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Sexual Values and Risky Sexual Behaviors 
Among Latino Youths 

CONTEXT: Understanding Latino youths’ sexual values is key to informing HIV prevention eff orts. Few studies have 
examined associations between culturally based sexual values and behaviors among Latinos.

METHODS: A sample of 839 sexually active Latinos aged 16–22 residing in San Francisco were interviewed in 
2003–2006. Multiple regression and multinomial logistic regression analyses were conducted to examine 
associations between sexual values and behaviors, while adjusting for language use (a proxy for acculturation) 
and other covariates. 

RESULTS: The importance attached to female virginity was negatively associated with the number of sexual 
partners women had had in their lifetime (odds ratio, 0.8) and in the past year (0.9), and was positively associated 
with women’s nonuse of condoms, rather than consistent use, during the fi rst month of their current relationships 
(1.8). For men, the importance of satisfying sexual needs increased with the numbers of lifetime and recent sexual 
partners (1.4 and 1.1, respectively), and with inconsistent  condom use in the fi rst month of their relationships (1.9). 
Comfort with sexual communication was positively associated with inconsistent use or nonuse of condoms in the 
last month of both men’s and women’s current relationships (2.0–2.2). For women, considering satisfaction of sexual 
needs important was associated with more sexual partners only among those who attached little value to female 
virginity.

CONCLUSIONS: It is important to integrate themes of virginity and sexual desire into intervention curricula so youth 
can better understand how these sexual norms infl uence their developing sexual identities and behaviors. 
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Sexual values that may infl uence sexual behaviors and sex-
ual health outcomes among Latino youths have received 
scarce attention. Yet they merit attention, as Latina women 
in the United States are at higher risk for adolescent preg-
nancy than are their non-Latina white counterparts.1 

Latinas are 2.8 times as likely as non-Latina whites to 
give birth at ages 15–19; overall, they have the highest 
pregnancy rate and birthrate among all ethnic groups in 
the United States.2 Although Latina women initiate sexual 
intercourse at later ages than non-Latinas, they are less 
likely to use contraceptives once they begin having sex.2 
Young Latinos of both genders are also disproportion-
ately affected by STDs, including HIV.3 These data raise 
signifi cant public health concerns, given that Latinos are 
the fastest growing ethnic minority group in the United 
States and are expected to constitute approximately 25% 
of the population by the year 2050.4 Furthermore, the U.S. 
Latino population is relatively young compared with other 
ethnic groups; therefore, studies of youths’ sexual values 
are particularly critical.4 

Behavioral interventions that seek to promote safer sex 
typically fail to address Latino youths’ cultural values; as a 
result, they often are ineffective.5–8 The current study aims 
to elucidate links between young Latinos’ sexual values and 
risky sexual behaviors. We used sexual values measures 

that were developed in a culturally grounded manner, 
which employed an innovative combination of qualitative 
and quantitative methodologies.9 Our previous research 
and work by others indicate that youth may assimilate in 
certain cultural domains, but not in others, such as sexual 
values.9,10 Therefore, we focused on sexual values identi-
fi ed as important by Latino youths, which we believe are 
more proximally related to youths’ sexual behaviors than 
are general cultural values and norms (e.g., familism and 
religiosity). By presenting one of the fi rst studies to exam-
ine Latino youths’ sexual values and behaviors, we hope to 
offer insight into how to shape effective preventive inter-
ventions with young Latinos. 

BACKGROUND
Acculturation and Sexual Risk
Studies that examine acculturation, or the process of 
change that immigrants experience in response to the 
dominant culture, provide clues regarding underlying val-
ues that may infl uence sexual behaviors.7,11 Low levels of 
acculturation are associated with low levels of sexual activ-
ity, delayed initiation of sexual intercourse and reduced 
numbers of sexual partners.12–16 However, associations 
between acculturation and sexual behaviors are complex. 
English and Spanish language use appear to be  differentially 
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related to sexual activity depending on whether adoles-
cents are U.S.- or foreign-born. Among new immigrants, 
Latino adolescents living in English-speaking homes are 
at lower risk for engaging in sexual activity than are their 
counterparts in Spanish-speaking homes; among U.S.-born 
Latino youths, the opposite is true.16 Without adequately 
nuanced cultural and sexual measures, it is impossible to 
fully understand these associations and assess underlying 
causality. Moreover, acculturation may be either protective 
or risk-enhancing, depending upon the sexual outcome 
studied. Level of acculturation is negatively associated 
with both delayed onset of sexual initiation and condom 
use.17–19 Studies utilizing global measures of acculturation, 
language preference or country of birth do not provide 
direct information about sexual values.11 Thus, it is dif-
fi cult to interpret associations between acculturation and 
sexual behaviors, and to determine which sexual values 
are protective and which enhance risk.20

Sexual Values and Sexual Behaviors
Several sexual values identifi ed in studies with Latino 
adults, including notions about female virginity, sexual 
desire and sexual communication, may be important 
for youths. Gender role norms, such as marianismo (i.e., 
women as chaste, virtuous and submissive) and machismo 
(i.e., men as strong, independent and in a position of 
authority) infl uence sexual values and affect sexual behav-
ior among Latino adults.6,21,22 These norms suggest that 
women should maintain their virginity until marriage18,23 
and that men have little control over sexual impulse.24 
They also may infl uence youths’ behavior. For instance, 
if virginity is important to a young woman, she may delay 
sexual intercourse; however, once she initiates inter-
course, she may fail to use condoms, because individuals 
who believe that premarital sexual activity is unacceptable 
are less likely than others to plan for contraceptive use.25 
Similarly, if a young man accepts the notion that he has 
low control over his need for sex and a high need for sex-
ual satisfaction, the result may be a relatively high number 
of sexual partners and little condom use.24

Sexual communication may also refl ect cultural values. 
Among adult Latina women, acculturation is positively 
related to sexual communication with partners, which 
is positively associated with condom use.26 However, 
because Latina women are expected to be chaste or naive, 
sexual communication between men and women is often 
considered inappropriate and is therefore limited.18,21 

Sexual Values Among Youths
Among young Latinos, liberal attitudes toward premarital 
sex are associated with increased levels of sexual activity 
(ranging from kissing to intercourse).27 Similarly, Latino 
mothers’ liberal attitudes toward premarital intercourse 
are positively associated with their teenage children’s 
levels of sexual activity (again, ranging from kissing to 
intercourse).28 In a prospective study of sexual communi-
cation among ethnically diverse sexually active adolescent 

women, the reported amount of discussion with partners 
about contraception was positively related to the frequency 
of contraceptive use.29

However, previous work has identifi ed barriers to sex-
ual communication among Latino youths. In qualitative 
interviews, young Mexican men reported discomfort using 
sexual terms around women and expressed the belief that 
young women were not permitted to use or hear these 
words.30 Similar gender-specifi c communication patterns 
have also been documented among young Puerto Rican, 
Dominican and Cuban women.31

Notions related to sexual desire also appear to be im-
 portant. The inability to control oneself sexually has been 
described as a predominantly male trait;32 however, Latina 
women also describe the phenomenon of “losing con-
trol” or not being able to stop intercourse from happen-
ing.31 Traditionally, men have been perceived as having 
an urgent need to orgasm, and as fi nding it diffi cult or 
impossible to stop sexual activity once they are sexually 
aroused.33 Endorsement of this notion of uncontrollabil-
ity and related constructs is negatively associated with 
condom use intentions among Latino adolescents.33 In an 
earlier article, we found no support for a measure assess-
ing lack of sexual control, but Latino youths—both men 
and women—described the idea of satisfaction of sexual 
needs as important.9 Therefore, we focused on this aspect 
of sexual desire in our current research. 

Latina women may experience confl icting emotions 
related to premarital virginity. Although young Latinas 
acknowledge the existence of cultural norms about the 
importance of virginity, some report engaging in sexual 
activity prior to marriage without feeling guilt, shame or 
dishonor.30 However, others view past sexual activity with 
regret, and many report using “secondary abstinence” as a 
strategy to combat these feelings.34 Thus, the idea of main-
taining virginity until marriage exists as a cultural norm, 
but how this notion infl uences young women’s behavior 
remains unclear. 

Furthermore, other compelling beliefs and values 
regarding sexuality may confl ict with the idea that virgin-
ity is important.31,34 For example, if young Latinos consider 
female virginity important, they may keep their number of 
partners low even if their need for sexual satisfaction is 
high. We examined this possibility in our current study.

CURRENT STUDY
We examined cross-sectional associations between 
young Latinos’ sexual values and behaviors, adjusting 
for language use (the most commonly utilized proxy 
measure for acculturation in studies examining youths’ 
sexual outcomes11) and other covariates. We focused on 
three sexual values that emerged as particularly salient 
in our formative research (importance of female virgin-
ity, importance of sexual satisfaction and comfort with 
sexual communication) and fi ve sexual outcomes (age 
at initiation of intercourse, number of sexual partners 
over youths’ lifetime and in the past year, and frequency 
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of condom use during the fi rst and last month of the 
current sexual relationship). 

We hypothesized that individuals who considered 
female virginity important would report an older age at 
initiation of intercourse and fewer sexual partners than 
those who did not share this belief. We also expected that 
endorsement of this value would be associated with a 
relatively low level of condom use during the fi rst month 
of a sexual relationship, because individuals who believe 
premarital sexual activity is unacceptable are less likely 
than others to plan for contraceptive use.25 We did not 
hypothesize an association between virginity and condom 
use in the last month, given that notions of virginity may 
be less likely to affect condom use once a sexual relation-
ship is under way. 

Individuals who viewed satisfaction of sexual needs as 
important were expected to prioritize fulfi lling their sexual 
needs and, therefore, to report earlier initiation of inter-
course, more partners and less condom use than others. 
Given traditional notions of male sexuality, we expected 
these associations to be particularly salient for men. 

Open sexual communication between partners, par-
ticularly communication about contraceptive practices, 
is a key determinant of sexual health.29,30,35,36 Therefore, 
we anticipated that individuals’ comfort with sexual com-
munication would be positively associated with consistent 
condom use throughout their sexual relationships. 

We also hypothesized that an interaction between con-
sidering female virginity important and considering satis-
faction of sexual needs important would be associated with 
age at fi rst intercourse and numbers of sexual partners. 
We predicted that youths who endorsed the importance of 
virginity would report later intercourse and fewer partners 
than others, even if they attached great importance to sat-
isfying sexual needs.

METHODS
Study Design and Sample
The analyses described in this article are part of a cross-
sectional study of relative power and condom use among 
Latino youths; data were collected between 2003 and 
2006.37 Participants were recruited from a large HMO and 
community health clinics in San Francisco. Institutional 
review board approval was obtained from the university 
that conducted this research and the HMO. The study 
was conducted in an urban area in which the three larg-
est Latino groups consisted of individuals of Mexican, 
Nicaraguan and Salvadoran origin. Youths were eligible if 
they belonged to one of these ethnic groups, were 16–22 
years old and had been sexually active with someone of 
the opposite sex within the past six months.

Youths recruited from the HMO were randomly selected 
from membership lists and were sent introductory letters; 
for those younger than 18, the letters were addressed to 
their parents. Interviewers telephoned, obtained parental 
permission to speak with the adolescent if he or she was 
younger than 18 and conducted a screening interview 

with the youths to determine eligibility. Youths recruited 
at clinics were screened for eligibility while waiting for 
appointments. Informed consent was obtained from all 
participants, and parental consent was obtained for minors 
not seeking confi dential health services. Seventy-one per-
cent of contacted individuals participated in the study. 
Using information provided by participants, researchers 
also recruited youths’ sexual partners; 37% participated.

One-hour computer-assisted individual interviews were 
conducted in person at the HMO or community clinics 
by trained bilingual young adults, who were matched to 
participants by gender. Participants were paid $50. A por-
tion of the interview was administered by the interviewer, 
and the remainder (which covered more sensitive topics) 
was self-administered, with interviewer assistance, to min-
imize respondent bias. 

The original sample included 951 Latino men and 
women. The 2% of sexual partners who were older than 
22 and the 10% who reported ethnic origins other than 
Mexican, Nicaraguan or Salvadoran were excluded. 
The sample examined in this article consisted of 839 
individuals—377 men and 462 women. 

TABLE 1. Selected characteristics of participants in a study of Latino youths’ sexual 
values and behaviors, by gender, San Francisco, 2003–2006

Characteristic Males  Females 
 (N=377) (N=462)

Covariates  
Use of English (range, 1.0–5.0) 3.8 (0.9) 3.9 (0.8)
Use of Spanish (range, 1.0–5.0) 2.8 (0.9)  2.9 (1.1)
Age (range, 16.0–22.0) 18.8 (1.5) 18.3 (1.7)
Parental marital status (%)

Married 64.7 53.8
Not married 35.3 46.2

Parental education (yrs.; range, 0.0–20.0) 10.5 (3.3) 10.3 (3.4)
Partner age gap† (yrs.; range, –5.0 to 16.0) –0.6 (1.4) 2.0 (2.6)
Length of sexual relationship (mos.; range, 0.03–104.5) 15.4 (15.6) 19.0 (18.5)
  
Sexual values  
Importance of satisfaction of sexual needs (range, 1.0–4.0) 2.3 (0.6) 1.7 (0.6)
Importance of female virginity (range, 1.0–4.0) 2.2 (0.6) 2.4 (0.7)
Comfort with sexual communication (range, 1.0–4.0) 3.4 (0.5) 3.4 (0.5)
  
Sexual outcomes  
Age at fi rst intercourse (range, 8.0–21.0) 15.3 (1.8) 15.5 (1.6)
Lifetime no. of partners (%)

1 14.1 37.5
2–4 38.7 41.8
5–10 35.8  14.9
≥11  11.4 5.8

No. of partners in past year (%)
1  58.9 67.3
2  18.8 17.5
3  10.6 8.7
≥4   11.7 6.5

Condom use in fi rst month of current relationship (%)
Never 8.2 13.7
Sometimes 27.1 23.4
Always 64.7 62.8
Missing 0.0  0.1

Condom use in last month of current relationship (%)
Never 35.5 38.1
Sometimes 22.3 24.0
Always  34.2 25.1
Missing 8.0 12.8

†Calculated by subtracting the participant’s age from his or her partner’s age. Note: Unless otherwise noted, 
data are means (and standard deviations).
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Measures
�Sexual values. We conducted focus groups and qualita-
tive interviews with Latino youths to generate themes 
related to sexual values, and developed measures of sexual 
values on the basis of these themes and related literature. 
Scales were created using exploratory factor analyses; fi nal 
measures conformed to single-factor scales. Psychometric 
properties were assessed, and scales were reliable and 
valid. Details of the procedures are described elsewhere.9 

The importance of satisfaction of sexual needs was 
assessed using a four-item measure that asked about par-
ticipants’ views on “sexual situations between a guy and a 
girl.” Two items addressed men’s sexual needs (e.g., “Do 
you think if a guy gets sexually excited, the girl should 
satisfy his sexual needs?”), and two addressed women’s 
sexual needs (e.g., “Do you think if a girl gets sexually 
excited, the guy should satisfy her sexual needs?”). Both 
genders responded to all four questions. Response options 
were on a scale of 1–4 (“defi nitely no” to “defi nitely yes”); 

scores were averaged to yield the fi nal measure (alpha, 
0.69 for females and 0.72 for males).

The importance of female virginity was assessed using 
three items (e.g., “Do you think it’s okay for girls to have 
sex before they are in a serious relationship?”). Responses 
were on the same four-point scale as those for the previous 
measure, but were reverse-coded (alpha,  0.62 for females 
and 0.65 for males).

Comfort with sexual communication was assessed using 
eight items. Six asked participants “how comfortable or 
uncomfortable” they would feel talking to their current 
partner  about specifi c topics, and two asked how they 
would feel “talking about what feels good to [them] during 
sex” and “talking about what [they] don’t like during sex.” 
(If the relationship was not ongoing, these questions were 
asked with reference to the most recent partner.) Response 
options ranged from 1 (“very uncomfortable”) to 4 (“very 
comfortable”); the fi nal score was the average of the eight 
items (alpha, 0.84 for females and 0.89 for males).
�Sexual behaviors. Sexual outcomes were self-reported 
age at initiation of intercourse, number of sexual partners 
and frequency of condom use, which are commonly con-
sidered important risk behaviors related to HIV and other 
STDs.11 Age at sexual initiation was based on one item: 
“How old were you when you fi rst had sexual inter-
course? This includes both vaginal and anal sex.” Most 
Latinas consider anal intercourse to be sexual inter-
course.34 Number of sexual partners was assessed over a 
participant’s lifetime and within the past year. The pro-
portion of times condoms were used during the fi rst 
month and the last month of the current sexual relation-
ship (or, for those not currently in a relationship, the 
most recent one) was assessed, and responses were cate-
gorized as never (0% of the time), sometimes (1–99%) or 
always (100%). 
�Covariates. Our covariates consisted of variables that 
have been identifi ed as important in past research: lan-
guage use, age, parental marital status, parental education 
and partner age gap.11,38 For the condom use outcomes, 
we also included length of the sexual relationship, because 
condom use may decline over the course of a relation-
ship.34 Language use was measured using subscales of the 
Bidimensional Acculturation Scale,39 one assessing partici-
pants’ use of English and the other their use of Spanish. 
The items making up each subscale asked participants 
how often they speak and think in the language, they 
speak the language with their friends, they spoke the lan-
guage during childhood and they speak the language at 
home with their family. Response options ranged from 1 
(“never”) to 5 (“always”); responses were averaged to yield 
the fi nal score (alpha, 0.88 for the English subscale and 
0.89 for the Spanish). Participants reported their parents’ 
marital status, which was categorized as married or not 
married. They also reported their parents’ number of years 
of education. If this information was available for both 
parents, we used the average; otherwise we used which-
ever parent’s educational level was known. Participants’ 

TABLE 2. Zero-order correlations between selected characteristics and sexual 
outcomes, by gender 

Characteristic Age at fi rst Lifetime no. No. of sexual Condom use Condom use
 intercourse   of sexual partners in  in fi rst month in last month 
   partners past year  of current  of current
    relationship relationship

COVARIATES
Use of English 
Males –0.06 0.08 0.13* 0.07 0.02
Females –0.10* 0.04 0.09 0.16*** –0.01

Use of Spanish      
Males –0.00 –0.03 0.04 –0.10 –0.06
Females –0.09 –0.13** –0.14** –0.10* 0.03
 

Age     
Males –0.19*** 0.30*** 0.08 –0.14** –0.23***
Females –0.06 0.25*** 0.05 –0.10* –0.10*
 

Parental marital status     
Males –0.14*** 0.02 0.00 –0.05 –0.02
Females –0.12** 0.13** 0.08 –0.06 –0.11*

Parental education     
Males 0.02 0.05 0.03 0.02 0.05
Females –0.08 0.07 0.09 0.04 –0.02**

Partner age gap     
Males –0.20*** 0.07 0.05 –0.09 0.03
Females 0.03 0.15** 0.09 –0.11* –0.15**
     
Length of sexual relationship    
Males –0.19*** 0.18*** –0.02 –0.06 –0.27**
Females –0.10* 0.01 –0.11* –0.05 –0.10
      
SEXUAL VALUES     
Importance of satisfaction of sexual needs    
Males –0.08 0.15** 0.15** –0.10* –0.07
Females 0.05 –0.04 0.04 –0.14** –0.05
      
Importance of female virginity    
Males 0.09 –0.13* –0.10 0.00 –0.10
Females 0.08 –0.26*** –0.26** –0.13** 0.07
      
Comfort with sexual communication   
Males –0.05 0.10* 0.01 –0.04 –0.15**
Females 0.03 0.06 0.01* 0.04 –0.14**

*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001.
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age was assessed in years. Age gap between partners was 
determined by subtracting the participant’s age from his or 
her sexual partner’s age. Length of the current relationship 
was measured in months.

Analyses
We conducted separate analyses for each gender, given 
strong evidence that young Latinos’ characterizations of 
men’s and women’s sexuality and their sexual roles rely 
heavily on gender norms.30,31,34,36 Zero-order correlations 
were calculated between the predictors, covariates and 
outcomes. We conducted multiple regression analyses to 
assess continuous outcomes (age at fi rst intercourse and 
numbers of partners) and multinomial logistic regression 
analyses to assess categorical outcomes (condom use). In 
each model, the outcome was regressed fi rst on the covari-
ates, then on the sexual values and fi nally on the inter-
action term. To probe interactions, we centered variables 
and plotted simple slopes at low and high values of the 
moderator.40 We used natural log transformations to deal 
with nonnormality for age at fi rst intercourse and number 
of sexual partners. 

RESULTS
Descriptive Statistics and Intercorrelations
On average, study participants were 18.5 years old (stan-
dard deviation, 1.7). Fifty-seven percent identifi ed them-
selves as Mexican American, 16% as Salvadoran American 
and 8% as Nicaraguan American; 19% were of mixed eth-
nicity but had at least one parent of Mexican, Nicaraguan 
or Salvadoran descent. Seventy-six percent of participants, 
22% of their mothers and 18% of their fathers were U.S.-
born. The majority (93%) completed the interview in 
English; the remainder completed it in Spanish.

Both men and women reported more use of English 
than of Spanish (average scores, 3.8 vs. 2.8 for men and 
3.9 vs. 2.9 for women—Table 1, page 25). Some 65% of 
men and 54% of women had married parents; on aver-
age, parents had 10–11 years of schooling. Men tended to 
be about one-half year older than their partners, women 
about two years younger; current relationships varied 
widely in length and averaged about 15 months for men 
and 19 months for women. 

The average score on the four-point scale measuring the 
importance of sexual satisfaction was 2.3 among men and 
1.7 among women. On the scale assessing the importance 
of female virginity, men’s scores averaged 2.2, and women’s 
2.4; the average on comfort with sexual communication 
was 3.4 for both.

Men’s and women’s average age at fi rst sexual intercourse 
was about 15. Almost half of men and one in fi ve women 
reported having had fi ve or more sexual partners. Some 
63–65% of men and women reported consistent use of 
condoms in the fi rst month of their current relationship, 
but only 34% and 25%, respectively, reported consistent 
use in the last month. More than one-third of each had 
never used condoms in the last month.

All covariates except parental education were correlated 
with sexual outcomes (Table  2). Endorsement of satisfac-
tion of sexual needs as important was positively corre-
lated with men’s lifetime and recent number of partners 
(coeffi cient, 0.15 for each), and was negatively correlated 
with men’s and women’s condom use in the fi rst month of 
their current relationship (–0.10 and –0.14, respectively). 
The view that female virginity is important was negatively 
related to both men’s and women’s lifetime number of 

TABLE 3. Odds ratios (and 95% confi dence intervals) from 
multiple regression analyses assessing associations be-
tween youths’ sexual values and behavior, by gender

Value and behavior Males Females

Age at fi rst intercourse
Importance of satisfaction

of sexual needs 0.98* (0.96–0.99) 1.0 (1.0–1.0)
Importance of female virginity 1.0 (1.0–1.0) 1.0 (1.0–1.0)
Comfort with sexual

communication 1.0 (1.0–1.0) 0.98* (0.96–0.99)
Satisfaction x virginity 1.0 (1.0–1.0) 1.0 (1.0–1.0)
Total R2  0.11  0.13
Adjusted R2 0.08 0.11

Lifetime no. of sexual partners   
Importance of satisfaction

of sexual needs 1.4*** (1.2–1.5) 1.1 (1.0–1.3)
Importance of female virginity 0.9 (0.8–1.0)  0.8*** (0.7–0.9)
Comfort with sexual

communication 1.1 (0.9–1.3) 1.1 (0.9–1.2)
Satisfaction x virginity 0.9 (0.8–1.1) 0.8** (0.6–0.9)
Total R2  0.17  0.19
Adjusted R2 0.15 0.18

No. of sexual partners in past year  
Importance of satisfaction

 of sexual needs 1.1*** (1.1–1.2) 1.1* (1.01–1.1)
Importance of female virginity 0.9 (0.9–1.0) 0.9*** (0.8–0.9)
Comfort with sexual

communication 1.0 (0.9–1.1) 1.0 (0.9–1.1)
Satisfaction x virginity 0.9 (0.8–1.0) 0.8*** (0.8–0.9)
Total R2  0.09 0.14 
Adjusted R2 0.06 0.12

*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. Note: The following covariates were included in 
the analyses: language use, participant’s age, parental marital status, parental 
 education and partner age gap. Results are available upon request. 

TABLE 4. Odds ratios (and 95% confi dence intervals) from multinomial logistic  re-
gression analyses assessing associations  between youths’ sexual values and condom 
use, by gender

Value and condom use Males Females

 Never Sometimes Never Sometimes

Condom use in fi rst month
Importance of satisfaction

of sexual needs 1.0 (0.5–1.8) 1.9** (1.2–2.8) 1.6 (1.0–2.8) 1.1 (0.7–1.7)
Importance of female virginity  0.8 (0.4–1.5) 1.5 (1.0–2.3) 1.8* (1.1–3.1) 1.1 (0.7–1.6)
Comfort with sexual communication 1.5 (0.7–3.4) 1.6 (1.0–2.7) 0.8 (0.4–1.5) 1.1 (0.6–1.8)
Satisfaction x virginity 0.9 (0.4–2.2) 1.1 (0.6–2.0) 0.9 (0.4–1.9) 0.9 (0.5–1.7)

Condom use  in last month
Importance of satisfaction

of sexual needs 1.4 (0.9–2.1) 1.4 (0.9–2.4) 1.4 (0.9–2.2) 1.1 (0.6–1.8)
Importance of female virginity 1.3 (0.8–2.0) 1.4 (0.9–2.3) 1.1 (0.7–1.7) 1.1 (0.7–1.8)
Comfort with sexual communication 2.1** (1.2–3.6) 2.2* (1.2–4.0) 2.0* (1.2–3.5) 1.3 (0.7–2.5)
Satisfaction x virginity 0.9 (0.5–1.7) 1.3 (0.6–2.6) 2.0* (1.0–4.0) 1.3 (0.6–2.7)

*p<.05. **p<.01. Notes: Use of condoms “never” and “sometimes” is compared with use “always.” The follow-
ing covariates were included in the analyses: language use, participant’s age, parental marital status, parental 
education and partner age gap. Results are available upon request. 
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partners (–0.13 and –0.26), as well as to women’s num-
ber of partners in the past year and condom use during 
the fi rst month of their current relationship (–0.26 and 
–0.13). Comfort with sexual communication was nega-
tively related to condom use in the last month for men 
(–0.15) and women (–0.14). (Zero-order correlations 
between predictors and covariates are available upon 
request.)

Regression Analyses 

�Importance of satisfaction of sexual needs. The more 
important men considered satisfaction of sexual needs, the 
younger their reported age at fi rst sexual intercourse and 
the more partners they had had over their lifetime (odds 
ratios, 0.98 and 1.4, respectively—Table  3, page 27). For 
both men and women, the greater the importance of satis-
fying sexual needs, the higher the number of sexual part-
ners in the past year (1.1). The importance attached to 

satisfaction of sexual needs was also positively associated 
with men’s having only sometimes, rather than always, 
used condoms in the fi rst month of their relationship 
(1.9—Table  4, page 27).
�Importance of female virginity. The value placed on 
female virginity predicted risky behaviors only among 
women. It was negatively associated with women’s lifetime 
and recent number of sexual partners (odds ratios, 0.8–
0.9), and was positively associated with nonuse, rather 
than consistent use, of condoms in the fi rst month of the 
current sexual relationship (1.8).
�Comfort with sexual communication. The greater wom-
en’s comfort with sexual communication, the lower their 
age at fi rst intercourse (odds ratio, 0.98). Men’s and wom-
en’s likelihood of saying that they had never, rather than 
always, used condoms in the last month increased with 
their level of comfort with sexual communication; for 
men, a similar association held for inconsistent, rather 
than consistent, use (2.0–2.2). 
�Interactions. We detected no signifi cant interactions for 
men, but for women, interactions between the importance of 
female virginity and the importance of satisfying sexual 
needs were associated with three risky behaviors. The impor-
tance women attached to female virginity moderated the 
association between the importance they attached to satisfac-
tion of sexual needs and number of sexual partners, such 
that the importance of satisfying sexual needs was positively 
associated with the numbers of lifetime and recent sexual 
partners only for women who did not attach great impor-
tance to female virginity (Figure  1). In  addition, the impor-
tance of satisfying sexual needs was positively associated 
with the likelihood of nonuse of condoms in the last month 
among women who attached high levels of importance to 
female virginity (odds ratio, 2.8—not shown) and was nega-
tively associated with this outcome among those who 
attached low importance to virginity (0.7). In other words, 
among participants who considered it important to satisfy 
sexual needs, attaching relatively little importance to virgin-
ity appeared to be protective. 

DISCUSSION
Limited empirical research has focused on the cultural 
context within which young Latino men and women make 
sexual decisions.33,41 This dearth of research has restricted 
the ability of researchers and practitioners to integrate 
potentially important sexual values into interventions that 
seek to improve sexual health among Latino adolescents. 
Results of our study suggest that endorsement of certain 
sexual values is associated with young Latinos’ sexual 
behaviors, even when language use and other important 
covariates are taken into account.

We confi rmed our expectation that sexual values may be 
associated with both protective and risk-enhancing sex-
ual behaviors. As predicted, the belief in the importance 
of female virginity was negatively associated with young 
women’s lifetime and recent numbers of sexual partners, 
and was positively associated with men’s and women’s 

FIGURE 1. Women’s sexual   behaviors as predicted by the interaction between 
 importance of female virginity and importance of  satisfaction of sexual needs
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inconsistent use or nonuse of condoms in the fi rst month 
of a sexual relationship. Contrary to our predictions, how-
ever, notions about virginity were not related to age at fi rst 
sexual intercourse. 

Our study included a new measure of young Latinos’ 
sexual desire: the importance of satisfying sexual needs. 
We expected this sexual value to be positively associated 
with age at fi rst intercourse, numbers of sexual partners, 
and inconsistent use or nonuse of condoms; this expec-
tation was confi rmed in our results, particularly among 
young men. Given that this study was cross-sectional, we 
cannot determine the direction of causality. Nevertheless, 
these fi ndings suggest the importance of intervening 
with youths in ways that acknowledge the importance of 
sexual satisfaction while promoting strategies to protect 
their sexual health and that of their partners. 

Results related to sexual communication were perhaps 
the most unexpected and informative. Contrary to our 
hypotheses, and to fi ndings from previous research,42 the 
greater participants’ level of comfort with sexual commu-
nication, the less they used condoms in the last month. 
Thus, at fi rst glance, this sexual value appears to be asso-
ciated with heightened risk. Perhaps it indicates that an 
individual who is comfortable with sexual communication 
may be capable of persuading a sexual partner to avoid 
using condoms.43 Alternatively, young couples who trust 
their sexual partners and have few fears of infi delity may 
be comfortable with sexual communication and use birth 
control methods other than condoms.44,45 Qualitative 
research with young Latinas suggests that trust in their 
partners is the most often cited reason for not using con-
doms and that “being safe” in a relationship is linked to 
open sexual conversations.34 Therefore, the relationship 
between sexual communication and condom use may be 
better understood if other explanatory factors, such as 
trust, monogamy and alternative contraceptive strategies, 
are included in future research. 

As expected, the importance attached to female virginity 
and to satisfaction of sexual needs interacted to predict 
sexual behaviors. In general, the more important partici-
pants rated satisfaction of sexual needs, the more sexual 
partners they reported. However, the more important 
young women considered female virginity, the smaller 
their reported number of partners, even if they expressed 
high levels of need for sexual satisfaction. In previous 
qualitative research, Latina women acknowledged the 
existence of traditional norms about female virginity, 
but reported that those norms did not affect their sexual 
behavior.30 Our fi ndings indicate otherwise and are consis-
tent with research suggesting that cultural norms, particu-
larly those related to gender ideologies, infl uence youths’ 
sexual behavior, even when youths do not perceive these 
norms as infl uential.8 Therefore, it is important to integrate 
themes of virginity and sexual desire into intervention cur-
ricula, so that young people can understand the cultural 
contradictions related to their sexual self-acceptance and 
how these cultural sexual norms affect their behavior.

Viewing female virginity as important also moderated 
the association between considering satisfaction of sexual 
needs important and condom use, such that women who 
valued sexual satisfaction but not virginity were more 
likely to have used condoms in the last month of their 
current relationship than were those who attached great 
importance to virginity. Perhaps when need for sexual sat-
isfaction is high, less traditional views related to virginity 
increase condom use, whereas traditional views inhibit 
condom use effi cacy among youths. This interpretation 
should be viewed with caution, however, given that this 
interaction was not originally hypothesized. 

Our fi ndings support the idea that beliefs about virgin-
ity evoke ambivalent reactions or contradictory behav-
iors among young Latinas. Qualitative research suggests 
that beliefs about religion and gender roles contribute to 
cultural views of virginity, and that women struggle to 
develop sexual identities that fi t within cultural and pub-
lic norms.31,34 These contradictory beliefs may be espe-
cially challenging for Latina women in the United States, 
given their dual exposure to traditional Latino messages 
and mainstream American values.31,34 While young Latinas 
often outwardly reject traditional notions of premarital 
virginity, confl icting cultural beliefs may infl uence their 
sexual scripts, emotions and behaviors, and can be com-
plicated to characterize. Our research represents a step 
toward beginning to empirically characterize this ambiva-
lence and lays the groundwork for future research.

Women in our study were sexually active yet gener-
ally considered virginity important. This raises questions 
about the meaning of Latina women’s sexual desires in the 
context of valuing virginity. Adolescent women have dif-
fi culty acknowledging their sexual desires, and this dif-
fi culty may distance them emotionally from their sexual 
decisions, limit their sexual empowerment and contribute 
to low contraceptive use.34,36 When holding contradictory 
values, some young Latinas may rely on traditional norms 
about virginity and abstinence to make sexual decisions;34 
this behavior may be protective in relation to certain 
 outcomes but risk-enhancing in terms of others. While 
no one simple message describes how to address notions 
about virginity when designing interventions for young 
Latinas, at a minimum, it appears important to integrate 
prevention activities that acknowledge the complexity of 
valuing premarital virginity while simultaneously satisfy-
ing one’s own sexual desire. 

Limitations
The majority of participants completed the interview in 
English. Therefore, the generalizability of our fi ndings 
to less acculturated Latino youths may be limited. In a 
more variable sample, sexual values may exhibit weaker 
or stronger relationships with sexual outcomes, depend-
ing on acculturation level. Future research is needed to 
investigate this possibility. We included young Latinos 
from three ethnic subgroups: Mexican, Salvadoran and 
Nicaraguan. By grouping participants together, we may 
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not have captured cultural nuances that infl uence behav-
ior. In addition, participants covered a relatively wide age 
range, and potential patterns related to sexual maturation 
and development were not illuminated. 

Data were cross-sectional, and causality cannot be 
established. We relied on retrospective report, which may 
introduce recall bias. For instance, participants’ reports of 
fi rst-month condom use may be overestimated; however, 
because individuals may report using condoms more often 
early in their sexual relationships and less consistently 
later,34 we felt that it was important to include both fi rst- 
and last-month use. We attempted to diminish respondent 
bias (e.g., by employing self-administered computer-
assisted methods); however, future studies should incor-
porate leading-edge data collection methods, such as daily 
diaries.46

All participants were sexually active, and fi ndings are not 
generalizable to youths who are not. Sexually active youths 
may have unique sexual values, particularly regarding the 
importance of virginity. Reliabilities for our virginity scale 
were relatively low, which may indicate that notions of 
virginity are challenging to assess accurately among sexu-
ally active youths. In addition, although we detected sta-
tistically signifi cant associations, their magnitudes varied. 
Statistical signifi cance does not imply practical signifi -
cance, particularly when the association is small. Finally, 
participants were reporting on heterosexual relationships; 
cultural, sexual and social norms may play out quite dif-
ferently for Latino youths in same-sex relationships.8 

Implications and Future Directions 
The need for cultural relevance and cultural appropri-
ateness when developing sexual health interventions has 
been recognized by national organizations in the United 
States.47,48 One-size-fi ts-all interventions to reduce sexual 
risk-taking and promote positive sexual health strate-
gies are not equally effective for youths from all cultural 
backgrounds, and members of a cultural group do not 
subscribe to that culture’s norms uniformly.10 By directly 
assessing young Latinos’ sexual values, rather than focus-
ing on general acculturation, we captured a greater degree 
of specifi city than past studies and thereby contributed 
to the understanding of how sexual values are associated 
with youths’ sexual behaviors. 

A review of sexual risk reduction programs found that 
interventions must move beyond knowledge transfer 
and attitude change to emphasize acquisition of skills, 
including sexual communication.42 Our fi ndings indicate 
that skills acquisition may be necessary but not suffi cient 
when intervening with young Latinos. We concur with 
other researchers who promote the importance of ground-
ing intervention strategies within the context of Latino 
youths’ cultural and gender ideologies.8,33,34,49–51 While 
several prevention programs have shown promise with 
young Latinos,48 only one known culturally grounded, evi-
dence-based intervention to date, Cuidate!/Take Care of 
Yourself, has proven effective in a randomized controlled 

trial with young Latinos, in terms of delaying intercourse, 
reducing the number of sexual partners and increasing 
condom use.51,52 However, Cuidate’s effects on condom 
use were evidenced only among Spanish speakers, not 
English-speaking participants.52 The results for our sam-
ple of predominantly English-speaking youths suggest that 
inclusion of satisfaction of sexual needs into behavioral 
interventions to reduce HIV risk may represent an impor-
tant next step in lowering risk among more acculturated 
Latinos.

We suggest that interventions with young Latinos should 
involve discussions of sexual values and integrate related 
activities to help youths refl ect on how they internalize 
traditional Latino and mainstream American values, and 
to identify the internal confl icts that contradictory values 
may create. These discussions should occur within the 
context of youths’ intimate relationships, which infl uence 
their sexual decision-making. Self-reported sexual values 
may vary depending on individuals’ relationship with 
their current sexual partner. For instance, comfort with 
sexual communication may depend on the quality of the 
current relationship. Studies that focus on couple-level 
associations and interactions between partners would 
lend a more nuanced characterization of sexual values 
and experiences. 

Several contextual factors were beyond the scope of this 
article but represent important areas for future research. 
Youths’ perspectives on their sexual values, and associations 
with related behavioral outcomes, may differ depending on 
whether they are engaged in their fi rst sexual relationship 
or in a subsequent one. Research on peer pressure among 
Latino adolescents, given youths’ endorsement of sexual 
values, is also needed. Finally, sexual values may change 
as adolescents mature. Prospective research that captures 
the dynamic interplay of Latinos’ sexual value formation 
and developing sexual identities throughout adolescence 
would better elucidate the evolving nature of these pro-
cesses and may help identify early targets for intervention 
prior to the initiation of sexual intercourse. 
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