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Early Sex in New Zealand 2
Abst r act

A steady trend towards earlier sexual intercourse i s now
wel | docunented. However, the relationship of this devel opnment
to trends in other early sexual formative experiences has not
been expl ored, nor has there been an analysis of the |onger-
t erm behavi oral consequences. The data exami ned in this paper
were drawn froma two-stage national survey of sexua
lifestyles on a sanple of 2,361 adult New Zeal anders in the
age range 18-54. Techni ques of survival analysis and nmultiple
| ogi stic regression were used. Over tine there was a
consi stent decline and dimnishing gap in age of onset for
first experience, first intercourse, and first regular
partnership. Miultivariate analysis confirnms that nales, the
young, the | ess educated, ethnic mnorities, and respondents
professing no religious affiliation were all nore likely to
report earlier onset of sexual experiences. However, while al
t hree soci o-sexual events showed the sane trend, pre-
i nt ercourse experiences exerted the strongest influence on
subsequent sexual practices and outcones. This has

inplications for preventive strategies.
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| nvesti gati on of sexual behavior in the adol escent years
has a dual significance. First, adol escence is a period of
experinmental activity and potentially high-risk behavior in
its own right (Gagnon et al., 1989). But second, and nore
pertinent to this paper, it is also a crucial point of
transition to adul thood (Gagnon, 1989) in the sense that
adol escence is a tinme of major physiological, psychol ogical,
and soci al change when nmany patterns of behavior are
established, including future sexual practices and outcones,
and a range of health-related and risk-taking behaviors
(Donovan, Jessor, & Costa, 1993). The focus of this paper is
on this second dinmension, nanely adol escence as a tine for
significant socio-sexual devel opnent with inportant
consequences for subsequent sexual lifestyles. This has
inmplications for future risk behavior and related health
profiles.

There is a considerabl e body of research on sexual
activity in the teenage years, principally orientated either
to studies attuned to particul ar social problens associated
with this age group, such as unintended pregnancy (Jones et
al ., 1985) and premarital behavior (Reiss, 1967), or to
i nvestigations addressing sexual activity in a nore generic
fashion. This research focuses both on the concurrent behavior
of teenagers (Khan, Kal sbeck, & Hofferth, 1988) and on the

retrospectively recalled activities of representative sanpl es
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of adults (Johnson, Wadsworth, Wellings, & Field, 1994;
Laumann, Gagnon, M chael, & Mchaels, 1994). There have al so
been a diversity of sanpling frames and subpopul ati ons used in
past studies in this area, including high school pupils
(Kl anger, Tyden, & Ruusuvaara, 1993), university students
(Bishop & Lipsitz, 1991), clinic populations (Evans,
McCor mack, Bond, & MacRae, 1991), regional sanples (D ckson,
Paul , & Herbison, 1993), and nationally representative surveys
(Forrest & Singh, 1990).

A nunber of trends are evident fromthis literature.
First, there is a well-established progression in the
sequenci ng of early sexual and partnering activity anong
adol escents, starting with incipient relationships and
associ ated ki ssing, cuddling, and m nor petting and noving on
to longer-termrel ati onshi ps, heavy petting, and sexual
i ntercourse (Brook, Bal ka, Abernathy, & Hanburg, 1994).

Second, there are clear socio-denographic patterns of sexua
initiation, with socially di sadvantaged groups tending to
begin their sexual career earlier (Gagnon, 1989; West, Wght,
& Macintyre, 1993). Third, a nunmber of changes in patterns of
behavi or over tine have taken place, with a progressively
earlier age at first intercourse and a convergence in these
patterns between nmales and fenal es (Johnson, Wadswort h,

Wellings, & Field, 1994). Finally, there is evidence that
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early initiation my be a potential nmarker for later risky
sexual behavior (G eenberg, Mgder, & Aral, 1992).

The object of the current paper is to advance this
[iterature in two respects. First, while trends in first
i nt ercourse have been well docunented in nost mgj or national
surveys, other aspects of early socio-sexual devel opnment have
not been so firmy established. In this paper trends in pre-

i ntercourse sexual experiences and first |ong-term sexual
partnership will be analysed, and their relationship to first
i ntercourse descri bed. Second, the context and possible
consequences of such trends in early socio-sexual devel opnent
have not been extensively expl ored.

The focus in this study, therefore, is on trends in the
initiation of young people into sexual and partnering activity
and on the behavioral consequences of these trends. It relies
on the retrospective recall of such events in a national
sanple of adults. Furthernore, while it does not explicitly
adopt a social problem perspective, it does explore the
inplications of early sexual events for subsequent potenti al
ri sk behavior and associ ated health profiles.

Met hod

Parti ci pants

A conput er-assi sted tel ephone interview (CATI) survey was
carried out in md-1991 on a representative national sanple of

2,361 adult New Zeal anders in the age range 18-54. A two-
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stage, stratified sanpling procedure was used: initial
identification of household by randomdigit dialling (RDD) of
all avail abl e tel ephone nunbers in the country stratified by
dialling zones, followed by selection of one eligible
househol d nmenber for interview Stratification was achi eved by
al l ocating sanple quotas in proportion to the 1991 Census
popul ati on of 18-54 year olds in 14 adm nistrative regions
(which coincided with the principal telephone dialling zones).
The Sudman (1973) nmethod of cluster sanpling was used, which
i nvol ved the selection of a seed nunber as the start point for
t he random generation of two further nunbers. The screening
conpletion rate -- that is, the success in making contact and
establishing eligibility -- was .69 (2,603/3,792), and the
interview conpletion rate -- that is, the success rate anong
those identified for interview -- was .91 (2,361/2,603). The
final effective response rate was 63% w th nonresponse being
equal ly distributed between refusals and failure to establish
contact. Item nonresponse was | ess than one per cent. Further
details of sanple design, questionnaire, and nethodol ogy have
been reported el sewhere (Davis, Lay Yee, Chetwynd, & McMII an,
1993).

The interview took approxi mately 15 m nutes and fol | oned
an introduction to the purposes and sponsorship of the study.
Partici pants were anonynous and free to term nate the

interview at any stage. Contact records were destroyed on
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conpletion of the field work. The study underwent the standard
ethical scrutiny required for research of this kind in New
Zeal and.

Measur es

The interview was based on standardi sed itens adapted fromthe
prot ocol devel oped by the World Health O ganisation (WHO

d obal Programme on AIDS (GPA) (WHO, no date). The schedul e

i ncl uded questions in the follow ng areas: background
characteristics; partnership; sexual behavior; contraception;
sexual ly transmtted di seases; sexual practices; and

know edge, attitudes, and behavior related to HV/ AIDS. In
keeping with the discussion of the previous section,
guestionnaire itenms presented in this paper are grouped into
three categories: contextual precursors (socio-denographic and
cul tural background factors), socio-sexual devel opnent
(measures of early sexual activity and partnership), and
behavi oral consequences (reported sexual practices and

out cones) .

Asi de from gender and age, five commonly used soci o-
denographi ¢ vari abl es were depl oyed: marital status, region,
et hni c group, education, and religious affiliation. Marital
status was grouped into three categories: never narried,
currently married or cohabiting, and other. Region was coded
by popul ation size and density: major urban centers,

provi ncial centers, and smaller towns and conmunities. Ethnic
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group was classified into European (Pakeha) and non- Eur opean
(Maori, Pacific Island and Qther). Educational |evel was
grouped according to whether or not the respondent had
advanced beyond secondary (high) school. Religious affiliation
was classified as follows: major Protestant denoni nations
(Anglican, Presbyterian, Methodist, Baptist); Roman Catholic;
ot her denom nations; and no religious affiliation. Four birth
cohorts were defined by date of birth of respondent: 1937-
1946, 1947-1956, 1957-1966, and 1967-1973.

The three questions relating to early soci o-sexual
experiences were worded in a common pattern as follows: "How
old were you when you first ... had any experience of a sexual
ki nd/ had sexual intercourse with soneone/ had a regul ar
partner?". For each event an expl anatory addendum was attached
as follows -- (a) sexual experience: "for exanple, kissing,
cuddling, petting - with soneone el se,” (b) sexual
intercourse: "I nean vaginal, oral, or anal sex,"” and (c)
regul ar partner: "I nmean a person with whom you have had an
intimate relationship for a year or nore. They could be
sonmeone wi th whom you have had a relationship for less than a
year but with whomyou intend to continue this relationship.
They may be your spouse; they nay be soneone you live with; or
sonmeone who does not live in the sanme house but wi th whom you

have an intimte relationship including sex."
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Ten sexual practices and outcones were identified from
t he adapted version of the Partner Relations questionnaire:
frequency of sexual intercourse in the |ast four weeks; use of
a condom for contraception in the last three nonths; sex with
nore than one partner in the previous twelve nonths; nunber of
sexual partners; and any experience or report of anal sex,
oral sex, sane-gender sex, commercial sex, an STD, or the use
of a condomto prevent STDs.
Procedure
For each of the three sexual initiation variables there were
significant nunbers of respondents who had not as yet
experienced the activity at the tine of the interview,
particularly in the youngest cohort (see Table 1). Such data
are known as right-censored. A raw, unadjusted nedian is
likely to underestimate the true figure (see Table 2). It is
in circunstances such as these that survival analysis is the
correct technique to use since it correctly adjusts for
censored data (Kal bfl eisch & Prentice, 1980). Survival
anal ysis estimates the distribution of the probability of a
particular activity not occurring by a given age (in this
i nstance, not reporting a type of initiation activity). In the
case of censored val ues, individuals not reporting the event
in question are included in the denom nator of any rate
calculated only up to and including the age of the respondent

at interview
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In this paper the nedian -- the value for age at
initiation that is achieved by 50% of the sanple -- was
conputed by the life-table nmethod using grouped data, with
i ndi vi dual survival tinmes cal culated using the Lifetest
procedure in SAS (SAS Institute, 1985). Adjusted nedi ans were
derived fromthe life-table nmethod using grouped data to
produce non-integer nedi ans, and including censored dat a.
These were conpared with raw nmedi ans shown in Table 2 which
were simlarly derived, but excluded censored data. Two |i near
rank statistics produced by the SAS Lifetest were used in this
table to test the equality in distributions between survival
curves (age of event) for different strata (gender and
cohort): Wiile the WIcoxon gives nore weight to earlier
events, the log-rank test gives nore weight to |ater events.

In order to carry out an analysis of the relationship
between the full conplenment of socio-denographic variables and
the three socio-sexual events, a nmultiple |logistic regression
approach was depl oyed (see Table 4). Three regression anal yses
were run, one for each event (outcone variable), with al
soci o-denographic factors as predictors. The odds ratios were
generated using the Logistic procedure in SAS (SAS Institute,
1990) and encapsul ate the effect of each predictor, adjusting
for the other predictors in the nodel.

The outcone variabl es considered in this analysis were

the three neasures of socio-sexual devel opnent; that is, age
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at first experience, age at first intercourse, and age at
regul ar partnership. These variables were rendered in binary
formw th cut-points chosen to represent early and |l ate
starters at each stage. These were selected for the three
measures at ages 15, 16, and 18 respectively. A cut-off at age
15 for first experience was sel ected because it was the
approxi mate nedian for this variable and thus close to the
nost efficient split; 16 was selected for first intercourse
because it provided conparability with a benchmark British
study (Johnson et al., 1994); and in the case of first regular
partnership, a cut-off of 18 was chosen because this
represented the age of the youngest respondents (thus reducing
probl ens of censored data).

The predictor variables were al so represented in binary
form In the case of each soci o-denographic variable the
reference (or omtted) category was selected on a priori basis
as the one nost likely to be associated with a delay in age of
initiation. The predictions inplicit in this selection of
reference categories were largely borne out by the results.

Cox regression was not used because the assunption of
proportional hazards -- that hazards do not change over tine -
- did not hold for this data set and, in any case, nmuch the
sanme results were achieved using logistic regression with

censored val ues as mssing data. The effect of different
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observation tines for participants was addressed by including

cohort menbership as an explicit variable in the nodel.

Mul tiple logistic regression was again used in the
anal ysis of the inpact of socio-denographi c background and
soci o- sexual devel opnment on subsequent patterns of sexual
practice and outcones (reported separately for nales and
femal es; see Tables 5 and 6 respectively). For each stage of
soci o-sexual devel opnment a separate |ogistic regression was
run on a nodel containing all socio-denographic factors and
precursor events for each of ten practice and outcone itens
(only nine for females, with the om ssion of comrercial sex).
(dds ratios, adjusted for all other variables in the nodel,
are reported for the rel ationship between each item and each
soci o-sexual event. The results of 30 nultiple logistic
regressions are therefore reported, with significance |evels
set at the .05 |evel.

Resul ts

A survival analysis of data for each of the socio-sexua
events is presented in Table 1. The survival function is
represented by those individuals yet to experience the

activity (Kal bfleisch & Prentice, 1980). Wile practically

every nmenber of the sanple reported having had an early sexual

experience of sone kind, significant mnorities had yet to
have sexual intercourse (3.1% or a regular partner (4.2% at

survey date. In the youngest cohort, aged 18-24, the
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proportion yet to experience sexual intercourse and those yet
to enter a longer termrelationship were nuch higher (12% and
15. 8% respectivel y).

TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE

Two sets of estimates of the median age of early socio-
sexual devel opnent are shown in Table 2: The raw estinates
were cal cul ated after excluding those nenbers of the sanple
who had not reported the activity by interview date. The
adj usted estimates were derived w thout exclusions, except for
m ssing data, using the life-table nethod of calculation (the
so-called nedian residual lifetine: see Cutler & Ederer,
1958). In both cases age was treated as a grouped, or
di visible variable, rather than an integer variable. As can be
seen, adjusting for censored data did |little to change nedi an
val ues. Wiere discrepancies did occur, they were identified --
as predicted fromthe pattern of censored data in Table 1 --
anong younger cohorts for age at first sexual partnership of a
year or nore and, to a |l esser extent, for age at first sexual
i ntercourse.

TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE

Overall, the nedian ages for the three soci o-sexual
events, adjusted for censored values, were slightly under 16
years in the case of first sexual experience, slightly over 18
for coitus, and exactly 20 for sexual partnership. CGender

differences were statistically significant at the .001 |evel
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for both |Iog-rank and Wl coxon tests of equality between nal es
and females for first sexual experience, but for only one or
the other of these two tests for the other events. There was
evi dence of a consistent decline in age of early sexual
activity and partnership by birth cohort of approxinmately two
years, three years, and four years over the 35 years spanned
by the survey for first sexual experience, first intercourse,
and first partnership respectively. Log-rank and W/I coxon
tests of equality of age at initiation over the four age
groups were all significant at the .001 | evel for both males
and fenal es.

Tabl e 3 presents a nore detail ed analysis of variations
in the age of early socio-sexual devel opnent by gender and
cohort. Only adjusted nedi an val ues were used, where current
age is allocated for censored cases. The first two col ums
present data separately for males and fenal es on sexua
experience and intercourse, with the third col um docunenting
the tine |ag between nedi an ages for these two activities.
This sequence is repeated for first regular partnership in the
remai ning two colums, with the tinme lag estimted from nedi an
age of first intercourse. The difference between nmal es and
femal es in the nedian age of onset for each activity is
outlined in the third panel of the table.

As al ready indicated there was a consistent decline in

age of onset over time for all three events, and for both
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mal es and females. In the case of first sexual experience,
this decline was a matter of only a year or two over the 35-
year period, but for first coitus and first partnership the
difference in age of onset amobunted to at |east three years.
This differential rate of decline was reflected in a
di mnishing tine |ag between the various stages of socio-
sexual devel opnent: a narrowi ng of the gap for both males and
femal es from about four years to under three years in the
progression fromfirst experience to first coitus, and a
"catch-up"” for males only of two years in closing the gap
between first intercourse and partnership.

TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE

The differences between males and females in trends for
age of reported occurrence are summarised in the third panel
of Table 3. In essence, the tendency for males to report an
earlier age for key events of socio-sexual devel opnent
remai ned constant anong cohorts at six nonths to a year
earlier for first experience and generally |ess than six
nmonths at first intercourse. For first partnership, however,
the situation was different: Fermales reported earlier entry
into a long-term sexual relationship, a position that was
reversed anong the younger cohorts, however. These contrasting
patterns were reflected in the gender gap for the timng of
the transition fromone activity to the next. For first

experience and first intercourse the gender gap renai ned
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constant over tinme, while for first |ong-term sexual
partnership it narrowed to vani shing point.

The rel ati onship of socio-denographic factors with the
t hree soci o-sexual devel opnent variables are considered in
Table 4 using multiple logistic regression analysis. A
separate logistic regression is run for each set of key
events. The results are presented as odds ratios adjusted for
al | soci o-denographic factors in the nodel. Separate anal yses
were run for males and femal es. Al though mnor variations in
the pattern of odds ratios were evident, no systematic gender
interactions were detected and, therefore, these results are
not reported here.

TABLE 4 ABOUT HERE

The strongest and nost consistent relationship with age
of reported events of early socio-sexual devel opnment was birth
cohort. This effect was seen across all three variables, and
strengthened over time (a trend that was particularly marked
for partnership). Wiile earlier onset was between two and
three tines nore |ikely anmong nenbers of the second ol dest
birth cohort conpared to those in the reference age group,
odds ratios varied between 4 and 17 for those in the youngest
birth cohort. Gender, education, and religion were other
factors showi ng a reasonably consistent relationship; nales,
the | ess educated, and those claimng no religious affiliation

were generally about twice as likely to report events at an
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earlier age than their respective reference groups (females,
those with post-secondary education, and those affiliated with
religious faiths other than the major Protestant and Catholic
denom nations). Individual significant results, such as
indicating a tend towards earlier onset, were denonstrated for
ethnic group, for Protestant affiliation, and for the marital
category of other.

Tables 5 and 6 take the anal ysis one step further to
consi der the inpact of socio-sexual devel opnent on subsequent
sexual practices and outcones. The odds ratios in each table
cell reflect the strength of the relationship between the age
at which a particular event of early socio-sexual devel opnent
t ook place and a given sexual practice or outcome, controlling
for other predictor variables. In order to test for a possible
gender interaction, results are presented separately for males
and fenal es.

For both males and femal es early sexual experience can be
seen to have a strong and systematic effect on the great
maj ority of sexual practices and outcones. Those respondents
having their first sexual experience before the age of 15 were
much nore likely to report a greater nunber of partners, anal
and oral sex, and honpsexual activity, and were nore likely to
have experienced an STD. OQther results fromthis set of
anal yses (but not reported separately here) show that they

were also nore likely to have progressed at an earlier age to



Early Sex in New Zealand 18
coi tus and subsequently to a regul ar sexual partnership. The
i nfl uence on subsequent outcones and practices of early sexual
intercourse and early sexual partnership were | ess narked and
| ess consi stent.
TABLES 5 AND 6 ABOUT HERE

For both males and femal es the pattern of odds ratios for
sexual practices and outcones, only nunber of partners, and,
to a | esser extent, experiencing an STD, showed consi stent
i ndependent effects fromearly socio-sexual devel opnent at
nore than one stage. Frequency of sex for nales, and sane-
gender sex for females were also affected at nore than one
stage. By contrast, the experience of conmercial sex and
failure to use a condomto prevent STDs were the only itens
showi ng no association with age of initiation at any stage
(again for both nmales and femal es). Individual sexual
practices -- frequency of sexual activity, use of a condom for
contraceptive purposes, and anal and oral sex -- were itens
whose occurrence was influenced nore or |ess exclusively by
one or other of the initiation nmeasures.

Di scussi on

The object of the current study was to descri be the sequence
of initiation into early sexual activity and partnering, and
to anal yse the behavi oral consequences of this process.

A particularly novel feature of this study is the nore

extensi ve range of neasures avail able on early socio-sexual
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devel opnent: Data on three activities are used where previous
research has often relied only on respondent reports of first
i ntercourse. Al though sonme of these studies have detected a
halting of this trend and even a reversal towards a greater
sexual conservatism-- in attitudes (Roche & Ransbey, 1993) if
not al so in behavior (Cooksey, Rindfuss, & CGuilkey, 1996;
Sinkins, 1994) -- the findings of the current investigation
are generally consistent with those of previous research
showing a trend for age at first intercourse to decline
(Johnson et al., 1994), nost nmarkedly for those born in the
decade beginning in the m d-1940s (Turner, Danella, & Rogers,
1995).

However, with data on three neasures of early socio-
sexual devel opnent this study provides information on a
broader front than hitherto has been available. Wile the
study confirns a trend towards earlier sexual experience, the
results al so denonstrate a nore rapid transition to
partnership over tinme, suggesting that a liberalisation in the
early expression of sexuality, involving its progressive
decoupling fromthe institution of marriage (Turner et al.
1995), does not necessarily carry with it a weakening of the
commitnment to a |ong-term personal relationship. Indeed, the
evi dence seens to be that young people (especially young
wonen) regard sex as a mechanismfor establishing an intimte

relationship (Stanton, Black, Kaljee, & Ricardo, 1993) and
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that those enbarking on early courtship go on to devel op
steady relationships at an earlier age (Thornton, 1990).

The trends identified in this study can be enbedded
wi thin a broader analytical framework |inked to precursors,
such as soci o-denographic factors, and to subsequent sexua
practices and outcones. Taking the relationship between soci o-
denogr aphi ¢ and cultural factors on the one hand and the
reported occurrence by respondents of key events of early
soci o- sexual devel opnment on the other, variation renmai ned nuch
as predicted fromother studies (Johnson et al., 1994; Lynskey
& Fergusson, 1993; Sundet, Magnus, Kval em Sanuel son, &
Bakketei g, 1992; West et al., 1993). Ml es, the young, the
previously married, non-Europeans, the | ess educated, and
those professing no religious affiliation were all nore likely
to report early sex. Aside fromage and religion, however,
this pattern was not uniformy replicated across all three
di mensi ons of soci o-sexual devel opnent. There may be a nunber
of explanations for this. First, it is possible that the
different aspects tap slightly contrasting domai ns of behavi or
(Stanton, Roner, Ricardo, & Black, 1993). Second, and perhaps
nore likely, this lack of uniformty may sinply reflect the
dynam ¢ and conpl ex nature of the phenonenon; for exanpl e,
there is conflicting evidence of sexual conservatism rather
than liberalismin sone ethnic mnority groups (Cochran, Mys,

& Leung, 1991), of a narrowing over tine in racial and incone
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di fferences (Forrest & Singh, 1990), and also in the gender
gap (Sundet et al., 1992). In addition, we have focused on a
di fferent society, New Zeal and.

The second el enent in the analytical framework rel ates
early soci o-sexual devel opnent to subsequent sexual practices
and outcones. Previous studies have tended to concentrate on
early intercourse as the key mlestone in the devel opnment of a
range of subsequent sexual practices and outcones, including
early pregnancy (Melchert & Burnett, 1990), greater nunbers of
partners (Durbin et al., 1993; Evans et al., 1991), risky
contraceptive practices (Kraft, Rise, & Traeen, 1990) and
reports of STDs (Erickson & Trocki, 1992; Greenberg et al.
1992; Kjaer et al., 1990). The current study suggests,
however, that prior sexual experiences may be just as
i nportant (see Tables 5 and 6). Although early intercourse is
predictive of a greater nunmber of partners, same-gender sex,
reporting an STD, and failure to use a condom this diverse,
experinmental and "risky" pattern of behavior is even nore
mar ked for those reporting early pre-intercourse sexua
experiences. An early regular sexual partnership is not
related to this pattern to nearly the sane degree. Although
clearly consistent with the considerabl e body of research on
early intercourse (Andersson-Ellstrom Forssman, & M| som
1996), this finding has not previously been widely reported in

the literature and suggests that prograns of intervention need
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to be ained at younger age groups and at broader correl ates of
behavi or (Jakobsen, Rise, Aas, & Anderssen, 1997).

A nunber of methodol ogical issues have to be consi dered
with the current survey. While the results of this research
are largely in conformty with the literature on patterns of
early sexual activity and partnership in Wstern Europe and
North Anerica, there may remain sone doubt as to whether
findings established in a small, nmultiracial social denocracy
in the South Pacific can be generalised to other countries of
t he devel oped world. An analysis of the results of nationally
representative surveys on key sexual practices for New
Zeal and, the United States, and the United Kingdom are
reassuring, however (Davis and Lay-Yee, 1996); while on nost
nmeasures the New Zeal and data indicate a generally nore
conservative sexual culture, on the crucial matter of first
het er osexual intercourse the nedian age -- 18 for both nal es
and females -- is exactly the sane across all three countries.

As expected, there was evidence of right-censored data
for younger respondents, particularly in the case of coitus
and partnership. Adjusting for these val ues, however, nmade
practically no difference in estimates of the overall sanple
medi an, and had only a m nor effect on nedians for specific
subsanples. This is in contrast to Sundet et al. (1992), who
found adjusted estinmates for age at first coitus to be a year

hi gher than unadjusted figures. Neverthel ess, their adjusted
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medi an of 18.2 years is very close to the figure derived in
the current study.

The response rate of 63% for a representative national
sanple could be a matter of concern; however, only a fifth of
the refusals cited the subject matter of the survey, and
poorer response rates anong nen, the young, and those in major
urban centers are generic to survey research and not specific
to tel ephone surveys or to studies of sexual behavior (Davis
et al., 1993). A further feature of the New Zeal and survey
that requires consideration is the fact that it relied on a
t el ephone net hodol ogy. At the tine of the study in New Zeal and
nearly everyone (approximately 95% of the popul ation) had a
t el ephone, and research anong tel ephone owners in a face-to-
face survey on a health-related topic suggests that little
di screpancy in results was likely to eventuate when those
wi t hout tel ephones are omtted (WIllie, Black, Zhang, and
Casswel |, 1994). In general, direct conparison of the results
of face-to-face and tel ephone nethodol ogies in eliciting
i nformati on on sexual behavi our shows no consi stent
differences in their results (ACSF, 1992).

Anot her issue in this and other studies of its kind is
the reliability and validity of information collected on such
a sensitive area as sexual behavior. While it is not possible
to provide conplete reassurance on this score in the current

paper, there are indications of the acceptable quality of the



Early Sex in New Zealand 24
data. Overall item non-response in the survey was under one
percent, and never nore than five percent, even for the nost
sensitive questions. Furthernore, the pattern of item
nonr esponse did not show a strong and consi stent rel ationship
with a range of respondent characteristics (Davis et al.
1993). Also, for at least two itens where one m ght expect a
cl ose correspondence in overall rates between males and
femal es, anal sex and frequency of sexual intercourse, the
figures are closely conparable. Finally, on one of the
measures that is fundanental to this study, age at first
intercourse, estimates cross-culturally are remarkably stable.
Turner et al. (1995) have concluded that, on the assunption of
equi val ent reporting biases across cohorts, data on trends in
reported sexual behavior are robust.

The focus of this research has been on trends in early
sexual activity and partnership, and inplications of early
soci o- sexual devel opnment for subsequent sexual practices and
outcones. Wile, the findings of the current study bear out a
predi ctable pattern, they al so suggest a nore novel
hypot hesi s; nanely, that the stages of early soci o-sexual
devel opnment are closely related and have powerful |ong-term
consequences for subsequent practices and outcones. In
particular, it is noteworthy that those engaging in early pre-
i nt ercourse sexual experiences, despite also reporting early

and rapid progress to a |long-term sexual partnership, are nuch
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nore likely to report a greater nunber of partners, same-
gender sex, anal sex, and STDs in later life. This has clear
inplications for preventive strategies. First, if the trend
toward earlier onset of sexual activity continues, even while
acconpanied by a rapid and earlier transition to |ong-term
partnership, then we are likely to see increases over tine in
reported | evel s of nunbers of partners, sane-gender sex, anal
sex, and STDs; secondly, if the crucial influence is that of
pre-intercourse sexual experience, then preventive strategies
must envi sage intervention at an earlier age and with a

slightly different focus than has hitherto been the case.
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Table 1. Censored? Values for Three Events of Socio-Sexual Development,

by Birth Cohort and Gender

Socio-Sexual Survival Analysis By Gender

Events Number of Events Reported Event Not Reported

By Yes - Event No - Event Percentages

Birth Cohort M F M F M F Both

Sexual Experience - All 1034 1270 8 6 0.8% 0.5% 0.6%
1937-1946 205 288 2 1 1.0% 0.3% 0.6%
1947-1956 334 402 2 1 0.6% 0.2% 0.4%
1957-1966 329 394 0 1 0.0% 0.3% 0.1%
1967-1973 166 186 4 3 2.4% 1.6% 1.9%

Sexual Intercourse - All 1006 1241 36 35 3.5% 2.7% 3.1%
1937-1946 207 284 3 ) 1.4% 1.7% 1.6%
1947-1956 334 403 4 3 1.2% 0.7% 0.9%
1957-1966 323 389 8 6 2.4% 1.5% 1.9%
1967-1973 142 165 21 21 129% 113% 12.0%

Regular Partner - Al 994 1243 56 42 5.3% 3.3% 4.2%
1937-1946 206 284 5 6 2.4% 2.1% 2.2%
1947-1956 332 405 6 ) 1.8% 1.2% 1.5%
1957-1966 319 392 14 6 4.2% 1.5% 2.71%
1967-1973 137 162 31 25 185% 134% 15.8%

a|n a survival analysis framework the term “Censored” identifies those cases in which a given event

has not occurred. In the context of the current table this refers to those respondents who were either

not sexually experienced or who had not had sexual intercourse, or who had not as yet developed a

longer-term relationship at the time of interview.



Table 2. Sample Distribution, Age of Socio-Sexual Activity and Partnership, By

Gender and Cohort. (Percentages, Median? Values, and Tests of Equality)

Gender Sample Median Age Of Onset Of Events

and Birth Distribution Experience Intercourse Partnership

Cohort N % (Rawp) Adj.c (Rawp) Adj.c (Rawp) Adj.c

Genderd

Males (1,061) 44.9%  (15.3) 154  (18.0) 181  (20.0) 20.3

Females (1,300) 55.1%  (16.2) 162  (18.6) 186  (19.7) 19.8
Birth Cohorte

1937-1946 (507) 215%  (16.7) 16.7  (20.5) 205  (21.9) 21.9

1947-1956 (754) 31.9%  (15.9) 159  (18.5) 185  (20.3) 20.4

1957-1966 (736) 312%  (15.6) 156  (17.9) 179 (19.) 19.2

1967-1973 (364) 154%  (14.8) 149  (17.1) 174 (17.6) 18.0

Total (2,361)  1000%  (15.8) 158  (18.3) 184  (19.8) 20.0

a Calculated for “grouped data”, with each year being treated as divisible. b Excludes censored data

(those respondents not reporting event by intervew date). ¢ Derived from survival analysis using the

life-table method for grouped data; includes censored data. ¢ Test of equality between genders:

significant at .0001 level for log-rank and wilcoxon for all three events, except first intercourse (log-

rank, p=.025) and first regular partner (wilcoxon, p=.001). € Test of equality over cohorts (by gender):

significant at .0001 level for log-rank and wilcoxon for all three events.



Table 3. Median? Age of Key Events in Early Sexual Activity and Partnership,
by Birth Cohort and Gender

Early Sexual Activity And Partnership

Birth Median Median Median
Cohort Age(l) Age(2) Median Lag Age(3) Median Lag
First First Time Lag First Reg. Time Lag

Males Experience Intercourse (2) - (1)° Partner (3)- (2P
1937-1946 16.3 20.4 4.1 23.1 2.7
1947-1956 155 18.0 2.5 20.6 2.6
1957-1966 15.0 17.7 2.7 195 1.8
1967-1973 14.6 17.2 2.6 17.8 0.6

Females
1937-1946 16.9 20.6 3.7 21.4 0.8
1947-1956 16.2 18.9 2.7 20.3 14
1957-1966 15.9 18.0 2.1 19.1 11
1967-1973 15.2 17.6 2.4 18.1 05

Females - MalesP
1937-1946 0.6 0.2 -0.4 -1.7 -1.9
1947-1956 0.7 0.9 0.2 -0.3 -1.2
1957-1966 0.9 0.3 -0.6 -0.4 -0.7
1967-1973 0.6 0.4 -0.2 0.3 0.1



a |n cases of censored data, current age was allocated. The grouped data method was used. P

Difference between medians. ¢ Difference between time lags.



Table 4. Age at Early Sexual Activity and Partnership, by Socio-Demographic

Factors?.

Socio-Demographic

Odds Ratios For Age Of Event

Predictors First Sexual First Sexual First Regular
Experience® Intercourse® Partnershipd
Gender 2.25 2.52* 1.07
Males/Females (188‘271) (196‘324) (086‘132)
Birth Cohort 2.18* 2.82* 2.56*
1947-1956/1937-1946 (1.63-2.93) (1.74-4.56) (1.63-4.00)
2,75 4,35* 5.86*
1957-1966/1937-1946 (2.05-3.68) (2.73-6.95) (3.83-8.97)
4.21* 6.42* 16.77*
1967-1973/ 1937-1946 (2.92-6.07) (3.74-11.03) (10.34-27.18)
Marital Status 1.01 0.84 1.10
1.36 197 118
"Other"/Now Married (0.96-1.93) (1.28-3.02) (0.77-1.81)
Region 0.94 1.19 0.82
Major Urban/Urban-Rural (0.75-1.17) (0.89-1.61) (0.63-1.06)
0.99 0.99 1.03
Minor Urban/Urban-Rural (0.76-1.30) (0.69-1.41) (0.76-1.39)



Ethnic Group 0.86 1.64* 0.76

NonEuropean/European (0.64-1.15) (1.17-2.31) (0.54-1.05)
Education 1.09 1.83* 1.88*
<Secondary/PostSecondary (0.90-1.31) (1.40-2.38) (1.50-2.36)
Religion 2.06* 1.27 1.87
None/Other (1.53-2.78) (0.87-1.86) (1.32-2.65)

1.42 0.92 1.29

Major Protestant/Other (1.06-1.91) (0.63-1.36) (0.91-1.84)

1.09 0.92 131

Roman Catholic/Other (0.76-1.55) (0.58-1.46) (0.87-1.98)

a Adjusted odds ratios with 95% confidence intervals in brackets. ° Before age 15 (N=2,298, ever
sexually experienced). ¢ Before age 16 (N=2,298, ever sexually experienced). ¢ Before age 18 (N=2,315, ever had
sexual intercourse).

* p<0.05.



Table 5

Males, Sexual Practices and Outcomes by Age at Early Sexual Activity and Partnership:
Results of Logistic Regression Analyses - Odds Ratios with 95% Confidence Intervals
(Adjusted for All Socio-Demographic Factors and Prior Socio-Sexual Events)

DEPENDENT ODDS RATIOS FOR PRACTICES AND OUTCOMES
VARIABLES BY SOCIO-SEXUAL EVENT
PRACTICE AND OUTCOME ITEMS First Sexual First Sexual First Regular
Experience? Intercourseb Partnershipe
Last 4 Weeks¢ Sex >4 Times 1.38* 1.04 1.60*
(1.00-1.91) (0.68-1.59) (1.04-2.45)
(N=747) (N743) (N=739)
Last 3 Months¢ No Condom Use 1.09 2.53* 0.83
(contraception) (0.76-1.55) (1.57-4.08) (0.54-1.28)
(N=893) (N=884) (N=882)
Previous Yeard > 1 Partner 2.02¢ 1.68* 2.39*
(1.29-3.16) (1.02-2.77) (1.46-3.91)
(N=919) (N=910) (N=904)
Commercial Sex 0.44 0.39 5.38
(0.11-1.73) (0.06-2.63) (0.87-33.09)
(N=184) (N=182) (N=180)
Evere: > 5 Partners 3.46* 6.06* 2.05*
(2.59-4.64) (3.86-9.51) (1.37-3.07)
(N=951) (N=945) (N=941)
Anal Sex 3.13+ 1.45 1.30
(1.88-5.21) (0.83-2.55) (0.72-2.36)
(N=931) (N=921) (N=916
Oral Sex 2.00* 1.15 0.83
(1.45-2.75) (0.74-1.80) (0.55-1.27)
(N=979) (N=965) (N=959)
Same-Gender Sex 7.69* 1.72 0.31
(2.30-25.78) (0.66-4.44) (0.09-1.06)
(N=978) (N=968) (N=966)
STD 3.17* 2.39* 1.24
(1.99-5.05) (1.47-3.88) (0.74-2.08)
(N=994) (N=984) (N=978)
No Condom Use 0.88 1.15 0.87
(Prevent STD) (0.66-1.19) (0.79-1.69) (0.60-1.26)
(N=970) (N=960) (N=958)

aBefore age 15. b Before age 16, controlling for sexual experience. ¢ Before age 18, controlling for sexual experience and first
coitus. 9 For those reporting sexual intercourse in the last 12 months. € For those reporting ever having had sexual intercourse. *
p<0.05.



Table 6

Females, Sexual Practices and Outcomes by Age at Early Sexual Activity and Partnership:
Results of Regression Analyses - Odds Ratios with 95% Confidence Intervals
(Adjusted for All Socio-Demographic Factors and Prior Socio-Sexual Events)

DEPENDENT VARIABLES ODDS RATIOS FOR PRACTICES AND OUTCOMES
BY SOCIO-SEXUAL EVENT
PRACTICE AND OUTCOME ITEMS First Sexual First Sexual First Regular
Experience? Intercourseb Partnershipe
Last 4 Weeks¢ Sex > 4 Times 0.99 1.30 1.72*
(0.72-1.37) (0.77-2.19) (1.16-2.55)
(N=908) (N=904) (N=899)
Last 3 Months¢d No Condom Use 1.45 0.97 1.27
(contraception) (0.99-2.10) (0.55-1.73) (0.83-1.95)
(N=1,072) (N=1,065) (N=1,058)
Previous Yeard > 1 Partner 1.90* 2.65* 0.98
(1.13-3.18) (1.29-5.42) (0.52-1.84)
(N=1,080) (N=1,073) (N=1,065)
Commercial Sex
Evere: > 5 Partners 1.94¢ 4,09+ 1.07
(1.41-2.67) (2.56-6.54) (0.72-1.59)
(N=1,197) (N=1,190) (N=1,181)
Anal Sex 1.34 1.06 0.50*
(0.84-2.15) (0.50-2.21) (0.26-0.96)
(N=1,117) (N=1,109) (N=1,102)
Oral Sex 1.90* 1.09 1.41
(1.42-2.54) (0.68-1.75) (1.00-1.98)
(N=1,184) (N=1,175) (N=1,167)
Same-Gender Sex 7.18¢ 3.82¢ 1.23
(2.54-20.28) (1.31-11.18) (0.38-3.94)
(N=1,227) (1,218) (1,209)
STD 2.39* 2.93* 0.80
(1.46-3.91) (1.56-5.53) (0.44-1.48)
(N=1,231) (N=1,222) (N=1,212)
No Condom Use 0.94 0.78 1.08
(Prevent STD) (0.70-1.27) (0.50-1.23) (0.76-1.53)
(N=1,220) (1,211) (N=1,202)

a Before age 15. b Before age 16, controlling for sexual experience. ¢ Before age 18, controlling for sexual experience and first
coitus. ¢ For those reporting sexual intercourse in the last 12 months. e For those reporting ever having had sexual intercourse. *
p<0.05.



