
the lowest and the
highest ideal ages.

In response to
items on the per-
ceived obstacles
that early parent-
hood might pre-
sent, high propor-
tions of all
respondents felt it
would make it dif-
ficult for them to
finish school. Only
about one-third
overall felt that be-
coming a parent
while they were in
high school would
make it difficult to
marry. Women
were more likely
than men to feel
that parenthood
would make em-
ployment harder
to obtain.

The propor-
tions of women
who were sexual-
ly active differed
significantly by
beliefs about the
effect of early par-
enthood on edu-
cation: Women
who considered
parenthood an
important obsta-
cle to finishing

high school or entering college were sig-
nificantly less likely than those who did
not to have ever had sex. Young women
who believed that early parenthood made
it difficult to marry and to get a job were
also significantly less likely than the oth-
ers to have ever had intercourse. Among
young men, the only significant differ-
ences in the proportions who had ever had
intercourse were by the belief that early
parenthood makes it hard to finish school
and by the belief that it would make get-
ting a job difficult.

Responses to questions on whether stu-
dents had ever smoked cigarettes, drank
beer or wine, or used marijuana indicated
that sexual activity was significantly more
likely to have occurred if respondents had
ever used any of these three substances.
Furthermore, among both men and
women, the association between sexual be-
havior and substance use was more sig-
nificant for alcohol use than for cigarette
smoking, and even more so for drug use.

upset about a pregnancy (not shown),
there were significant differences in the
proportions who had ever had sex by their
attitudes toward pregnancy. Among fe-
male students, 19% who said they would
be upset by a pregnancy in the next six
months had ever had sex, compared with
34% of those who said they would not be
unhappy; although the difference was
smaller among males (35% who said they
would be upset by a partner’s pregnancy
had ever had sex, compared with 42%
who said a pregnancy would be fine with
them), it was still statistically significant.

No clear pattern emerged among the
young women regarding the association
between the ideal age (for women and
men) to have children and sexual experi-
ence. Among men, however, there was a
significant association between these vari-
ables, although the trend seemed to be bi-
modal rather than linear, since the high-
est proportions that were sexually active
were among the respondents who gave

Individual Multivariate Models
Table 2 presents the results of the five in-
dividual multivariate logistic regressions
(left-hand columns). (Each of the indi-
vidual models included a control for the
effects of age.) In the analysis for the ef-
fect of structural and contextual factors
only, each additional year of age increased
the odds of having ever had sex by rela-
tively similar magnitudes for both males
(odds ratio of 1.6) and females (1.5). More
religious males and females were less like-
ly to have ever had sex, as were those with
a higher grade-point average. However,
while the father ’s presence in the home
lessened the probability of sexual initia-
tion for women, it had no effect among
young men, once other contextual vari-
ables were included in the model. More-
over, the respondent’s mother‘s education
was not significantly associated with the
likelihood of first sex for either gender.

In the analysis that pooled the variables
on attitudes toward sex, respondents with
more liberal attitudes (i.e., higher scores
on the appropriateness of sexual activity)
had a significantly elevated likelihood of
sexual initiation. Young women who be-
lieved that females should begin sexual ac-
tivity at older ages were significantly less
likely to have initiated sex themselves, but
there was no association between sexual
initiation and young women’s perception
of the ideal age for men to begin having
sex. A comparable result was seen among
young men (with their perception of men’s
ideal age to begin sexual activity having a
protective effect, but their perception of the
ideal age for women to begin having no
significant effect). The dummy variable for
missing data on ideal age at first sex for
women was significant among women,
meaning that women who did not supply
data on this variable were significantly dif-
ferent from those who did.

The analysis that looked at the effects
of social relations indicated that age, the
type of relationship students were in at the
time of the interview and whether they
thought their peers were sexually active
all had significant effects on the likelihood
of sexual initiation: Those who were older,
who were going steady or who believed
that all or most of their friends were sex-
ually active had greatly increased odds of
ever having had sex. However, the
dummy variables for missing data on the
respondents’ perception of their peers’
sexual activity were statistically significant
for female respondents, and nearly one-
quarter of female respondents did not an-
swer this question.

In the analysis of the combined effects
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Table 2. Odds ratios from multivariate analyses showing likelihood of
sexual initiation among middle school and high school students, by sex
and whether model included individual category only or all categories,
according to characteristic

Category and Individual-category models All categories (final
characteristic reduced model)

Male Female Male Female

Structural and contextual factors
Age 1.63*** 1.45*** 1.36*** 1.27***
Father present 0.87 0.60*** na 0.68**
Mother’s education 1.16 1.15 na na
Religiousness 0.89** 0.81*** na na
Grade-point average 0.98* 0.94*** na 0.96**

Attitudes toward sex
Age 1.58*** 1.52*** na na
Scale of appropriateness 1.26*** 1.63*** 1.18*** 1.51***
Ideal age for first sex (woman) 1.06 0.80*** na 0.86***
Ideal age for first sex (man) 0.82*** 0.98 0.90*** na

Social relations
Age 1.53*** 1.34*** na na
Currently going steady 3.63*** 3.44*** 3.32*** 3.24***
Believes most or all of 

peers have ever had sex 5.31*** 4.38*** 3.73*** 2.42***

Attitudes toward early parenthood
Age 1.63*** 1.52*** na na
Is expensive 1.08 1.36* na na
Makes finishing school hard 0.83 1.00 na na
Makes going to college hard 0.99 0.78 na na
Makes marriage hard 1.10 0.75* na na
Makes employment hard 0.65*** 0.82 0.65*** na
Ideal age to have a 

baby (woman) 1.00 0.96 na na
Ideal age to father a 

baby (man) 1.03 1.17 na na
Happy with a pregnancy in

next 6 mos. 1.13 1.72** na na

Participation in risk behaviors
Age 1.41*** 1.37*** na na
Ever smoked 1.91*** 1.83** 1.95*** na
Ever drank 1.52** 1.75*** na 1.48*
Ever used marijuana 3.58*** 3.22*** 2.40*** 1.97***

*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. Note: na=not applicable, because the variable lost significance in the in-
termediary full model and thus was never entered into the final model.




