
 

romantic partners of the same race/ethnicity; this result may reflect a tendency for 

adolescents to attend schools and have peer relationships that are racially segregated.  

Past research using Add Health data demonstrated that adolescents were more likely 

to have romantic partners’ of a different race/ethnicity if they attend schools with 

fewer students of the same race/ethnicity (Carver et al., 2003).   

Nearly half of the adolescents in this study met their romantic partners either 

at school or through peer relationships. This finding is consistent with developmental 

theory on the structure of peer relationships.  Dunphy (1963) proposed that 

adolescents progress through a five-stage sequence of structural changes in peer 

relationships that involves transitions from small same-sex groups to associations 

with mixed-sex groups, to the formation of larger heterosexual groups, which 

provides a context for dating, and finally, crowd dissolution in favor of dyadic 

romantic relationships.   

Results further demonstrated that the duration of romantic relationships 

between adolescents is not transient, but rather lasts almost a year.  Most adolescents 

in this sample reported that their relationships were characterized by a great deal of 

emotional involvement, including expressions of love, thinking of themselves as a 

couple, going out together alone, and exchanging gifts.   Most adolescents also 

reported meeting their partners parents and going out together with their partners’ in a 

group. 

As expected, entry into romantic relationships precedes the initiation of sexual 

behavior for most adolescents.  Results in the current study demonstrated that 
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adolescents engaged in more “light” sexual activities such as holding hands, kissing 

each other, and touching each other under clothing than “heavy” sexual activities 

such as touching each other’s genitals and sexual intercourse.  Older adolescents 

reported engaging in more “heavy” sexual activities than younger adolescents.   

It is possible that younger adolescents may feel that they are not ready, or 

mature enough, to engage in more serious and intimate forms of sexuality. Young 

adolescents may also not have the opportunities for heavier sexual activities to occur 

since their dating activities are largely group-based (e.g., Connolly & Johnson, 1996; 

Connolly et al., 2004; Feiring, 1999).  Given there is a progression from lighter sexual 

activities to heavier sexual activities, results of this study highlight the significant 

number of young adolescents who are engaging in lighter sexual activities in all 

likelihood of making the transition to heavier activities at some point later in 

adolescence. 

Summary.  The results on dimensions of romantic experiences may be of use 

to several different audiences, including program developers, individuals working 

directly with adolescents, and researchers seeking to build upon the existing research 

and theory in this area.  It is possible that the patterns of romantic involvement 

observed in this study varied according to developmental shifts in social and personal 

needs (Bukowski, Sippola, & Newcomb, 2000).  Past research suggests that some 

features, such as physical attractiveness, are important in early adolescence, whereas 

others, such as intimacy and commitment, tend to gain significance in late 

adolescence. As the nature of adolescent relationships’ change, the allure of romantic 
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and sexual involvement could wax and wane based on developmental shifts in social 

and personal needs of the adolescent.  

Alternatively, other mechanisms that produced these developmental 

differences may stem from factors such as expectancies about the anticipated physical 

pleasure of sex, injunctive norms of peers, or positive emotions associated with sex 

(Guilamo-Ramos, Jaccard, Dittus, Gonzalez, & Bouris, 2008).  It is also important to 

understand more about the previous history and experience of adolescents who 

engage in romantic relationships during early adolescence (ages 11-14).  For 

example, it is possible that adolescents already at risk for poor developmental 

outcomes may seek out romantic relationships to increase their belonging and status 

with peers. These adolescents then become involved in relationships that further 

contribute to an impaired sense of self. More research is needed to understand the 

observed developmental differences on these dimensions of adolescent romantic 

experiences. Differentiating between normal and abnormal adaptive learning 

experiences of adolescent romance is essential for future research.   

Couple-Based Analyses 

There were several striking results from the couple-based analyses that 

potentially have implications for researchers seeking to build upon the existing 

research and theory on adolescent romantic relationships.  The first result was the 

significant age difference by couple type.  In this study, the average age for female 

partners in symmetric couples was 16.3 years, which was significantly higher than the 

average age of females in female asymmetric couples (15.4 years) and in male 
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asymmetric couples (15.5 years).  This same pattern was also observed for males 

across the couple types.  The average age of 16.3 years for male partners in 

symmetric couples was significantly higher than the average age of males in female 

asymmetric couples (16.1 years) and for male asymmetric couples (15.8 years).  

Thus, symmetric couples were more similar in age and older than asymmetric couple 

members.   

The above finding is consistent with a developmental model for adolescent 

romantic involvement (Connolly & Goldberg, 1999) which posits that the process of 

learning how to engage in romantic and sexual relations unfolds over the course of 

adolescence.  From this perspective the finding that adolescents’ involved in non-

reciprocated relationships are younger makes sense because they are struggling to 

master a new and particularly difficult developmental challenge (Cantor & 

Sanderson, 1998; Zimmer-Gombeck, Siebenbruner, & Collins, 2001).  For example, 

younger adolescents may be involved in non-reciprocated relationships because they 

fail to appreciate the emotional give-and-take typical of romantic relationships and 

therefore perceive themselves as having boyfriends and girlfriends based on casual 

behaviors (e.g., sitting together at lunch).    

Alternatively, younger adolescents may misperceive a peer's friendliness as 

romantic interest or may be confused about an opposite-sex friendship that includes 

flirting or physical contact. Research is scant on the meaning of romantic 

relationships among adolescents.  The existing evidence indicates that during early 

adolescence, some adolescents hold false beliefs regarding their romantic 

involvement (Carver & Udry, 1997; Neeman Hubbard, & Masten, 1995; Shulman & 
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Scharf, 2000).  More research is needed using both reciprocated and non-reciprocated 

adolescent relationship dyads to explore this possibility further.   

A second striking result was the difference between couple type on reports of 

consistent birth control use every time sexual intercourse occurred.  In this study, 

72% of the male asymmetric couples’ reported using some form of birth control every 

time they had sexual intercourse compared to the female asymmetric couples (61%) 

and the symmetric couples (52%).  It is possible that adolescents’ involved in non-

reciprocated relationships are not encumbered with the insecurities about the future 

that make it romantically risky to insist on sexually non-risky practices.  In this 

context, adolescents’ involved in non-reciprocated relationships are more likely to use 

contraceptives than adolescents’ involved in reciprocated relationships.   

Past studies have considered non-reciprocated adolescent romantic 

relationships to be more problematic than reciprocated relationships because such 

relations are not believed to include elements of stability or commitment (e.g., Ford, 

Woosung, & Lepkowski, 2001; Manning et al., 2000; Norris, Ford, Shyr, & Schork, 

1996; Ott, Adler, Millsteind, Tschann, & Ellen, 2002).  However, findings from this 

study suggest that these relationships are more likely to include sexual risk-reducing 

behavior.  Thus, adolescents involved in reciprocated relationships may be at 

increased risk for unintended pregnancy and STDs.  Future research needs to explore 

this in more depth. 
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SEM Analyses on Risk and Protective Model for Predicting Sexual Risk-Promoting 

and Risk-Reducing Behavior in Adolescent Romantic Couples’ 

At the path level, the SEM analyses supported many of the hypothesized 

relations between each couple members’ depressive symptoms, pubertal 

development, perceived pubertal timing relative to one’s peers, adolescent-maternal 

relationship satisfaction, and couple sexual activity. First, both male and female 

couple members’ who reported more advanced levels of pubertal maturation also 

perceived their pubertal development to be earlier than their same sex/same age peers 

(Hypothesis 1).  Second, the assumption that both male and female couple members’ 

actual and perceived pubertal development would directly influence each respective 

member’s depressive symptoms was partially supported.  Male couple members’ who 

reported more advanced levels of pubertal development reported lower levels of 

depressive symptoms (Hypothesis 4).  Both male and female couple members’ 

perceived pubertal development was not related to each respective members’ 

depressive symptoms and female couple members’ actual pubertal development was 

not related to female couple members’ depressive symptoms (Hypothesis 5).      

Third, the assumption that both male and female couple members’ actual and 

perceived pubertal development would directly influence couple sexual behaviors 

independent of the mediator (i.e., depressive symptoms) was partially supported. 

Adolescent romantic couples’ with male couple members’ who self-reported more 

advanced levels of pubertal maturation were less likely to have sexual intercourse and 

had sexual intercourse less frequently (Hypothesis 2).  Also, adolescent romantic 

couples’ with male couple members who perceived their pubertal development as 
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earlier than their peers also had sexual intercourse more frequently (Hypothesis 3).  

Moreover, adolescent romantic couples’ with female couple members’ who perceived 

their pubertal development as earlier than their peers were more likely to have sexual 

intercourse and consistently used birth control every time sexual intercourse occurred 

(Hypothesis 3). Female couple members’ actual pubertal development was not related 

to couple sexual behavior.  

 Further, each respective member’s depressive symptoms did not mediate the 

relations between both male and female couple members’ actual and perceived 

pubertal development and couple sexual behavior (Hypothesis 6).  There was not a 

direct effect of each respective member’s depressive symptoms on couple sexual 

behavior (i.e., had sexual intercourse, frequency of sexual intercourse, consistent use 

of birth control  every time sexual intercourse occurred).   

Fourth, as predicted, both male and female couple members’ relationship 

satisfaction with their mothers directly influenced each respective member’s 

depressive symptoms.  Female couple members’ who reported being more satisfied 

with their relationship with their mothers reported lower depressive symptoms 

(Hypothesis 8).  Interestingly, male couple members’ who reported being more 

satisfied with their relationship with their mothers reported lower depressive 

symptoms and their partners’ also reported lower depressive symptoms (Hypothesis 

8).   Female couple members’ maternal relationship satisfaction was not related to 

male couple member’s depressive symptoms, however.   
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Lastly, the assumption that both male and female couple members’ 

relationship satisfaction with their mothers would directly influence couple sexual 

behaviors was partially supported.  Adolescent romantic couples’ with female couple 

members’ who reported being more satisfied with their relationship with their 

mothers had sexual intercourse less frequently (Hypothesis 7).  Male couple 

members’ maternal relationship satisfaction was not related to frequency of sexual 

intercourse and  both  male and female couple members’ maternal relationship 

satisfaction was not related to having sexual intercourse and consistency of birth 

control.  Further, each respective member’s depressive symptoms did not mediate the 

relations between both male and female couple members’ maternal relationship 

satisfaction and couple sexual behavior (Hypothesis 9). 

Actual Pubertal Development.  The level of pubertal development influences 

the sexual behavior of adolescent couples’, but that the primary influence on such 

behavior is the level of pubertal development on the part of the male member of the 

dyad as opposed to the female member of the dyad.  Adolescent romantic couples’ 

engaged in sexual risk-reducing behavior when male couple members’ self-reported 

more advanced levels of pubertal development.  This finding is consistent with past 

research that suggests romantic and sexual involvement during adolescence is 

governed by age-graded social expectations rather than by physical changes (e.g., 

Dornbusch, Carlsmith, Gross, Martin, Jennings, Rosenburg et al., 1981; Garguilo, 

Attie, Brooks-Gunn, & Warren, 1987).   

It is possible that early pubertal timing does not allow male couple members 

sufficient time to complete prior developmental tasks before the onset of puberty and 
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new developmental pressures (i.e., moving into older mixed-sex peer groups and 

entering romantic relationships).  One characteristic of romantic relationships, which 

has consistently varied by gender, is an individual’s capacity for intimacy (Maccoby, 

1995; Maccoby & Jacklin, 1987).  Previous research suggests that adolescent girls are 

much more comfortable and adept with intimacy than adolescent boys (Fischer, 

1981).  As couples embark on the first stages of intimacy, early developing boys may 

seek to prolong the early stages and delay intercourse.  

It is difficult to interpret the absence of a relation between female couple 

members’ actual pubertal development and couple sexual behavior, particular given 

past research has demonstrated such a link (e.g., Mezzich et al., 1997). One reason 

this relation was not evident in the current study may, in part, be a result of the way in 

which pubertal development was measured.  In the current study, multiple pubertal 

indicators were combined into a single index of pubertal development.   It is possible 

that different types of pubertal indicators may have different effects on adolescent 

adjustment problems.  For example, development of breasts is distinct from menarche 

because the former is a visible event likely to draw public reactions. Menarche, in 

contrast, is a private event and may not be a factor in girls’ social interactions. Past 

research has supported this finding in girls (Carter, Jaccard, Silverman, & Pina, 

2008), but no study has examined the effects of different indicators of pubertal 

development on adjustment problems in adolescent boys.    

Another reason this relation was not evident in this study may, in part, reflect 

our unit of analysis.  Namely, the relation between pubertal development and couple 

sexual risk behavior was examined in the context of an adolescent romantic 
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relationship.  Past research that has demonstrated a pubertal-sexual risk behavior link 

using samples of individual adolescents, primarily girls (e.g., Mezzich et al., 1997).  

Given sexual behavior is the result of actions of a dyad (e.g., a male and female 

engaging in protected or unprotected sex), more research is needed in which pubertal 

measures from  each couple member are used to predict and understand the sexual 

activity of  adolescents.   

Perceived Pubertal Development.  Perceived pubertal timing influences the 

sexual behavior of adolescent couples’, but the primary influence on such behavior is 

on the part of both members of the dyad.  That is, both male and female partner’s 

perceived pubertal timing was independent determinates of couple sexual behavior.   

Adolescent romantic couples’ engaged in sexual risk-reducing behavior (i.e., 

consistent use of birth control) when female couple members’ perceived their 

pubertal development to be early relative to their peers.  Conversely, adolescent 

romantic couples’ engaged in sexual risk-promoting behavior (i.e., had sexual 

intercourse) when female couple members’ perceived their pubertal development to 

be early relative to his peers.  Moreover, adolescent romantic couples’ engaged in 

sexual risk-promoting behavior (i.e., had sexual intercourse more frequently) when 

male couple members’ perceived their pubertal development to be early relative to his 

peers.   

As noted in the literature review, the present study focused on one facet of the 

peer context that is directly tied to pubertal development: perceived pubertal timing.  

This facet of the peer context affords the opportunity to index a more psychologically 

textured aspect of pubertal development (Graber et al., 1997).  That is, perceiving 
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oneself to be experiencing pubertal changes in temporal isolation from one’s peer 

group may be partly based on how well the adolescent’s pubertal timing aligns with 

the ideals of their socio-cultural context.  Hence, perceived pubertal timing may 

reflect a different process than direct inquiry regarding the onset of puberty (e.g., age 

at menarche); possibly at the individual or social rather than biological level.  

As a result, it is not surprising that each couple member’s perceived pubertal 

timing predicted couple sexual behavior.  The current study’s findings vary from past 

research because the link between early pubertal timing and sexual behavior was 

established using reports of both actual pubertal timing and perceived pubertal timing.  

Further, the current study’s results vary from past research findings because it 

examined this link on couple sexual behavior not the sexual behavior of one couple 

member.   

The initiation and development of romantic relationships usually takes place 

in a context of existing peer relationships (Zimmer-Gembeck, 2002). It is possible 

that other individuals (e.g., peers, parents, and romantic partners) may view female 

couple members’ as older and more socially and cognitively advanced than the girls, 

in fact, are because of the readily observable physical changes that occur during 

puberty (Caspi, 1995; Caspi & Moffitt, 1991).  As a result, female and male couple 

members’ may be exposed to older peers, and, subsequently potential romantic 

partners, who have more romantic and sexual experience. Perceived early 

development may therefore change the social context of couple members’, in part, 

from their tendency to match their behavior to that of their older peers (Brooks-Gunn 
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& Paikoff, 1997; Caspi & Moffitt, 1991; Ge et al., 1996, 2001; Graber et al., 1997; 

Graber, Brooks-Gunn, & Galen, 1998; Weichold & Silbereisen, 2001).   

Interestingly, adolescent romantic couples’ with female couple members’ who 

perceive their pubertal development to be early relative to their peers were engaging 

in sexual risk-reducing behavior (i.e., consistent use of birth control).  This finding is 

contrary from past research that demonstrated younger adolescents, particularly girls, 

find it difficult to negotiate safer-sex practices with their partners because of lack of 

empowerment and access to financial resources (e.g., Rassjo, Mirembe, & Darj, 

2006).  

It is possible that adolescent girls who perceive their pubertal development to 

be early are affiliating with older peers who support condom use.  Past research has 

found that perception by adolescents that their peers support condom use is associated 

with more consistent condom use (Boyer, Shafer, Wibblesman, Seeberg, Teitle, & 

Lovell, 2000; DiClemente, 1991).  Future research needs to explore this in more 

depth. 

Adolescent Depression.  Surprisingly, each respective couple member’s 

depressive symptoms did not mediate the relations between both male and female 

couple members’ actual and perceived pubertal development and couple sexual 

behavior.  Further, there was no direct effect of each respective member’s depressive 

symptoms on couple sexual behavior (i.e., had sexual intercourse, frequency of sexual 

intercourse, consistent use of birth control  every time sexual intercourse occurred).  

The absence of a relation between both male and female couple member’s depressive 
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symptoms and couple sexual behavior may, in part, be a result of using depression as 

an indicator of psychological well-being; given it overstates differences between 

males and females.  Rates of depression among girls are double those of boys 

(Lewinsohn et al, 1993; Nolen-Hoeksema & Girgus, 1994). Past research that has 

demonstrated links between sexual behavior and adolescent depression largely 

included female samples.  This limits conclusions about the strength and nature of the 

association between adolescent sexual behavior and depressive symptoms for boys.  

Exploration of gender differences is thus an important avenue for future research.   

Another reason this relation was not evident in this study may, in part, reflect 

the lack of information on possible co-occurring problems.  It is possible that 

different types of co-occurring problems may have implications for different types of 

couple sexual behavior. For instance, adolescents with co-occurring externalizing 

problems may be romantically impaired in different ways than those with co-

occurring anxiety or avoidant tendencies. More research is needed to fully investigate 

this finding. 

Although depression was not related to couple sexual behavior, results from 

this study did demonstrate that adolescent couples’ with a male couple member who 

reported more advanced levels of pubertal development also reported lower levels of 

depressive symptoms.  This finding is consistent with past research that demonstrated 

more positive consequences for psychosocial adjustment in adolescent boys who 

mature earlier than their peers than in adolescent boys who mature later (see Compain 

& Hayward, 2003). However, the extent to which this finding influences couple 
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sexual activity is unclear given no direct effect was found between each respective 

member’s depressive symptoms and couple sexually activity.   

Adolescent-Maternal Relationship Satisfaction. Satisfaction with the 

adolescent-maternal relationship influences the sexual behavior of adolescent 

couples’, but that the primary influence on such behavior is the level of satisfaction 

on the part of the female member of the dyad as opposed to the male member of the 

dyad.  Adolescent romantic couples’ engaged sexual risk-reducing behavior (i.e., had 

sexual intercourse less frequently) when female couple members’ were satisfied with 

their relationship with their mothers’.  This finding is contrary to past research that 

demonstrated that the quality of an adolescent’s relationship with his or her mother, 

including how the adolescent perceives this relationship, is significantly associated 

with risky sexual behavior, not risk-reducing sexual behavior (see Kotchick et al., 

2001, for a review).    

The present study finding, however, supports the notion that the decision to 

engage in risk-promoting or risk-reducing sexual behavior occurs within existing 

systems of relationships including maternal-adolescent relationships. Understanding 

the entire maternal-adolescent relationship as romantic relationships develop will 

likely improve our understanding of couple sexual risk behavior.  It is possible that 

mothers who talk to their adolescent girls about sex or contraceptive use have closer 

relationships with their daughters and may monitor their daughters’ activities more 

closely than mothers who do not talk to their daughters about sex or contraceptive 

use. If this were true, the daughters’ of mothers’ who talk to them about sex and 

contraceptive use would spend relatively more time with their mothers’ and less time 
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with their romantic partners than the daughters’ of mothers’ who do not talk to them 

about sex and contraceptive use. Past research has consistently demonstrated that 

maternal – communication is significantly related to adolescent sexual behavior (e.g., 

Dittus et al., 1999; Jaccard, Dodge, & Dittus, 2002; Miller et al., 2000; Rose, Koo, 

Bhasker, Anderson, White, & 2005).  More research is needed to explore this 

possibility further.   

Further, adolescent romantic couples with a female or male couple member 

who are satisfied with his/her relationship with his/her mother likely experience low 

levels of depressive symptoms.  This finding is consistent with past research that 

demonstrated the association between romantic experiences and depressive symptoms 

is stronger for early-adolescent girls with emotionally unavailable parents (Doyle, 

Brendgen, Markiewicz, & Kamkar, 2003).  Thus, when parents are unavailable to 

help adolescents regulate emotions and cope with the stress of romantic experiences, 

adolescents may fail to develop such skills and be more vulnerable to depressive 

symptoms. 

Taken together, the finding that both male and female couple members’ 

maternal relationship satisfaction was related to each respective member’s depressive 

symptoms suggests that the effect of adolescent-maternal relationship satisfaction on 

couple sexual activity may be indirect, rather than or in addition to being direct.  

Although each respective member’s depressive symptoms did not mediate the links 

between both male and female couple members’ maternal relationship satisfaction 

and couple sexual activity, the above finding is important because adolescent-

maternal relationship satisfaction may have an impact on couple sexual behavior by 
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influencing other correlates of couple sexual behavior such as depression. More 

research is needed to explore this finding further.   

Limitations 

There are several limitations to this study that should be noted. First the 

omission of couples in which the partner was not enrolled in the same school is a 

design limitation that omits a significant type of couple.  The absence of adolescents 

beyond school age is particularly troublesome because they are the romantic partners 

of many of the senior-level adolescent girls.  The existence of such couples from 

adolescent girls’ in this samples are recorded by the nominated romantic partner 

cannot interview them.  It is possible that the particular characteristics of romantic 

partners who are not school age influence couple sexual behavior.  As a result, some 

distortion of the results from their absence is warranted.   

Second, the study relied primarily on self-report data measures to assess both 

male and female couple members’ actual pubertal timing, perceived relative pubertal 

timing, depressive symptoms, and maternal relationship satisfaction.   Although most 

studies in this area of research have used adolescent self-report data, past research in 

which pubertal timing was assessed demonstrated that the effects of pubertal timing 

on adolescent psychosocial adjustment vary depending upon who rates the 

adolescents’ pubertal development (i.e., parent, adolescent, physician) (Dorn, 

Susman, & Ponirakis, 2003). Future studies should include an even broader source 

assessment approach than that used in this study. 
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Third, other factors not measured in this study could have accounted for 

variance when interacting with the other variables in the study. For example, Caspi 

and Moffitt (1991) proposed that prior problem behaviors in adolescent girls lead to 

greater psychosocial adjustment problems in early developing girls, not early pubertal 

timing per se. In addition, the study findings may differ as a function of acculturation 

and enculturation factors. Certainly, the discontinuity between cultural values in the 

family and those of the extra familial settings such as schools may provide challenges 

with implications for couple sexual activity.   

Fourth, the present study was cross-sectional which offers no insight into the 

direction of the study effects.  Future research could benefit from testing the 

alternative direction of the study effects.  It is possible that couple sexual behavior 

may lead to depressive symptoms because adolescents are involved in romantic 

relationships.  Thus, romantic partners’ pre-relationship characteristics may predict 

changes in adolescents’ functioning and subsequently, influence their decision to 

engage in risk-reducing or risk-promoting sexual behavior.   

Lastly, estimating the duration of adolescent romantic relationships is 

challenging because many adolescents do not always know exactly when their 

relationships began, particularly if partners were friends before they were romantic 

partners, which is the case with this study sample.  Because data analyses only 

included data on the relationship that was listed first, which was likely to be the most 

important and/or the longest relationship, it is possible that underreporting the 

frequency and duration of short-term relationships.  Keep this bias in mind when 

interpreting the study findings. 

107 
 



 

Conclusion and Future Directions 

Adolescent romantic relationships have rarely been the focus of investigations 

of adolescent sexual behavior, despite the fact that romantic relationships are the 

context in which the majority of adolescents’ sexual behavior occurs.  This 

dissertation is the first study to examine both members of the adolescent couple and 

then used measures from each couple member to predict and understand the sexual 

activity of that couple (see Udry & Chantala, 2004, for an exception). Given the 

existing research on adolescent sexual behavior is methodologically limited and 

incomplete; the results of this study offer some justification for researchers to 

examine couple sexual activity beyond individual-based variables.   

The model evaluated in this dissertation explicitly recognizes the potential 

importance of two types of normative influences in predicting sexual risk-promoting 

and risk-reducing behaviors in adolescent romantic couples: pubertal development 

(actual and perceived) and satisfaction with the adolescent-maternal relationship.  

Couple sexual behavior is largely influenced by their social and relational contexts. 

The study finding’s point to the need to move away from interventions that focus on 

changing individual behaviors and toward intervention strategies that also take into 

account adolescents’ social and relational contexts.  

Adolescent romantic couples’ engaged sexual risk-reducing behavior when 

male couple members’ self-reported more advanced levels of pubertal development, 

female couple members’ perceived their pubertal development to be early relative to 

their peers, and female couple members’ were satisfied with their relationship with 
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their mothers’.  Conversely, adolescent romantic couples’ engaged in sexual risk-

promoting behavior when male and female couple members’ perceived their pubertal 

development to be early relative to his peers. 

The above findings strongly suggest that adolescent couples’ are faced with a 

number of socializing factors (i.e., mothers, peers) that promote conflicting norms 

regarding sexual behavior.  Research on adolescent sexuality may need to capture the 

social complexities of adolescents’ lives better and to explore how multiple social 

factors simultaneously influence couple sexual activity. For example, factors such as 

exposure to media images of sexuality and pressure from a potential sex partner are 

likely to interact with peer norms and parental influence to influence couple sexual 

activity. Furthermore, parental guidance during adolescents’ sexual development is 

critical in helping adolescents’ successfully navigate the myriad of social influences 

that influence adolescent sexuality. Future research should continue to explore how 

parents can buffer social influences that promote risky sexual behavior among 

adolescent couples.   

Further, the biosocial model (Smith et al., 1985; Udry, 1988) on adolescent 

sexual behavior appears to support the study findings.  Biological factors such as 

physical maturation, and social factors related to maturation such as peer relationships 

may promote the onset and patterns of sexual behavior during adolescence. 

Extensions of this model emphasize development and biology within a context of 

social contagion—the spreading of ideas and activities within a social environment at 

times of transition—to explain adolescent sexual behavior (Rodgers & Rowe, 1993).   
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Although this dissertation’s findings are promising, additional efforts to refine 

the tested model are needed.  One possible way to refine the study model is to explore 

the moderating role personality or impersonal style.  It is possible that adolescent 

couple members’ with preoccupied style are needy and fear rejection, as such, likely 

to engage in risk-promoting sexual behaviors (Collins & Read, 1990).  Certainly, 

other personality and interpersonal factors also likely come into play (e.g., 

neuroticism), as well as other types of individual differences. For example, it is 

possible that early developing adolescent girls may have poorer relationship 

competence, and as such, likely to engage in risk-promoting sexual behaviors.  

Shedding light on the moderating roles of personality or impersonal style may 

improve understanding of the relational contexts of couple sexual activity.   

Another way to refine the study model is to explore the expectations and self-

efficacy that adolescents have about sexual activity.  Adolescents may decide to 

engage in sexual activity if they perceive it as leading to positive consequences and 

not leading to negative consequences.  Further, adolescents who have positive beliefs 

or attitudes about condom use (e.g., that they do not reduce sexual pleasure), have 

been found to use condoms more often (Basen-Engquist & Parcel 1992; Norris & 

Ford 1998).  Self-efficacy (i.e., a person’s belief that they have a level of control over 

their motivations), beliefs, and behaviors have been found to influence adolescent 

communication about sex and condom use (Halpern-Felsher, Kropp, Boyer, Tschann, 

& Ellen, 2004).  It would be important to understand the extent to which the 

expectations and self-efficacy of adolescents influence either risk-reducing or risk-

promoting sexual activity in adolescent couples’.   
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The continued examination of this study model is needed to further determine 

the important ways in which social, emotional, and environmental pathways through 

biological variables such as perceived pubertal timing, relate to either sexual risk-

promoting or risk-reducing behaviors in adolescent couples.  The findings reported in 

this dissertation represent an initial step toward evaluating explanatory models of 

adolescent couple sexual behavior.   
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Table 1: Proportions for Socio-demographics of Male and Female Partners  

 Female 
Couple Members

Male  
Couple Members 

Race/Ethnicity   

     White 57.4% 56.2% 

     Black 18.9% 21.2% 

     Hispanic 15.0% 14.5% 

     Asian 6.7% 5.8% 

     Native American 1.1% 1.2% 

     Other 0.8% 1.2% 

Religion  

     Protestant 56.1% 54.9% 

     Catholic 29.0% 27.0% 

     Jewish 0.7% 0.6% 

     Other 3.1% 3.9% 

     None reported 11.1% 13.7% 

Note: n = 1,252 

112 
 



 

Table 2: Proportions for Socio-demographics of the Parents of Male and  

Female Partners 

 Female 
Couple Members

Male  
Couple Members 

Parent Education  

 
     Less Than High School 14.6%

 
15.4% 

 
     High School Degree 31.7%

 
29.6% 

 
     Trade School 8.9%

 
9.3% 

 
     Attended College 21.3%

 
20.8% 

 
     College Graduate 14.5%

 
15.1% 

 
     Professional College 8.9%

 
9.7% 

 Parental Marital Status 

 
     Never Married 4.1%

 
5.6% 

 
     Married 75.2%

 
72.3% 

 
     Widowed 3.4%

 
3.6% 

 
     Divorced 12.6%

 
15.0% 

 
     Separated 4.6%

 
3.4% 

Note: n = 1,252 
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Table 3. Percent of Adolescents who had a Romantic Relationship in the last 18 

months by Sex and Age at Interview 

 N Romantic 
Relationship in 
Last 18 Months

No Romantic 
Relationship in 
Last 18 Months

Total 20, 088 55.6 44.4

Age at Interview, by Sex 

Females 10212 57.2 42.8

     12 years 288 27.1 72.9

     13 years 1179 31.9 68.1

     14 years 1469 42.5 57.5

     15 years 1854 55.4 44.6

     16 years 2004 61.9 38.1

     17 years 1937 71.6 28.4

     18 years 1481 74.7 25.3

Males 9876 53.7 46.3

     12 years 215 29.8 70.2

     13 years 1041 36.8 63.2

     14 years 1289 43.4 56.6

     15 years 1753 49.2 50.8

     16 years 2058 54.2 45.8

     17 years 1967 64.4 35.6

     18 years 1553 67.5 32.5
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Table 4. Percent of Adolescents who had a Romantic Relationship in the last 18 months by 

Race/Ethnicity and Sex 

 N Romantic Relationship 
in Last 18 Months

No Romantic 
Relationship in 
Last 18 Months

Race/Ethnicity 

     White 10640 58.3 41.7

     Black 4457 51.6 48.4

     Hispanic 3201 55.8 44.2

     Asian 1355 43.5 56.5

     Native American 203 57.6 42.4

     Other 229 61.6 38.4

Females 

     White 5400 61.6 38.4

     Black 2354 50.7 49.3

     Hispanic 1600 55.8 44.3

     Asian 638 45.8 54.2

     Native American 97 57.7 42.3

     Other 118 64.4 35.6

Males 

     White 5240 54.8 45.2

     Black 2103 52.7 47.3

     Hispanic 1601 55.9 44.1

     Asian 717 41.4 58.6

     Native American 106 57.5 42.5

     Other 111 58.6 41.4



 

Table 5. Means and Standard Deviations of Age of Romantic Partners, Age Discrepancy of Romantic Partners, and 

Duration of Relationships of First Listed Adolescent Romantic Partners by Sex and Age at Interview 

 Age of Partner  Age Discrepancy of Partner  
(Years) 

Duration of Relationship 
(Months)

Total  15.83 (2.50) 0.17 8.41 (13.35)

Males 14.99 (1.90) 0.97 8.06 (15.51)

Females 16.50 (2.68) -0.57 8.44 (10.83)

Age at interview  

     12 12.40 (1.23) -0.41 8.13 (21.28)

     13 13.24 (1.63) -0.24 6.90 (18.04)

     14 14.23 (1.73) -0.23 7.00 (17.34)

     15 15.14 (1.82) -0.14 6.66 (10.63)

     16 15.91 (1.93) 0.09 8.02 (12.63)

     17 16.58 (2.17) 0.42 9.14 (11.25)

     18 17.35 (2.82) 0.65 10.58 (12.43)

Note: For age of discrepancy, a negative score indicates that the nominated partner was older than the respondent and a positive score 
indicates that the respondent was older than the nominated partner. 
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Table 6. Means and Standard Deviations of Age of Romantic Partners, Age Discrepancy of Romantic Partners, and 

Duration of Relationships of First Listed Adolescent Romantic Partners by Race/Ethnicity  

 Age of Partner  Age Discrepancy of 
Partner  (Years) 

Duration of Relationship 
(Months)

Race/Ethnicity 

     White 15.74 (2.43) 0.18 7.67 (12.5)

     Black 15.80 (2.50) 0.13 11.13 (18.35)

     Hispanic 16.12 (2.65) 0.11 8.55 (9.57)

     Asian 16.02 (2.07) 0.44 7.65 (9.30)

Native American 15.35 (2.37) 0.25 12.19 (29.12)

     Other 16.24 (4.06) -0.28 6.96 (7.77)

Note: For age of discrepancy, a negative score indicates that the nominated partner was older than the respondent and a positive score 
indicates that the respondent was older than the nominated partner. 



 

Table 7. Percent of Adolescents who Reported the Race/Ethnicity of First Listed 

Romantic Partners by Race/Ethnicity  

 Race/Ethnicity of Partner 

 White Black Hispanic Asian Native 
American 

Other

Race/Ethnicity       

     White 82.1 2.9 11.8 1.6 .8 .7

     Black 6.9 85.3 5.1 1.2 .3 1.2

     Hispanic 21.4 7.4 65.0 3.6 1.3 1.3

     Asian 17.0 4.0 8.9 66.4 .9 2.8

Native 
American 

32.2 18.6 36.8 2.3 7.3 2.8

     Other 23.2 7.6 58.6 6.3 1.8 2.4
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Table 8. Percent of Adolescents who Reported How They Met Their First Listed Romantic Partners by Sex and Age at 

Interview 

 How Adolescents’ Know Romantic Partners’ Before Relationship Begins 

 Attended 
Same 

School 

Lived in 
Same 
Neigh

Went to the 
Same Place of 

Worship

Were Casual 
Acquaintances 

Were 
Friends

Shared Mutual 
Friends

Did not 
Know Before 
Relationship 

Began

Total  48.5 5.1 6.2 21.8 39.8 40.4 7.9

Males 51.4 4.7 6.2 19.0 38.5 35.1 7.7

Females 46.3 5.5 6.4 24.7 41.7 45.8 8.0

Age at interview    

     12 65.5 3.0 6.0 13.7 50.6 32.1 8.9

     13 58.2 6.9 6.9 15.8 51.1 41.1 5.1

     14 54.0 5.9 6.6 20.8 48.8 41.2 6.2

     15 51.4 5.4 6.7 22.8 43.9 42.2 7.4

     16 48.1 5.5 6.2 22.4 38.4 41.1 8.2

     17 45.8 4.9 6.5 23.3 36.9 41.3 8.1

     18 42.6 4.0 5.5 22.5 32.4 38.0 9.8

Note: n = 12, 806
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Table 9. Percent of Adolescents who Reported How They Met Their First Listed Romantic Partner by Race/Ethnicity  

 How Adolescents’ Know Romantic Partners’ Before Relationship Begins  

 Attended 
Same 

School

Lived in 
Same 
Neigh

Went to the 
Same Place 
of Worship

Were Casual 
Acquaintances 

Were 
Friends

Shared 
Mutual 
Friends

Did not Know 
Before 

Relationship 
Began

Race/Ethnicity        

     White 52.0 4.7 6.5 25.4 43.7 41.6 7.3

     Black 44.6 5.4 5.8 17.0 32.5 36.5 10.0

     Hispanic 43.2 6.5 5.4 15.1 36.0 39.8 8.1

     Asian 46.1 3.3 9.3 22.8 41.0 45.7 5.5

     Native  American 45.3 6.3 3.1 17.2 45.3 43.0 6.3

     Other 45.4 5.3 5.3 33.6 37.5 40.1 4.6

Note: n = 12,806



 

Table 10. Percent of Adolescents who Reported Various Acts of 

Intimacy/Commitment within First Listed Adolescent Romantic Relationships by 

Sex, and Age at Interview 

 Thought of 
Yourselves 
as a Couple

Went Out 
Together 

Alone

Told One Another 
That You Loved 

Each Other

Gave a 
Present to 

Partner

Saw Less 
of Other 
Friends

Total  90.5 77.9 79.4 71.2 53.8

Males 82.5 78.8 81.8 73.4 56.3

Females 87.4 76.6 81.2 68.7 51.1

Age at 
interview  

     12 86.1 53.8 78.5 67.7 38.6

     13 83.6 53.7 74.7 54.8 38.1

     14 83.2 64.1 76.3 61.1 45.1

     15 86.3 73.3 78.6 66.4 49.5

     16 84.3 80.5 78.5 71.2 54.4

     17 86.0 86.3 79.9 76.3 59.1

     18 85.3 86.7 82.4 80.5 61.5

Race/Ethnicity 

     White 91.2 79.8 77.8 71.7 54.2

     Black 89.9 72.2 81.1 67.7 49.9

     Hispanic 89.1 77.7 81.9 72.7 56.5

     Asian 89.4 81.7 80.6 75.6 57.1

     Native Amer. 93.4 76.9 85.1 72.7 61.2

     Other 89.7 81.5 76.0 72.6 45.9

Note: n = 12,682 
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Table 11. Percent of Adolescents who Reported Various Dimensions of Sexual 

Behavior within the First Listed Adolescent Romantic Relationship by Sex, Age at 

Interview 

 Held Each 
Other’s 

Hand

Kissed 
Each 

Other

Touched Each 
Other Under 

Clothing

Touched 
Each Other’s 

Genitals 

Had Sexual 
Intercourse

Total 89.2 91.2 62.6 53.7 42.4

Males 88.1 90.0 62.9 54.6 40.9

Females 90.3 92.1 61.8 52.3 42.7

Age at interview   

     12 84.2 79.7 28.5 12.7 5.7

     13 82.3 78.2 27.9 19.4 12.0

     14 85.5 86.2 43.4 33.5 19.9

     15 89.3 90.4 55.0 45.7 31.2

     16 91.0 93.2 65.5 55.3 43.1

     17 90.2 93.6 73.8 65.1 54.2

     18 91.2 94.8 78.1 71.5 62.2

Race/Ethnicity  

     White 90.8 91.3 63.7 54.4 39.2

     Black 84.8 91.2 64.1 55.6 52.5

     Hispanic 89.6 92.6 59.4 51.8 41.9

     Asian 91.0 86.2 56.1 45.2 37.6

     Native Amer. 86.8 91.7 57.9 50.4 41.3

     Other 88.4 90.4 61.6 51.4 34.9

 Note: n = 12,682
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Table 12. Percent of Adolescents Who Reported Various Dimensions of Social 

Connectedness for the First Listed Adolescent Romantic Relationship, by Sex and 

Race/Ethnicity  

 Told Other 
People You 

Were a Couple

Went Out 
Together in a 

Group

Met Your Partner’s 
Parents

Total 85.1 74.8 74.4

 Male 89.4 72.4 73.1

 Female 91.5 76.9 75.3

Age at Interview 

     12 86.1 64.6 58.2

     13 83.6 66.2 55.9

     14 83.2 69.0 65.2

     15 86.3 72.7 71.8

     16 84.3 74.9 75.4

     17 86.0 78.5 80.2

     18 85.3 79.4 81.2

Race/Ethnicity 

     White 87.4 80.3 78.6

     Black 80.5 61.7 70.0

     Hispanic 83.9 72.6 69.4

     Asian 84.2 77.8 66.0

     Native Amer. 86.8 71.9 65.3

     Other 83.6 76.0 71.2

Note: n = 12,682 
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Table 13. Age Discrepancies of Romantic Partners by Couple Type  

Discrepancy in 
Years 

Female 
Asymmetric 

Couples

Male 
Asymmetric 

Couples

Symmetric 
Couples

All Couples

(Male-Female) 

-5 0.0% 0.0% 0.6% 0.2%

-4 0.2% 0.2% 0.3% 0.2%

-3 1.1% 1.9% 2.8% 1.8%

-2 4.0% 3.5% 7.5% 4.7%

-1 12.7% 17.8% 22.7% 17.3%

0 31.2% 35.7% 29.9% 32.6%

1 25.8% 25.7% 23.1% 25.1%

2 14.5% 10.6% 10.3% 11.9%

3 7.8% 3.5% 2.2% 4.7%

4 2.4% 1.0% 0.6% 1.4%

5 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0%

6 0.2% 0.0% 0.0% 0.1%

 

Mean 
Difference 

.64 .30 .02 .35

95% CI .51 to .78 .19 to .42 -.13 to .17 .28 to .43

Note: A negative score indicates that the female couple member was older than the male 
couple member and a positive score indicates that the male couple member was older than the 
female couple member. 
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Table 14. Frequency of Sexual Intercourse with Partners by Couple Type 

 Frequency of Sexual Intercourse with Partner  

Couple Type n Mean Trimmed Mean 

Female 
Asymmetric 
Couples  

397 8.84 0.04 

 

Male  

Asymmetric 
Couples  

393 6.90 0.10 

 

Symmetric  

Couples  

303 21.84 2.17 

 

All Couples 1093 11.75 0.21 
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Table 15. Frequency of Sexual Intercourse with Partners by Couple Type for Sexually 

Active Couples 

 Frequency of Sexual Intercourse with Partner  

Couple Type n Mean Trimmed Mean 

Female 
Asymmetric 
Couples 83 42.23

 

16.71 

Male 
Asymmetric 
Couples 95 28.49

 
 

7.23 

Symmetric 
Couples 

141 46.94 17.41 

All Couples 319 40.22 13.82 



 

Table 16. Selected Path Coefficients for the Analysis of Had Sexual Intercourse  

p valuePath Unstandardized

coefficient

Standardized 

coefficient 

Female couple members’ actual pubertal 
dev. to female couple members’ 
perceived pubertal dev. 

0.18 0.33 < 0.01

Male couple members’ actual pubertal 
dev. to male couple members’ perceived 
pubertal dev. 

0.22 0.47 < 0.01

Female couple members’ perceived 
pubertal dev. to had sexual intercourse  

0.05 0.11 < 0.01

Male couple members’ actual pubertal 
dev. to male couple members’ depressive 
symptoms. 

-0.30 -0.10 < 0.01

Male couple members’ actual pubertal 
dev. to had sexual intercourse 

-0.01 -0.06 0.04

Male couple members’ perceived 
pubertal dev. to had sexual intercourse. 

0.20 0.05 0.08

Male couple members’ maternal 
relationship satisfaction to male couple 
members’ depressive symptoms  

-1.75 -0.22 < 0.01

Male couple members’ maternal 
relationship satisfaction to female couple 
members’ depressive symptoms. 

-1.12 -0.12 < 0.01

Female couple members’ maternal 
relationship satisfaction to female couple 
members’ depressive symptoms.   

-2.19 -0.25 < 0.01
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Table 17. Total Effects of Study Variables for Couple Members on Had Sexual Intercourse 
 
Variable  

Male 
Actual 

Puberty 

Female
Actual 

Puberty

Male 
Maternal 

Satisfaction

 
Male 

Perceived 
Puberty

 
Female 

Maternal 
Satisfaction 

Female
Perceived 

Puberty
Male 

Depression
Female

Depression
 
Male 
Perceived 
Puberty 
 

.219 -- -- -- -- -- -- --

 
Female 
Perceived 
Puberty 
 

-- .182 -- -- -- -- -- --

 
Male 
Depression 
 

-.374 -- -1.747 -.342 -.090 -- -- --

 
Female 
Depression 
 

-- .020 -1.116 -- -2.186 .033 -- --

 
Had Sexual 
Intercourse 
 

-.007 .016 -.021 .021 -.019 .047 -.001 .002
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Table 18. Selected Path Coefficients for the Analysis of Frequency of Sexual Intercourse 

Path Unstandardized

coefficient

Standardized 

coefficient 

p value

Female couple members actual pubertal 
dev. to female couple members perceived 
pubertal dev. 

0.18 0.33 < 0.01

Male couple members’ actual pubertal dev. 
to male couple members’ perceived 
pubertal dev. 

0.22 0.47 < 0.01

Male couple members’ actual pubertal dev. 
to male couple members’ depressive 
symptoms. 

-0.30 -0.10 < 0.01

Male couple members’ maternal 
relationship satisfaction to male couple 
members’ depressive symptoms 

-1.75 -0.22 < 0.01

Male couple members’ maternal 
relationship satisfaction to female couple 
members’ depressive symptoms. 

-1.12 -0.12 < 0.01

Female couple members’ maternal 
relationship satisfaction to female couple 
members’ depressive symptoms.   

-2.19 -0.25 < 0.01

Female couple members’ relationship 
satisfaction with their mothers to frequency 
of sexual intercourse 

-3.99 -0.07  0.01

Male couple members’ perceived pubertal 
dev. to frequency of sexual intercourse 

4.01 0.08 < 0.01

Male couple members’ actual pubertal dev. 
to frequency of sexual intercourse 

-1.38 -0.06 0.02
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Table 19. Total Effects of Study Variables for Couple Members on Frequency of Sexual Intercourse 
 
Variable  

Male 
Actual 

Puberty 

Female
Actual 

Puberty

Male 
Maternal 

Satisfaction

 
Male 

Perceived 
Puberty

 
Female 

Maternal 
Satisfaction 

Female
Perceived 

Puberty
Male 

Depression
Female

Depression
 
Male 
Perceived 
Puberty 
 

.219 -- -- -- -- -- -- --

 
Female 
Perceived 
Puberty 
 

-- .182 -- -- -- -- -- --

 
Male 
Depression 
 

-.374 -- -1.747 -.342 -.090 -- -- --

 
Female 
Depression 
 

-- .020 -1.116 -- -2.186 .033 -- --

 
Frequency of 
Sexual 
Intercourse 

-.559 .630 1.129 3.953 -3.921 1.966 .161 -.037
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Table 20. Selected Path Coefficients for the Analysis of Consistency of Birth Control 

Every Time Intercourse Occurred  

 

Path Unstandardized

coefficient

Standardized 

coefficient 

p value

Female couple members’ actual pubertal 
dev. to female couple members’ perceived 
pubertal dev. 

0.14 0.26 < 0.01

Male couple members’ actual pubertal dev. 
to male couple members’ perceived 
pubertal dev. 

0.21 0.49 < 0.01

Female couple members’ maternal 
relationship satisfaction to female couple 
members’ depressive symptoms.   

-2.63 -0.28 < 0.01

Male couple members’ maternal 
relationship satisfaction to male couple 
members’ depressive symptoms 

-2.13 -0.28 < 0.01

Male couple members’ maternal 
relationship satisfaction to female couple 
members’ depressive symptoms. 

-2.03 -0.19 < 0.01

Female couple members’ perceived 
pubertal dev. to consistency of birth 
control every time intercourse occurred 

0.09 0.18 < 0.01
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Table 21. Total Effects of Study Variables for Couple Members on Consistency of Birth Control   
 
Variable  

Male 
Actual 

Puberty 

Female
Actual 

Puberty

Male 
Maternal 

Satisfaction

Male 
Perceived 

Puberty

Female
Maternal 

Satisfaction

Female
Perceived 

Puberty
Male 

Depression
Female

Depression
 
Male 
Perceived 
Puberty 
 

.214 -- -- -- -- -- -- --

 
Female 
Perceived 
Puberty 
 

-- .143 -- -- -- -- -- --

 
Male 
Depression 
 

-.181 -- -2.133 -.626 -.366 -- -- --

 
Female 
Depression 
 

-- -.234 -2.026 -- -2.628 -.548 -- --

 .007 .014 -.003 .000 .012 .092 -.007 .002
Consistency of 
Birth Control 
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Figure 1: Conceptual Model 
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Figure 1: Final Model 
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