
their counterparts in Brazil and the Unit-
ed States, and about one-quarter in Costa
Rica and the Dominican Republic. Men in
several other countries reached these lev-
els of sexual experience by age 16, but in
Zimbabwe, the Philippines and Thailand,
even by their 16th birthday, no more than
15% of men had initiated intercourse.

In Ghana and Mali, substantially high-
er proportions of women (88% and 94%, re-
spectively) than of men (70% and 64%, re-
spectively) are sexually experienced by age
20. By contrast, in Thailand, Brazil, the Do-
minican Republic and Peru, the proportion
of men with sexual experience by their 20th
birthday is 18–28 percentage points high-
er than the proportion among women. In
most of the remaining countries, gender
differentials are very small, despite gender
differences in marriage levels.

Country-level differences in the pace of
sexual initiation can also be captured by
comparing the median age at first inter-
course (the age by which 50% of all indi-
viduals in the group had begun sexual re-
lations). The median age for women
ranges from 15.8 in Mali to 19.6 in Peru and

analysis provides a more complete picture
of adolescent sexual behavior than can be
drawn using data collected from teenagers
(who are, on average, about 17.5 years old
at interview).

Among women, sexual experience be-
fore age 15 is rare.* In Ghana, Mali, Tan-
zania, Jamaica and the United States, at
least one in seven women aged 20–24 had
had sex before their 15th birthday; about
three in 10 had done so before age 16, as
had more than half in Mali (Table 2). Lev-
els are lower—for the most part consid-
erably so—in the remaining countries. 

Very early sexual experience appears to
be somewhat more common among men
than among women in all countries except
Ghana, Mali, the Philippines and Tanza-
nia. More than four in 10 Jamaican men
aged 20–24 had had intercourse before
their 15th birthday, as had one-third of

exceeds 20 in the Philippines and Thailand.
Contradicting the widely accepted view
that males are generally more sexually pre-
cocious than females, a similar range is
found among men—from 15.4 in Jamaica
to 19.0 in Thailand and more than 20 in the
Philippines. In Latin America and the
Caribbean, men typically initiate sex at a
younger age than women; the largest dif-
ferentials (more than two years) are found
in Brazil and Peru. Only in Ghana and Mali
do women first have intercourse at a sub-
stantially younger age than men; in the re-
maining countries, men and women first
have sex at roughly the same age. 

Patterns of early sexual initiation (i.e.,
before age 17) vary widely by country and
gender (Figure 3). Among women, the
proportion having sex by age 17 in Mali,
Jamaica, Ghana, the United States and
Tanzania is 7–10 times that in Thailand
and the Philippines. The proportion of
men with sexual experience before their
17th birthday in Jamaica, the United States
and Brazil is 9–10 times the level in the
Philippines. The gender gap is very large
in Mali and Ghana (where higher pro-
portions of women than of men become
sexually active early) and in the Domini-
can Republic, Brazil, Costa Rica, Peru and
Thailand (where the reverse is true).

Premarital Intercourse Before Age 20
Table 3 (page 26) examines levels of pre-
marital sexual intercourse by the end of
the adolescent years. The rates are also cal-
culated by urban-rural residence, in an at-
tempt to explore possible differences in
sexual behavior related to modernization
and to rapid social change, or its absence.

The proportion of women who had their
first sexual experience before age 20 and
while still single is 75–86% in the two de-
veloped countries and Jamaica; 38–58% in
Ghana, Tanzania, Brazil and Haiti; and
25–32% in Mali, Zimbabwe, Costa Rica and
Peru. It is much lower in the Dominican Re-
public than in the other Latin American
countries (15%). However, since overall lev-
els of sexual intercourse during adoles-
cence are about the same in the Dominican
Republic as elsewhere in the region, the
lower level of premarital sexual intercourse
probably reflects that higher proportions
of women enter a union less than one year
after sexual initiation or become sexually
active within their first union.

In the Philippines and Thailand, pre-
marital sexual relationships among young
women are rare; only 4–6% of 20–24-year-
olds initiated sexual activity as unmarried
teenagers. While some women may have
failed to report a premarital sexual rela-
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Figure 2. Percentage of 20–24-year-olds who have ever had intercourse, by country, accord-
ing to gender and marital status

Dominican
Republic

Never-married Ever-married

Note: Marriage includes legal and consensual unions and, in Jamaica, visiting relationships.
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*Most of the surveys analyzed here obtained no infor-
mation on whether first intercourse was voluntary. There-
fore, the reported proportions having very early inter-
course may be understated, since some individuals
whose first sexual experience was involuntary would
likely exclude that event.


