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20% indicated that they had ever “gone steady,” and we sus-
pected that their very early sexual activity may well have
been involuntary.21

Overall, youth who reported having mostly same-sex
friends at ages 11–12 were significantly more likely than
those who had friends of both genders to report not dat-
ing weekly at ages 13–14 or 15–16 (73% vs. 63%); this as-
sociation was significant regardless of the youth’s gender
or race (Table 3). A smaller proportion of youth with most-
ly same-sex friends than of those with friends of both gen-
ders reported weekly dating at both ages (4% vs. 7%); the
same pattern held for males and nonblacks.

Mirroring the above findings, a larger proportion of youth
who had had mostly same-sex friends as preteenagers than
of those with friends of both genders reported no steady
dating during either early or middle adolescence (57% vs.
50%); males and nonblacks reflected the overall pattern.
Youth with mostly same-sex friends were less likely than
others to report steady dating during early adolescence
(13% vs. 19%) or during both early and middle adolescence
(8% vs. 11%).

Similar patterns emerge in analyses of dating in regard
to the grade level of preteenagers’ friends (Table 4, page
122). Overall, youth who had mostly same- or lower-grade
friends at ages 11–12 were more likely than others to re-
port no weekly dating at either ages 13–14 or 15–16 (70%
vs. 61%) and less likely to report weekly dating at ages 13–14
(4% vs. 9%); these associations were also significant for
males and blacks. Although the differences are not always
statistically significant, the general pattern suggested in Ta-
bles 3 and 4 is that females and nonblacks are more likely
than males and blacks to report weekly and steady dating
during both early and middle adolescence, regardless of
their friendship patterns at ages 11–12.

If early friendship patterns are significantly associated
with young people’s weekly and steady dating, might pre-
adolescent friendships and early adolescent weekly and
steady dating patterns be associated with sexual initiation?
In analyses exploring this question, youth who were sex-

Between ages 11–12 and 13–14, the proportion of youth
who ever had had sex increased from 3% to 10% (Table 2).
Although the proportion initiating sex between those ages
was essentially identical for males and females, young ado-
lescent males were significantly more likely than their 
female counterparts to ever have had sex (12% vs. 8%), 
because they had already reported higher levels of sexual
activity at ages 11–12. The racial difference is larger still:
Eighteen percent of black youth were sexually experienced
at ages 13–14, compared with 8% of nonblacks.

More than half of 15–16-year-olds reported some dating
experience: Twenty-seven percent dated less than once a
week, and another 27% dated more frequently. At this age,
weekly dating was more likely among females than among
males (30% vs. 24%), and more common among nonblacks
than among blacks (30% vs. 15%). However, although youth
were more likely to be dating during middle adolescence
than in early adolescence, they were less likely to be going
steady (42% vs. 58% of those who had ever dated). This
decline is especially prominent for males and nonblacks.

Thirty-four percent of youth had had sex by ages 15–16.
Although gender differences are no longer significant (be-
cause of the substantially greater increase in sexual initia-
tion for females than for males since ages 13–14), large racial
differences remain: Forty-five percent of blacks reported being
sexually experienced, in comparison with 31% of nonblacks.

Individual Linkages and Progressions
While the descriptive results suggest a degree of order in
the development of relationships that is generally consis-
tent with expectations (i.e., an increase in dating frequen-
cy and a greater likelihood of sexual activity with increas-
ing age), they do not address how friendship patterns at
ages 11–12 are linked with subsequent dating patterns. To
address this issue, we assessed patterns of weekly and steady
dating during early and middle adolescence in relation to
the characteristics of preteenage friendship groups. We ex-
cluded the 3% of youth who reported having had sex by
ages 11–12 from this and all subsequent analyses, as only

TABLE 3. Percentage distribution of adolescents, by dating patterns at ages 13–14 and 15–16, according to gender balance of
friendship groups at age 11–12, gender and race

Dating pattern Mostly same-sex friends Equal/mostly opposite-sex friends

All Male Female Black Non- All Male Female Black Non-
black black

Weekly dating (N=831) (N=382) (N=449) (N=274) (N=557) (N=513) (N=249) (N=264) (N=223) (N=290)
At neither age 73.1* 77.7*,† 68.7* 83.8*,‡ 70.8* 62.9 65.0 60.9 72.0‡ 59.8
At age 13–14 only 3.3 3.4 3.2 4.9 2.9 5.4 5.8 5.1 7.5 4.8
At age 15–16 only 20.2 16.3† 23.8 10.2*,‡ 22.3 24.4 20.8 27.6 18.1‡ 26.5
At both ages 3.5* 2.6* 4.3 1.1‡ 4.0* 7.3 8.4 6.4 2.4‡ 8.9

Steady dating (N=781) (N=367) (N=414) (N=257) (N=524) (N=483) (N=241) (N=242) (N=209) (N=274)
At neither age 57.3* 63.6*,† 51.3 62.0 56.4* 50.2 50.0 50.4 57.5‡ 47.8
At age 13–14 only 12.9* 16.5† 9.5* 6.3‡ 14.3* 18.6 20.9 16.5 9.9‡ 21.6
At age 15–16 only 21.3 13.3† 30.3* 26.0 21.1 19.9 17.4 22.3 25.1 18.2
At both ages 7.8* 6.6* 8.9 5.7 8.2 11.3 11.8 10.8 7.5 12.5

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

*Significantly different from percentage for equal or mostly opposite-sex friends at p<.05. †Significantly different from percentage for females at p<.05. ‡Signifi-
cantly different from percentage for nonblacks at p<.05. Notes: Percentages are weighted, and missing data are excluded. Ns are unweighted.


