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that their first sexual experience was consensual, 10% said 
that their first sexual encounter was coerced. Most young 
women reported not having used a condom during sexual 
debut (66%). More than half of all respondents said that 
their first sexual partner was their boyfriend (53%) and 
was less than five years older (67%).

“somewhat,” “not very much” or “not at all.”
•Partner characteristics. The age differential between 
partners and the type of relationship they have has been 
found to be related to a number of adolescent sexual out-
comes.23–26 We measured male partners’ age relative to the 
respondents’ age, categorizing partners as the same age or 
younger, 1–4 years older, or at least five years older or of an 
unknown but older age. Respondents’ first sexual partner 
was classified as boyfriend, husband or cohabiting partner, 
occasional or casual friend, fellow student (not considered 
a casual friend) or “other” (visitor, boss or work supervi-
sor, teacher, stranger or relative).
•Individual characteristics. Research has shown that hav-
ing a strong religious affiliation is associated with delayed 
sexual experience.27–30 In particular, in some Sub-Saharan 
African contexts, Muslims and Christians have distinctly 
different patterns of sexual initiation and childbearing; ear-
ly sexual initiation and early childbearing are less common 
among Muslims. For our study, we asked young women to 
classify themselves as either Muslim or non-Muslim to de-
termine differences in adolescent sexual behavior between 
religions. In addition, since several studies have shown 
that being in school or having higher school attendance is 
protective for early sexual debut and condom use,31–34 we 
asked young women to classify their school attendance at 
age 11 or 12 as having “never/rarely missed,” “sometimes 
missed” or “frequently missed/never attended.”

Data Analysis
Descriptive and bivariate analyses were conducted to as-
sess the associations between each of the three outcomes—
sex before age 15, coerced sex and condom use at first 
sex—and the individual, partner and family characteristics. 
Multivariate logistic regression was then used to examine 
the net association of the family and individual characteris-
tics with our main outcomes. All analyses were conducted 
using Stata 9.

rESuLTS

Descriptive Data
Participants ranged in age from 15 to 24, with a mean age 
of 20.9 years. Only 12% indicated that they were still in 
school (not shown). A majority of young women reported 
growing up in households where both parents were pres-
ent (55%); however, 32% of respondents stated that they 
had lived in households where the biological mother was 
absent (Table 1). Nearly 90% of respondents reported 
their caregivers were at least somewhat concerned about 
their problems when they were 11 or 12. Most women also 
reported that their families were of average socioeconomic 
status at that time (72%), and the majority classified them-
selves as non-Muslim (83%).

Sexual Behaviors
Approximately one out of every five young women (21%) 
had had their sexual debut before age 15. The median age at 
first intercourse was 16 (not shown). While 90% reported 

TABLE 1. Percentage distribution of sexually experienced 
respondents, by individual, family and partner characteris-
tics, Rakai, Uganda

Characteristic % 
(n=1,675)

age at first sex 
<15 20.8 (349)
15–16 42.9 (718)
≥17 36.3 (608)

Coerced first sex
Yes 10.2 (171)
No 89.8 (1504)

Condom use at first sex
Condom not used 66.1 (1,107)
Condom used 33.6 (563)
Missing 0.3 (5)

relationship to first partner
Boyfriend 52.7 (883)
Husband/cohabiting partner 22.0 (369)
Occasional/casual friend 11.0 (185)
Fellow student 10.5 (176)
Other 3.7 (62)

Partner’s age relative to respondent
Same age or younger 18.0 (302)
1–4 years older 48.5 (813)
≥5 years older or unknown 33.4 (560)

Living arrangement*
With both parents 54.9 (919)
With mother only 13.4 (224)
Other 31.8 (532)

Mother’s education
<5 years 19.2 (321)
5–7 years 33.7 (564)
>7 years 15.4 (258)
Do not know 31.8 (532)

Female caregiver’s alcohol consumption*
None 69.1 (1,157)
Sometimes/often 30.9 (518)

religion
Non-Muslim 83.2 (1,393)
Muslim 16.8 (282)

Family socioeconomic status*
Well-off 10.2 (171)
Average 72.1 (1,208)
Poor 17.7 (296)

Caregivers cared about problems*
Very much 47.3 (792)
Somewhat 42.0 (704)
Not very much/not at all 10.7 (179)

School attendance*
Never/rarely missed 42.0 (703)
Sometimes missed 48.1 (806)
Frequently missed/never attended 9.9 (166)

Total 100.0

*When respondent was aged 11 or 12.


