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Abstract

In this paper, we examine the effects of family structure on age at first sexual intercourse before

marriage for recent cohorts of women. Previous research on the linkage between family structure and

sexual initiation has employed relatively crude measures of family structure—typically a snapshot of the

respondent’s family structure at age 14. We use retrospective parent histories from the 1979–87 National

Longitudinal Survey of Youth to construct dynamic measures of family structure, using information on

the number and types of parents in the respondent’s household between birth and age 18. We use these

measures to test the effects of prolonged exposure to a single-mother family, prolonged absence of a

biological father, parental presence during adolescence, and instability in family structure. For white

women, age-specific rates of first sexual intercourse are significantly and positively associated with

time-varying measures for the number of family transitions; for black women, age-specific rates are

significantly and positively associated with time-varying variables for having resided in a mother-only or

father-only family during adolescence. Net of other effects of family structure, we find no significant

effects for white or black women of being born out of wedlock, prolonged exposure to a single-mother

family, or prolonged absence of a biological father. We interpret our results for white women as

consistent with a turbulence and instability hypothesis, but as providing little support for socialization or

parental-control hypotheses; for black women, our results are consistent with the parental-control

hypothesis, but provide little support for the socialization and turbulence hypotheses. Overall, these

findings suggest that the processes influencing the transition to sexual activity may vary quite markedly

for white and black women.
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Family structure has consistently been implicated as an important factor associated

with the sexual behavior of adolescents. Numerous studies have found that sexual

initiation occurs later for adolescent women who resided with both biological parents

than for those who have experienced a parental divorce or who have never lived with

their biological father (Billy, Brewster, and Grady 1994; Booth, Brinkerho�, and

White 1984; Brewster 1994a,b; Flewelling and Bauman 1990; Hogan and Kitagawa

1985; Inazu and Fox 1980; Newcomer and Udry 1984; Thornton and Camburn

1987; Trent and South 1992; Weinstein and Thornton 1989; Whitbeck et al. 1996).

This empirical association between family structure and age at �rst intercourse is of

particular policy interest because of concerns that early sexual activity may increase

the risk of contraceptive nonuse, sexually transmitted diseases, teenage pregnancy, teen

motherhood, and out-of-wedlock childbearing (Kiernan and Hobcraft 1997; McElroy

and Moore 1997; Mosher and Bachrach 1996; Wu, Cherlin, and Bumpass 1997).

Despite this substantial body of empirical work, the precise mechanisms linking

family structure to the initiation of sexual activity are not well understood. One

di�culty has been the reliance of much previous research on relatively crude measures

of family structure|typically a child's family structure at age 14. Such snapshot

measures say little about what aspect of family structure in
uences adolescent

behavior, in part because they ignore variation in an adolescent's family trajectory

that is, we argue, important in explaining the timing of �rst intercourse. In this

paper, we use data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY) to analyze

age-speci�c rates of �rst sexual intercourse prior to a �rst marriage for women who

entered adolescence during the 1970s and early 1980s. We exploit detailed family

histories available in the NLSY to estimate the e�ects of the number of family

transitions, prolonged exposure to speci�c types of families, and family structure

during adolescence. Our results provide evidence on the relative importance for young

women's entry into sexual activity of hypothesized e�ects of parental socialization,
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parental supervision during adolescence, and family turbulence and instability.

THEORY

We focus on three potential linkages between family structure and age at �rst sexual

intercourse. The �rst emphasizes the processes of parental socialization for sexual

behavior, the second parental supervision and control during adolescence, and the third

the cumulative e�ects of family turbulence accompanying frequent change in family

membership and circumstance. These distinctions are not absolute: socialization

under certain family circumstances may impair e�ective parental supervision; similarly,

family instability may disrupt parental supervision or divert the socialization process.

We interpret our �ndings with these observations in mind.

Socialization processes. Researchers drawing from a socialization perspective

argue that parents convey sexual attitudes and behaviors to children in direct and

indirect ways. For example, a number of researchers have argued that parents who

have not married prior to a child's birth or who have separated at a later date have

more permissive attitudes toward sexuality than parents who bear and raise children

together in marriage, and that they transmit those views to their children (Newcomer

and Udry 1984; Thornton and Camburn 1987; Weinstein and Thornton 1989). As a

result, adolescents whose parents have not remained together are less likely to believe

that nonmarital sexual intercourse is wrong, and these beliefs, it is argued, lead to

earlier entry into sexual activity than for adolescents in intact families.

All available empirical evidence concerns the sexual attitudes of mothers, a

plausible emphasis given the greater role of mothers in childrearing. For young women,

mothers are a more likely source of sexual information and advice than are fathers.

In addition, children who reside with one parent are most likely to live with their

mother (Maccoby and Mnookin 1992); this would further reduce the in
uence of

fathers' attitudes if, as is likely, the in
uence of parental attitudes on child behavior
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is stronger when a child or adolescent resides with the parent.

A less direct mechanism of socialization for early sexual behavior is through

parental modeling. This argument holds that adolescents model their sexual behavior

on that of salient others (Gagnon and Simon 1973). Since many single mothers or

fathers engage in nonmarital sexual intercourse, children may conclude that nonmarital

sexual intercourse|including premarital intercourse during adolescence|is acceptable

(Inazu and Fox 1980; McLanahan and Sandefur 1994; Thornton and Camburn 1987).

Even if parents convey disapproval of adolescent sexual activity, their o�spring may

reject parental views as inconsistent and hypocritical. Inazu and Fox (1980) provide

evidence consistent with a modeling hypothesis, reporting that a mother's cohabitation

signi�cantly hastened child's entry into sexual activity.1

Modeling e�ects may be stronger for the same-sex parent, whose sexuality is most

like that of the adolescent. But as noted above, modeling e�ects may also be stronger

for the resident parent, regardless of gender, since adolescents can more easily observe

the sexual activity of resident parents. Finally, the sexual behavior of single mothers,

as opposed to single fathers, may be more salient for adolescent sexuality because of

a sexual double standard|because nonmarital sexual activity is often perceived as

more deviant for mothers than for fathers, mother's behavior may be more strongly

associated with adolescents' sexual attitudes and behavior.

Finally, the sexual socialization of adolescents is commonly argued to occur

indirectly through the construction of gender identities. One view from this perspective

is that an adolescent's attachment to, and identi�cation with, the mother is important

to how adolescents view themselves in a variety of behavioral domains, including gender

and sexuality (McCord, McCord, and Thurber 1961). Proponents of this view assert

1Several studies demonstrate the e�ects of modeling by siblings (Haurin and Mott 1990;
Hogan and Kitagawa 1985) or suggest peer modeling e�ects through the in
uence of
community characteristics on sexual initiation (Billy, Brewster, and Grady 1994; Brewster
1994a,b). See also Wilson (1987).
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that a mother's sexual behavior (both past and present) may shape and de�ne the

adolescent's understanding of gender and sexual roles; if so, adolescents who have

resided in a mother-only family for most of their lives and who thus lack alternative role

models for sexual socialization are more likely to initiate sexual relations early. Others

emphasize the role of prolonged absence of a father �gure, with the social stigma and

feelings of desertion or abandonment accompanying father absence argued as in
uential

in lowering adolescent self-esteem and inhibiting the development of a healthy gender

identity, appropriate sex-typed behavior, and a positive sexual self-image (Freud [1925]

1961; Goode 1956; Hetherington 1972, 1981).

An important distinction between these variants of the socialization hypothesis

is that the modeling hypothesis emphasizes the period of adolescence, whereas the

father-absence hypotheses emphasize the duration and timing of father absence.

Herzog and Sudia (1973, p. 162{4) note that one variant of this hypothesis stresses

the prolonged and continuing absence of a father, whereas another holds that \if the

father is present until the child reaches a speci�c age : : : appropriate sex-role learning

will have occurred, and absence after this critical period will have less e�ect." Thus, in

the literature on socialization e�ects, some authors have emphasized the child's early

experience of an absent father (including father absence at birth), others prolonged

exposure to a single-mother family or to a father-absent family, and still others the

modeling of parental behaviors by o�spring during adolescence.

Parental control during adolescence. A second type of family in
uence is parental

control of adolescents' sexual behavior. One direct mechanism of control is parental

supervision of adolescent children. In particular, two parents are more easily able

than one to monitor adolescents' activities, and therefore reduce their opportunities

for engaging in sexual intercourse (Dornbusch et al. 1985; Hogan and Kitagawa 1985;

Matsueda and Heimer 1987; McLanahan and Bumpass 1988; Thomson, McLanahan,

and Curtin 1992). Empirical �ndings generally support this hypothesis, with several



-5-

studies reporting that greater parental supervision is associated with lower sexual

activity among adolescents (Hogan and Kitagawa 1985; Inazu and Fox 1980; Jessor

and Jessor 1975; Miller et al. 1986; Small and Luster 1994).

Since even vigilant parents cannot exercise continual supervision of adolescents,

e�ective parental control depends not only on the socialization processes discussed

above, but on the child's attachment to the parent. Adolescents who are strongly

attached to and who identify with parents are more likely to have internalized the

parents' standards for the adolescents' conduct. Empirical research on parental

attachment and adolescent sexual activity is mixed. Some researchers using small

or convenience samples report that sexual activity occurs later for daughters who have

closer or more supportive relationships with their mother (Inazu and Fox 1980; Jessor

and Jessor 1975; Small and Luster 1994). Others report no signi�cant association

(Newcomer and Udry 1984; Yamaguchi and Kandel 1987).

Theoretical distinctions between internal and external control are sharpened when

considering possible di�erences between two biological-parent families and stepfamilies.

Many studies report that adolescent supervision is as problematic in stepfamilies as

in single-parent families (Booth, Brinkerho� and White 1984; Dornbusch et al. 1985;

Flewelling and Bauman 1990; but see Newcomer and Udry 1984), perhaps as a result

of ambiguity concerning the role, duties, and responsibilities of stepparents (Cherlin

1978; Furstenberg 1987; Furstenberg and Nord 1985; Price-Bonham and Balswick 1980;

Seltzer and Bianchi 1988). Stepfathers, in particular, may not be able to in
uence or

monitor stepdaughters' sexual behavior as e�ectively as biological fathers. Indeed,

when such attempts are made by stepfathers, considerable con
ict can result (Cherlin

1978; Amato 1987; Furstenberg 1987; Walker and Messinger 1979).2 Thus, while

stepfamilies and two biological-parent families may possess seemingly similar resources

2Sexual abuse is also widely thought to be more prevalent in stepparent families than in
other types of families, with daughters at particular risk of sexual abuse from stepfathers or
stepsiblings.
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to impose external control on adolescent behavior, internalized self-control may be

lower for adolescents residing in stepfamilies than in intact families.

Family turbulence and instability. A third mechanism concerns turbulence in the

family environment that often accompanies parental divorce, remarriage, and redivorce

(Capaldi and Patterson 1991; Capaldi, Crosby, and Stoolmiller 1996; Kurdek and Fine

1993; Wu 1996; Wu and Martinson 1993). Although there is widespread consensus that

a parental divorce constitutes a major stressor in the lives of children and adolescents

(Garmezy 1983), divorce is often only the �rst step in a long sequence of events for

children and parents (Furstenberg and Cherlin 1991; Hetherington 1987). Indeed,

substantial fractions of recent cohorts of children and adolescents will experience both

a parental divorce and parental remarriage (Bumpass 1984) and family trajectories

have become increasingly complex for successive cohorts of children and adolescents

(Martinson and Wu 1992).

How might family turbulence a�ect children and adolescents? One argument,

derived from the literature on the e�ects of divorce, is that much of the observed

e�ect of divorce is attributable to parental con
ict that predates the actual date of

divorce (Cherlin et al. 1991). Adolescents exposed to high levels of parental con
ict

may disengage from the family and look to peer groups for emotional support, thereby

hastening adolescent entry into sexual activity (Hetherington 1981). A variant of this

hypotheses argues that such e�ects typically decline with time as family turbulence

recedes in the period following a divorce (Hetherington, Camara, and Featherman

1983). An alternative argument emphasizes selection|families marked by frequent

con
ict or turbulence may be drawn disproportionately from households in which

parental competence is low on many dimensions. If so, poorer outcomes may be

associated with both parental divorce and remarriage.

Other lines of argument and a growing body of empirical evidence suggest

potentially more complex relationships between family transitions, familial con
ict,
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and o�spring outcomes. For example, a common �nding is that outcomes are

poorer for children and adolescents who resided in nonintact families, but that no

consistent pattern of disadvantage emerges for outcomes for those who resided in

mother-only families or stepparent families at age 14|outcomes are sometimes poorer

for those in stepparent than single-mother families, and other times not signi�cantly

di�erent (see, e.g., McLanahan and Bumpass 1988; Wu and Martinson 1993). These

�ndings are consistent with research on child and adolescent adjustment in \blended"

or \reconstituted" families, which �nds that individuals in stepfamilies encounter

numerous problems that do not arise in intact families|the appropriate roles of

stepparents and noncustodial parents in disciplining children, emotional attachments

(or lack thereof) between nonkin, the �scal and legal responsibilities of stepparents

and nonkin children, and even the proper terms to describe nonkin (Amato 1987;

Cherlin 1978; Furstenberg 1987; Price-Bonham and Balswick 1980; Walker and

Messinger 1979). Others have speculated about \sleeper" e�ects of divorce, with

detrimental e�ects emerging only much later in life (Chase-Lansdale, Cherlin, and

Kiernan 1995; Wallerstein and Blakeslee 1989). Despite some di�erences in emphasis,

these arguments place less emphasis on the e�ects of the type of family change (e.g.,

divorce vs. remarriage) than on the consequences of the frequency and intensity of

family change for child and adolescent outcomes.

Family change may also a�ect socialization and parental control. For custodial

parents, both divorce and remarriage represent signi�cant life events that may reduce

the time and attention devoted to resident children (Hetherington and Clingempeel

1992). For o�spring, a parental divorce or remarriage may lead the child or adolescent

to question parental commitment or authority, especially in matters concerning

nonmarital sexual activity. Family change is associated with other disruptions in

the lives of children, adolescents, and parents; these include changes in residence,

neighborhoods, and schools; weakened ties to the nonresident parent's extended family;
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and changes in the family economy and work situation of custodial parents. These

observations suggest that family change and the processes associated with it may

weaken parental control and parental e�ectiveness as a socialization agent, while

simultaneously increasing adolescent rebellion and negativity.

As our discussion has emphasized, distinctions between socialization, parental

control, and family change are not absolute, and there may be much to be gained

by viewing them as complex interactive processes. Still, this emphasis on family

change raises the possibility that parental control and e�ectiveness may vary less with

particular family con�gurations observed at one point in time (e.g., di�erentials in

adolescent outcomes in intact and mother-only families) than with the trajectory of

family experience for families, parents, and children.

SEXUAL INITIATION, FAMILY EVENTS, AND FAMILY STRUCTURE

Our review of socialization theory has suggested that (1) early childhood experience

of family structure may have long-term e�ects on the child's sexual behavior; (2)

longer exposure to particular types of family structure will reinforce those e�ects;

(3) the e�ects of living in a single-parent family are likely to be stronger when the

single parent is the mother rather than the father. Early childhood family structure

is most likely to in
uence sexual socialization through gender-identity processes, since

very young children are unlikely to be seeking models or acquiring attitudes that

will remain in force when they begin to understand and think about their own

sexuality. Gender-identity processes imply a positive association between the risk

of �rst sexual intercourse and being born out of wedlock, prolonged exposure to a

mother-only family, and prolonged absence of the biological father. Parental modeling

and the intergenerational transmission of permissive attitudes are typically linked to

the single mother's role. Taken together, these arguments suggest that indicators of

the mother's nonmarital sexual activity or sexual permissiveness will be associated
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with higher age-speci�c risks of �rst sexual intercourse. The measure most relevant

to this hypothesis is a variable indicating if a respondent was born out of wedlock,

but measures of prolonged lifetime residence with a single mother, and residence

with a single mother or single father during adolescence also are relevant. Finally,

adolescent modeling of parental sexual activity may be especially salient for adolescents

in stepfamilies, since the single parent's relationship with a stepparent often will have

included a sexual component prior to remarriage.

Arguments on parental control, which emphasize the role of current family

situation, predict higher age-speci�c rates of sexual initiation for adolescents residing

with a single mother or single father. Because adolescents typically view biological

parents as possessing more legitimate authority than stepparents, rates of sexual

initiation for adolescents living in stepfamilies are predicted to fall between those for

single-parent and intact families. Finally, if fathers are more central to control than

mothers, as some have argued, adolescent females living with a single father or with a

biological father and stepmother are predicted to have lower rates of sexual initiation

than those living with a single mother or with a biological mother and stepfather.

Arguments concerning family turbulence suggest that a key determinant of early

sexual initiation will be the total number of transitions in the child's family history,

transitions that may involve moves into or out of a two-biological-parent family or into

or out of other family con�gurations.

DATA

We use data from the 1979-87 National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY). The

NLSY began with a household-based national probability sample of persons aged 14-21

in 1979. Of the 12,686 respondents, 6,111 were from the main sample, 5,295 from an

oversample of minorities and poor whites, and 1,280 from a sample of Armed Forces

personnel. Since 1979, yearly data on household composition have been gathered, along
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with event history data on a respondent's sexual, parental, marital, and home-leaving

histories. Sample attrition has been low, with 10,485 respondents (83 percent of the

1979 sample) reinterviewed in 1987, for an average annual retention rate of 98 percent.

Of the 6; 283 women present at the initial 1979 interview, we excluded (1) racial

and ethnic minorities other than white and black women (n = 1; 738); (2) the military

oversample (n = 384); (3) those reporting �rst intercourse prior to age 10 (n = 7) or

missing data on �rst intercourse (n = 125); (4) those missing data on age at menarche

(n = 41); (5) those with missing parent histories (n = 284); and (6) those missing

data on various control variables or who did not know their mothers (n = 46).3 These

restrictions yield a sample of 2,401 white women and 1,257 black women.

Age at sexual initiation. Data on age at �rst sexual intercourse were obtained in

the 1984 and 1985 or 1986 interviews, when all respondents were at least 18 years old.

In 1984, age was obtained to the nearest year. In 1985, all female respondents were

asked the year and month in which menarche and �rst sexual intercourse took place.

These questions were repeated in 1986 for 1985 female nonrespondents. We computed

the young woman's age in months at �rst premarital sexual intercourse using data

from the 1985 and 1986 waves, using a hot-deck procedure to impute missing data on

3We excluded women in the military sample because women in the military in 1979 may
have been self-selected in ways that could a�ect our analyses. Because the NLSY parent
histories were gathered in 1987, missing parent history data occurs primarily because of
sample attrition. These 284 respondents with missing parent history data represent a modest
fraction of the cases we analyze; hence, their exclusion is unlikely to substantially bias our
estimates. Finally, we conducted a series of analyses to test if data could be pooled for white,
black, and Hispanic women; based on these tests, we report results from separate models
for white and black women only. Although we were unable to reject the null hypothesis
that e�ects of family structure in Tables 4{8 were equal for white and black women, the
test statistics approached signi�cance and inspection of individual coe�cients suggested
signi�cant (and substantively important) interactions for some family structure variables.
We therefore chose not to pool data for white and black women. We were also unable to
reject a similar null hypothesis regarding pooling of white and Hispanic women. Unlike tests
for pooling white and black women, these tests did not approach signi�cance; however, our
inability to reject this null hypothesis could be due to heterogeneity in this group or the
small sample of Hispanic women (n = 702). Results for the pooled sample of white and
Hispanic women closely resemble those for white women reported in Tables 4{8; however,
we have chosen, somewhat conservatively, not to pool data for white and Hispanic women.
Results of pooling tests, and estimated parameters and standard errors from pooled models
are available upon request from the �rst author.
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calendar month at �rst sexual intercourse. We censored women at their age at interview

in 1985 or 1986 (depending on the year in which they were asked the question) if they

reported that they had never engaged in sexual intercourse prior to interview, or at

their age at �rst marriage if they reported that they had initiated sexual intercourse

on or after the date of �rst marriage.4

Measures of Family Structure. We used a retrospective parent history from the

1987 wave to construct our measures of family structure. In these parent histories, we

observed NLSY respondents in 23 possible types of family situations between birth and

age 18. We merged these data with a home-leaving history constructed from an item in

the parent history and from the annual household rosters. Note that because Table 1

simply lists the possible types of families observed at each yearly age, it does not

describe the trajectory of NLSY respondents' family experience and hence understates

the full over-time complexity of family arrangements in these data (see, e.g., Wu 1996).

To examine the e�ects of family structure, we begin with a standard set of

snapshot measures distinguishing between four types of family situations (intact,

mother-only, step, and a residual \other" category) in which the respondent resided

at age 14. A second set of measures examines prolonged exposure to a mother-only

family or to a family in which a biological father is absent. Because prolonged residence

with a single mother and prolonged absence of a biological father di�er in their

theoretical implications, we constructed �ve such measures: (1) a non-time-varying

dummy variable coded 1 if the respondent was born out of wedlock and 0 otherwise;

(2) a non-time-varying variable for the proportion of life spent in a mother-only family

4Because these data are based on retrospective self-reports, we compared the distribution
of age at �rst intercourse for our sample of NLSY women with age at �rst intercourse for
comparable birth cohorts in the 1988 National Survey of Family Growth. The aggregate
distributions (see Table A1 in the Appendix) show close agreement between distributions.
Note also that while these data provide detailed information on the timing of �rst sexual
intercourse, they lack information on the consensual or nonconsensual nature of the �rst
sexual intercourse or on whether sexual intercourse was with a same-sex or opposite-sex
partner.
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between ages 0 and 5; (3) a time-varying variable for the proportion of life spent in a

mother-only family between age 0 and age t; (4) a non-time-varying variable for the

proportion of life spent in a family without a biological father between ages 0 and 5;

and (5) a time-varying variable for the proportion of life spent in a family without

a biological father between age 0 and age t. Di�erences between the measures of

prolonged absence of a biological father and prolonged exposure to a mother-only

family will occur when a biological father is present but a biological mother is

absent|examples include families with a biological father and a stepmother. Available

sample sizes are not large enough to reliably estimate e�ects that vary with duration

of exposure to a father-only or mother-only family.

To operationalize ideas from the parental-control hypothesis, we employ two

sets of age-varying dummy variables, one distinguishing between intact, mother-only,

stepparent, and all other types of families, and a second between intact, mother-only,

father-only, mother and stepfather, father and stepmother, and all other families. We

de�ne these variables so as capture the adolescent's family situation between ages 10

and 18|a critical period for our outcome|by setting these variables to zero at age

19 and later. We include controls for home-leaving and for remaining in the parental

household after age 19 to distinguish between respondents who: (1) resided in various

family structures between ages 10 through 18, (2) have left the parental household

(and who are presumably less subject to parental control), and (3) are age 19 or older

but still residing in the parental household.5

To measure family instability, we use a time-varying variable that cumulates the

number of changes in family structure experienced between birth and age t; where

change refers to any transition between family situations listed in Table 1. Table 2

5Note that after age 19, respondents will be classi�ed either as having left the parental
household or as older than age 19 but remaining in the parental household. This speci�cation
lets the omitted category for this set of variables (respondents who resided with both
biological parents) refer only to the period between age 10 and 18.
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provides descriptive statistics (means and standard deviations for non-time-varying

variables, and person-month means and standard deviations for time-varying variables)

for our measures of family structure.

Control Variables. Several observed characteristics of children, parents, or families

may be associated with family structure or sexual initiation. We control for the age

of the respondent's mother at �rst birth because it may be associated with attitudes

that a�ect the timing of intimate relationships. Because of variation across women

in age at sexual maturation, we include a time-varying dummy variable equal to 1

after age (to the nearest month) at menarche and 0 otherwise. Other controls are

number of siblings, Catholicism, mother's education, the socioeconomic index (SEI)

of the respondent's father (or adult male �gure) when the respondent was age 14,

and a count of the presence of magazine, newspapers, or library cards at age 14 (range

0-3). Finally, we also include a dummy variable indicating if another adult was present

during questions about sexual intercourse or if the interview was conducted by phone,

a dummy variable if the calendar month of �rst sexual intercourse was imputed, and

�ve dummy variables for missing data on mother's education, father's SEI (father did

not work, father not present, and a residual category for missing father's SEI), and

mother's age at �rst birth. Table 3 reports descriptive statistics for these variables.

RESULTS

Figure 1 presents smoothed nonparametric estimates for the logarithm of the rate of

�rst premarital sexual intercourse by race using a procedure described in Wu (1989).

The curve for black women is slightly higher than that for white women, but the

curves roughly parallel one another, as would be expected under an assumption of

proportionality. Based on Figure 1, we model age dependence in the rate of �rst sexual

intercourse using a splined two-period piecewise Gompertz model and age intervals

10{18.5 and 18.5+ (see Wu 1996 for similar models).
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Figure 1. Smoothed nonparametric estimates of the logarithm of the age-speci�c rate

of �rst sexual intercourse for white women (n = 2,401) and black women (n = 1,257).

National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, 1979-87.

Snapshot analyses. We begin by estimating the e�ects on the risk of �rst

premarital sexual intercourse of standard snapshot measures of family structure used

in previous studies. Table 4 reports proportional hazard estimates for the standard

measure of family structure at age 14, after controlling for e�ects of home-leaving and

the background and control variables in Table 3. The omitted category for family

structure consists of respondents who resided with both biological parents at age 14.

We present separate models for white and black women.

Overall, the coe�cients for family structure agree closely with those reported in

previous research, with higher rates of sexual initiation for respondents who resided

in any of three nonintact family situations at age 14. We observe the highest rates

for young women who resided in a stepfamily, although the di�erences between the

categories of nonintact family situation are not statistically signi�cant. As expected,

mother's age at �rst birth and mother's education are negatively associated with rates

of �rst sexual intercourse. However, the coe�cient for mother's age at �rst birth
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is signi�cant only for white women, while the coe�cient for mother's education is

signi�cant only for black women. The coe�cient for number of siblings is virtually

zero. Although father's SEI is negatively associated with rates of sexual initiation,

as expected, parameter estimates are not signi�cant for either white or black women.

Similarly, although we observe positive coe�cients for the variables for missing data on

father's SEI (dummy variables for respondents with fathers who did not work or who

were not present at age 14 and for the residual category for missing data on father's

SEI), none of these coe�cients is signi�cant except the coe�cient for white women for

the residual category for missing data on father's SEI.6 Consistent with expectations,

the coe�cients for Catholic and the scale for the presence of reading materials at age 14

are negative, but these e�ects are small and not signi�cant for both white and black

women. There are, however, large, positive, and highly signi�cant coe�cients for the

time-varying dummy variable for menarche and the non-time-varying dummy variable

for imputed calendar month of �rst intercourse for both race/ethnic groups.

Dynamic analyses. Table 5 presents estimates for dynamic measures of family

structure for white women. The �rst column (labelled \0") gives a set of baseline

estimates of the e�ects of family structure drawn from seven models in which each

model controls for the background variables and one of the following representations

of family structure: (1) the number of changes in family structure, (2) the three

time-varying dummy variables for family structure during adolescence,7 (3) the dummy

variable for born out of wedlock, (4) the time-varying variable for the proportion of

life spent in a mother-only family during early childhood, (5) the proportion of life

6In other models (not reported), we dropped father's SEI and home-leaving to determine
the sensitivity of results to (1) the correlation between residing in a mother-only family
and missing data on father's SEI and (2) potential endogeneities of home-leaving. These
speci�cations do not substantially change our reported �ndings in Tables 4{8. Estimates
and standard errors are available upon request from the �rst author.
7In all models in Tables 5{8, we control for the time-varying dummy variable for respondents
who are age 19 or older but who still reside in the parental household. Note that we do
not specify e�ects of this variable in Table 4. Estimates and standard errors for all control
variables in Tables 5{8 are available upon request from the �rst author.
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spent in a mother-only family between birth and age t, (6) the proportion of life spent

without a biological father during early childhood, and (7) the time-varying variable

for the proportion of life spent without a biological father between birth and age t.

Results from these seven baseline models show that, net of the of the control

variables, each measure (or set of measures) of family structure has coe�cients in the

expected direction. However, estimated coe�cients are signi�cant for only �ve of the

nine measures of family structure: the time-varying measure for number of changes in

family structure, the time-varying dummy variables for residing in a stepfamily or the

residual other type of family during adolescence, and the two time-varying variables

for the proportion of life spent in a mother-only family or father-absent family between

birth and age t.

Although these baseline results control for the e�ects of the background variables,

they do not contrast hypotheses on family turbulence and instability, parental control,

and socialization. This is done in Models 1{5 in columns 2{6 of Table 5. Estimated

coe�cients for the number of changes in family structure are consistently positive

and highly signi�cant in Models 1{5, even after controlling for the e�ects of other

measures of family structure and of the background variables. Note in particular that

change in family structure appears to account for the e�ects of family structure during

adolescence and prolonged exposure to a mother-only or absent-father family that

were observed in the baseline models. For example, we observe positive and signi�cant

baseline coe�cients for residing in any of the three nonintact types of family structures

during adolescence, but coe�cients for these variables become substantially smaller

and not signi�cant in Models 1{5. A similar pattern of results holds for the measures

of exposure to a mother-only family or to a absent-father family. The coe�cients

for proportion of life spent in a mother-only family between birth and age t remains

relatively large in Model 3, but is not statistically signi�cant.

Table 6 repeats the analyses in Table 5, but expands the categories of family
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structure during adolescence to identify respondents residing in father-only families

and in two types of stepfamilies (mother/stepfather and father/stepmother). Overall,

results are similar to those in Table 5. We continue to observe a consistently

positive and highly signi�cant association between the number of family changes

and age-speci�c rates of sexual initiation and small and not signi�cant coe�cients

for the measures of exposure to a mother-only family or to a absent-father family.

Although Tables 5 and 6 both suggest a pattern of somewhat higher risks for women

who did not reside with two biological parents during adolescence, Table 6 hints at

an additional pattern|that risks are highest for women who resided in a father-only

family, and that risks are somewhat higher for women who resided during adolescence

in a mother/stepfather family than in a father/stepmother family. Nevertheless, none

of the coe�cients for these family types is statistically signi�cant in Models 1-5; hence,

we cannot reject the null hypothesis in either Table 5 or 6 that risks are equal for

women who resided in intact and nonintact families during adolescence. Thus, results

for white women in Tables 5 and 6 provide at best weak support for the socialization

and parental-control hypotheses, but are consistent with the instability hypothesis.8

Note that di�erences between estimates in Model 0 and those in Models 1{5

can be used to roughly gauge the internal consistency of estimates in Tables 5

and 6. For example, consider a woman living in a single-mother family during

adolescence. Typically, such an individual would have been born into an intact

family and subsequently experienced a parental divorce; hence, this individual would

have experienced one change in family situation between birth and adolescence. The

predicted relative risk in Model 1 of Table 6 for such a woman would combine the e�ect

of living in a mother-only family during adolescence (.00) with the e�ect of one change

in family situation (.18), which is identical to the zero-order estimate of living in a

8Although several estimates appear identical in in Models 1-5 in Tables 5 and 6, there are
small di�erences across these tables in all estimated coe�cients.
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mother-only family at age t. Similar predictions for the e�ect of living in a mother-only

family can be obtained for estimates in Models 2{5; these also agree closely with the

estimated zero-order e�ect.

Consider next the predicted relative risk for a woman who currently resides with

her mother and a stepfather. The typical family trajectory for such a woman would

consist of two changes in family structure: a divorce by the woman's biological parents,

followed by the remarriage of the woman's mother. Combining the relevant estimates

in Models 1{5 yields predicted relative risks that are again nearly identical to that

given by the zero-order estimate for residing in a mother-stepfather family at age t.

Similar statements hold for other estimated e�ects in Tables 5 and 6.

Tables 7 and 8 present results for black women, which follow patterns both similar

to and substantially di�erent from those for white women in Tables 5 and 6. We begin

with Table 7. Results from the seven baseline models (column labelled \0") show

that, net of the e�ects of the control variables, each family structure measure (or set

of measures) is positively associated with entry into sexual activity, with statistically

signi�cant coe�cients for seven of the nine measures. In Models 1{5 in columns

2{6 of Table 7, we observe small, sometimes negative, and statistically insigni�cant

coe�cients for the �ve exposure measures for black women, a pattern of results similar

to those for white women.

Results in Models 1{5 also di�er substantially from those for white women. The

number of changes in family structure has no signi�cant e�ect on rates of sexual

intercourse, net of the other family structure variables. Instead, we observe higher

rates for black women who resided in a nonintact family during adolescence compared

to those who resided with both biological parents during adolescence. The highest rates

in Models 1{5 occur for women who resided in a mother-only family during adolescence,

while the coe�cients for women who resided in stepfamilies during adolescence are not

statistically signi�cant; note, however, that the coe�cients for women in di�erent types
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of nonintact families do not di�er signi�cantly from one another.

Table 8 expands the categories for family situation during adolescence and

provides a somewhat more informative picture of entry into sexual activity for black

women. The baseline estimates (column labelled \0") suggest that the highest risks

occur for women who resided during adolescence in a father-only family, followed by

those in a mother-only family, mother-stepfather family, and in the residual category

for all remaining types of families. Estimated coe�cients change only slightly in Models

1{5, with the coe�cients for women who resided during adolescence in a mother-only

and father-only family remaining statistically signi�cant. Note that we observe a

negative (but not signi�cant) coe�cient for women who resided during adolescence in

a father/stepmother family in Models 1{5.

Overall, the results for black women shown in Tables 7 and 8 provide at best

weak support for the family turbulence and socialization hypotheses, but are consistent

with the parental-control hypothesis. The latter provides a reasonably parsimonious

explanation of the overall pattern of results observed for black women|that sexual

initiation occurred later for women who resided during adolescence with two parents

rather than one parent. One apparent anomaly|the somewhat higher rates of sexual

initiation among black women who resided during adolescence with a mother and

stepfather|is consistent with the hypothesis that biological fathers are, on average,

better able to monitor and in
uence the sexual activity of their adolescent daughters

than are stepfathers.

Nevertheless, our results for black women can be viewed as consistent with

alternatives to the parental-control hypothesis. For example, the very large positive

e�ect on sexual activity of living in a father-only family could be interpreted as

consistent with a socialization hypothesis, particularly one emphasizing processes of

modeling. That is, if black single fathers are more sexually active than black single

mothers, adolescent daughters residing in a father-only family during adolescence may
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exhibit especially high rates of entry into sexual activity, and women residing in

either family circumstance may exhibit higher rates than those residing in families

with both biological parents. Alternatively, the observed high rate for women in

father-only families may re
ect the selection of especially problematic adolescents or

mothers|as when a mother is unable or unwilling to care for the adolescent|or the

selection of problematic men into di�erent fathering situations. We view selection

arguments stressing the role of problematic daughters as less plausible because the

family destinations of problematic daughters presumably include both father-only

and father/stepmother families. That is, arguing that problematic daughters are

sent to live with their biological father is consistent with the positive and highly

signi�cant coe�cient for residing in a father-only family, but inconsistent with the

negative (although not signi�cant) coe�cient for residing in a father/stepmother

family. Arguments stressing father selection are more plausible, since unmarried men

may be drawn disproportionately from a pool of \unmarriageable" males with low

education, few job skills, low income, and perhaps also poor relationship skills (Wilson

1987). Conversely, having resided with a married black father during adolescence

(i.e., situations re
ected by the omitted category and by the category for residing in

a father/stepmother family) may re
ect families in which black men possess greater

human capital, stabler employment histories, and stronger relationship skills.

These results provide mixed support for assertions that the biological fathers

of black women are a key factor in monitoring and setting standards for the sexual

behavior of their adolescent daughters. Residence with a biological father during

adolescence is associated with two of the lowest rates|those for women residing with

both biological parents or with a biological father and stepmother|but with also the

highest rate|that for women residing in a father-only family. It is possible that, for

black women, biological fathers exert an in
uence over the sexual activity of daughters

in ways that biological mothers or stepfathers do not, but that this role is contingent
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on marital status. We must also keep in mind that for black women, father-only and

father-stepmother families are uncommon, often resulting from situations in which

the mother has been unable or unwilling to care for her child, or in which custody has

been awarded to the biological father. Disruptions in the mother-daughter relationship

could also underlie the relatively high risk of premarital sexual intercourse for young

women living with their single father. Still, if the father remarries, providing the

possibility for a substitute mother-daughter relationship|as well as a \marital model"

for sexual activity|adolescent sexual initiation may be delayed, although our data

provide insu�cient sample sizes to estimate such associations precisely.

DISCUSSION

Our results suggest three, broadly descriptive, �ndings. First, for white women, but

not for black women, we observe a consistently positive association between the number

of changes in family situation experienced between birth and age t and a woman's

risk of �rst sexual intercourse at age t. Second, for black women, but not for white

women, we observe increased risks during the adolescent years of having resided in

a mother-only, father-only, or mother-stepfather family during adolescence relative

to having resided in an intact family during adolescence. Finally, for both white or

black women, we observe no signi�cant e�ect on the rate of �rst sexual intercourse of

having been born out of wedlock, prolonged exposure to a mother-only family during

early childhood, prolonged exposure to a mother-only family de�ned over all ages,

prolonged absence of a biological father during early childhood, or prolonged absence

of a biological father de�ned over all ages, net of these other family e�ects.

We interpret these results as suggesting that family turbulence is a primary

source of the higher rates of sexual intercourse for white women. These e�ects are

consistent with �ndings by Capaldi, Crosby, and Stoolmiller (1996) on the timing

of �rst intercourse for a sample of adolescent males in Oregon and with �ndings by
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Wu and Martinson (1993) and Wu (1996) for premarital �rst births for U.S. women.

By contrast, our results for black women suggest that parental control may be an

important conduit by which family structure in
uences sexual activity. However, our

results are also consistent with the hypothesis that the sexual activity of adolescents

residing with a single parent increases when the single parent is sexually active, or

with various selection arguments. Finally, our results for both white and black women

provide little support for socialization arguments which hypothesize that prolonged

exposure to a mother-only family or prolonged absence of a biological father increase

rates of entry into sexual activity. Overall, these �ndings suggest that the processes

in
uencing the transition to sexual activity may vary quite markedly for white and

black women.

In interpreting our �ndings, we caution that we do not observe several crucial

intervening elements implied by our theoretical discussion that may be more proximate

determinants of our observed e�ects of family change and family structure. These

include, for example, the formation of gender and sexual identity, parents' sexual

behavior, intergenerational transmission of sexual attitudes, parent-child attachment,

parental supervision, adolescent distress, residential moves, and changes a�ecting the

family economy, kin, or community ties. Because temporal data on such intervening

variables are lacking in nationally representative surveys, we have instead attempted

to infer e�ects from di�erent family experiences that may be linked to alternative

processes of family in
uence on adolescent sexual activity.

Our results therefore leave open the issue of how family instability for white women

or family structure during adolescence for black women leads to early sexual initiation.

For whites, does family instability weaken attachment between parents and children,

in turn increasing adolescent rebellion, rejection of parental authority, and a search

for intimate relationships outside the parental household? Or does instability weaken

parenting skills, e�cacy, or supervision? The former process involves the parent/child
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dyad, while the latter involves the parent alone, as might occur when distressed parents

provide a poor model for adolescents or �nd it di�cult to exert appropriate levels of

in
uence, supervision, and control. Alternatively, instability might produce higher

rates of sexual initiation through forces external to children and parents, including

associated changes in neighborhood, schools, parental employment, or the adolescent's

peer groups.

Our results for black adolescent women generate similar questions. For blacks, do

two-parent families|particularly those with biological fathers present|provide more

e�ective supervision of adolescent daughters, thus deterring early sexual activity? Or

does the sexual activity of single parents|particularly that of single fathers and, to

a lesser extent, single mothers|provide an example that hastens daughter's entry

into sexual activity? Our analyses do not let us disentangle these e�ects. It may

be that black fathers are selected into married or single fatherhood on the basis of

other characteristics that make them better or less able to exert parental control, or

that make them more or less appropriate role models for their adolescent daughters.

These observations provide important cautionary notes for observers who assert that

biological fathers play (or should play) a key role in monitoring and setting standards

for the sexual behavior of their adolescent daughters.

An important �nding for both black and white women concerns the absence of

e�ects commonly thought to in
uence entry into sexual activity. Neither being born

out of wedlock, nor prolonged exposure to a mother-only family during early childhood

or during childhood and adolescence, nor prolonged absence of a biological father

during early childhood or during childhood and adolescence is signi�cantly associated

with age-speci�c rates of sexual initiation. On the one hand, these results raise

questions about hypotheses that view e�ects of family structure as evidence of the

intergenerational transmission of parental values, norms, and behaviors to o�spring

in the area of sexual activity and fertility. On the other hand, for white women,
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we �nd a signi�cant negative association between mother's age at �rst birth and age

at �rst sexual intercourse, results that are consistent with important facets of the

intergenerational transmission hypothesis.

These observations make clear the nonexperimental nature of our data, which

complicates e�orts to infer whether an observed association is causal, spurious, or the

result of one of various forms of selection. Similarly, our attempts to disentangle the

e�ects of family change, family situation during adolescence, exposure to a mother-only

family, and absence of a biological father rely on assumptions implicit in our theoretical

conceptualization and empirical speci�cation of these e�ects. Nevertheless, we believe

that our use of dynamic measures of family structure and family change provides a

more informative and a richer substantive picture of the underlying family processes

associated with initiation of sexual activity than is possible with analyses employing

snapshot measures of family structure. Thus, while dynamic measures of family

structure may only roughly proxy the more subtle social and psychological processes

experienced by children, adolescents, and parents, they do underscore the importance

of tracing the consequences for parents and children of di�erent trajectories of family

experience.
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Table 1. Parental situations of white and black women, National Longitudinal Survey

of Youth, 1979-87.

Family types for NLSY respondents

1. Both biological parents

2. Biological father only

3. Biological mother only

4. Biological father and stepmother

5. Biological father and adoptive mother

6. Stepfather and biological mother

7. Adoptive father and biological mother

8. Two stepparents

9. Stepfather only

10. Stepmother only

11. Two adoptive parents

12. Adoptive father only

13. Adoptive mother only

14. Adoptive father and stepmother

15. Grandparents

16. Other relative

17. Foster parents

18. Friends

19. Children's home

20. Group home

21. Detention center

22. Other institution

23. Other nonparent
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Table 2. Means for family structure variables, white and black females, National

Longitudinal Survey of Youth, 1979-87.

Whites Blacks

Family structure at age 14

1 if intact family :75 :52

1 if mother-only family :11 :30

1 if stepfamily :09 :10

1 if other type of family :05 :09

Family structure during adolescencea

1 if intact family :71 :53

1 if mother-only family :09 :26

1 if stepfamily :07 :09

1 if mother/stepfather family :06 :08

1 if father/stepmother family :01 :01

1 if other family :04 :07

1 if father-only family :01 :02

1 if other type of family :03 :06

1 if left parental household :02 :01

1 if in parental household but not an adolescent :07 :05

Stress and instabilitya

Number of family changes :30 :43

Exposure to a mother-only/father-absent family

1 if born out of wedlock :03 :18

Prop. of life in a mother-only family, ages 0{5 :04 :19

Prop. of life in a mother-only family, all agesa :06 :21

Prop. of life without a biological father, ages 0{5 :08 :25

Prop. of life without a biological father, all agesa :12 :12

a Person-month mean for time-varying variable.

Note: Categories for family structure at age 14 and for family structure during ado-

lescence may not sum to 1.00 because of rounding error.
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Table 3. Means and standard deviations (in parentheses) for background variables,

white and black females, National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, 1979-87.

Whites Blacks

Mother's age at �rst birth 22:15 20:31

(4:31) (4:34)

1 if missing :07 :11

Mother's education 11:61 10:76

(2:52) (2:63)

1 if missing :04 :07

Father's SEI, age 14 36:87 24:66

(17:04) (10:49)

1 if father did not work :07 :07

1 if father not present :12 :34

1 if father's SEI missing :07 :10

Number of siblings 3:28 4:83

(2:09) (3:10)

1 if Catholic :34 :07

Scale for reading materials in home 2:31 1:67

(:88) (1:05)

1 if not in parental householda :02 :01

1 if in parental household but not an adolescenta :08 :05

1 if menarchea :66 :63

1 if other adult present :06 :06

1 if phone interview :03 :02

1 if calendar month of �rst intercourse imputed :23 :35

Person months 242; 467 114; 219

Sample size 2; 401 1; 257

a Person-month mean for time-varying variable.
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Table 4. E�ects of snapshot measures of family structure on the age-speci�c rate

of �rst intercourse, white and black females, National Longitudinal Survey of Youth,

1979-87.

Whites Blacks

Family structure at age 14

Mother-only family :32�� :19�

(:10) (:09)

Stepfamily :41��� :34��

(:08) (:11)

Other type of family :15 :27�

(:11) (:11)

Background and control variables

Mother's age at �rst birth �:03��� �:01

(:01) (:01)

Mother's age at �rst birth missing :14 :02

(:09) (:10)

Mother's education �:01 �:03�

(:01) (:01)

Mother's education missing :08 :30�

(:12) (:12)

Number of siblings :01 :00

(:01) (:01)

Father's SEI �:002 �:003

(:001) (:003)

Father did not work :17 :06

(:09) (:12)

No father present :13 :14

(:10) (:09)

Father's SEI missing :19� :04

(:09) (:11)
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Table 4. (Continued.)

Whites Blacks

Background and control variables

Catholic �:03 �:02

(:05) (:12)

Scale, reading materials �:02 �:04

(:03) (:03)

Left parental household :23� �:21

(:11) (:24)

Menarche 1:51��� 1:38���

(:22) (:22)

Other adult present at interview :30�� �:13

(:09) (:13)

Phone interview �:28� �:21

(:13) (:20)

Imputed month of �rst intercourse :56��� :45���

(:05) (:06)

Note: Standard errors in parentheses. All models control for age, home-leaving, and

the background variables.

�
p < :05 ��

p < :005 ���
p < :0005 (two-tailed test)
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Table 5. E�ects of dynamic measures of family structure on the age-speci�c rate of

�rst intercourse, white females, National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, 1979-87.

0 1 2 3 4 5

Stress and instability

Number of family changes :20��� :18��� :18��� :17��� :18��� :17���

(:03) (:04) (:04) (:04) (:04) (:04)

Family structure during adolescence

Mother-only family :19 :00 :00 �:07 :00 �:02
(:09) (:10) (:10) (:11) (:10) (:11)

Stepfamily :42��� :12 :11 :10 :11 :09
(:09) (:11) (:11) (:11) (:11) (:12)

Other type of family :29� :06 :05 :05 :05 :03
(:11) (:12) (:12) (:12) (:13) (:13)

Exposure to a mother-only/absent-father family

Born out of wedlock :05 �:02
(:13) (:13)

Proportion of life in a mother- :19 :02
only family, ages 0{5 (:13) (:14)

Proportion of life in a mother- :40�� :24
only family, all ages (:14) (:16)

Proportion of life without a :19 :01
biological father, ages 0{5 (:10) (:11)

Proportion of life without a :38��� :06
biological father, all ages (:09) (:12)

Note: Standard errors in parentheses. All models control for age, home-leaving, and

the background variables. See text for additional details.
� p < :05 �� p < :005 ��� p < :0005 (two-tailed test)
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Table 6. E�ects of alternative dynamic measures of family structure on the age-

speci�c rate of �rst intercourse, white females, National Longitudinal Survey of Youth,

1979-87.

0 1 2 3 4 5

Stress and instability

Number of family changes :20��� :18��� :18��� :17��� :18��� :17���

(:03) (:04) (:04) (:04) (:04) (:04)

Family structure during adolescence

Mother-only family :18 :00 :00 �:07 :00 �:02
(:09) (:10) (:10) (:11) (:10) (:11)

Father-only family :46� :18 :18 :17 :17 :18
(:19) (:21) (:20) (:20) (:20) (:20)

Mother/stepfather family :43��� :13 :13 :11 :12 :09
(:09) (:12) (:12) (:12) (:12) (:13)

Father/stepmother family :37 :07 :07 :06 :07 :08
(:20) (:22) (:22) (:22) (:22) (:22)

Other type of family :23 :02 :01 :01 :00 �:04
(:13) (:14) (:14) (:14) (:15) (:15)

Exposure to a mother-only/absent-father family

Born out of wedlock :05 �:02
(:13) (:13)

Proportion of life in a mother- :19 :02
only family, ages 0{5 (:13) (:14)

Proportion of life in a mother- :40�� :24
only family, all ages (:14) (:16)

Proportion of life without a :19 :02
biological father, ages 0{5 (:10) (:11)

Proportion of life without a :38��� :10
biological father, all ages (:09) (:13)

Note: Standard errors in parentheses. All models control for age, home-leaving, and

the background variables. See text for additional details.
� p < :05 �� p < :005 ��� p < :0005 (two-tailed test)
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Table 7. E�ects of dynamic measures of family structure on the age-speci�c rate of

�rst intercourse, black females, National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, 1979-87.

0 1 2 3 4 5

Stress and instability

Number of family changes :13�� :06 :06 :04 :05 :05
(:04) (:05) (:05) (:05) (:05) (:05)

Family structure during adolescence

Mother-only family :38��� :32�� :31�� :43�� :33�� :37��

(:09) (:11) (:11) (:13) (:11) (:12)

Stepfamily :28� :18 :17 :25 :19 :24
(:11) (:14) (:14) (:14) (:14) (:15)

Other type of family :36�� :28� :27 :33� :28 :32�

(:12) (:14) (:14) (:14) (:15) (:15)

Exposure to a mother-only/absent-father family

Born out of wedlock :14 :05
(:08) (:09)

Proportion of life in a mother- :19� :07
only family, ages 0{5 (:09) (:10)

Proportion of life in a mother- :15 �:16
only family, all ages (:10) (:14)

Proportion of life without a :17� :03
biological father, ages 0{5 (:08) (:09)

Proportion of life without a :24�� �:04
biological father, all ages (:08) (:12)

Note: Standard errors in parentheses. All models control for age, home-leaving, and

the background variables. See text for additional details.
�
p < :05 ��

p < :005 ���
p < :0005 (two-tailed test)
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Table 8. E�ects of alternative dynamic measures of family structure on the age-

speci�c rate of �rst intercourse, black females, National Longitudinal Survey of Youth,

1979-87.

0 1 2 3 4 5

Stress and instability

Number of family changes :13�� :05 :05 :03 :05 :04
(:04) (:05) (:05) (:05) (:05) (:05)

Family structure during adolescence

Mother-only family :38��� :33�� :32�� :45��� :33�� :36��

(:09) (:11) (:11) (:13) (:11) (:12)

Father-only family :76�� :68�� :68�� :73�� :69�� :70��

(:23) (:24) (:24) (:24) (:24) (:24)

Mother/stepfather family :34�� :26 :25 :33� :25 :30
(:12) (:15) (:15) (:14) (:15) (:17)

Father/stepmother family �:17 �:23 �:23 �:20 �:23 �:21
(:32) (:33) (:33) (:33) (:33) (:33)

Other type of family :26 :19 :19 :24 :18 :23
(:13) (:15) (:15) (:15) (:16) (:17)

Exposure to a mother-only/absent-father family

Born out of wedlock :14 :04
(:08) (:09)

Proportion of life in a mother- :19� :06
only family, ages 0{5 (:09) (:10)

Proportion of life in a mother- :15 �:17
only family, all ages (:10) (:14)

Proportion of life without a :17� :04
biological father, ages 0{5 (:08) (:09)

Proportion of life without a :24�� �:03
biological father, all ages (:08) (:12)

Note: Standard errors in parentheses. All models control for age, home-leaving, and

the background variables. See text for additional details.

� p < :05 �� p < :005 ��� p < :0005 (two-tailed test)
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Table A1. Comparison of the cumulative percentage experiencing �rst intercourse by

age, white women born 1958{65, National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY) and

National Survey of Family Growth (NSFG).

Age NLSY NSFG

13 1 1

14 2 3

15 6 8

16 14 17

17 30 31

18 47 48

19 64 63

20 72 72

21 79 77

22 83 81


