Sexual Debut Among Young Adolescents in Nairobi

TABLE 2. Percentage distribution of youth who experienced
early sexual debut, by selected characteristics, according
to gender
Characteristic

Male
(N=53)

Female
(N=39)

Relationship to first partner
Husband/wife
Live-in partner
Noncohabiting boy/girlfriend
Casual acquaintance
Other

0.0
1.9
86.8
9.4
1.9

7.7
0.0
87.2
0.0
5.1

Relative age of partner
Younger
Same age
1–9 years older
≥10 years older
Older, but don’t know difference
Don’t know

34.0
45.3
15.1
0.0
1.9
3.8

0.0
10.3
64.1
10.3
10.3
5.1

Reason for first sex
Married
Natural feeling
Partner insisted
Influence of friends
Forced
Don’t know

1.9
77.4
5.7
13.2
0.0
1.9

7.7
71.8
5.1
0.0
15.4
0.0

Willingness at first sex
Very
Somewhat
Not at all

77.4
20.8
1.9

51.3
30.8
18.0

Contraceptive use at first sex
None/traditional method
Condom
Other modern method

61.5
38.5
0.0

63.2
34.2
2.6

100.0

100.0

Total

Note: Percentages may not add to 100.0 because of rounding.

had someone like a mother in their life, whereas fewer
(78–80%) had someone like a father. Half of males and
64% of females had not engaged in delinquent behaviors
in the previous four months. When asked how often their
parents or guardians know how they spend their time and
money, 28% of males said always, 58% sometimes and
14% never; for females, the proportions were 39%, 56%
and 5%. Religiosity was high, as were personal aspirations,
with 78–95% of youth reporting religion and aspirations
as being important or very important. Two-thirds of youth
(66% of males and 68% of females) did not have a sibling who engaged in risk behaviors; 59–61% reported low
family dysfunction. Just over half of males and females
reported having high self-esteem (51% and 53%). Social
participation was common: Eighty-three percent of males
and 79% of females reported belonging to at least one social group, and 45% reported belonging to two or more
(not shown).
Between Waves 1 and 2, 53 males and 39 females initiated sexual intercourse. Among the young women, 10 had
gotten married or begun cohabiting, and 18 had become
pregnant. Eighty-seven percent each of males and females
reported that their first sexual partner was a noncohabiting boyfriend or girlfriend (Table 2). The vast majority
(85%) of females had partners who were older, whereas
26

the majority (79%) of males had younger or same-aged
partners. The most commonly reported reason for first sex
among males and females was “natural feeling” (77% and
72%, respectively); the next most common reason among
young men was peer pressure (13%) and among young
women was having been forced (15%). Eighteen percent
of females were not at all willing at first sex; the proportion
among males was 2%. Three in five young people reported
using no method of protection at first sex.
In the unadjusted logistic regression models for males,
most variables were found to be associated with early
sexual debut at at least the 90% confidence level (Table
3): age, Muslim religion, school attendance, presence of a
father figure, family supervision, religiosity, personal aspirations, sibling risk behavior, family dysfunction and social
participation. In the final adjusted model, several factors
other than age were positively associated with early sexual
debut. Young men who had permanently dropped out of
school and those who had never attended were more likely
than those who had always attended school to have initiated first sex between waves (odds ratios, 6.9 and 8.6,
respectively). In addition, males who reported not having
a guardian had greater odds of sexual debut than those
who reported that their parents or guardians always knew
about their activities (10.1). Young men from families with
severe dysfunction had greater odds of sexual debut than
did those from families with low dysfunction (2.8). However, having medium or low self-esteem and belonging to
at least one social group were each negatively associated
with initiating sex (0.4 each).
For females, age, Muslim religion, school attendance,
presence of a mother figure, delinquent behavior, family supervision, personal aspirations, sibling risk behavior
and family dysfunction were associated with early sexual
debut at the 90% confidence level (Table 3). In the final
adjusted model, having permanently dropped out of
school and not having ever attended school were strongly
and positively associated with initiating sex among young
women (odds ratios, 21.8 and 39.4, respectively). In addition, females who reported that their personal aspirations
were not very important or that their family had high dysfunction also had elevated odds of sexual debut (10.4 and
5.7, respectively). Surprisingly, women who did not have
high self-esteem were less likely than those who did to
experience early sexual debut (0.3). Associations between
early sexual debut and Muslim religion, family supervision
and religiosity were only marginally significant.
In our additional analyses among young women who
reported being willing at first sex, the results were similar to the overall model, with two exceptions (not shown).
Young women with siblings who smoked or had had sex
were more likely than those with siblings who had not engaged in such behaviors to have initiated sex (odds ratio,
4.3; 95% confidence interval, 1.1–16.7). In addition, age
was not significant. In our analyses excluding women who
had become pregnant between waves, the results were also
similar to the overall model, except that the odds of sexual
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