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ations (for the most part, with family
members other than parents). As with
much past research, we expected to see
higher rates of first sex among those liv-
ing in a single-parent situation than
among those living with both biological
parents. The analysis also included moth-
er’s education (coded as high school
dropout, high school graduate or at least
some college) and household income
(coded into quartiles).

Analysis
Both the descriptive and the multivariate
analysis were based on survival analysis
techniques, for two reasons. First, we ex-
pected the risk of initiation of sexual ac-
tivity to increase as adolescents get older.
Second, since the majority of individuals
in the sample were still very young at the
time of the second interview, many still
had not had sex by then (i.e., the depen-
dent variable is right-censored). 

We used Kaplan-Meier life tables to an-
alyze the effects of each independent vari-
able on the timing of first sexual experi-
ence. These estimates are nonparametric
and are therefore not subject to biases due
to violations of distributional assumptions
of the underlying hazard. Since the num-
ber of events is quite small at later inter-
vals, we used the generalized Wilcoxon
test to examine homogeneity across the
categories of covariates; we also examined
homogeneity using the log-rank test.

The multivariate analysis was based on
a proportional hazards model that does
not assume any specific functional form
for the baseline hazard.24 However, one re-
quirement of the model is that the hazard
for each category of an independent vari-
able be proportional to the others. We test-
ed for proportionality by visually in-
specting the log-log survival function
plotted for every category of each inde-
pendent variable.† Exponentiating the co-
efficients gives the partial risk ratio for
each category of every variable. The ratio
measures the rate of transition to first sex
among teenagers in a given category rel-
ative to those in a comparison category,
other factors held constant.

Results
Close to half of the respondents were His-
panic (Table 1); of these, 40% were of Mex-
ican descent, 38% were born in Mexico
and the remainder came from a variety of
backgrounds (not shown). More than half
of the respondents (58%) lived with both
of their biological parents. Household in-
come and maternal education were high-
ly variable; the median household income

the two surveys.* All other variables are
based on responses to the initial survey.

Given the sensitive nature of questions
regarding sexual activity, we incorporat-
ed a number of steps to minimize poten-
tial biases. Procedures to maximize over-
all design validity and reliability included
conducting interviews in private settings
that the respondents found comfortable,
training interviewers in techniques for
handling potentially awkward or embar-
rassing questions, and having supervisors
closely monitor interviewers. Also, the
questions on sexual behavior were asked
midway through the interview, after nu-
merous sensitive questions had been
asked about the adolescent’s personal life,
emotions, family and so forth. Further-
more, the survey content dealt primarily
with stress and mental health, avoiding
potential selection bias on the basis of
prior sexual behavior.

The two primary independent variables
of interest are gender and ethnicity. Ac-
cording to the conceptualization devel-
oped by O’Sullivan-See and Wilson,23 eth-
nicity is embodied in shared beliefs,
norms, values and preferences that vary
together. We measured ethnicity by ask-
ing a set of questions regarding how re-
spondents identify themselves. The first
question was: “In Los Angeles, people
come from many different cultural back-
grounds. They may be Latino, Black,
Asian, Native American, White or of some
other ethnicity. With which one of these
racial/ethnic groups do you most close-
ly identify?” We also asked all respon-
dents who did not identify themselves as
Hispanic or Latino if they considered
themselves to be of Hispanic, or Latino,
origin. The first question proved sufficient
to establish the respondent’s ethnicity;
only 24 additional teenagers identified
themselves as Hispanic on the basis of the
second question, and these respondents
were included in the first category they
mentioned.

In general, we expected blacks to report
younger ages at first sex than whites, His-
panics or Asian Americans. In addition,
we expected the effects of gender on age
at first sex to depend on the youth’s eth-
nicity. (For example, females may not be
less likely than males to have sex in all eth-
nic groups.) 

We also included several indices of
youths’ socioeconomic and family back-
ground. Family structure was coded into
four categories: living with both biologi-
cal parents, living with a single parent (in
this sample, almost exclusively the moth-
er), living in a stepfamily and other situ-

was $27,382 (not shown).
Overall, the teenagers surveyed report-

ed a median age at first intercourse of 16.9
years (Table 1). Males reported a signifi-
cantly younger age than females (16.6 vs.
17.2). Significant ethnic differences also
were apparent: Blacks reported the
youngest median age at first intercourse
(15.8), and Asian Americans the oldest
(18.1). In addition, adolescents living with
both biological parents reported a later me-
dian age at first intercourse (17.6) than ado-
lescents living in any other family situation
(16.2–16.6). There were no significant dif-
ferences in the age at first sex according to
household income or mother’s education. 

These bivariate findings provide pre-
liminary evidence that gender and ethnic-
ity each influence the timing of first sexu-

Table 1. Percentage distribution of survey re-
spondents, percentage who have ever had sex
and median age at first sex, by selected char-
acteristics, Los Angeles County (N=870)

Characteristic % distri- % who Median  
bution have age at

had sex first sex

Total 100.0 26.6 16.9

Gender
Male 53.4 29.7 16.6***
Female 46.6 23.3 17.2

Ethnicity
White 25.9 27.0 16.6***
Black 11.1 45.6 15.8
Hispanic 48.7 24.4 17.0
Asian American 10.7 14.2 18.1
Other 3.6 34.2 17.4

Family structure
Both biological 

parents 57.9 19.4 17.6***
Single parent 26.0 35.9 16.4
Stepfamily 12.6 36.2 16.2
Other 3.5 44.4 16.6

Household income
1st quartile 27.8 31.1 16.6
2nd quartile 21.6 26.1 17.5
3rd quartile 24.6 24.8 16.8
4th quartile 26.0 24.3 17.0

Mother’s education (yrs.)
<12 41.3 24.9 17.2
12 23.4 24.3 17.0
>12 35.3 28.7 17.0

*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. Notes: Percentage distribution is based
on weighted N. Significance testing is based on Wilcoxon test for
homogeneity across survival strata, using unweighted data.

*Most of the inconsistencies were within a 3–6-month win-
dow and were due to rounding in reporting (i.e., “heap-
ing errors”). To minimize potential bias due to the sensi-
tive nature of the subject, we selected the date of
intercourse according to the earlier date reported and the
level of honesty with regard to respondents’ overall an-
swers to questionnaire items as assessed by the interviewer.

†The model is specified as follows: lnh(t)=α(t)+β’X+ε,
where lnh(t) is the log-hazard at time t, α(t) is the (un-
specified) baseline hazard, X is a vector of relevant co-
variates (in this case, time-invariant), β’ is a vector of es-
timates and ε is an error term.


