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that relatively high proportions of both male
and female sexually experienced teenagers
have ever been in a union. The explanation
for this surprising finding lies in a catego-
ry of union in Jamaica that is not found else-
where, the “visiting” relationship, in which
partners have regular sexual relations but
do not cohabit. This type of union is com-
mon and broadly approved by social cus-
tom in Jamaica, but is not equivalent to
being in union, as defined in other coun-
tries, where only legal marriages and co-
habiting unions are socially recognized.

In Great Britain and the United States,
overall levels of sexual experience among
young men are about as high as those in
Brazil and Jamaica; levels for young
women are comparable to those in Ghana,
Mali and Jamaica. However, the vast ma-
jority of British and U.S. sexually experi-
enced adolescents of both sexes have
never been married (and most ever-mar-
ried adolescent women became sexually
active before marriage10).

When young adults reach their early 20s,
their marital and sexual situations change
dramatically (Figure 2, page 24). Overall

In Ghana, however, interviewers were pri-
marily male, and in other DHS surveys,
they were mixed or primarily female.

All the surveys sampled unmarried and
married persons, and asked all respon-
dents, regardless of their marital status,
questions about sexual behavior. (Mar-
riage is defined to include consensual, or
cohabiting, unions and, in Jamaica, visit-
ing unions.) The surveys also asked the
date of first marriage; premarital sexual
intercourse could thus be measured by
comparing respondents’ dates or ages at
first intercourse and at first marriage. A
sexual relationship is classified as pre-
marital only if it began at least one year
prior to marriage. This strategy allows for
inaccuracies that might result from re-
spondents’ reporting rounded ages. At the
same time, this approach is conservative
because it excludes sexual relationships
that begin a few months prior to marriage.

Levels of nonresponse to questions on age
at first intercourse and on patterns of recent
sexual intercourse were quite low—typically
less than 5%.9 This suggests that in general,
respondents are not as uncomfortable dis-
cussing these issues as had been believed.

Results
Marital and Nonmarital Sexual Initiation
In all of the study countries except the
Philippines, Thailand and Peru, roughly
one-third or more of young women 15–19
have had sexual intercourse; in four coun-
tries (Ghana, Mali, Jamaica and Great
Britain), about three in five are sexually ex-
perienced (Figure 1). Between about one-
half and three-quarters of young men
aged 15–19 in seven countries (Brazil, the
Dominican Republic, Haiti, Jamaica, Peru,
Great Britain and the United States) have
ever had intercourse, but one-third or
fewer in Ghana, Zimbabwe, the Philip-
pines and Thailand have done so.

The surveys reveal that the context of
early sexual experience is often very dif-
ferent for young men and for young
women, especially in developing regions.
In all represented countries, sexually ex-
perienced adolescent women are much
more likely ever to have been married
than are sexually experienced adolescent
men. For example, in Zimbabwe, where
about one-third of both female and male
15–19-year-olds have had intercourse,
two-thirds of these young women (21%
overall) have been married, compared
with almost no adolescent men.

The same pattern holds in most of the de-
veloping countries studied, regardless of
gender differences in the proportions sex-
ually experienced. Only Jamaica differs, in

levels of sexual experience rise to about
80% or more for women in seven countries
(the four Sub-Saharan countries, Jamaica,
Great Britain and the United States) and for
men in all but two countries (the Philip-
pines and Thailand). The Philippines is dis-
tinctive because of the low overall report-
ed levels of sexual experience among both
young men and young women—no more
than around 50% of 20–24-year-olds of ei-
ther sex are sexually experienced.

As is the case among teenagers, the con-
text of sexual intercourse among those in
their early 20s tends to be very different
for men and women. Most sexual rela-
tionships among men remain nonmarital
(again except in Jamaica), and most sex-
ual intercourse among young women con-
tinues to occur within marriage. Young
adult women in the Philippines and Thai-
land report extremely low levels of non-
marital sexual intercourse.

The Pace of Sexual Initiation
The survey data permit us to examine the
pace at which men and women in their
early 20s initiated their sexual lives. This
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Figure 1. Percentage of 15–19-year-olds who have ever had intercourse, by country, accord-
ing to gender and marital status

Dominican
Republic

Never-married Ever-married

Note: Marriage includes legal and consensual unions and, in Jamaica, visiting relationships.

100 80 60 40 20 0 20 40 60 80 100

Males Females


