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example, our sample provides some of the
first community-based estimates for Asian
American youths. However, because of
the regional nature of this sample, we can-
not make generalizations beyond youths
living in Los Angeles County.

Compared with white females, black
males in Los Angeles had a significantly
higher rate of first sex (younger age at sex-
ual initiation); Asian males and females,
as well as Hispanic females, had signifi-
cantly lower rates. However, family back-
ground factors were strong predictors of
rates of first sex, as they have been in many
other studies.28 The protective effects ob-
served for Hispanic and Asian American
females could be explained by their dif-
ferences in family structure: These young
women were more likely to be living with
both biological parents than were their
white counterparts. Lauritsen, using data
from the National Youth Survey, also
found that ethnic differentials for females
disappeared when family background was
included.29 She concluded that differences
between white and black females are
linked to socioeconomic differences and
that cultural explanations for these differ-
entials may not be necessary.

Teenagers living with a single parent or
in a stepfamily had significantly higher
rates of transition to first sex than did those
living with both biological parents. Sever-
al explanations for this observation have
been set forth. Parenting behavior—in par-
ticular, parental control of youths—may
vary by family structure.30 In single-par-
ent families, the absence of a second adult
may contribute to the parent’s difficulty in
monitoring and controlling a teenager’s ac-
tivities. However, this factor would not ex-
plain why teenagers living in stepfamilies
also have elevated rates of first sex.

Another possibility is that family struc-
ture captures the effects of family disrup-
tion, rather than of different parenting be-

the results of the regression analysis in-
cluding family background variables be-
cause white females are again the com-
parison group.) The columns show the risk
ratios for each gender-and-ethnicity group
relative to every other group (i.e., the nu-
merator is held constant, and the denom-
inator, or comparison group, changes).

The results confirm that with differ-
ences in family background characteris-
tics considered, rates of first sex did not
differ significantly by ethnicity among fe-
males. Ethnic differences were significant
for males, however. Black young men had
3.7 times the rate of first sex of their white
counterparts, and 2.5–5.0 times the rate of
Hispanic and Asian American males
(whose risk ratios were 0.4 and 0.2, re-
spectively). In addition, black males ini-
tiated sex earlier than females of every eth-
nic group, and Hispanic males began sex
earlier than Hispanic and Asian Ameri-
can females.

Discussion
The unadjusted median age at first sex for
this sample (16.9 years) is comparable to
the nationwide median of 17.3 obtained
from the 1992 YRBS.25 In our sample, black
males reported the youngest median age
at first sex (15.0 years), and white and His-
panic males and white and black females
all reported somewhat higher ages (around
16.5 years). Again, these estimates are close
to those obtained from the YRBS. Also, the
similarities in median ages at first sex for
several groups concur with data indicat-
ing that gender and ethnicity differentials
have been converging in recent cohorts of
teenagers.26 The teenagers in our sample
were younger when first interviewed than
those participating in the YRBS; however,
because we have longitudinal data, we
were able to analyze their sexual experi-
ences at approximately ages 15–20, simi-
lar to the ages of the YRBS respondents,
over slightly different calendar time.

The YRBS is the most appropriate data
set to compare with our own because the
nationwide survey included a contempo-
rary sample of both males and females be-
longing to a variety of ethnic groups. How-
ever, our sample differs in some important
ways. First, close to 80% of Hispanics in the
Los Angeles sample were of Mexican ori-
gin; thus, respondents to our survey were
more homogeneous with respect to coun-
try of origin than the national sample.

A major strength of our work is that we
were able to analyze the experiences of
historically underrepresented groups of
youths that comprise some of the most
rapidly increasing sectors of society.27 For

haviors.31 An examination of the impact
of parental separation on youth outcomes
found that young people whose parents
separated had initiated sex earlier than
teenagers whose parents stayed togeth-
er.32 Although our analysis did not specif-
ically test these two explanations, our find-
ings are more consistent with the family
disruption argument.

Much previous work has involved sep-
arate analyses for gender and for each eth-
nic group. By including all gender-and-
ethnicity groups in one analysis, we have
been able to provide comparative esti-
mates for rates of first sex across these
groups. One of the most compelling find-
ings is Asian American youths’ relative
sexual inexperience. Also striking is black
males’ young age at sexual debut. By con-
trast, once the differences in socioeconomic
conditions across ethnicities are controlled,
the ethnic differentials in women’s rates
of first sex are not significant;33 further-
more, rates of first sex did not differ sig-
nificantly among white, Hispanic and
Asian American males. However, the na-
ture of the relationship is somewhat dif-
ferent for the ethnic groups studied in our
sample than in earlier studies.

Furstenberg and colleagues attempted
to explain why rates of sexual activity
were so much higher among disadvan-
taged and black youths than among their
more advantaged and white peers.34 Part
of what is new in our analysis is that the
protective effects of being a Hispanic or
Asian female were reduced when family
factors were included. In other words,
rather than attempting to explain higher
rates of sexual activity among nonwhites,
we were actually accounting for the lower
rates of first sex among nonwhite females
in our samples when compared with
white females. We found support for the
“social conditions” hypothesis for ethnic
differences among females. 

Table 4. Risk ratios from pairwise comparisons of effects of gender and ethnicity on timing of
first sex

Comparison White Black Hispanic Asian White Black Hispanic Asian
group females females females American males males males American

females males

White females 1.00 1.07 0.62 0.52 0.77 2.82*** 1.18 0.43
Black females 1.00 0.58 0.49 0.72 2.64** 1.10 0.40
Hispanic females 1.00 0.84 1.24 4.55*** 1.90*** 0.69
Asian American 

females 1.00 1.48 5.42*** 2.27* 0.83
White males 1.00 3.66*** 1.53 0.56
Black males 1.00 0.42*** 0.15***
Hispanic males 1.00 0.36*
Asian American

males 1.00

*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. Notes: A risk ratio of 1.00 indicates the relevant comparison group, when reading along the rows. Risk ratios
are adjusted for family structure, mother’s education and household income. Bonferroni correction for multiple comparisons was performed.




