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“She want to have sex
with me? Sir, me would
a have sex!” Boys did not
seem to question the con-
flict between their stated
sexual mores and their
actual or intended be-
havior. The same boys
who said young adoles-
cents should not have
sex often admitted, min-
utes later, that they them-
selves would have sex if
given the opportunity.

Boys disagreed over whether a girl their
age would agree to have sex, but most
doubted she would. Some boys said a girl
would reject a boy’s sexual advances out-
right, but most thought that a girl would
decline sex politely, thus leaving open the
possibility of sexual activity in the future
or explaining her resistance in terms of her
fear of pregnancy.”Maybe she would say
she no want any pickney [child] yet,” sug-
gested one boy. Some boys in the focus-
group discussions said a girl might at least
consider having sex. One reflected,
“Maybe she would say she would think
about it…talk it over.” In one rural school,
a boy suggested, “Maybe she would say
[yes] ‘if you have a condom.’”

Girls were less likely than boys to con-
cede that a young adolescent girl would
have sexual intercourse, which may reflect
their own limited sexual experience. When
first asked, most girls in the focus groups
insisted adamantly that Nell would not
have sex with Ted. When moderators shift-
ed the discussion toward the participants
themselves, the girls became a little un-
easy: Some remained silent, while others
were quick to deny any suggestion of their
own sexual activity. When the moderator
asked, “What would you do if you were
in Nell’s place?” one girl retorted, “I
wouldn’t be in Nell’s place in the first
place.…I wouldn’t have sex with a boy.”
In each group, however, two or three girls
said that although she shouldn’t, Nell
might eventually decide to have sex with
Ted. In addition, some who initially said
Nell would not have sex admitted later in
the discussion that she might.

Motivations for Engaging in Intercourse
On the survey, when choosing among re-
sponses to a closed-ended question, the
adolescents who said they had experi-
enced sexual intercourse indicated that cu-
riosity and love were common motivations
for having sex. Among the boys and the
few girls who reported sexual experience,
about half (47% of boys and 51% of girls)

and 6% of girls saying they had experi-
enced sexual intercourse (Table 2). Among
adolescents reporting sexual experience,
the mean age at first sex was 11.3 for girls
and 9.4 for boys. On average, a girl was 3.2
years younger than her first partner and a
boy was 1.2 years younger than his first
partner. Forty-five percent of boys report-
ing sexual activity claimed they first had
sexual intercourse at age nine or younger
(data not shown). This unlikely finding
suggests that boys overreported their sex-
ual experience. Only four of the 28 girls
who reported having had sex said they
had intercourse prior to age 10.

Self-reported data regarding adolescent
sexual behavior, particularly data col-
lected from young adolescents, should be
interpreted with caution, as their accura-
cy is difficult to validate. Previous research
indicates that some adolescents, particu-
larly those under age 16, report sexual be-
havior inconsistently.9 We took care to as-
sure adolescents of the confidentiality of
their responses. Nevertheless, given pre-
vailing social norms regarding adolescent
sexual activity, girls may have underre-
ported and boys may have overreported
their sexual experience. In addition, even
though we tried to prevent respondents
from viewing others’ questionnaires, ado-
lescents may have written responses they
viewed as socially desirable in the expec-
tation that classmates might catch sight of
their responses.

Thus, we wondered if some boys were
misrepresenting their actual experience,
or if they had misunderstood the mean-
ing of sexual intercourse.* Therefore, mod-
erators specifically explored these issues
in the focus groups. Boys in all focus
groups clearly understood “having sex”
to mean vaginal intercourse with pene-
tration: “Him put him penis inside her pot.
Him push it in and work it,” specified a
boy in one group. In each group, some
boys insisted that a boy might have sex at
age eight or nine or younger. A boy at a
rural school related how sex at this age
might occur: “A boy and a girl a play dolly
house—the boy the father and the girl the
mother. Them a sleep and things get outta
hand. Him start feel her up, you know,
them take off clothes, kissing go on...him
push it in, she start cry.”
•Likelihood of having sex. In general, students
in the focus groups did not advocate sex for
youth their age, but many, particularly
boys, admitted that it was likely to happen.
Most boys thought that if given the op-
portunity, few boys would decide not to
have sex. When asked what he would do
if faced with such a decision, one boy said,

said they had sex the first time to “see what
it was like.” “To show love” was the sec-
ond most frequently cited reason for first
sexual intercourse (data not shown).

However, responses to other survey
items suggest more complex reasons for
adolescents having intercourse. Sixty-nine
percent of boys and 32% of girls agreed
that “if you really love your boyfriend [or]
girlfriend, you should have sexual inter-
course with them.” More than half (58%)
of boys and 30% of girls said that if a boy
“spends a lot of money on a girl,” she
should have sex with him (Table 1).

In the focus groups, adolescents sug-
gested a variety of motivations for be-
coming sexually active: Girls thought that
love would be the strongest impetus for
having sex. One girl declared, “If she say
yes, that mean she really love him and she
will give him anything him want.” Some
boys and girls in the focus groups shared
the perception that being in a relationship
obligates a girl to have sex with her
boyfriend. Girls were especially likely to
say that a girl might have sex to please her
boyfriend or to gain his love. A girl in one
group suggested, “Maybe if she don’t
have sex with him, him dump her. Prob-
ably she wouldn’t want to lose him.”

Boys in the focus-group discussions sug-
gested that boys have sex for physical plea-
sure and because they seek the elevated
status among peers that accompanies sex-
ual experience. One boy explained, “Him
want to try it, to see how it feel—if it feel
sweet, or what.” A boy in another group
related, “Him friends, them tell him that
him gonna love it!” For boys who have not
yet had sex, encouragement from friends
to engage in sex may turn into pressure.
“If him no do it, them a go call him chick-
en,” explained a Kingston boy.

Having intercourse for the first time
often signifies a passage into adulthood,
and sex can be a way for an adolescent to

Table 2. Selected measures of sexual activity and contraceptive
use at first sexual intercourse among adolescents aged 11–14

Measure Girls Boys 

% or mean n % or mean n

Percentage reporting intercourse** 5.8 490 64.4 455
Mean age at first intercourse 11.3 28 9.4 284
Mean difference (in years) between first

partner’s age and respondent’s age* 3.2 28 1.2 284
Percentage who used contraceptive 

at first intercourse 42.9 28 37.7 284

*Difference is statistically significant at p<.05. **Difference is statistically significant at p<.001.

*Interviewers defined sexual intercourse aloud to sur-
veyed students in simple terms to convey heterosexual
vaginal intercourse.


