relationships by the
end of their 15th year? With whom are
these girls having sex, and how old are
their partners? And are these sexual rela-
tionships consensual? These questions
cannot be answered until more probing
qualitative research is conducted among
young adolescents. Data from the YARHS
surveys in Latin America show that the
partners of adolescent women who have

young men than for young women. For
young men who are not in a mutually
monogamous relationship or who do not
use condoms consistently, the severest
problem is the high risk of contracting or
transmitting STDs. Furthermore, if un-
protected coitus occurs and the young
woman becomes pregnant, and if the
young man does not walk away from the
situation, his life plans are likely to be
thrown into disarray.

Both the conditions and the implications
underlying early sexual relationships
among adolescents are likely to be widely
dissimilar from one cultural setting to an-
other. In developed and developing re-
gions, many nonmarital adolescent sexu-
al relationships are mutually voluntary and
monogamous. Some young people use ef-
fective protection and prevent pregnancy
and infection; some relationships soon lead
to marriage; and some adolescent women
who marry postpone their first birth.

However, many early sexual relation-
ships occur within a less-desirable context
and involve almost certain risk. Some
young men have their first sexual en-
counter with a prostitute at an early age
and then have sporadic relationships with
different partners in their later teens. Some
young women become sexually active at
an early age as a result of rape, incest or
coercive pressure to engage in sexual in-
tercourse or to enter prostitution. In some
countries where schoolgirls are likely to
exchange sexual favors for financial rea-
sons (e.g., to help with tuition payments),
an unmarried adolescent woman’s part-
ner could be a much older, married man. 

The recent trend of an increasing age at
marriage among women suggests that
levels of sexual activity during adoles-
cence may be declining. However, the pic-
ture is mixed: An analysis of data from 36
developing countries shows that although
the proportion of women who marry by
age 18 has declined in all but a few coun-
tries, the proportion who initiate sex by
age 18 has dropped much less; as a result,
a growing proportion of women are be-
coming sexually active before marriage
and at a young age.16

The current situation regarding con-
traceptive use among adolescents is also
mixed: In some countries, use is increas-
ing substantially, but levels are still low.
For example, in Ghana, the proportion of
married adolescents using a modern con-
traceptive method increased from 2% to
7% over the past decade.17 The moderate
levels of use found among married ado-
lescents in some countries (30–46% in
Brazil, Colombia, Indonesia, Thailand and
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Zimbabwe) are encouraging. In addition,
in most countries of Sub-Saharan Africa,
the majority of female adolescent contra-
ceptive users are unmarried, and unmar-
ried sexually active adolescents are more
likely than married adolescents to know
of, approve of and ever have used con-
traceptives. Even so, in a study of 26 de-
veloping countries, only in five were 25%
or more of unmarried sexually active ado-
lescents using a method.18

The data reported here, though limit-
ed, show that in most of the countries in-
cluded, a high proportion of adolescents
and young adults are potentially at risk for
a range of poor reproductive health out-
comes. Their actual level of risk depends
on whether they are using effective means
of protection against both pregnancy and
STDs, and using them consistently.

If educators and planners are to be able
to provide for the reproductive health
needs of adolescents, it is clearly impor-
tant to encourage quantitative and qual-
itative research that will provide more ac-
curate measures of teenagers’ sexual
behavior and a better understanding of
the circumstances surrounding their sex-
ual relationships. The quantitative data
presented here take a first, essential step
in that direction.
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Resumen
Contexto: La iniciación temprana de las re-
laciones sexuales y el contexto en el cual co-
mienza esta actividad son indicadores clave del
riesgo potencial que tienen los adolescentes de
tener un embarazo no planeado, de tener un
aborto y de contraerse una enfermedad trans-
mitida sexualmente (ETS). La información
comparativa sobre la conducta sexual de los
adolescentes de ambos sexos en diferentes pa-
íses asiste a los planificadores y trabajadores
de la salud a satisfacer las necesidades de este
grupo poblacional. 
Métodos: Se utilizaron datos obtenidos de las
encuestas más recientes de conducta repro-
ductiva que son representativas a nivel na-
cional, llevadas a cabo en 14 países de diferentes
partes del mundo, para evaluar las variacio-
nes regionales de la conducta sexual de los jó-
venes. El análisis se centró en la población de
los de 15–19 años de edad, aunque también se
utilizaron datos de los de 20–24 años para ob-
tener un panorama más completo de las dife-
rencias de comportamiento según el género du-
rante el período de la adolescencia.
Resultados: En la mayoría de los países, apro-
ximadamente un tercio o más de las adoles-
centes habían mantenido relaciones sexuales;
en cuatro países (Ghana, Malí, Jamaica y Gran
Bretaña), aproximadamente tres de cada cinco
tenían experiencia sexual. Entre la mitad y las
tres cuartas partes de los adolescentes varones
en siete países habían mantenido relaciones se-
xuales alguna vez, aunque la proporción fue
de un tercio o menos en Ghana, Zimbabwe, las
Filipinas y Tailandia. Las relaciones sexuales
durante los años de la adolescencia ocurren,
en su mayor parte, fuera del matrimonio entre
los adolescente varones, pero dentro del ma-
trimonio entre las mujeres. Los jóvenes que
nunca se habían casado eran bastante menos
proclives a ser activos sexualmente en ese mo-
mento, que a tener experiencia sexual alguna.
Por ejemplo, en Ghana, el 49% de las adoles-
centes que nunca se habían casado habían te-
nido relaciones sexuales alguna vez, pero sólo
el 23% lo habían hecho dentro del último mes.
Conclusiones: En la mayoría de estos paí-
ses, un elevado porcentaje de los adolescentes
se encuentran potencialmente en riesgo de ex-
perimentar un rango de resultados adversos
de salud reproductiva. Los planificadores de
los programas deberán identificar maneras
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nalement représentatives les plus récentes de
14 pays du monde sur les comportements pro-
créateurs ont servi à évaluer les variations ré-
gionales des comportements sexuels des jeunes.
Les analyses se concentrent sur la tranche des
15 à 19 ans, mais elles tiennent aussi compte
des données relatives aux 20 à 24 ans dans le
but de dresser un tableau plus complet des dif-
férences de comportement entre les deux sexes
durant l’adolescence.
Résultats: Dans la plupart des pays, environ
un tiers ou plus des adolescentes ont eu des rap-
ports sexuels; dans quatre pays (Ghana, Mali,
Jamaïque et Grande-Bretagne), trois sur cinq
environ possèdent une expérience sexuelle. En-
viron 50% à 75% des garçons adolescents de sept
pays ont déjà eu des rapports sexuels, mais la

para asistir a los adolescentes sexualmente ac-
tivos de forma que utilicen en forma coheren-
te medios de protección eficaces para evitar
tanto el embarazo como las ETS.

Résumé
Contexte: Les rapports sexuels précoces et le
contexte marquant le début de l’activité sexuel-
le sont des indicateurs clés du risque potentiel
de grossesse non planifiée, d’avortement et de
contraction de maladies à transmission sexuel-
le parmi les adolescents. Une étude compara-
tive du comportement sexuel des adolescents
et adolescentes dans différents pays aide les pla-
nificateurs de la santé et les prestataires à ré-
pondre à la demande des adolescents.
Méthodes: Les données des enquêtes natio-

proportion est d’un tiers ou moins au Ghana,
au Zimbabwe, aux Philippines et en Thaïlande.
Les jeunes non mariés sont nettement moins sus-
ceptibles d’être sexuellement actifs que de pos-
séder une expérience sexuelle. Par exemple, au
Ghana, 49% des adolescentes non mariées ont
déjà eu des rapports sexuels, mais 23% seule-
ment en ont eus durant le dernier mois écoulé.
Conclusions: Dans la plupart des pays à
l’étude, une grande proportion d’adolescents
courent potentiellement le risque d’issues mal-
heureuses en termes de santé de la reproduc-
tion. Les planificateurs de programme doivent
trouver le moyen d’aider les adolescents sexuel-
lement actifs à pratiquer, toujours, des méthodes
efficaces de contraception et de protection contre
les maladies à transmission sexuelle.
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te medios de protección eficaces para evitar
tanto el embarazo como las ETS.

Résumé
Contexte: Les rapports sexuels précoces et le
contexte marquant le début de l’activité sexuel-
le sont des indicateurs clés du risque potentiel
de grossesse non planifiée, d’avortement et de
contraction de maladies à transmission sexuel-
le parmi les adolescents. Une étude compara-
tive du comportement sexuel des adolescents
et adolescentes dans différents pays aide les pla-
nificateurs de la santé et les prestataires à ré-

pondre à la demande des adolescents.
Méthodes: Les données des enquêtes natio-
nalement représentatives les plus récentes de
14 pays du monde sur les comportements pro-
créateurs ont servi à évaluer les variations ré-
gionales des comportements sexuels des jeunes.
Les analyses se concentrent sur la tranche des
15 à 19 ans, mais elles tiennent aussi compte
des données relatives aux 20 à 24 ans dans le
but de dresser un tableau plus complet des dif-
férences de comportement entre les deux sexes
durant l’adolescence.
Résultats: Dans la plupart des pays, environ
un tiers ou plus des adolescentes ont eu des rap-
ports sexuels; dans quatre pays (Ghana, Mali,
Jamaïque et Grande-Bretagne), trois sur cinq
environ possèdent une expérience sexuelle. En-
viron 50% à 75% des garçons adolescents de sept

pays ont déjà eu des rapports sexuels, mais la
proportion est d’un tiers ou moins au Ghana,
au Zimbabwe, aux Philippines et en Thaïlande.
Les jeunes non mariés sont nettement moins sus-
ceptibles d’être sexuellement actifs que de pos-
séder une expérience sexuelle. Par exemple, au
Ghana, 49% des adolescentes non mariées ont
déjà eu des rapports sexuels, mais 23% seule-
ment en ont eus durant le dernier mois écoulé.
Conclusions: Dans la plupart des pays à
l’étude, une grande proportion d’adolescents
courent potentiellement le risque d’issues mal-
heureuses en termes de santé de la reproduc-
tion. Les planificateurs de programme doivent
trouver le moyen d’aider les adolescents sexuel-
lement actifs à pratiquer, toujours, des méthodes
efficaces de contraception et de protection contre
les maladies à transmission sexuelle.


