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ually inexperienced at ages 15–16 were significantly more
likely than those whose sexual debut occurred between
early and middle adolescence to have had mostly same-sex,
same-grade friends at ages 11–12 and to report no weekly
or steady dating at ages 13–14 (54% vs. 34%—not shown).
Similar results were found for each gender and racial group.
Furthermore, youth who had been in a steady relationship
at ages 13–14 were more likely than those who had not to
have had sex by ages 15–16.

Additional insight into adolescent behavior can be
gleaned from analyses examining the relationship between
the timing of sexual initiation and dating. Of youth who
were sexually inexperienced at ages 15–16, 30% had never
dated, 35% first reported having dated during middle ado-
lescence and 35% first reported having dated during early
adolescence or earlier (Table 5). Among youth who had not
had sex by ages 15–16, males were more likely than females
to report dating by ages 13–14 (41% vs. 30%), and blacks
were more likely than nonblacks to report never having
dated (45% vs. 27%); nonblacks were more likely than
blacks to have dated by early adolescence (38% vs. 25%). 

Among the one-third of teenagers who first had sex be-
tween ages 11–12 and 15–16, 50% reported having dated

before they reported having had first sex. This proportion
differs significantly by gender and race: Males were more
likely than females (59% vs. 42%), and nonblacks were
more likely than blacks (58% vs. 28%), to report dating
before reporting sexual debut. 

Furthermore, 38% of those who had sex between ages
11–12 and 15–16 reported having dated for the first time
and having had sex for the first time at the same survey
point. For these youth, as well as for those who reported
first dating prior to sexual initiation, we still do not know
if first intercourse took place within or outside of a dating
relationship. However, 12% of youth who had had sex be-
tween ages 11–12 and 15–16 reported having had sex be-
fore ever having dated. Females were significantly more like-
ly than males (16% vs. 8%), and blacks more likely than
nonblacks (23% vs. 8%), to report having had sex prior to
dating; black females were significantly more likely than
black males to report sexual debut prior to ever dating (31%
vs. 14%—not shown). Despite a move to earlier ages of dat-
ing that appears to parallel the move to earlier ages of sex-
ual initiation, these are likely to be conservative estimates
of the degree to which first sex takes place outside of any
dating relationship for the significant minority of youth who
have sex during early adolescence. 

Linking Friendships and Dating to the Timing of First Sex
While 90% of all youth were sexually inexperienced at ages
13–14, there was a significant shift toward initiation of sex-
ual activity by ages 15–16. One-third of all adolescents and
45% of blacks reported having had sex. To what extent
might an early propensity to “hang out” with youth of the
opposite sex or youth in higher grades, to date frequently
or to go steady be predictive of the transition to sexual ac-
tivity in these early teenage years? 

Results from preliminary analyses of these associations
suggested that although both frequent and steady dating
at ages 13–14 substantially increased the probability of ini-
tiating sex by ages 15–16, youth who reported both going
steady and dating weekly were the most likely to become

Friendships and Early Relationships: Links to Sexual Initiation

TABLE 4. Percentage distribution of adolescents, by dating patterns at ages 13–14 and 15–16, according to grade level of
close friends at age 11–12, gender and race

Dating pattern Most friends in lower/same grade Most friends in higher grade

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

Weekly dating (N=1,143) (N=531) (N=601) (N=403) (N=740) (N=193) (N=91) (N=102) (N=96) (N=97)
At neither age 70.4* 73.8*,† 67.2 81.7*,‡ 67.8 60.9 61.8 60.0 64.2 59.2
At age 13–14 only 3.7* 3.5* 3.9 4.5* 3.5 8.5 11.9 5.2 14.7‡ 5.4
At age 15–16 only 21.0 18.0† 23.8 11.8*,‡ 23.1 25.8 21.5 29.9 20.5 28.4
At both ages 4.9 4.7 5.1 2.0*,‡ 5.6 4.9 4.9 4.9 0.6‡ 7.0

Steady dating (N=1,072) (N=513) (N=559) (N=374) (N=698) (N=184) (N=88) (N=96) (N=92) (N=92)
At neither age 55.7 60.0† 51.7 63.0*,‡ 54.1 51.3 53.0 49.6 43.8 55.3
At age 13–14 only 14.8 18.0† 11.7 6.8*,‡ 16.5 16.3 21.2 11.2 13.3 17.8
At age 15–16 only 20.8 13.8† 27.6 24.5 20.0 20.8 18.8 23.0 33.1‡ 14.4
At both ages 8.7 8.3 9.1* 5.8‡ 9.3 11.6 7.1 16.3 9.9 12.6

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 most friends in higher grade at p<.05. †Significantly different from percentage for females at p<.05. ‡Significantly dif-
ferent from percentage for nonblacks at p<.05. Notes: Percentages are weighted, and missing data are excluded. Ns are unweighted.

TABLE 5. Percentage distribution of adolescents, by sexual and dating experience, 
according to gender and race

Characteristic All Gender Race

Male Female Black Nonblack

Sexually inexperienced at age 15–16 (N=1,053) (N=516) (N=537) (N=364) (N=689)
Never dated 30.0 30.0 29.9 45.0* 26.6
First reported dating at age 15–16 34.7 29.2* 40.6 29.9 35.7
First reported dating earlier 35.4 40.8* 29.6 25.1* 37.6

Had sex between ages 11–12 and 15–16 (N=564) (N=264) (N=300) (N=252) (N=312)
Reported dating prior to first sex 49.7 59.2* 42.2 27.5* 58.0
Reported both at same time 38.2 33.0* 42.3 49.1* 34.1
Reported first sex prior to dating 12.1 7.8* 15.5 23.4* 7.8

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

*Difference in percentages by gender or race is significant at p<.05. Notes: Youth who had had sex prior to base-
line are excluded. Percentages are weighted, and missing data are excluded.


