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larger age discrepancies.
Because our analysis

excluded women who
reported first intercourse
as nonvoluntary, our
findings on the relation-
ship between wanted-
ness of first intercourse
and partner age and con-
traceptive use are con-
servative. We anticipate
that these patterns would
be amplified in the pop-
ulation of young women
that includes those
whose first intercourse
was nonvoluntary.

We found that want-
edness of first inter-
course, after controlling
for other relevant situa-
tional and background
factors, means no
greater nor lesser chance
of having that first in-
tercourse protected.
Rather, the critical pre-
dictors were those cor-
related with wanted-
ness—an older partner,
a casual relationship and
young age at first sex. To
the extent that unwant-
ed intercourse is spon-
taneous and wanted intercourse is more
likely to be planned, wantedness may have
stronger implications for those methods
that require premeditated effort, such as the
pill, than for coitus-specific methods such
as the condom. The multivatiate analysis
considered all methods together, but fur-
ther insight may be gained from analyzing
methods separately in the future.

Despite the lack of an independent re-
lationship between wantedness of inter-
course and contraceptive use at voluntary
first intercourse, our findings on wanted-
ness of first intercourse are nonetheless
important. Scale values were correlated
with other significant circumstantial fac-
tors, and could serve as an indicator of
how often and under what circumstances
young women go through a critical expe-
rience they would rather have avoided. 

The fact that substantial numbers of
young women voluntarily participated in
a first sexual experience about which they
felt ambivalent or negative deserves at-
tention. It is especially salient for research
and service programs, given that these
“voluntary but unwanted” experiences
are most prevalent among young women
whose youth or age difference with their

woman’s lack of control over a sexual ex-
perience reduces the likelihood that con-
traceptives will be used during that ex-
perience, particularly coitus-specific
methods. The spontaneous nature of some
nonvoluntary intercourse may reduce
young women’s opportunities for fore-
thought or planning, and so lessen even
further the likelihood that contraceptives
will be used under such circumstances.
Thus, the relatively high proportions of
sexual experiences that are nonvoluntary
among young adolescent women com-
pared with adult women may explain in
part why teenagers are especially unlike-
ly to practice contraception26 and why
women who have first intercourse before
age 19 are less likely to have used a
method at first intercourse than are those
who were older at first intercourse.27

Since data on contraceptive use during
nonvoluntary first intercourse were un-
available, we examined associations be-
tween contraceptive use and varying de-
grees of wantedness of voluntary first
intercourse experiences. While maternal
education beyond the high school level
was positively associated in bivariate
analyses with contraceptive use at first in-
tercourse when wantedness was high, this
background characteristic did not affect
contraceptive use when first intercourse
was classified as relatively unwanted. This
finding is consistent with research on in-
terpersonal power and the indicators of
pregnancy risk that found female power
in a relationship to be positively correlat-
ed with contraceptive use.28 This pattern
suggests that factors known to be related
to contraceptive use at first sex may only
operate if the young woman consciously
chooses and actively wants the experience.

In multivariate regression analysis, the
effects of young women’s race and ethnic-
ity, age at first intercourse and mother’s ed-
ucation were generally consistent with pre-
vious studies, in which these factors have
all been shown to be related to contracep-
tive use at first intercourse.29 The finding
that women who had had first intercourse
with a man seven years or older were less
than half as likely to use contraceptives as
women whose first partner had been the
same age or younger suggests an exception
to the usual pattern of higher levels of con-
traceptive use with increased age: In rela-
tionships with large age discrepancies, the
partner’s advanced age in relation to the
young woman works against contraceptive
use. Partners who are closer in age, even
when both are young, are more likely to
take precautions and actively prevent ad-
verse consequences than are couples with

partner decrease the likelihood of contra-
ceptive use at first intercourse.

Some questions remain about the mean-
ing of the scale values. It is unrealistic to ex-
pect that all young women would interpret
the scale the same way and evaluate their
past experiences by a common standard.
Undoubtedly, there are differences in in-
terpretation and evaluation, possibly dis-
tinctive by subculture. Such lack of unifor-
mity could be a factor in the interpretation
of the scale, in the process of remembering
first intercourse, in defining life experiences
with regard to control and in having expe-
riences subsequent to the one in question
that influence how it is evaluated.

The purpose of this article was to pro-
vide descriptive information on nonvol-
untary first intercourse and its correlates,
using measures that have not been used
before in a national survey. However, the
NFSG focuses on the onset of sexual ac-
tivity as an indicator of the beginning of
women’s exposure to the risk of pregnan-
cy and sexually transmitted diseases. The
primacy of this mission precluded special
focus on nonvoluntary intercourse. In ad-
dition, since the NFSG collected informa-
tion only on vaginal heterosexual inter-

Table 6.  Coefficients (and standard errors) and odds ratios from
logistic regression showing effects of selected characteristics on
contraceptive use at first intercourse (N=1,766)

Characteristic Coefficient Odds ratio

Age at first intercourse
<13 –1.08 (0.33) 0.34**
14–15 –0.35 (0.31) 0.70
16–17 –0.27 (0.31) 0.76
18–19 –0.20 (0.32) 0.82
≥20 ref 1.00

Race/ethnicity
White non-Hispanic ref 1.00
Black non-Hispanic –0.69 (0.14) 0.50***
Hispanic –1.19 (0.18) 0.30***

Mother’s education
<high school –0.73 (0.22) 0.48**
High school graduate –0.31 (0.20) 0.73
Some college 0.09 (0.27) 1.09
≥4 years of college ref 1.00

Relationship with partner
Just met/just friends/
went out once in a while –0.31 (0.14) 0.73***

Going steady/engaged ref 1.00

Partner’s age
Same age or younger ref 1.00
1–2 years older –0.16 (0.16) 0.85
3–4 years older –0.09 (0.19) 0.91
5–6 years older –0.28 (0.28) 0.76
≥7 years older –0.82 (0.25) 0.44**

Wantedness of first intercourse
1–4 –0.20 (0.14) 0.82
5–10 ref 1.00

Constant 2.30 (0.37) 10.02***

*Difference is significant at p<.05. **Difference is significant at p<.01. ***Difference is signifi-
cant at p<.001. Notes: See note to Table 1. ref=reference category.


