
nicity category were ex-
cluded from the analysis
because that category
was small and very het-
erogeneous.)

Compared with white
females, black males had
a significantly higher
rate of first sex (risk ratio,
3.0—Table 3).* On the
other hand, Asian Amer-
ican males were less like-
ly than white females to
be sexually experienced
(0.4). Both Hispanic and
Asian American females
had significantly lower
rates of sexual activity
than white females (risk
ratios, 0.6 and 0.4, 
respectively).

Adding family back-
ground characteristics
to the calculations sig-
nificantly improved the
fit of the model (good-
ness-of-fit chi-square,
26.74, p<.001) and re-
duced to nonsignifi-
cance the effects for
Asian American males
and females and for
Hispanic females. These
results suggest that part
of the observed effect in the first regres-
sion analysis may be explained by fami-
ly structure. Indeed, correlations between
gender-and-ethnicity groups and family
structure were significant for several of
these groups (not shown).

For example, being a black male was
significantly and negatively correlated
with living with both biological parents,
and was significantly and positively cor-
related with living in a single-parent or
other type of household. Therefore, the
reason that black males have first inter-
course so young is partly that they are sig-
nificantly more likely to be living in fam-
ily situations that also increase their risk
of becoming sexually active. Nevertheless,
even when family characteristics were
taken into consideration, black males ini-
tiated sexual intercourse relatively early.

Family structure was strongly associ-
ated with youths’ risk of sexual activity,
in the expected directions, even when eth-
nicity, gender and family socioeconomic
status were taken into consideration. Con-
firming the findings of many prior stud-
ies, youths living with one parent had sig-
nificantly higher rates of first sex than
those living with both biological parents

al experience. However, these relationships
express only the gross main, or average, ef-
fects. When we recomputed the medians
for each gender-and-ethnicity combination,
significant differences emerged across eth-
nic groups for each gender (Table 2).
Among males, blacks reported the
youngest median age at first sex (15.0);
whites, Hispanics and members of other
ethnic groups had similar, intermediate me-
dian ages (16.5–16.8); and Asian American
males reported the oldest median age at
first intercourse (18.1).

Age at first sexual experience did not
vary as much by ethnicity for females, al-
though we did find significant differences.
White and black females reported younger
median ages at sexual initiation (16.6 and
16.3, respectively) than Hispanics (17.3).
Life-table medians could not be comput-
ed for Asian American or other females be-
cause too few of these women had had sex.
We could, however, calculate that one-
quarter of Asian American females had
had sex by 16.4 years of age.

Several groups reported very similar me-
dian ages at first sex (about 16.5 years): white
and black females; and white, Hispanic and
other males. The two most striking devia-
tions are the relative lack of sexual experi-
ence among Asian American youths, par-
ticularly females, and the comparatively
early onset of first sex among black males
(approximately 2–3 years earlier than
among any females or other males). These
findings offer some support for the hy-
pothesis that the effect of gender on medi-
an age at first sex is dependent on ethnici-
ty, and that the variation across ethnic
groups is greater for males than for females.

To test for relative differences in the effects
of the interaction between gender and eth-
nicity on the timing of first intercourse, we
conducted two multivariate analyses, using
proportional hazard techniques. In the first,
we estimated the gross effects for each gen-
der-and-ethnicity category; in the second,
we estimated the net effects of each, con-
trolling for differences in family background
characteristics. (Teenagers in the “other” eth-

(risk ratio, 1.7). Youths living in stepfam-
ilies also had elevated rates of first sex
(2.2). Analyses performed separately for
each gender yielded very similar results
for males and females (not shown). The
timing of sexual activity was not signifi-
cantly influenced by the level of mother’s
education or of household income when
gender, ethnicity and family structure
were taken into account.†

We next made pairwise comparisons for
each gender-and-ethnicity group. The risk
ratios were calculated from those in the re-
gression analysis and are computational-
ly identical, which means that they are ad-
justed for family structure, mother’s
education and household income. Table
4 shows the results, arrayed as the upper
half of a matrix. (The first row duplicates
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Table 2. Median age at first sex, by ethnicity,
according to gender

Ethnicity Males Females

White 16.6*** 16.6*
Black 15.0 16.3
Hispanic 16.5 17.3
Asian American 18.1 †
Other 16.8 †

*p<.05. ***p<.001. †The number of female respondents who had
had sex was too small for calculation of a reliable median. Note:
Significance testing is based on Wilcoxon test for homogeneity
across survival strata,using unweighted data.

*We chose white females as the comparison category for
the sake of consistency with previous research. In doing
so, however, we made no assumptions regarding any ex-
periential basis for this coding.

†We coded mother’s education and household income
in a variety of ways for consistency with findings based
on national data sets. However, since neither of these fac-
tors was significant in our data, we chose standard cod-
ing for mother’s education and collapsed household in-
come into two categories.

Table 3. Regression coefficients and risk ratios from multivariate
analyses indicating the effects of gender and ethnicity on timing
of first sex, alone and controlled for background characteristics

Variable Uncontrolled Controlled

Coeff. Risk ratio Coeff. Risk ratio

Ethnicity
White females 1.000 1.000
White males –0.327 0.721 –0.267 0.765
Black males 1.110*** 3.033 1.035*** 2.818
Hispanic males 0.111 1.118 0.169 1.184
Asian American

males –1.041* 0.353 –0.834 0.434
Black females 0.118 1.125 0.068 1.071
Hispanic females –0.584* 0.557 –0.475 0.622
Asian American

females –0.882* 0.414 –0.661 0.516

Family structure
Both biological

parents na 1.000
Single parent na na 0.538** 1.713
Stepfamily na na 0.791*** 2.205
Other na na 0.548 1.731

Mother’s education (yrs.)
12 na 1.000
<12 na na –0.139 0.870
>12 na na 0.115 1.123

Household income
Upper three quartiles na 1.000
1st quartile na na 0.221 1.248

N 838838
–2LL 2,606.35 2,579.61
d.f. 714
χ2 57.45*** 84.04***

*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. Notes: The “other” ethnicity category was excluded because it was
small and very heterogeneous. Mother’s education is adjusted for mother’s presence in the
home. na=not applicable.


