
tivity (79%), with the remaining 9% giving
consistent responses about their first sex-
ual experience (1% who had had sex before
the study began, plus 8% who initiated
sexual activity during the study period).

Predictors of Inconsistent Reporting
The logistic regression results confirmed
the gender differences in consistency in-
dicated in the bivariate data: Boys were 14
times as likely as girls be inconsistent in
their self-reports of sexual experience (Table
3). Adolescents who lived in the lowest so-
cioeconomic-status households were about
49% more likely than those in other house-
holds to be inconsistent in their responses.
Attending a school in the family life edu-
cation intervention project under study was
also significantly associated with incon-
sistent reporting of sexual activity (odds
ratio, 1.61), but none of the other indepen-
dent variables were associated with the
likelihood of giving inconsistent answers
about sexual activity.

Discussion and Conclusions
Most previous research assessed consis-
tency in self-reports of sexual behavior by
repeating a question within a single sur-
vey or by asking whether the respondent
had experienced sexual intercourse in two
or more surveys. This study builds on this
approach by also using the respondents’
reported age at first sexual intercourse to
evaluate consistency. In doing so, the
study revealed a much higher rate of in-
consistent responses among boys than
would have been indicated if we had as-
sessed consistency using reports of sexu-
al experience only. It should be noted,
however, that relatively few females were
even “eligible” to be considered incon-
sistent in their responses because most of
them reported that they had never had
sexual intercourse (and therefore would
be unable to inconsistently report their age
at first intercourse). In other words, those
adolescents who claimed that they were
sexually experienced (generally boys) had
to verify the truth of their responses on
more occasions than adolescents who said
they had never had sex.

Our study found a substantial amount
of inconsistent reporting of sexual activi-
ty among young adolescents in Jamaica.
Although the vast majority of adolescents
reported their sexual experience status
consistently within a given round, about
one in 10 girls and nearly two in three boys
responded inconsistently when we ex-
amined the agreement of responses be-
tween rounds and the consistency of the
reported age at first intercourse. Among

percent were inconsistent within a single
round, while 16% reported their sexual ex-
perience inconsistently between rounds
(that is, they reported no sexual experience
after previously having claimed to have
had some). An additional 30% consistent-
ly claimed sexual experience in all three
rounds, but reported their age at first sex
inconsistently. Finally, the remaining 11%
consistently reported that they first had in-
tercourse after the study began, but then
inconsistently gave their age at first sex.
Thus, among boys, inconsistent reporting
of age at first intercourse accounted for a
large portion of overall inconsistency.

Of the 35% of boys who were consistent
in their reporting, 10% consistently re-
ported no sexual experience, and the re-
maining 25% consistently reported hav-
ing had intercourse (8% after the study
began and 16% before Round 1).

Among the girls, just 12% reported their
sexual experience inconsistently, with
most of these girls being inconsistent with
their responses within a single round (6%)
or claiming to have never had sex after
having reported sexual activity in a pre-
vious round (4%). The remaining 2% was
attributable to girls who began sexual ac-
tivity during the study period, but re-
ported their age at first sex inconsistent-
ly. No girl who claimed to be sexually
experienced at each survey round incon-
sistently reported her age at the time of her
first sexual experience.

The overall proportion of girls who were
consistent in their reported sexual activi-
ty—88%—is primarily made up of those
who consistently reported no sexual ac-

girls, most of the overall inconsistency re-
sulted from inconsistent responses with-
in a single round, and from reporting no
sexual experience after previously re-
porting sexual activity. While much of the
overall inconsistency among boys also
stemmed from differing reports of sexu-
al experience between rounds, the largest
portion of their inconsistency was attrib-
utable to giving inconsistent ages at the
first sexual experience (despite the fact
that boys were consistent between rounds
in reporting that they had ever had sex). 

The multivariate analysis indicated that
boys were much more likely than girls to
report their sexual experience inconsis-
tently. Interestingly, the multivariate
analysis also indicated that adolescents
whose school was part of the family life
education program being evaluated were
also more likely than those in the com-
parison group to inconsistently report
their sexual activity. The intervention may
have influenced young adolescents’ atti-
tudes toward sexual activity, or there may
have been baseline differences in the two
populations that this study did not detect.

Our findings raise questions about the
limitations of relying on self-reported
data, particularly from boys, to identify
sexually active adolescents, to estimate the
prevalence of sexual activity among ado-
lescents and to evaluate the impact of in-
terventions designed to delay first inter-
course. We advise caution in using self-
reports of sexual behavior data for these
purposes, particularly among adolescent
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Table 3. Odds ratios (and 95% confidence in-
tervals) from logistic regression analysis
showing adolescents’ likelihood of respond-
ing inconsistently to questions about first sex-
ual intercourse (n=684)

Variable Odds ratio

Gender
Male 13.74* (9.14�20.67)
Female 1.00

Socioeconomic status
Very low 1.49* (1.01�2.18)
Middle-low or low 1.00

Ever used alcohol
Yes 1.29 (0.87�1.91)
No 1.00

Church attendance
≥ weekly 0.83 (0.57�1.22)
<weekly 1.00

Living arrangement 
Two-parent home 1.00
Other 0.97 (0.65�1.44)

Family life education intervention
Yes 1.61* (1.10�2.36)
No 1.00

*p<.05

Table 2. Percentage distribution of adoles-
cents, by overall consistency of their report-
ed sexual activity, according to gender

Measure Total Female Male
(n=698) (n=373) (n=325)

Consistent 63.4 88.2 34.8
No sexual activity 47.0 79.1 10.2
Sexually experienced

at baseline 8.3 1.3 16.3
Had Þrst sex 

during study 8.1 7.8 8.3

Inconsistent 36.7 11.8 65.3
Inconsistent within 

single survey round 6.6 5.6 7.7
Inconsistent between

rounds 9.9 4.3 16.3
Consistently reported 

having had sex at all
3 rounds, but gave 
inconsistent age 
at Þrst sex 13.9 0.0 29.9

Consistently reported 
initiating intercourse
during study, but gave 
inconsistent age 6.3 1.9 11.4

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0


