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Although most teenagers believe that 16 is too young an age
at which to have sex, one in four have had intercourse by
that age.1 And among sexually experienced teenagers, the
youngest are the most likely to report having had an older
first sexual partner.2 Sex at a young age and sex with an older
partner have been linked with increased risk of unintend-
ed teenage pregnancy, childbearing and STDs.3 Furthermore,
the combination of early sexual activity and having an older
partner may be associated with poor reproductive health
outcomes because of teenagers’ undeveloped decision-
making and negotiation skills and the potential for power
imbalances and sexual exploitation by older partners.4

In the 1990s, research that found that a substantial pro-
portion of children born to teenage mothers were fathered
by adult males highlighted the issue of sex between young
teenagers and older partners. According to this research,
the youngest teenage mothers were the most likely to have
had a much older male partner.5 State-level statutory rape
laws prohibiting sex between minors and adults were
strengthened in response to these findings.6 Yet, many young
teenagers engage in risky sexual relationships with older
partners that do not result in births.7 Thus, it is important
to examine correlates and consequences of all teenagers’—
not just teenage mothers’—early sexual relationships. 

In this article, we use data from males and females inter-

viewed in the 2002 National Survey of Family Growth (NSFG)
to examine teenagers whose sexual debut occurred at a young
age with an older partner. We ask the following research ques-
tions: What is the prevalence of first sex at a young age with
an older partner? What family and individual characteristics
are associated with having this type of relationship? Is hav-
ing sex at a young age, having sex with an older partner or
the combination of these behaviors associated with reduced
contraceptive use and increased risk of a teenage birth? And
are associations between these relationships and reproduc-
tive health outcomes due, in part, to characteristics of the
teenage-partner relationship? Because partner characteris-
tics differ by gender (and most sexual relationships involve
an older male and a younger female),8 we conducted all analy-
ses separately for males and females. A better understand-
ing of the prevalence, correlates and consequences of early
sexual activity with older partners will help inform teenage
pregnancy and STD prevention efforts. 

AGE AND AGE DIFFERENCE:

CORRELATES AND OUTCOMES

Extensive research has documented the associations be-
tween family and individual factors and early first sexual
intercourse. Teenagers whose parents have a low income
or low level of education, whose mother gave birth as a
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teenager, who belong to racial or ethnic minority groups
and who have relatively low cognitive ability are more like-
ly than others to have sex at an early age; teenagers who at-
tend religious services relatively frequently are less likely
than others to have early sex.9 In addition, females who ex-
perience menarche at an early age, those with an older dat-
ing partner and those with low educational attainment are
more likely than others to engage in sex at an early age.10

The few multivariate studies of factors associated with hav-
ing an older sexual partner suggest that females who grow
up without either biological parent or are Roman Catholic
are at increased risk of having sex with an older partner.11

Early age at first sex is associated with poor reproduc-
tive health outcomes: Teenagers who have sex at an early
age have reduced odds of using contraceptives and increased
odds of having multiple sexual partners, and thus are at
increased risk of a teenage birth or an STD.12 In addition,
having an older sexual partner is associated with reduced
and inconsistent use of contraceptives,13 including the con-
dom,14 and a greater risk of teenage pregnancy.15

The poor reproductive health outcomes associated with
having first sex at a young age with an older partner may occur
partly because these sexual experiences often are coercive
or take place within casual relationships. Teenage females
who have first sex at an early age and those who have an older
sexual partner are more likely than other women to report
that these sexual experiences were nonvoluntary and un-
wanted,16 and these coercive sexual experiences are associ-
ated with reduced contraceptive use and greater risk of a
teenage birth.17 Also, early sexual debut and having an older
partner are associated with casual relationships,18 which are
themselves associated with reduced contraceptive use.19 

HYPOTHESES

In this article, we examine four hypotheses. First, we hy-
pothesize that both males and females have sexual experi-
ences at a young age with older partners, although a larger
proportion of females than of males do so because males are
generally older than females in sexual relationships.20 Sec-
ond, we expect that family and individual socioeconomic
disadvantage, racial or ethnic minority status and growing
up without two biological parents are associated with hav-
ing sex at an early age with an older partner. Our third hy-
pothesis is that among both females and males, having early
sex and having an older partner are independently associ-
ated with reduced contraceptive use and increased risk of a
teenage birth, and the combination of the two factors is as-
sociated with especially poor reproductive health outcomes.

Finally, we expect that young teenagers with older partners
experience poor reproductive health outcomes partly because
these relationships are often casual or unwanted.

METHODS

Data and Sample

We used data from the 2002 NSFG, conducted by the Na-
tional Center for Health Statistics, which interviewed 7,643
females and 4,928 males aged 15–44; Hispanics, blacks and
teenagers were oversampled. We restricted our sample to
unmarried females and males aged 18–24 who responded
to questions on their first sexual relationship before age 18
to assess the role of older partners in early sexual rela-
tionships and to provide a comparison group of teenagers
who had had sex during their high school years. Individ-
uals aged 25 or older were excluded to reduce recall bias.

Our overall sample included 1,838 females and 1,426
males aged 18–24. For analyses examining contraceptive
use at first sex, we restricted our sample to the 1,113 females
and 869 males who had had intercourse before age 18. To
provide complete information on whether respondents had
experienced a teenage birth, we further restricted the sam-
ple to 808 females and 576 males aged 20–24. 

Measures

•Dependent variables. We examined three dependent vari-
ables: respondents’ age at first sex and age difference with
their first sexual partner, contraceptive use at first sex and
having or fathering a birth before age 20. Because we clas-
sified teenagers across first sexual relationships, we creat-
ed discrete categories of age and age difference with part-
ners. We based our decisions on state-level statutory rape
laws, which determine when it is illegal to have sex with a
minor, often on the basis of the age of the teenager and the
age of the partner. We chose to examine female and male
teenagers who had had sexual intercourse before or after
age 16—the modal age of consent at which teenagers are
legally allowed to have sexual intercourse, regardless of their
partner’s age.*21

For the first dependent variable, we divided the sample
of females into six categories: those who had had sex at an
early age (before age 16) with a partner five or more years
older, with a partner 3–4 years older and with a partner of
similar age (less than three years older); those who had had
sex at age 16–17 with a partner three or more years older†

and with a partner of similar age; and those who had not
had sex before age 18. Because of small sample sizes, we
divided males into four categories: those who had had sex
before age 16 with a partner three or more years older, those
who had done so with a partner of similar age, those who
had had sex at age 16–17 and those who had not had sex
before age 18.‡ We examined two categories of older part-
ners: those 3–4 years older and those five or more years
older. Because males were less likely than females to report
older partners, we combined the categories for males.
•Family and individual characteristics. Family background
factors included were mother’s education (less than high
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*In some states, sex before the age of consent is always illegal. The major-
ity of states, however, include language about age differences between
minors and their sexual partners. In these states, sex with teenagers younger
than the age of consent is illegal only if the age difference with their part-
ner is greater than that specified in the state’s law (generally 2–5 years).

†Because only 71 females had had first sex at age 16–17 with a partner five
or more years older, we used a single measure of having been aged 16–17
with a partner three or more years older.

‡Because only 36 teenage males had had first sex at age 16–17 with an older
partner, we did not differentiate between those who had had an older part-
ner and those whose partner had been similarly aged.
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analyses and changing the reference category of the vari-
able. Contrasts for females were based on separate analy-
ses with a six-level independent variable measuring age at
first sex and partners’ age difference; contrasts for males

school, high school, some college and bachelor’s degree or
higher), family structure at age 14 (two biological or adop-
tive parents, one biological and one adoptive parent or step-
parent, single biological parent and other) and a dichoto-
mous measure of whether the respondent’s mother had
had her first birth as a teenager. Individual characteristics
included were race and ethnicity,* immigrant status, early
menarche (before age 12) and religious attendance at age
14 (never, less than once a month, 1–3 times per month,
once a week and more than once a week). 
•First sexual relationship. We included measures of vol-
untary status and wantedness of respondents’ first sexual
experience, as well as a measure of type of relationship with
partner at first sex. To address voluntary status, females
(but not males) were asked “Would you say that this first
vaginal intercourse was voluntary or not voluntary, that is,
did you choose to have sex of your own free will or not?”
To address wantedness of first sex, females and males were
asked “Think back to the very first time you had vaginal in-
tercourse with a [male/female]. Which would you say comes
closest to describing how much you wanted that first vagi-
nal intercourse to happen?” The three possible responses
were “I really didn’t want it to happen at the time” (cate-
gorized as not wanted), “I had mixed feelings—part of me
wanted it to happen at the time and part of me didn’t” (cat-
egorized as mixed) and “I really wanted it to happen at the
time” (categorized as wanted). Relationship type at first sex
was categorized as cohabiting or engaged; going steady; or
going out once in a while, just friends, just met or other.
Because of small sample sizes, the second and third cate-
gories were combined for males. 

Analytic Methods 

We conducted bivariate chi-square analyses to assess the
associations between the selected characteristics and dif-
ferent combinations of age at first sex and partner age dif-
ference at first sex. Next, we conducted multinomial logistic
analyses to test the associations between the selected char-
acteristics and having first sex at an early age with an older
partner, rather than having first sex at age 16–17. We then
conducted logistic regression analyses, including sexual
history measures, to examine associations of age at first sex
and partners’ age difference at first sex with contraceptive
use at first sex and involvement in a teenage birth. 

Finally, we conducted contrast analyses to test whether
the combination of early first sex and an older partner was
associated with poor health outcomes. Thus, we tested
whether early first sex with an older partner was associat-
ed with lower odds of contraceptive use at first sex and high-
er odds of a teenage birth than were early first sex with a
similarly aged partner, first sex at age 16–17 with a simi-
larly aged partner and first sex at age 16–17 with an older
partner. Contrast estimates were obtained by repeating

*Because of the number of respondents reporting a race other than non-
Hispanic white or non-Hispanic black was small, they were combined with
non-Hispanic whites unless otherwise noted. Unless otherwise noted, “white”
refers to non-Hispanic white and “black” refers to non-Hispanic black.

TABLE 1. Percentage of females aged 18–24, by selected characteristics, according to
age at first sex and age of partner, 2002 National Survey of Family Growth

Characteristic Sex before age 16 Sex at age 16–17 No sex by

Partner Partner Partner Partner  Partner  
age 18

≥5  yrs. 3–4 yrs. <3 yrs. ≥3 yrs. <3 yrs.
older older older older older

Unweighted N 110 173 273 155 402 725
Weighted N (in 000s) 747 1,224 1,778 950 3,225 5,927

All 5.4 8.8 12.8 6.9 23.3 42.8

FAMILY
Maternal education*,†
<high school 27.0 20.1 23.1 22.0 12.8 17.6
High school 36.8 41.5 31.8 31.3 37.9 22.9
≥some college 36.2 38.4 45.1 46.7 49.3 59.6

Family structure at age 14*,†
Two biological/

adoptive parents 53.3 50.7 56.6 65.7 66.5 81.1
One biological parent

and one adoptive
parent/stepparent 15.6 19.3 14.8 13.2 13.9 5.3

Single biological parent 10.2 13.3 14.1 15.5 12.7 8.8
Other 20.9 16.8 14.5 5.6 6.9 4.9

Mother had a
teenage birth*,† 53.3 44.4 42.1 45.3 33.7 26.2

INDIVIDUAL
Race/ethnicity***,†
Hispanic 28.3 18.3 13.1 25.9 10.7 16.5
White 44.1 61.2 61.4 57.8 65.1 65.0
Black 20.9 17.2 19.5 11.9 18.6 10.6
Other 6.7 3.3 6.0 4.4 5.6 7.9

Foreign-born*,† 15.8 6.1 5.6 15.3 7.4 17.1

Menarche before 
age 12***,† 40.0 31.4 29.1 25.4 16.8 15.1

Religious attendance at age 14**,†
Never 18.0 30.6 22.6 15.0 13.2 12.2
Sometimes 35.0 28.5 32.3 25.8 36.2 21.4
Once a week 30.8 27.0 30.2 37.6 37.2 41.0
>once a week 16.2 14.0 14.9 21.6 13.4 25.4

FIRST SEXUAL RELATIONSHIP
Nonvoluntary** 24.6 15.5 10.7 9.6 7.0 na

Wantedness***
Not wanted 35.7 19.8 16.9 16.1 8.8 na
Mixed feelings 44.2 62.2 53.1 59.9 55.6 na
Wanted 20.0 18.0 30.0 24.0 35.6 na

Relationship type***
Cohabiting/engaged 5.1 4.0 2.4 13.4 3.9 na
Going steady 49.0 60.9 71.9 66.4 79.9 na
Other 45.9 35.1 25.7 20.2 16.2 na

OUTCOMES
Contraceptive use 
at first sex*** 45.1 72.1 64.8 61.7 73.9 na

Teenage birth***,‡ 41.0 45.9 32.3 34.2 18.8 na

*Difference is significant among respondents who had had sex before age 18 at p<.05. **Difference is signifi-
cant among respondents who had had sex before age 18 at p<.01. ***Difference is significant among respon-
dents who had had sex before age 18 at p<.001. †Difference is significant among all respondents at p<.001.
‡Among respondents aged 20–24. Note: na=not applicable.
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were based on separate analyses with a similar three-level
independent variable. 

All analyses were weighted, run separately by gender and
conducted in Stata to control for the complex sampling de-
sign of the NSFG.22

RESULTS

The mean ages of female and male respondents were 21.1
and 20.8 years, respectively. Of females, 63% were white,
15% black, 16% Hispanic and 6% of other racial or ethnic

groups; the proportions among males were 62%, 13%, 19%
and 6%. Fifty-two percent of respondents reported that their
mother had at least some college, and 17% said that she
had not graduated from high school.

Bivariate Analyses

•Females. More than half (57%) of women reported hav-
ing had sexual intercourse before age 18 (Table 1, page 199).
Fourteen percent had had sex before age 16 with an older
partner (5% with a partner five or more years older, and
9% with a partner 3–4 years older), and 13% had had sex
before age 16 with a partner of similar age. The remaining
30% had had sex at age 16–17 (7% with a partner three or
more years older, and 23% with a partner of similar age).
Among females who had had sex before age 16, 75% of older
male partners had been teenagers, including all of those
3–4 years older and 35% of those five or more years older
(not shown); in comparison, 81% of the partners of women
who had first sex at age 16–17 had been in their teens.

In general, women who had had early sex with an older
partner had the most disadvantaged family backgrounds,
whereas those who had not had sex before age 18 had the
most advantaged backgrounds. For example, 60% of fe-
males not sexually experienced at age 18 reported that their
mothers had attended or graduated from college, compared
with 36–38% of those who had had sex before age 16 with
an older partner and 45–49% of other sexually experienced
females. Also, women who had had early sex with an older
partner were the group with the lowest proportion resid-
ing with both biological parents at age 14 (51–53%), and
women who had had early sex with a partner at least five
years older had the highest proportion whose mother had
had a teenage birth (53%). In contrast, females who had
not had sex before age 18 were the group with the highest
level of religious service attendance and the lowest pro-
portion reporting early menarche. 

Among sexually experienced females, greater propor-
tions of those who had had sex before age 16 with an older
partner than of others reported their first sex had been non-
voluntary (16–25% vs. 7–11%), unwanted (20–36% vs.
9–17%) and with a casual partner (35–46% vs. 16–26%).
A smaller proportion of females who had had early sex with
a partner five or more years older than of others had used
contraceptives at first sex (45% vs. 62–74%), and a greater
proportion of females who had had sex before age 16 with
a partner three or more years older than of others had had
a teenage birth (41–46% vs. 19–34%). 
•Males. Fifty-eight percent of males had had first sex be-
fore age 18 (Table 2). Six percent reported that their sexu-
al debut had occurred before age 16 with a partner three
or more years older, 22% before age 16 with a partner less
than three years older and 31% at age 16–17; about two-
thirds of those who had had sex before age 16 reported their
first sex had been wanted. Males represented 27% of all
teenagers who reported a first sexual experience before age
16 with a partner three or more years older (not shown).
Among males who had had early sex with a partner three
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TABLE 2. Percentage of males aged 18–24, by selected characteristics, according to
age at first sex and age of partner

Characteristic Sex before age 16 Sex at age No sex by

Partner Partner
16–17 age 18

≥3 yrs. <3 yrs.
older older

Unweighted N 89 347 433 557
Weighted N (in 000s) 782 3,126 4,438 5,997

All 5.5 21.8 30.9 41.8

FAMILY
Maternal education*,‡
<high school 28.9 16.9 17.0 13.3
High school 37.1 37.6 29.7 31.2
≥some college 33.9 45.5 53.3 55.5

Family structure at age 14**,§
Two biological/adoptive parents 54.3 60.9 72.7 80.7
One biological parent and one 

adoptive parent/stepparent 7.9 12.0 9.7 6.0
Single biological parent 18.5 17.3 11.7 10.1
Other 19.4 9.8 5.8 3.2

Mother had a teenage birth*,§ 50.1 34.9 30.2 21.2

INDIVIDUAL
Race/ethnicity***,§
Hispanic 40.4 23.3 20.8 12.4
White 37.7 48.5 64.0 71.1
Black 19.6 21.6 12.2 7.9
Other 2.3 6.7 3.1 8.3

Foreign-born† 24.4 12.3 14.9 13.7

Religious attendance at age 14
Never 22.7 24.0 16.2 14.1
Sometimes 21.6 32.2 33.3 30.7
Once a week 40.2 29.2 35.4 37.6
>once a week 15.6 14.7 15.1 17.7

FIRST SEXUAL RELATIONSHIP
Wantedness
Not wanted 3.7 7.2 5.7 na
Mixed feelings 31.0 25.8 33.6 na
Wanted 65.3 67.0 60.8 na

Relationship type***
Cohabiting/engaged/going steady 14.5 52.6 59.1 na
Other 85.5 47.4 40.9 na

OUTCOMES
Contraceptive use at first sex* 61.2 67.3 76.5 na

Teenage birth**,†† 18.5 15.8 6.0 na

*Difference is significant among respondents who had had sex before age 18 at p<.05. **Difference is signifi-
cant among respondents who had had sex before age 18 at p<.01. ***Difference is significant among respon-
dents who had had sex before age 18 at p<.001. †Difference is significant among respondents who had had sex
before age 18 at p<.10. ‡Difference is significant among all respondents at p<.05. §Difference is significant among
all respondents at p<.001. ††Among respondents aged 20–24. Note: na=not applicable.
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Hispanic was associated with increased odds of having had
sex before age 16 with a partner five or more years older
(2.1), whereas a one-step increase in religious attendance
at age 14 (e.g., from never to less than once a month) was
associated with a 20% reduction in the odds of having had
early sex with a partner 3–4 years older (0.8).*

Several family and individual characteristics were asso-
ciated with women’s remaining abstinent until age 18. Hav-
ing lived with one biological parent and one stepparent or
adoptive parent and being black were associated with re-
duced odds of not having had sex by age 18 (odds ratios,
0.4 and 0.6, respectively); having a mother who had had
her first birth as a teenager was marginally significant. Being
foreign-born and more frequent religious attendance at age
14 were associated with increased odds of having been ab-
stinent until age 18 (2.2 and 1.2, respectively).

Among males, those who had lived with neither biological
parent at age 14 and Hispanics had significantly elevated
odds of having had first sex before age 16 with a partner
three or more years older (odds ratios, 3.7 and 2.4, re-
spectively); having lived with a single biological parent and
being black were associated with marginally elevated odds
of this outcome.† Males who had lived with one biological
parent and one adoptive parent or stepparent, Hispanics

or more years older, 74% had had teenage partners; the pro-
portion among males aged 16–17 at first sex was 93%. 

The proportions of males who had had first sex before
age 16, at age 16–17 and later were similar to those of fe-
males; however, a smaller proportion of males than of fe-
males reported early sex with a partner three or more years
older (6% vs. 14%). A smaller proportion of males who had
had sex before age 16 with an older partner than of others
reported that their mother had attended college (34% vs.
46–56%), said that they had lived with both biological par-
ents at age 14 (54% vs. 61–81%), were white (38% vs.
49–71%) and had gone steady with or been engaged to their
first sexual partner (15% vs. 53–59%). A greater propor-
tion of those who had had sex before age 16 with an older
partner than of others were Hispanic (40% vs. 12–23%)
and had a mother who had had a teenage birth (50% vs.
21–35%). Furthermore, regardless of age difference with
their partner, a smaller proportion of males who had had
sex at an early age than of others reported having used a
contraceptive at first sex (61–67% vs. 77%), and greater
proportions of males who had had sex at an early age than
of others had fathered a child as a teenager (16–19% 
vs. 6%). 

Multivariate Analyses

•Early sex with an older partner. Among females, those who
had lived with neither biological parent at age 14 and those
who had experienced early menarche had elevated odds
of having had first sex before age 16 with a partner 3–4 years
older (odds ratios, 3.1 and 1.9, respectively) or five or more
years older (3.5 and 2.7, respectively), relative to those who
had had first sex at age 16–17 (Table 3). In addition, being

TABLE 3. Odds ratios from multinomial logit analyses assessing associations between teenagers’ selected characteristics and
age at first sex and age of partner 

Characteristic Females Males

Early sex; partner Early sex; partner No sex by Early sex; partner No sex by
3–4 yrs. older ≥5 yrs. older age 18 ≥3 yrs. older age 18

Family
Mother's education‡ 0.89 0.92 1.11 0.88 0.95
Family structure at age 14

Two biological/adoptive parents (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
One biological and one adoptive/stepparent 1.71 1.43 0.37*** 1.07 0.57*
Single biological parent 1.15 0.83 0.72 2.04† 0.84
Other 3.07** 3.54** 0.72 3.70** 0.58

Mother was a teenager at first birth 1.15 1.49 0.71† 1.55 0.74

Individual
Race/ethnicity

Hispanic 1.38 2.07* 0.97 2.35* 0.49***
White/other (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Black 0.94 1.23 0.62* 2.15† 0.55*

Foreign-born 0.54 1.24 2.21** 1.23 1.13
Menarche before age 12 1.88** 2.66** 0.80 .na .na
Religious attendance at age 14§ 0.80** 0.91 1.22** 0.96 1.10†

N 1,838 1,426
F(df) 6.40(40)*** 7.35(27)***

*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. †p<.10. ‡Ordered categorical variable: less than high school, high school, some college and bachelor’s degree or higher. §Ordered cat-
egorical variable: never, less than once a month, 1–3 times per month, once a week and more than once a week. Notes: These analyses test the associations between
selected characteristics and having first sex at an early age with an older partner or not having sex by age 18, rather than having first sex at age 16–17. ref=reference
group. na=not applicable. 

*In separate analyses not shown in Table 3, in which the reference cate-
gory was first sex before age 16 with a similarly aged partner, Hispanic fe-
males had elevated odds of having had early sex with a partner five or more
years older. In addition, foreign-born females had marginally elevated odds
of this outcome. 

†In separate analyses not shown in Table 3, in which the reference cate-
gory was first sex before age 16 with a similarly aged partner, males who
had lived with neither biological parent had marginally higher odds of hav-
ing had sex before age 16 with a partner three or more years older, rather
than with a similarly aged partner. 
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and blacks had reduced odds of postponing sex until age
18 (0.5–0.6), whereas those who had attended religious
services more frequently had marginally increased odds of
remaining abstinent (1.1).
•Contraceptive use at first sex and teenage childbearing. In
multivariate analyses controlling for family and individual
characteristics, having been younger than 16 at first sex,
having had a first partner five or more years older, being
Hispanic and being foreign-born were associated with re-
duced odds of females’ having used contraceptives at first
sex (odds ratios, 0.4–0.7—Table 4). After sexual history char-
acteristics were added to the model, age difference between
partners, being Hispanic and being foreign-born remained
negatively associated with contraceptive use (0.4–0.6); age
at first sex became nonsignificant. In addition, women
whose first sexual experience had been unwanted and those
whose first relationship had been casual had reduced odds

of contraceptive use (0.6 and 0.7, respectively), although
the latter finding was only marginally significant.

Women who had first had sex before age 16 had greater
odds than those who had done so at age 16–17 of having
a teenage birth (odds ratio, 1.6); having a partner who was
3–4 years older was marginally associated with an increased
risk of teenage birth (1.6). Having a mother who had had
a teenage birth and being Hispanic or black were positive-
ly associated with having a teenage birth (1.8–2.2), where-
as a one-step increase in maternal education (e.g., from high
school to some college) was associated with a 40% reduc-
tion in the odds of having had a teenage birth (0.6). After
characteristics of first sexual experience were added to the
model, age at first sex remained positively associated with
teenage birth (1.7); the association between age difference
at first sex and teenage birth became nonsignificant. One
first sexual relationship characteristic was associated with
teenage birth: Women who had been cohabiting with or
engaged to their first partner had nearly three times the odds
of those who had been going steady with their first part-
ner of having a teenage birth (2.9). 

Among males, being younger than 16 at first sex was mar-
ginally associated with decreased odds of contraceptive use
(odds ratio, 0.7—Table 5). Partners’ age difference at first
sex was not significantly associated with the outcome. Being
black was positively associated with contraceptive use at
first sex (1.7), and having lived with neither biological par-
ent at age 14 was negatively associated with contraceptive
use (0.4). When first sexual relationship characteristics were
added to the model, the association between age at first sex
and contraceptive use remained marginally significant (0.7),
and the associations of black race and family structure with
the outcome remained significant (1.8 and 0.5, respectively).
In addition, men who had had a casual first sexual rela-
tionship had reduced odds of having practiced contra-
ception at first sex (0.7)

Compared with males who had had sex at age 16–17,
those who had had sex before age 16 had greater odds of
having fathered a child as a teenager (odds ratio, 2.9); His-
panics, those whose mothers had had a teenage birth and
those who had lived with neither biological parent at age
14 also had increased odds of this outcome (2.6–4.0). When
first sexual relationship characteristics were added to the
model, all the significant associations from the first model
remained significant. In addition, males whose first sexu-
al experience had been unwanted had more than four times
the odds of those who had mixed feelings of having fathered
a child as a teenager (4.3).
•Contrasts of associations with age and partner age differ-
ence. In contrast analyses controlling for family and indi-
vidual characteristics, females who had had first sex before
age 16 with a partner five or more years older had lower
odds of practicing contraception at first sex compared with
those who had had first sex before age 16 with a similarly
aged partner or at age 16–17 with a similarly aged partner
(odds ratios, 0.4 and 0.5, respectively—Table 6, page 204).
Women who had had first sex before age 16 with a partner

Young Teenagers and Older Sexual Partners

TABLE 4. Odds ratios from multivariate logit analyses assessing the associations be-
tween selected characteristics and teenage females’ likelihood of contraceptive use
at first sex and of having had a teenage birth

Characteristic Contraceptive use‡ Teenage birth§

Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2
(N=1,113) (N=1,113) (N=808) (N=808)

Age at first sex
<16 0.73* 0.77 1.59** 1.73**
16–17 (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

Age difference at first sex
Partner <3 yrs. older (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Partner 3–4 yrs. older 1.26 1.31 1.57† 1.50
Partner ≥5 yrs. older 0.50** 0.55** 1.48 1.42

Family
Maternal education†† 1.09 1.09 0.62*** 0.64***
Family structure at age 14

Two biological/adoptive parents (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
One biological and one 

adoptive parent/stepparent 1.25 1.32 1.03 1.09
Single biological parent 1.01 1.01 0.91 0.89
Other 1.10 1.18 1.07 1.00

Mother had a teenage birth 1.01 0.98 1.80*** 1.81***

Individual
Race/ethnicity

Hispanic 0.46** 0.46** 2.17* 2.07*
White/other (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Black 0.85 0.85 1.81** 1.96**

Foreign-born 0.40** 0.38*** 1.50 1.38
Menarche before age 12 0.90 0.88 1.20 1.18
Religious attendance at age 14‡‡ 1.03 1.03 0.97 0.98

First sexual relationship
Nonvoluntary .na 1.29 .na 1.06
Wantedness

Not wanted .na 0.58* .na 0.70
Mixed feelings (ref) .na 1.00 .na 1.00
Wanted .na 0.96 .na 0.67

Relationship type
Cohabiting/engaged .na 0.87 .na 2.85*
Going steady (ref) .na 1.00 .na 1.00
Other .na 0.70† .na 0.91

F(df) 6.95(13)*** 5.50(18)*** 6.39(13)*** 5.21(18)***

*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. †p<.10. ‡Among respondents aged 18–24. §Among respondents aged 20–24. 
††Ordered categorical variable: less than high school, high school, some college and bachelor’s degree or higher.
‡‡Ordered categorical variable: never, less than once a month, 1–3 times per month, once a week and more than
once a week. Notes: The reference category is first sex at age 16–17. ref=reference group. na=not applicable.
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riences occurring before age 16 with a partner three or more
years older were among males. This proportion is higher
than estimates from the National Center for Juvenile Jus-
tice (NCJJ), which found that only 5% of statutory rape re-
ports to law enforcement were made by males.24 

One primary difference between the studies is that the
NSFG estimates were classified solely by the ages of the
teenagers and their sexual partners, whereas the NCJJ es-
timates were based on subjective decisions by teenagers
and their families to report cases to law enforcement. Also,
the NSFG estimates show that the majority of young males
with older partners classified their sexual experience as
wanted, which may be associated with less reporting to law
enforcement than occurs among females, who were more
likely to classify these sexual relationships as unwanted
and nonvoluntary. Lower reporting of statutory rape and
higher wantedness of these sexual relationships among
males may reflect cultural norms or peer encouragement
for males to initiate sexual experiences. Alternatively, greater

3–4 years older had marginally higher odds of contracep-
tive use than those who had had sex before age 16 but with
a similarly aged partner (1.5). When we added first sexu-
al relationship characteristics to the model, the difference
in contraceptive use between women who had early sex
with a partner five or more years older and those who had
early sex with a similarly aged partner remained significant
(0.4), whereas the difference with those who had had sex
at age 16–17 with a similarly aged partner became marginally
significant. The marginal difference in contraceptive use
between women who had early sex with a partner 3–4 years
older and those who had early sex with a similarly aged part-
ner became significant (1.6).

In analyses of teenage births among females, those who
had had early sex with a partner five or more years older
did not differ significantly from any of the comparison cat-
egories. Women who had had early sex with a partner 3–4
years older had increased odds of teenage birth compared
with those who first had had sex at age 16–17 with a simi-
larly aged partner (odds ratios, 3.0) or a partner 3–4 years
older (2.5). In addition, women who had had early sex with
a partner 3–4 years older had marginally higher odds of
teenage birth than those who had had early sex with a sim-
ilarly aged partner (1.7). When we added first sexual rela-
tionship characteristics to the model, the marginal differ-
ence in teenage birth between those who had had early sex
with a partner 3–4 years older and those who had had early
sex with a similarly aged partner became nonsignificant.
All other significant findings remained significant.

Among males, the only significant comparison was that
those who had had sex before age 16 with a partner three
or more years older had marginally higher odds of having
fathered a child as a teenager than those who had delayed
first sex until ages 16–17 (odds ratio, 2.6). This association
became significant when first sexual relationship charac-
teristics were added to the model.

DISCUSSION

This article provides an exploratory view of first sexual re-
lationships between young male and female teenagers and
older partners. We found that among 18–24-year-olds, 14%
of females and 6% of males had had their first sexual rela-
tionship before age 16 with a partner at least three years
older, and that 5% of females had had first sex before age
16 with a partner five or more years older. Therefore, on
the basis of our weighted estimates, almost two million fe-
males and 782,000 males in this cohort have an increased
risk of poor reproductive health outcomes. 

Prevalence and Partner Information 

These are the first available nationally representative analy-
ses that provide gender-specific information on sexual re-
lationships between young teenagers and older partners.
As hypothesized, and consistent with age differences in re-
lationships among adults,23 a smaller proportion of males
than of females reported having sex at a young age with an
older partner. Yet, more than one-quarter of sexual expe-

TABLE 5. Odds ratios from multivariate logit analyses assessing the associations be-
tween selected characteristics and teenage males’ likelihood of contraceptive use at
first sex and of having fathered a child as a teenager

Characteristic Contraceptive use‡ Teenage birth§

Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2
(N=869) (N=869) (N=576) (N=576)

Age at first sex
<16 0.67† 0.69† 2.85* 2.75*
16–17 (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

Age difference at first sex
Partner <3 yrs. older (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Partner ≥3 yrs. older 0.82 0.91 0.79 0.94

Family
Maternal education†† 1.05 1.05 1.03 1.00
Family structure at age 14

Two biological/adoptive parents (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
One biological and one 

adoptive/stepparent 0.94 0.93 1.58 1.71
Single biological parent 0.67 0.69 1.16 1.37
Other 0.44** 0.45** 3.97** 4.80***

Mother had a teenage birth 0.73 0.75 3.11** 3.19**

Individual
Race/ethnicity

Hispanic 0.70 0.71 2.55* 2.66*
White/other (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Black 1.67* 1.75* 1.09 1.18

Foreign-born 0.87 0.83 0.53 0.55
Religious attendance at age 14‡‡ 0.94 0.95 0.95 0.97

First sexual relationship
Wantedness

Not wanted .na 0.99 .na 4.26*
Mixed feelings (ref) .na 1.00 .na 1.00
Wanted .na 0.82 .na 1.10

Relationship type
Cohabiting/engaged/

going steady (ref) .na 1.00 .na 1.00
Other .na 0.66* .na 0.65

F(df) 2.75(11)** 2.57(14)** 3.34(11)*** 3.93(14)***

*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. †p<.10. ‡Among respondents aged 18–24. §Among respondents aged 20–24. ††Ordered
categorical variable: less than high school, high school, some college and bachelor’s degree or higher. ‡‡Ordered
categorical variable: never, less than once a month, 1–3 times per month, once a week and more than once a week.
Notes: The reference category is first sex at age 16–17. ref=reference group. na=not applicable.
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reporting among females may be because of larger age dif-
ferences with older male partners, which may be more like-
ly to qualify as statutory rape under state laws.25

Family and Individual Correlates 

As hypothesized, family and individual factors were asso-
ciated with having had sex at a young age with an older part-
ner. Hispanic males and females, black males and those who
lived at age 14 with neither biological parent had increased
odds of having had sex at a young age with an older part-
ner. The finding on family structure suggests that teenagers
with the fewest family supports have the highest odds of
engaging in risky sexual relationships, possibly because of
limited parental monitoring or because teenagers from dis-
advantaged families tend to have more problem behaviors
and riskier peers than others.26 The association between
Hispanic ethnicity and early sex with an older partner con-
firms prior research suggesting that Hispanics—especially
those with greater ties to their families’ countries of origin—
may have different cultural norms than whites about ap-
propriate age differences between dating and sexual part-
ners.27 Also, we found that early menarche was associated
with women’s elevated odds of having sex at a young age
with an older partner, whereas greater religious attendance
was associated with reduced odds. The result concerning
menarche supports previous findings that females with an
early age of development are more likely than others to date
older partners28 and to engage in sex at an early age.29 The
finding on religious attendance supports research linking
greater attendance to reduced sexual activity.30

Reproductive Health Outcomes

As hypothesized, early age at first sex and a large age dif-
ference with a first partner were independently associated
with the odds of contraceptive use and a teenage birth
among females; however, only having had a much older part-
ner was associated with reduced contraceptive use, where-
as having had a partner 3–4 years older was associated with
marginally increased odds of a teenage birth. The result con-
cerning contraceptive use complements other research and

suggests that females may have reduced negotiating power
in their relationships with older males.31 One study sup-
ports these findings by showing that female teenagers fear
more negative reactions from older partners than from sim-
ilarly aged partners if they bring up using a condom.32 

In addition, the combination of young age at first sex and
having had an older partner was associated with especial-
ly high odds of teenage birth. Specifically, females who had
had early sex with a partner 3–4 years older had greater
odds of having a teenage birth than those who had had early
sex with a similarly aged partner and those who had had
sex at age 16–17. These findings correspond with estimates
suggesting that teenage births occur disproportionately
among young women who have had older partners;33 such
teenage births, however, may not involve women’s first sex-
ual partners.

Females who had had sex before age 16 with a partner
five or more years older had lower odds of contraceptive
use at first sex than those who had had first sex before age
16 or at age 16–17 with a similarly aged partner, but not
lower odds than those who had had sex at age 16–17 with
an older partner. Thus, we cannot say that those who had
had early sex with an older partner had especially low odds
of contraceptive use, although both age and age difference
were independently associated with this outcome. Inter-
estingly, females with partners 3–4 years older had greater
odds of using contraceptives than those with similarly aged
partners. Although we do not know who initiated contra-
ceptive use in these relationships, these findings suggest
that some older male teenagers (in this case, still high
school–age) may be more motivated than younger males
to use contraceptives. Alternatively, females may be more
comfortable negotiating positive contraceptive outcomes
with males who are 3–4 years their senior than with those
who are even older. 

Among males, early age at first sex, but not age differ-
ence, was associated with reduced contraceptive use and
elevated odds of fathering a child as a teenager, suggesting
that no additional barriers to contraceptive use are associ-
ated with having an older sexual partner in this sample.

Young Teenagers and Older Sexual Partners

TABLE 6. Odds ratios from contrast analyses assessing the relative likelihood of contraceptive use at first sex and having had
a teenage birth, by age at first sex and age difference between partners, according to gender

Age at first sex/partners’ age difference Contraceptive use Teenage birth

Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2

Females (N=1,113) (N=1,113) (N=808) (N=808)
Early sex/partner ≥5 yrs. older vs. early sex/similarly aged partner 0.35*** 0.42** 1.68 1.82
Early sex/partner ≥5 yrs. older vs. sex at 16–17/similarly aged partner 0.53* 0.61† 0.95 0.98
Early sex/partner ≥5 yrs. older vs. sex at 16–17/partner ≥5 yrs. older 0.73 0.82 0.61 0.76

Early sex/partner 3–4 yrs. older vs.  early sex/similarly aged partner 1.49† 1.56* 1.70† 1.62
Early sex/partner 3–4 yrs. older vs.  sex at 16–17/similarly aged partner 0.97 1.07 3.01*** 3.00***
Early sex/partner 3–4 yrs. older vs. sex at 16–17/partner 3–4 yrs. older 1.03 1.09 2.54** 2.56*

Males (N=869) (N=869) (N=576) (N=576)
Early sex/partner ≥3 yrs. older vs.  early sex/similarly aged partner 0.97 1.12 0.92 1.14
Early sex/partner ≥3 yrs. older vs. sex at 16–17 0.63 0.75 2.57† 3.01*

*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. †p<.10. Notes: Odds ratios for Model 1 are net of all individual and family controls included in Model 1 of Tables 4 and 5; odds ratios for
Model 2 are net of all individual, family and first sexual relationship controls included in Tables 4 and 5.
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age with an older partner combined all teenagers who de-
layed sex until age 16–17, regardless of partners’ age; ide-
ally, we would have used separate comparison categories
for similarly aged and older partners. Despite these limi-
tations, our analyses provide a new examination of sex be-
tween young teenagers and older partners and the link be-
tween these relationships and poor reproductive health
outcomes.

Implications

Our findings highlight the importance of preventing early
sex, regardless of partners’ age difference, and of prevent-
ing sex with an older partner, especially for females. An
emerging body of research suggests a role for parents, ser-
vice providers and communities in helping define norms
of appropriate age differences between teenagers and their
dating and sexual partners; however, no consensus exists
on what age is too young for sex and how large an age dif-
ference is too large for sexual partners.39 And a qualitative
study of teenage mothers’ accounts of their relationships
with much older partners suggests that some teenagers may
perceive that their families, peers and communities con-
sider older partners to be normal.40 According to the ex-
tensive research literature, parents may have an influence
on adolescent sexual behaviors through communication
and monitoring of their teenagers’ activities.41 Our research
suggests that parents should monitor teenagers’ partners
and intervene if a partner is much older or younger. Also,
our findings highlight the importance of culturally appro-
priate interventions for Hispanic and black families and
communities to address potential risks associated with sex
at a young age and with older partners.42

Effective pregnancy prevention programs incorporate
role-playing exercises to help teenagers negotiate decisions
about whether to have sex and practice contraception with
sexual partners.43 Our research suggests that it may be ap-
propriate to incorporate exercises on how to deal with the
pressures for risky sex from an older, higher status part-
ner. And in light of our finding that many teenagers engage
in sex with older teenagers, prevention efforts should at-
tempt to reach teenagers and adults, to educate them about
the legal and ethical implications of age differences within
sexual relationships. 
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CORRECTION

“In This Issue” in the September 2006 edition of
Perspectives on Sexual and Reproductive Health stated that
Diana Greene Foster and colleagues’ study of pregnan-
cies averted by California’s Family PACT program included
estimates of public-sector savings attributable to the pro-
gram. The estimates were not from the authors’ analysis,
but were cited in the Discussion section of the article.


