The Deter m i n a n t s o f F i r s t S e x b y A g e 1 4 i n a H i g h - R i s k
Adolescent Population
By Frank L. Mott, Michelle M. Fondell, Paul N. Hu, Lori Kowaleski-Jones and Elizabeth G. Menaghan

A study using data for mothers from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth and their children
aged 14 or older indicates that, after accounting for a wide range of demographic and socioeconomic antecedents, children are significantly more likely to become sexually active before age 14
if their mother had sex at an early age and if she has worked extensively. In addition, early sexual
debut is eight times as likely among black boys as among non-Hispanic white boys. Children who
use controlled substances at an early age are more than twice as likely to have sex before age 14
as those who do not, although the type of substance having an effect is different for girls (cigarettes)
and boys (alcohol). Church attendance is an important determinant of delayed sexual activity, but
only when a child’s friends attend the same church.
(Family Planning Perspectives, 28:13–18, 1996)

T

he literature examining the various
paths by which children become sexually active is substantial. Most of
this literature focuses on psychological and
social characteristics that may affect the risk
of early sexual initiation.1 Some research,
however, has focused on the effects of biological factors. For example, Udry and colleagues have documented that a mother’s
age at puberty is similar to that of her children and that the children of women who
were sexually active at an early age are
more likely than other children to have sex
at a young age.2 These associations probably reflect biological factors as well as the
likelihood that parents suggest, either verbally or through their behavior, that early
sexual activity is acceptable.
Demographic and socioeconomic studies have found significant associations between early sexual activity and factors
such as family economic disadvantage,
large family size, minority-group status,
an unstable family environment and low
maternal education.3 Many of these factors may be viewed as predictors of socially unacceptable activities such as stealing, fighting and use of controlled
substances, which have also been linked
by research to early sexual activity.4
Some studies have identified factors associated with delays in sexual initiation.
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For example, a strong future orientation
has been linked to delayed sexual activity among younger children and to later
childbearing.5 In addition, some researchers have suggested that religious involvement, often measured by frequency
of attendance at services, either is related
to or directly promotes the delay of sexual intercourse until a later age or until a relationship is legitimized.6
Unfortunately, in many of these studies, the data measuring the dependent and
independent variables were collected at
the same time, making it difficult to make
inferences about causality. In the research
reported on in this article, we use unique
longitudinal data for a national sample of
high-risk adolescents to explore how various dimensions of a child’s background
may be linked to early sexual activity.

Data and Methods
The National Longitudinal Survey of
Youth (NLSY) originally included over
12,000 men and women aged 14–21 in
1979. This data set, about equally divided
between men and women, overrepresents
blacks and Hispanics, which permits statistically reliable racial and ethnic comparisons. The respondents have been interviewed annually since 1979 on topics
including employment, education, health,
marital history, fertility, income, household
composition and geographic residence. As
of 1992, the final outcome year for this
analysis, only about 10% of the original
civilian sample had been lost to attrition;
there appear to be no significant biases in
the data because of this modest loss.
During the 1988, 1990 and 1992 surveys,
the NLSY also collected data from children

aged 10 or older who had been born to the
female NLSY respondents. Thus, for the
youngest children in our sample, we had
only one report, while for the oldest children, we had as many as three. The topics covered included attitudes toward
school, religious attendance, alcohol and
drug use, sexual activity (only for those
aged 13 or older) and dating and friendship patterns. In all instances, we used the
child’s earliest report. For a very large proportion of the sample, this information
was available at age 10 or 11; for more than
90% of the sexually active subset of children, the responses to these items were
given before they became sexually active.
For the research reported on in this article, we considered only adolescents aged
14 or older by 1992. Because the mothers
of these youth would all have been between the ages of 27 and 35 as of the 1992
survey round, they were all younger than
22 when they gave birth to the children in
our study. Indeed, our data show that
about 80% of these children were born to
women younger than 20. Viewed from the
perspective of early childbearing, socially unacceptable behavior or human capital development, many of their family
traits are those of a high-risk population
group: Almost 90% of the mothers reported having had sexual intercourse before age 18, about half had not attained a
high school diploma, and a large proportion were well on their way toward attaining an above-average family size.
The outcome measure for these
women’s adolescent children is whether
or not they had had sex by age 14. Altogether, there were about 500 adolescents
for whom we could obtain this information. Each child entered the sample at the
first survey point after his or her 14th
birthday and was included only once. This
protocol is used throughout except for the
summary sexual activity statistics presented in Table 1 (page 14).
The great majority of the respondents
in our sample had not become sexually active by age 14. Those who had numbered
between 89 and 101—some respondents
had provided reports on age at first sex in
more than one survey round, and not all
of them had consistently reported the
13
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of time since birth that
the child had a father
figure in the home.
For the children, we
Girls
include items that measure participation in soN
%
cially unacceptable ac360
2.7
246
10.8
tivities that previous
154
27.3
studies have found to
87
47.1
be associated with early
40
65.8
intercourse, such as
fighting, stealing and
substance use. We also
consider factors that may influence adolescents to delay having sex. As measures
of future orientation, we include the adolescent’s intended age at marriage, intended age at first birth and expected educational attainment. In our examination
of the role of religion, we take previous research a step further by attempting to clarify whether the effects found in other studies reflect religious involvement per se or
whether they reflect social pressures within a religious peer group.
In addition, we consider whether an
adolescent’s feelings about school—including friendships, teacher quality and
general environment—are related to age
at first sex. Two additional variables—the
number of a child’s opposite-sex friends
less the number of same-sex friends, and
the age of adolescent daughters at menarche—act as proxies for the physiological
and social variables considered by Udry
and others.7

Table 1. Cumulative percentag es of adolescents who have become
sex u a l ly a c t i v e by a given ag e, a c c o rd i n g t o g e n d e r, ch i l d r e n o f
r e s p o n d e n t s t o t h e N a t i o n a l L o n g i t u d i n a l S u r v ey o f Yo u t h ,
1988–1992
Age

13
14
15
16
17

All

Boys

N

%

N

%

749
509
320
169
78

8.6
17.7
31.2
54.9
68.6

389
263
166
82
38

14.7
24.6
35.0
63.1
72.1

Note: The data in Tables 1–3 are weighted for race and ethnicity.

same age. In all but two cases, we chose
to use the earlier report; we believed that
there was a greater likelihood that an older
child would reconstruct an earlier report
than that a younger child would lie about
current behavior. Nevertheless, we ran
several of the regressions we are presenting in this research using both the lower
and upper boundary estimates and found
no substantial difference in the results.
We consider several factors from the
mother’s own adolescence and also examine the impact of more recent maternal
and family characteristics and behavior
that occurred after the child was born but
before his or her initiation of sexual activity. Our primary focus is on the relative
importance of the characteristics and behavior of the adolescent and those of the
mother and family.
Because of the apparent connection between early sex and various socially unacceptable adolescent activities, we include two items that are not available in
most data sets—measures of the mother’s
involvement in antisocial activities and
her use of controlled substances during
her adolescence—as well as her age at
menarche and age at first sex. The inclusion of these two items permits us to clarify the relative importance of the mother’s biological and psychosocial traits and
her behavior during adolescence as predictors of the age at which her child becomes sexually active.
We also include as explanatory variables measures of family and maternal factors that available evidence suggests may
be interwoven with the adolescent characteristics that are central to this research.
The longitudinal nature of the NLSY allowed us to construct these measures
using prospective data. These measures
include the average weeks worked per
year by the mother since the child’s birth
and the percentage of surveys during
which a grandparent was living in the
child’s home, as well as proxies for the
families’ long-term (since the child’s birth)
economic well-being and the percentage
14

Before sorting out the predictors of having sex before age 14, we examine the actual patterns of early sex among these
high-risk youth. The sample for each age
includes all those who attained that age
in the NLSY sample in 1988, 1990 or 1992
and for whom we have reports on sexual
activity. Thus, as may be seen in Table 1,
our largest sample is for 13-year-olds. Our
samples for older ages are smaller because
most of the children had not attained those
ages by 1992.
The Table 1 sample is distinctly different conceptually from that used for the remaining analyses: In the Table 1 sample
only, selection for high-risk characteristics increases with age, with the oldest
children being at the greatest risk because
they were born to the youngest mothers.
In addition, some children are included
in more than one age category in Table 1
because we have reports on sexual experience for them at more than one age. For
example, the 78 youth for whom we have
reports at age 17 are also included in samples for all younger ages.
About 9% of the NLSY children reported that they had been sexually active before age 13. This percentage escalates with
increasing age—about 18% before age 14,
31% before age 15 and about 55% before
age 16. At the younger ages, the boys in
the sample were substantially more likely than the girls to have become sexually
active, a pattern that is consistent with the

Tabl e 2 . D e m o g r a p h i c a n d s o c i o e c o n o m i c ch a r a c t e r i s t i c s o f ch i l d s u r vey r e s p o n d e n t s ag ed
1 4 o r o l d e r i n 1 9 9 2 , by g e n d e r a n d s ex u a l ex p e r i e n c e by a g e 1 4 , a n d o f a l l c h i l d s u r v ey r e spondents
Characteristic

Aged ≥14

All ages

Total

Boys

Girls

Sex

No sex

M o t h e rs
Age at first sex (median)
Age at menarche (median)
Age at birth of child (median)
Yrs. of schooling (median, 1988)
% with <12 yrs. of schooling
Avg. wks. worked per yr.,
1979–1992

16.0
12.9
17.7
12.0
49.6

15.9
12.9
17.9
12.1
51.5

16.1
12.9
17.6
11.9
47.9

15.6
13.0
17.4
12.1
46.1

16.1
12.9
17.8
12.0
50.3

17.6
13.2
24.5
12.6
24.8

24.4

24.9

23.9

23.9

24.5

28.0

Children
% black
% Hispanic

38.0
9.8

40.1
10.4

35.6
9.2

56.3
6.5

33.9
10.5

17.6
8.1

Region
Northeast (%)
North central (%)
West (%)
South (%)

11.0
27.2
14.6
47.2

10.8
24.5
14.8
49.9

11.0
29.9
14.5
44.6

11.7
18.8
13.1
51.6

11.1
28.0
13.9
43.9

15.5
31.0
17.4
36.1

1.8

1.8

1.9

1.5

1.9

2.5

62.0

62.0

62.0

47.0

65.0

58.0

13.0
2.9

13.0
2.9

13.0
2.9

15.0
3.0

13.0
2.9

25.0
2.3

Household
Avg. income-to-needs ratio,
1979–1992
% of surveys mother’s partner/spouse
was present, 1979–1992
% of surveys grandparent was
present, 1979–1992
No. of children (median, 1988)
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Table 3. Perc e n t ag e o f a d o l e s c e n t s g i v i n g i n d i c a t e d r e s p o n s e t o s e l e c t e d b e h av i o r a l a n d a t t i t u d i n a l m e a s u r e s , by g ender and sexual ex p e r i ence by ag e 14
Response

Total

Boys

Girls

Sex

No sex

B a d ch i l d †
Had to bring parents to school because of bad behavior (once or more)
Stayed out longer than parents wanted (more than twice)
Hurt someone badly enough to need bandages/doctor (once or more)
Lied to parents about something important (twice or more)
Took something from store without paying (once or more)
Damaged school property on purpose (once or more)
Got drunk (twice or more)
Skipped a day of school without permission (twice or more)
Stayed out at least one night without permission (twice or more)

23.2
26.0
17.3
29.1
10.4
3.7
5.2
6.5
6.3

30.0
31.4
22.7
30.3
12.5
5.2
6.6
5.2
9.1

16.6
20.6
11.9
27.9
8.2
2.2
3.9
7.7
3.6

37.8
36.2
28.2
36.1
15.3
1.7
9.8
8.8
12.6

20.0
23.7
14.9
27.6
9.3
4.1
4.2
5.9
4.9

Sch o o l s a t i s f a c t i o n ‡
Easy to make friends (very true)
Most teachers willing to help (very true)
Most classes boring (not at all true)
Don’t feel safe (not at all true)
Most teachers don’t know subject well (not at all true)
Can get away with almost anything (not at all true)
Schoolwork requires me to think hard (very true)
Person has freedom to learn what interests him (very true)

49.3
48.9
19.1
64.1
64.2
47.5
61.6
41.6

53.8
49.7
17.6
62.9
64.8
45.4
63.6
41.7

44.8
48.1
20.6
65.3
63.6
49.6
59.7
41.6

44.5
47.6
17.0
58.8
55.6
45.9
62.7
46.0

50.4
49.2
19.6
65.3
66.0
47.8
61.4
40.5

Substance use in last 3 mos.
Cigarettes (yes)
Alcohol (yes)
Marijuana (yes)
Other drugs (yes)

7.0
10.4
1.0
0.1

7.3
9.7
0.8
0.2

6.8
11.2
1.2
0.0

19.3
21.3
1.0
0.0

4.3
8.0
1.0
0.1

Future orientation
Expect to complete college (yes)
Expect to marry at age 20 or later§ (yes)
Expect to have children at age 22 or later§ (yes)

60.3
34.3
26.6

55.9
37.0
26.5

64.6
31.6
26.6

59.7
29.2
23.1

60.4
35.4
27.3

N e g a t i v e p e e r i n flflu
uences
Pressure to try cigarettes (yes)
Pressure to try drugs (yes)
Pressure to drink alcohol (yes)
Pressure to skip school (yes)
Pressure to commit crime/violence (yes)

14.8
8.5
19.1
20.2
7.6

12.3
8.9
19.8
22.0
11.6

16.9
8.1
18.5
18.5
4.0

18.2
10.9
27.4
28.7
12.8

14.0
7.9
17.1
18.1
6.3

Gender of friends
Same-sex friends outnumber opposite-sex friends by ≥10
Same-sex friends outnumber opposite-sex friends by 0–9
Opposite-sex friends outnumber same-sex friends by 1–9
Opposite-sex friends outnumber same-sex friends by ≥10

20.0
62.3
13.7
4.0

19.8
61.9
13.6
4.6

20.2
62.8
13.8
3.3

19.4
57.6
12.7
10.3

20.1
63.4
13.9
2.6

C h u rc h a t t e n d a n c e
≥twice/mo. and friends attend same church
≥twice/mo. and no friends attend same church
<twice/mo.

31.5
19.8
48.7

29.9
18.8
48.1

37.5
17.8
43.4

24.4
22.7
52.9

33.8
18.9
47.3

†Possible responses were: never, once, twice and more than twice. ‡Possible responses were: very true, somewhat true, not too true and not true at all. §Includes never.

results from most other studies.8
It is difficult to compare the statistics for
our sample with those for a fully representative national sample or, indeed, with
those for other high-risk samples because
of differences in the quality, completeness
and comparability of reporting. In a national sample of young men, Sonenstein
and colleagues found that 11% had had sex
before age 14 and 21% had done so before
age 15.9 These percentages are substantially lower than those for our sample. On
the other hand, Centers for Disease Control estimates from the 1990 Youth Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS) suggest that about
49% of ninth-grade boys (whose modal
age is 14 at the beginning of the school
year) have had sex.10
Data from the 1988 National Survey of
Family Growth (NSFG) suggest that the
young women in our sample began sexVolume 28, Number 1, January/February 1996

ual activity at a younger than average
age.11 About 26% of 15-year-olds and 32%
of 16-year-olds in the NSFG had ever had
sex, compared with 27% and 47%, respectively, in our sample. However, 1990
estimates from the YRBS indicate that 32%
of ninth-grade girls (modally 14 years old)
and 43% of 10th-grade girls reported ever
having had sex. When one interpolates between ages, the YRBS estimates are not
dissimilar to ours—but our sample is presumably at a much higher risk. Thus, like
the data for boys, these statistics are difficult to interpret.

Sexual History
The bivariate data in Table 2 indicate in
some detail not only how our sample differs from a fuller national cross section, but
also how the families of children who had
become sexually active by age 14 may dif-

fer from the families of children who had
not. The table provides socioeconomic data
both for all the children in the NLSY sample in 1992, which probably includes about
two-thirds of the children who will be born
to the original NLSY female sample, and
for our selected sample of high-risk youth.
As the table shows, the mothers of the
children who were at least 14 in 1992 had
their children at a much younger age, have
much less education, have more children,
are poorer and are somewhat less likely
to be working. They are also more likely
to be black and to be living in the South.
If comparisons had been made with a nationally representative sample, the differences in many of the characteristics
would have been greater. For example, the
national high school graduation rate for
all women in this age-group is about
87%,12 compared with rates of 75% for all
15
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Table 4. Interc o r r e l a t i o n s a m o n g s e l e c t e d ch a r a c t e r i s t i c s o f m o t h e rs a n d ch i l d r e n
Measure

1

1. Mother’s age at menarche
2. Mother’s age at first sex
3. Mother’s early-behavior score†
4. Mother’s substance use score‡
5. Daughter’s age at menarche
6. Child sexually active by age 14
7.“Bad child” score
8. Child’s substance use score
9. Opposite-sex less same-sex friends
10. Neg. peer-influence score

2
0.21**

3
–0.04
–0.10*

4
–0.01
–0.12**
0.12*

5
0.16*
0.10
§
§

6
–0.02
–0.16**
0.04
0.00
–0.06

7
–0.01
–0.16**
0.04
0.00
–0.01
0.18**

8

9

–0.01
–0.08
0.05
0.06
0.00
0.15**
0.33**

0.00
–0.13**
–0.01
–0.02
0.08
0.07
0.05
0.00

10
–0.02
–0.08
–0.03
0.06
0.01
0.12**
0.06
0.00
–0.01

*p<.05. **p<.01. †Developed from a series of eight items addressed to the mothers in 1980. One point was added to the overall score for each of the following: 1) taking a car without owner’s permission;
2) breaking into a building to steal or just to look around; 3) destroying property more than once; 4) shoplifting; 5) smoking marijuana more than once; 6) using force to obtain money or things; 7) attacking
someone with the intent to injure them; or 8) trying to get something from someone by lying to them. The range of scores on the overall variable is from zero (no bad behavior) to eight. ‡A composite of cigarette and alcohol use items asked in 1984. Alcohol use was coded one if the mother had had six or more drinks on at least two occasions in the previous month. Cigarette use was coded one if the mother had had one or more cigarettes per day in the previous month. §Correlations between mother’s behavior as an adolescent and daughter’s age at menarche are not included because these items have
no logical connection.

NLSY mothers and 50% for our sample.
Demographically, the families of children who had had sexual intercourse by
age 14 differ little from those of children
who had not: Maternal education, family
size and even mother’s age at the birth of
the child show only small differences.
However, racial and ethnic differences are
more substantial, as are associated geographic differences. As we expected, several of the family economic and social attributes show modest differences. Thus,
although the sample overall is socioeconomically constrained, children who had
had sex by age 14 were more likely to be
from a poor family, to lack a father figure
in the home and to have a mother who
was sexually active at an early age.
We now shift to psychosocial variables
that may be antecedents of early sexual activity. Table 3 (page 15) shows results for
the aspects of child behavior and attitudes
we were able to measure. Except for the
peer influence items, these data were collected before the children had had sex.
Children who became sexually active before age 14 were less likely to have obeyed
their parents regarding curfews, were
much more likely to have hurt someone
in a fight, were somewhat more likely to
have lied to their parents about something
important and were substantially more
likely to have gotten into trouble at school.
As in other studies, there is strong evidence that very early substance use is associated with subsequent early sexual activity.13 Both early cigarette and alcohol
use are linked to early sex, but the number of children in the sample admitting to
the use of other substances is too small for
meaningful analysis. In contrast, there is
little evidence that children’s feelings of
satisfaction or dissatisfaction with their
school are related to early intercourse.
We had expected to find at least some
connection between stronger future ori16

entation and later sexual initiation.14 However, there was very little difference in expected age at marriage or age at first birth
between children who had had sex before
age 14 and those who had not. Even more
surprising, children who expected to complete college were no less likely than those
who did not to have had sex at an early
age. This similarity may be an artifact of
their more homogeneous socioeconomic
status. It may also reflect a lack of realism
regarding their educational future: Fully
60% of the whole group expected to complete college, although only about 25% of
new adult cohorts in the United States actually do so.15
Although several peer influence items
relate to early sexual activity in the direction we expected, these associations
should be interpreted with caution because
1992 was the only survey year in which we
asked these questions. For this reason, we
did not include these items in our final
multivariate equations, although we tested them in supplementary analyses.
The two remaining items in Table 3 are
included to explore the effects of peer interaction. The first of the two, which examines the association between the gender mix of one’s friends and early sexual
activity, does suggest that having a much
greater number of opposite-sex friends at
a relatively early age may be related to
early intercourse. This result is consistent
with the theory that early physical development may be associated with earlier
sexual activity; however, our data show
no apparent link between age at menarche and age at first sex.
The results for the measures of religious
influence shown in the table suggest that
peer norms within a church-based social
network are more important than attendance at services in delaying sexual initiation. Whether this effect is due to the
friends themselves or to institutional pres-

sure warrants further investigation.
Although our modest sample precludes
presenting separate tabular statistics for
boys and girls by whether or not they had
had sex by age 14, the data suggest some important differences between boys and girls
in behavior that may be related to early sexual activity. However, despite the gender
differences in individual items, boys and
girls had similar scores on overall scales incorporating those items (not shown).

M o t h e r- C h i l d C o r r e l a t i o n s
Before clarifying the independent crossgenerational links between a mother’s
early sexual activity and that of her child,
we explore the extent to which this behavior is intimately linked with other attributes that research has suggested may
influence the likelihood of early sexual initiation. Table 4 includes the zero-order correlations between selected maternal and
child factors of interest.
As we expected, the mother’s age at
menarche is significantly associated both
with her own age at first sex and with her
daughter’s age at menarche. However,
two proxies for the mother’s early social
adjustment—a summary measure based
on eight items relating to the mother’s
adolescence (mother’s early behavior
score) and early substance use—show no
association with any of the child’s attributes. These two maternal measures were
included in the NLSY 1980 survey round,
during which the mothers were aged
15–22. Maternal age at first sex is significantly associated not only with the two
maternal social measures but also with
several of the children’s early social behaviors and their likelihood of being sexually active by age 14.
In contrast, the daughter’s age at puberty is associated neither with age at first
sex nor with other early social behavior
that might predict precocious sex. Finally,
Family Planning Perspectives

a child’s likelihood of becoming sexually
active by age 14 is significantly related to
several types of socially unacceptable behavior. Early sex is significantly associated with above-average scores on the “bad
child” index and the child substance use
index (both measured before age 14) and
the negative peer-influence scale (measured after or at about the time the adolescent became sexually active).

Multivariate Results
Because our dependent variable is dichotomous, we use a multivariate logit approach to explore the independent effects
of the various factors on the odds of becoming sexually active by age 14. This
analysis includes all 450 children for
whom we had complete information on
the relevant variables. The multivariate results in Table 5 are presented in the form
of multiplicative odds ratios; for all the dichotomous measures, the coefficients represent the odds of having sex by age 14 for
the specified category in comparison with
the reference category. For example, black
children are 2.78 times as likely as nonHispanic white children to have sex by age
14. For continuous variables, the odds
change by the indicated amount for each
unit of change in the measure. For example, each additional year that a child’s
mother delayed having sex is associated
with a reduction in the child’s odds of having sex by age 14 by a factor of 0.74.
The variables included in the multivariate analysis are loosely grouped conceptually and temporally. The early maternal variables include several items that
act as proxies for less recent cross-generational physiological and social influences.
A social factor that affects a child’s behavior may do so through the child’s observation and emulation of ongoing maternal behavior or, more likely, through
verbal transmission of values across generations. The more recent maternal and
family variables reflect behavior that has
been more directly observable by the child
and that may directly affect the child’s attitudes and behavior.
The social and psychological measures
in Table 5 are, for the most part, summary
scales based on the items in Table 3 and
identified by the categories shown in that
table. One exception, the child loneliness
index, is an average score for the 1988–1992
period based on items scaled from one (not
lonely at all) to three (very lonely).
Even with the wide range of controls in
the table, the age at which the mother of a
child in this sample became sexually active
remains a strong predictor of when the
Volume 28, Number 1, January/February 1996

child becomes sexually
Table 5. Odd s o f h av i n g s ex by ag e 14, by va r i a ble , a c c o rd i n g t o
active. This independent g ender
cross-generational linkAll
Boys
Girls
age exists among both Variable
(N=451)
(N=232)
(N=219)
boys and girls, independent of observable social Early maternal
Age at first sex
0.74**
0.76**
0.67**
and economic factors in Age at menarche
0.95
0.88
1.15
Early substance use
0.84
0.80
0.92
either generation.
0.90
0.87
0.79
Surprisingly, the wide Early behavior score
range of contemporary C o n t e m p o r a ry maternal/family
1.09
1.09
1.23
maternal and family Mother’s yrs. of schooling, 1988
No. of children in home, 1988
1.12
1.15
1.16
variables have little pre- Mother’s avg. wks. worked per yr.,
1979–1992
1.03**
1.05**
1.02
dictive value for differof surveys mother’s partner was
entiating children who % present,
1979–1992
0.52
0.37
0.57
have sex before age 14 % of surveys grandparent was present,
1979–1992
0.85
0.59
0.73
from those who do not.
family income-to-needs ratio,
The one significant Avg.
1979–1992
0.77
0.80
0.59
proximate maternal pre- Urban residence, 1988
1.69
1.89
1.05
dictor is the mother’s C h i l d d e m o g r a p h i c
employment: Children Male
4.34**
na
na
2.78*
8.03**
0.56
whose mother has spent Black†
Hispanic†
1.01
2.31
0.36
more time at work over Daughter’s age at menarche
na
na
0.95
the years are more likeC h i l d p s y ch o s o c i a l
ly to have had early sex- “Good school” score
0.98
0.94
1.03
ual intercourse. At least “Bad child” score
1.14
1.22
0.98
2.31**
3.59**
1.48
some other research that Substance use score
Future orientation
1.11
1.14
0.98
has reported this result Loneliness score
2.41
4.50
1.72
suggests it may be relat- Church attendance with friend‡
0.38**
0.32**
0.35*
0.98
0.89
1.04
ed to effects of work on Church attendance without friend‡
Opposite-sex friends less same-sex
the amount of maternalfriends
1.00
1.00
1.01
1.00
1.00
1.01
child interaction and Home emotional support score, 1988
maternal supervision in
Intercept
1.14
3.05
4.08
the home.16 (Although
Log likelihood ratio
83.48
56.15**
24.22
the coefficient for boys *p<.05. ** p<.01. †Reference category is non-Hispanic white children. ‡Reference category
attains statistical signif- is church attendance less than twice a month. Notes: Significance of all variables except mother’s years of schooling, race/ethnicity, mother’s weeks worked and loneliness index is detericance and that for girls mined
by one-tailed tests; na=not applicable.
does not, the difference
between the effects on
boys and girls is not significant.)
ever, that the significant association beAlthough other studies have found that tween black race and early sexual activia mother’s education per se affects her ty exists only among boys. This gender
child’s age at first sex, our data show no difference, which may be culturally based,
such result. In addition, neither the absence warrants further investigation. Unfortuof a father figure nor the presence of grand- nately, our sample is not large enough to
parents is significantly related to early sex- allow clarification of interactions between
ual activity. And although the results are gender and race.
in the expected direction, we found no asWe shift now to the social and psychosociation between economic well-being logical characteristics of the child. As in
and the likelihood of early sex, possibly be- other research, substance use (in this incause of the relative homogeneity of the stance, a combined measure of cigarette
sample. Finally, urban residence, the one and alcohol use) is a powerful and robust
contextual factor in the equation, does not predictor of subsequent early sexual achave a significant effect.
tivity for the combined sample and for
As in most other studies,17 being black boys. This aggregate finding masks a genis a significant predictor of early sex in the der variation: Supplementary analysis of
overall sample. Thus, even in a high-risk the individual items (not presented here)
group, racial differences in early sex re- indicates that early alcohol use is associmain after the introduction of controls for ated with early sexual activity for boys,
a variety of factors that often are consid- while early smoking is a predictor of early
ered to vary between racial groups. We sex for girls. It may be that this gender diffound no difference between Hispanic ferential reflects different normative preschildren and white children in the likeli- sures within boys’ and girls’ “subcultures.”
hood of early sex. The results show, howOur “bad child” index, which combines
17
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a variety of socially unacceptable activities,
does not attain significance. We ran additional equations using the individual items
(not shown here), but none of them are significant predictors of early sexual activity.
Although our future orientation and
loneliness items do not attain significance,
there is indeed a pronounced religiositypeer interaction. Boys and girls who attend church at least twice a month but
who do not have any friends attending
their church are no different from less frequent churchgoers in their likelihood of
early sexual activity. However, children
who attend church regularly and have
peers attending the same church are less
than half as likely to be sexually active by
age 14 as their counterparts who do not
attend church.

Conclusions
In this article, we used unique longitudinal
data for a national sample of high-risk adolescents and their mothers to examine how
various dimensions of a child’s background
may be linked to early sexual activity. We
considered several factors from the mother’s adolescence and examined the impact
of more recent maternal and family characteristics and behavior that occurred during the child’s life but probably prior to his
or her initiation of sexual activity.
We also had extensive information on the
adolescent children’s behavior and attitudes
that for the most part preceded their initiation of sexual activity. This combination
of more and less recent family, maternal and
child attributes permitted us to explore
longer and shorter term links between a
child’s background and his or her likelihood
of becoming sexually active at an early age.
We have shown that sexual activity levels for young high-risk youth are elevated. In our sample of adolescents, most of
whom are from disadvantaged backgrounds, many are repeating the behavior pattern of their mothers. If they also repeat the early childbearing pattern of their
mothers, they will be doing so in a political and social environment that may well
be less friendly than the one their parents
encountered.18
Clearly, mothers transmit tendencies toward certain types of behavior to their children in various ways. Whether they do so
by expressing approval or through their
own behavior is not clear. However, this
process appears to be independent of standard socioeconomic predictors. We also
have presented evidence that for these
high-risk children, early sex does not appear to be physiologically based. Our results also suggest that although some so18

cial attributes may be important predictors
of early sex, positive feelings about school
do not appear to affect the likelihood of
early sex. We were surprised to find no association between our proxy measures of
future orientation or delayed gratification
and subsequent sexual activity.
The relatively wide range of social, psychological, economic and early background variables we have been able to incorporate into our research exceeds what
many other researchers have had available. Although this data set includes factors that other researchers have hypothesized as being related to early sexual
activity, we have found only limited statistical connections. The mother’s age at
sexual debut clearly has an effect, although the mechanism remains unclear.
Early drinking among boys and early
smoking among girls appear to be associated with early sex, but church networks
seem to be a mitigating factor. We also
have found evidence that negative peer
influences can be damaging, although we
cannot establish causality.
With one possible exception—maternal
employment—we have found no evidence that contemporary family structure
or economic well-being has a significant
influence. Nevertheless, our findings are
for a group of relatively high-risk adolescents, large proportions of whom are from
low-income, single-parent families. Although it is encouraging that precocious
sexual behavior may not be closely linked
with relatively intractable economic and
household structure factors, the cross-generational and peer links we have found
may be no more readily susceptible to program or policy interventions.
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