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Requirements for the Degree of Master of Science 

THE EFFECTS OF ATHLETIC PARTICIPATION ON ADOLESCENT SEXUAL DEBUT 

By 

Sally Ann Moore 

August 2007 

Chair:  Rosemary V. Barnett 
Major:  Family, Youth and Community Sciences 

My research investigated the relationship between athletic participation and adolescent 

sexual debut.  The effect of athletic participation on overall sexual activity was also examined.  

An ecological perspective was used to explore and identify various risk and protective factors 

that might influence sexual decision making in adolescence.   

A sample of 437 undergraduate students enrolled in general education courses completed 

the 70-item Athletic Participation and Sexual Activity Questionnaire created for use in this study.  

The questionnaire consisted of the following conceptual areas: athletic participation, Athletic 

Identity Measurement Scale (AIMS), ecological variables, Brief Sensation Seeking Scale 

(BSSS), sexual activity, and sociodemographics.  Data were analyzed using chi-square tests, t-

tests, ANOVA, and multiple regression analyses. 

Results indicate that factors at the individual, familial, and extrafamilial level affect both 

age of sexual debut and overall sexual activity.  Specifically, positive values, risk avoidance, 

school attachment, parental monitoring, and remaining involved in sport in college were found to 

be protective factors, while higher propensity for sensation seeking and increased feelings of 

connectedness to school and others were related to higher sexual activity scores.  Findings 

suggest that the link between being an athlete and sexual behavior may not be as direct or as 
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simple as suggested in prior studies.  Instead, it seems that this complex relationship is mediated 

by the influence of various factors related to the sport participation experience.  Additionally, 

while prior research has found that adolescents engage in oral sex later than sexual intercourse, 

this study found that oral sex occurred at a younger age and prior to sexual intercourse.     

Recommendations for future research include exploring factors at the macrosystem level, 

examining the effect of participation in other extra-curricular activities, and delving further into 

this topic using targeted samples of specific athlete populations.  Conclusions reached through 

this study have important implications for youth practice and public policy.  Specifically, 

programs and policies designed to positively impact sexual behavior must take into account the 

entire environment in which teens live.
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 

David Beckham.  Kobe Bryant.  Anna Kournikova.  Considering the lives and actions of 

some of the most popular professional athletes reveals an apparent connection between sports 

and sex.  Whether it is a scandalous affair or heavily marketed sex appeal, athletes often exhibit 

some aspect of enhanced, and even glorified, sexuality, generally without detriment to their 

personal life or career.  This observation leads one to question whether this relationship holds 

true for only the “super” athletes, those who gain worldwide fame and millions of dollars for 

playing their sport, or for the more casual participants as well.  Specifically, might there be a 

similar relationship between being an athlete and sexual behavior among adolescents?  This 

thesis explored this relationship, seeking to understand a small part of the complicated issue of 

adolescent sexual debut.   

Adolescent Sexual Behavior 

In its annual Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance System (YRBSS) report, the CDC found 

that in 2003, 34% of surveyed adolescents in the United States were currently sexually active, 

defined as having had sexual intercourse with one or more people in the past three months 

(Grunbaum, Kann, Kinchen, Ross, Hawkins, Lowry, et al., 2004).  Additionally, 46.7% reported 

having had sexual intercourse at some point in their lifetime, 7.4% before the age of 13, and 

14.4% reported having had four or more partners in their lifetime.   

These staggering numbers take on even greater significance when the following statistics 

are considered.  Findings from the same YRBSS show that only 63% of currently sexually active 

teens reported that they or their partner had used a condom during last sexual intercourse and just 

17% reported that they or their partner had used birth control pills before last sexual intercourse.  

Of those adolescents who were currently sexually active, a full 25.4% had drunk alcohol or used 
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drugs before last sexual intercourse.  Furthermore, the CDC reported that, “Nationwide, 4.2% of 

students had been pregnant or had gotten someone pregnant” (Grunbaum et al, 2004, p. 318). 

It is clear that many adolescents are choosing to engage in sexual activity, and are dealing 

with the consequences of that decision.  What is not quite so clear, however, is why these 

adolescents choose to have sexual intercourse and, conversely, why the remainder choose to 

abstain.  A variety of factors have been suggested as indicators of adolescent sexual debut, 

including race/ethnicity (Upchurch, Levy-Storms, Sucoff, & Aneshensel, 1998), gender 

(Upchurch, Levy-Storms, Sucoff, & Aneshensel, 1998), dating status (Little & Ranking, 2001), 

concern about future vocational opportunities (Small & Luster, 1994), personality differences 

(Miller, Lynam, Zimmerman, Logan, Leukefeld, & Clayton, 2004), peer crowd affiliation (La 

Greca, Prinstein, & Fetter, 2001), and participation in certain extracurricular activities (Miller, 

Sabo, Farrell, Barnes, & Melnick, 1998).  As this significantly condensed list suggests, the ways 

in which teens may be influenced in their decision to have sex or not are vast and complex. 

Sport Participation 

One particular factor that may impact an adolescent’s decisions about sexual activity is 

participation in athletics.  Researchers have reported various effects of being involved in sports, 

both positive (Kirkcaldy, Shephard, & Siefen, 2002; Petitpas, Van Raalte, Cornelius, & Presbrey, 

2004) and negative (Baumert, Henderson, & Thompson,1998; La Greca, Prinstein, & Fetter, 

2001).  Although studies of adolescent sport participation generally consider athletes to be one 

population, there is some evidence to suggest that various factors within sport participation cause 

the experience of one athlete to be markedly different from that of another.  Differences in sport 

experience may then affect the ultimate effect that participation has on athletes’ thoughts and 

behaviors.  Several important factors have been identified, including type of sport, level of 

contact, team vs. individual sport, intensity of sport participation, and level of athletic identity.  
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The sparse research designed to specifically examine athletic participation and adolescent 

sexual behavior is just as contradictory.  While some researchers suggest that being an athlete 

may protect against sexual activity and teen pregnancy (Lehman & Koerner, 2004; Savage & 

Holcomb, 1999), others disagree (Dodge & Jaccard, 2002).  Furthermore, it has also been 

suggested that the degree of protection against sexual activity offered by athletic participation is 

different for males and females.  Specifically, being an athlete was found to be a protective factor 

for girls, leading to an older age of sexual debut, but a negative factor for boys, leading to a 

younger age of sexual debut (Sabo, Farrell, Barnes, & Melnick, 1998).  Further research is 

clearly needed to clarify this relationship.  This thesis attempts to add to the literature regarding 

athletic participation and adolescent sexual debut. 

Theory 

The overarching theoretical framework used in this thesis to examine the relationship 

between athletic participation and adolescent sexual debut is the ecological model.  The original 

social ecological model, proposed by Bronfenbrenner (2000; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998), 

was an effort to explain the multifaceted environment in which children and adolescents live and 

make decisions.  This model, emphasizing the importance of social interactions, postulated that 

factors influencing child and adolescent development exist within multiple systems, or levels, 

which make up an individual’s social ecology.  Bronfenbrenner’s theory stresses the fact that in 

the process of developing as a person, children and adolescents are impacted by a wide variety of 

experiences that cannot be wholly teased apart.  This idea has provided the basis for theoretical 

perspectives exploring many concepts and behaviors, including sexual debut.  

Specifically, Small and Luster (1994) designed a research-based, ecological, risk-factor 

approach to examine adolescent sexual activity.  This approach seeks to understand sexual 

behavior, recognizing that individuals do not make decisions without being influenced by the 
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world around them, and that various factors work to impact thoughts, feelings, and behaviors.  

Small and Luster posit three levels of influence, with risk factors at each level: individual (e.g., 

drug use, intellectual ability), familial (e.g., family structure, parental monitoring), and extra-

familial (e.g., school experiences, peer influence).  Involvement in sports, an extra-curricular 

activity, falls into the extra-familial sphere.  In addition, being an athlete may affect the other 

levels.  This research, then, hopes to determine the relationships between an individual’s social 

ecology, athletic participation, and timing of sexual debut.   

Purpose of Study 

 The purpose of this study was to investigate the relationship between athletic 

participation and adolescent sexual debut.  Although numerous studies have examined the 

behavioral and psychological characteristics of athletes as compared to the general population, 

and many more have set out to identify factors leading to or protecting against adolescent sexual 

debut, very few have tried to forge a connection between the two areas.  This study aims to 

bridge that gap. 

Research Questions 

The primary research questions examined in this study are: 

Q1.  Does being an athlete affect timing of sexual debut? 

    Q1.1.  Does intensity of participation affect timing of sexual debut? 

    Q1.2.  Does level of athletic identity affect timing of sexual debut? 

Q2.  Does type of sport affect timing of sexual debut? 

    Q2.1.  Does level of contact in a sport affect timing of sexual debut? 

    Q2.2.  Does team vs. individual sport affect timing of sexual debut? 

Q3.  Do ecological variables affect timing of sexual debut? 

    Q3.1.  Does propensity for sensation seeking affect timing of sexual debut? 
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Q4.  Do ecological variables differ between athletes and nonathletes? 

    Q4.1.  Does propensity for sensation seeking differ between athletes and nonathletes? 

Hypotheses 

The primary hypotheses examined in this study are: 

          Q1.  HO: Being an athlete does not affect timing of sexual debut. 

                  HA: Being an athlete does affect timing of sexual debut. 

               Q1.1.  HO: Intensity does not affect timing of sexual debut. 

                          HA: Intensity does affect timing of sexual debut. 

               Q1.2.  HO: Level of athletic identity does not affect timing of sexual debut. 

                          HA: Level of athletic identity does affect timing of sexual debut. 

           Q2.  HO: Type of sport does not affect timing of sexual debut. 

                   HA: Type of sport does affect timing of sexual debut. 

               Q2.1.  HO: Level of contact does not affect timing of sexual debut. 

                          HA: Level of contact does affect timing of sexual debut. 

               Q2.2.  HO: Team vs. individual sport does not affect timing of sexual debut. 

                          HA: Team vs. individual sport does affect timing of sexual debut. 

             Q3.   HO: Ecological variables do not affect timing of sexual debut. 

                      HA: Ecological variables do affect timing of sexual debut. 

                Q3.1.  HO: Propensity for sensation seeking does not affect timing of sexual   

                                 debut.  

                           HA: Propensity for sensation seeking does affect timing of sexual debut. 

              Q4.  HO: Ecological variables do not differ between athletes and nonathletes.         

                      HA: Ecological variables do differ between athletes and nonathletes. 

                Q4.1.  HO: Propensity for sensation seeking does not differ between athletes and  
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                                 athletes. 

                           HA: Propensity for sensation seeking does differ between athletes and   

                                 nonathletes.    
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CHAPTER 2 
MATERIALS AND METHODS 

Research Design 

This study employed a cross-sectional research design.  According to de Vaus (2004), 

“Cross-sectional designs have three distinctive features: no time dimension; reliance on existing 

differences rather than change following intervention; and groups based on existing differences 

rather than random allocation” (p. 170).  Thus, data collection occurred at one point in time 

(spring semester 2007), and examined a wide range of cases.  Groups were not randomly 

allocated, but were rater assigned based on prior athletic participation, an existing difference that 

did not involve researcher intervention.  Cross-sectional designs permit the researcher to 

examine differences between groups by looking at multiple variables at the same time.  Cross-

sectionals are a commonly used research design, particularly for studies in which certain 

variables cannot be manipulated for ethical reasons (Bryman, 2004), and are also a good choice 

for exploratory research studies.  Although studies using a cross-sectional design look for 

relationships between two or more variables, they cannot conclusively explain the direction of 

the relationship.  Correlations can be stated, but causation cannot be established.  For this study, 

the predictor variables (athletic participation, ecological variables, sensation seeking) and the 

outcome variables (age of sexual debut, overall sexual activity) were examined to determine 

whether any relationships were present. 

Population/Sampling Frame 

The theoretical population for this study consisted of students enrolled at a large 

southeastern university in the spring of 2007.  The population was comprised entirely of 

undergraduate students.  The sample population for this study consisted of the approximately 

36,000 undergraduate students enrolled at this university during the target semester.    
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Undergraduates, particularly freshmen and sophomores, were targeted because these individuals 

are not far removed from adolescence and, thus, were thought to be more likely to accurately 

recall events from this time in their lives.  Using the criteria established by Krjcie and Morgan 

(1970), it was determined that a sample size of approximately 400 would be necessary to ensure 

a representative sample.  According to research conducted by the Centers for Disease Control 

(CDC), approximately half of adolescents in the United States report being involved in at least 

one sport (Grunbaum et al., 2004).  The researcher knew of no compelling reasons why students 

at this University might differ from other students; thus, it was expected that roughly half of the 

participants in this study would have been athletes during high school.   

Required general education courses enrolling primarily freshmen and sophomore students 

were randomly selected and professors were contacted by email to ask permission for the 

researcher to administer the instrument.  A comprehensive list of all general education classes 

was obtained and those courses not offered during Spring semester 2007 were removed.  A 

random sample was gathered by choosing every seventh course.  Each instructor for the selected 

courses was emailed to inform them of the study and to ask permission for their class to 

participate.  This first email contact was followed by a telephone call if there was no response.  

Following the initial email and telephone call, a second email was sent.  A total of 76 instructors 

were initially contacted.  Fifty-seven instructors did not respond to any communication, 16 

declined participation, and 3 agreed to allow data collection in their classes.  The three classes 

sampled for data collection came from two of the largest colleges within the university and 

represent wide variation in subject area (communications, social science, nutrition), suggesting 

that a broad cross-section of respondents was sampled.  The researcher stopped contacting 

instructors and collecting data when the goal sample size was reached. 
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Data Collection 

For each undergraduate class, the researcher coordinated a time with the professor to come 

to class and collect data.  Every student in attendance was asked to participate.  All potential 

participants were informed that their participation was voluntary, confidential, and anonymous, 

in accordance with the university’s Internal Review Board (IRB) regulations.  Students were 

instructed not to participate if they had already completed the questionnaire in another class, so 

that there would be no duplicate participants. 

A total of 437 participants from three separate classes completed the questionnaire for this 

study.  Very few (n = 6) students present in class at the time of data collection chose not to 

participate in the study.  In all of these cases, students offered reasons for their nonparticipation 

that were unrelated to the study itself (e.g., I need to use this available time to study for an 

exam.).  It was, therefore, assumed that those students who chose not to complete the 

questionnaire were not significantly different from those who did participate in the study.  Of the 

completed questionnaires, 417 were used in data analysis.  Two cases were excluded due to 

participants reporting being younger than eighteen years old.  Eight cases were excluded due to 

participants reporting ages over 25, meaning they are no longer considered part of the emerging 

adulthood age range.  Ten cases were excluded because respondents indicated that their sexual 

debut was not voluntary. 

Instrumentation 

The 70-item Athletic Participation and Sexual Activity Questionnaire was created using a 

modified total design method (Dillman, 2000) for use in this study to explore the research 

questions set out in Chapter One (see Appendix B).  The complete questionnaire took 

approximately 20 minutes to complete.  The questionnaire consisted of the following conceptual 
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areas: athletic participation, Athletic Identity Measurement Scale (AIMS), ecological variables, 

Brief Sensation Seeking Scale (BSSS), sexual activity, and sociodemographics.   

Athletic Participation 

This section included a multiple-choice item asking participants to classify themselves as 

one of the following choices: a.) a high school athlete who is now a formal athlete competing for 

the university; b.) a high school athlete who is now participating in university intramural or club 

sports; c.) a high school athlete who no longer participates in sports; or d.) a high school 

nonathlete.  Respondents who indicated that they were not athletes during high school were 

asked to skip the remainder of this section, as well as the Athletic Identity Measurement Scale.  

Respondents who indicated that they were athletes during high school were asked to complete 

the remaining questions in this section.   

Respondents were asked which sports they participated in and were given the opportunity 

to indicate a primary sport in the event that they participated in more than one sport.  Each of the 

sports reported by participants as a primary sport was assigned a Level of Contact code (1 = 

Noncontact, 2 = Contact, 3 = Collision).  These classifications were made following a coding 

system created by Silva (1983) for his research on type of sport and rule violating behavior.  

Many of the sports included in this study were also part of Silva’s research and, thus, were 

previously categorized.  For these cases, the level of contact assigned to the sport by Silva was 

also used for this study.  Those sports not included in Silva’s study were assigned to categories 

based on the description of collision, contact, and noncontact sports included in the variable 

coding section of his publication.  Specifically,  

Categorization of a sport into noncontact, contact, or collision groupings was based upon 
the degree that physical contact is an implicit (as opposed to incidental) part of appropriate 
player behavior.  For example, in baseball physical contact at any base between a sliding 
base runner and the defensive player is incidental, not required, and extremely well defined 
in the formal rule structure.  Sports such as basketball and soccer allow considerable 
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physical contact between opponents; however, extreme contact or collisions are not 
implicit or required actions of these sports.  Football, ice hockey, lacrosse (men’s), and 
rugby are all sports that have contact and collision behaviors as integral predesigned 
aspects of appropriate goal-directed behavior (p. 442).   

Each sport was also assigned a Team vs. Individual Sport code (1 = Team, 2 = Individual).  

These coded groupings were used to create the Level of Contact and Team vs. Individual Sport 

variables used for analysis.  Respondents were also asked how many hours per week, on average, 

they participated in their sport; this item was used as an indicator of sport participation. 

Athletic Identity Measurement Scale  

As previously mentioned, participants who reported not participating in sport while in high 

school did not complete this section.  The Athletic Identity Measurement Scale (AIMS) is a 

seven-item scale designed to assess athletic identity in both men and women.  Research has 

indicated that this scale is a multidimensional model, with three highly correlated first order 

factors (Social Identity, Exclusivity, and Negative Affectivity) which are subordinate to a higher 

order athletic identity factor.  The first three items (I considered myself an athlete; I had many 

goals related to sport; and Most of my friends were athletes) are indicators of Social Identity; the 

following two items (Sport was the most important part of my life; and I spent more time 

thinking about sport than anything else) are indicators of Exclusivity; and the last two items (I 

felt bad about myself when I did poorly in sport; and I would have been very depressed if I were 

injured and could not compete in sport) are indicators of Negative Affectivity.  The scale, as 

developed, includes all of these items in the present tense.  Because this study asked respondents 

to think back to a previous time in their life, however, the researcher changed all items to the past 

tense.  Individual items are rated on 7-point Likert-type scales and then summed for an overall 

athletic identity score.  “Thus, the AIMS is consistent with a conceptualization of athletic 

identity as a superordinate construct incorporating disparate aspects of sport-specific self-



 

24 

identity” (Brewer & Cornelius, 2001, p. 104).  For the purpose of this study, the researcher added 

an additional item to assess perception of membership in the “popular” group in high school.  

Though participants answered this question in the same manner as they answered the other items 

in this section, responses were considered separately and not included in the total AIMS score.   

The AIMS has been used and tested in many other research studies (Brown & Hartley, 

1998; Grove, Fish, & Eklund, 2004; Horton & Mack, 2000; Lantz & Schroeder, 1999; Lau, Fox, 

& Cheung, 2005; Tasiemski, Kennedy, Gardner, & Blaikley, 2004).  It has been found to be 

effective for, and discriminating across, different levels of sport involvement (nonathlete, 

recreational athlete, competitive athlete) and has not been found to be significantly correlated 

with conceptually dissimilar constructs, such as social desirability, self-esteem, and self-rated 

sports competence (Brewer, Van Raalte, & Linder, 1993).  General statistical support for the 

psychometric integrity of the AIMS has been obtained (Brewer & Cornelius, 2001).   

Analyses using data gathered for this study support the use of this scale.  Pearson 

Correlations (Table C-1) were run for the total AIMS scale and each statement and it was 

determined that each individual item was highly correlated to the total AIMS scale, as well as to 

all other individual items.  To ensure a sufficient level of internal consistency, Cronbach’s alpha 

coefficients were conducted for all scales included in this study.  Cronbach’s alpha for the total 

AIMS scale was .89.  Additionally, Pearson Correlations (Tables C-2, Table C-3, and Table C-4) 

were run for each of the three athletic identity domains, with similarly positive results.  

Cronbach’s alpha for the Social Identity, Exclusivity, and Negative Affectivity scales was .80, 

.88, and .76, respectively.  

Ecological Variables 

This section asked questions about the participants’ social ecology.  It consisted of 32 

items rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale measuring variables at the individual, familial, and 
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extra-familial level identified in the literature review as being important to timing of sexual 

debut.  Response options ranged from 1 (strongly agree) to 5 (strongly disagree).  For analysis 

purposes, all but one of these items were reverse-coded so that a higher score reflected more 

agreement.  The remaining item (My close friends starting having sex when they were in high 

school) was not reverse-coded, since more agreement with this statement reflects a risk factor, 

while more agreement with the other items included in the same scale does not reflect risk.   

An exploratory factor analysis conducted on this group of items led to the formation of six 

distinct factors, each with its own composite score.  Data resulting from this survey were factor 

analyzed using principal axis factoring with a varimax rotation (Kim & Mueller, 1978).  Prior to 

selection of factor items, the following criteria were established: a factor loading of .35 or 

higher; at least a .10 difference between the item’s loading with its factors; and interpretability.  

A review of the factors with eigenvalues greater than 1.0 and further analysis of scree test plots 

suggested that a four, five, or six factor solution would be most appropriate, as the scree test had 

distinct and obvious breaks at these points.  Further consideration of the items included within 

each of these factors indicated that the six factor solution made the most theoretical and 

conceptual sense (Kim & Mueller, 1978).  Pearson correlations for each of the six indices 

supported these groupings (Tables C-5, C-6, C-7, C-8, C-9, and C-10).  Two items (I felt like I 

received a good education; and My school work was very important to me) did not meet the 

established criteria for inclusion into any of the six factors.  They were, therefore, considered as 

individual items for analysis.  Following is a summary of the final six factors:   

Risk Avoidance:  Included were the statements I avoided smoking cigarettes; I avoided 
using marijuana; I avoided drinking alcohol; My close friends avoided smoking cigarettes; 
My close friends avoided using marijuana; My close friends avoided drinking alcohol; and 
My close friends starting having sex when they were in high school.  Cronbach’s alpha 
was .85, suggesting a sufficient level of reliability.   
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Parental Closeness:  Included were the statements I felt close to at least one parent; I talked 
to at least one parent about sex; My parents always supported me; I felt like I could talk to 
my mother about anything; I felt like I could talk to my father about anything; My mother 
was always there for me; and My father was always there for me.  Cronbach’s alpha was 
.80. 

Parental Monitoring:  Included were the statements My parents always knew where I was 
going when I left home; My parents always knew who I was with; and My parents always 
knew were I was after school.  Cronbach’s alpha was .87. 

Connection to School and Others:  Included were the statements I liked going to high 
school; High school sport was very important in my life; I was involved in extracurricular 
activities other than sports at my high school; I had lots of friends at my high school; I had 
at least one adult other than my parents who really cared about me when I was in high 
school; and People in my neighborhood watched out for me.  Cronbach’s alpha was .58.  
This is a borderline alpha level, as a general cutoff of .60 is usually used.  Despite the low 
level of reliability, the researcher opted to group these items into a single index, rather than 
considering them individually.  This decision was based on a desire to keep the number of 
variables to a manageable number for the multivariate analyses and to preserve the degrees 
of freedom.  Additionally, this decision was supported by the fact that multiple factor 
analysis runs continued to group this set of statements together in this manner. 

Values:  Included were the statements I attended religious services regularly; Religion was 
very important in my life; and My parents would have strongly disapproved of me having 
sex while in high school.  Cronbach’s alpha was .79. 

Popularity:  Included were the statements I tried to do things to be more popular; If my 
friends were doing something, I wanted to do it too; At my school, it was considered cool 
to have sex; and I cared about high school mostly for the social atmosphere.  Cronbach’s 
alpha was .58.  This is a borderline alpha score when compared to the usual cutoff of .60.  
Similarly to the Connection to School and Others scale described above, the researcher 
chose to group these items into a single index despite the low level of reliability.  This 
grouping was maintained in an effort to keep the number of variables to a manageable 
number for the multivariate analyses and to preserve the degrees of freedom.  Furthermore, 
multiple factor analysis runs continued to group this set of statements together in this 
manner. 

Brief Sensation Seeking Scale (BSSS) 

The Brief Sensation Seeking Scale (BSSS) is a self-report Likert-type scale adapted from 

Form V of the Sensation Seeking Scale (Zuckerman, 1968) and a group of items taken from the 

SSS-V and altered for use with adolescents (Huba et al., 1981).  The SSS-V is the typical 

assessment for sensation seeking, and has been widely and successfully used for a variety of 
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research studies.  It is, however, for many reasons, including several that are significant to this 

study, not ideal for many types of common research contexts.  The SSS-V consists of 40 items in 

forced-choice format.  This large quantity of items makes it unwieldy for already lengthy surveys 

or for questionnaires designed to be administered within restricted time periods.  Additionally, 

the forced choice format is cumbersome and may be particularly difficult for adolescent 

participants.  Furthermore, many terms or phrases intended to reflect well-known or familiar 

ideas are no longer meaningful or pertinent to adolescents or young adults.  To address these and 

other limitations, Hoyle et al. (2002) created the BSSS to be suitable for survey research with 

adolescents and young adults.  Following this same logic, the BSSS was thought to be the most 

appropriate measure of sensation seeking for the purposes of this study. 

The BSSS consists of 8 items.  Two items are included to represent each of the four 

primary dimensions of sensation seeking (Experience Seeking, Boredom Susceptibility, Thrill 

and Adventure Seeking, and Disinhibition).  Individual items are rated on a 5-point scale labeled 

“strongly disagree,” “disagree,” “neither disagree nor agree,” “agree,” and “strongly agree” and 

are summed for a total BSSS score.  For purposes of the multivariate analyses, each of these 

items was reverse-coded so that a higher score reflected more agreement.  The BSSS has been 

found to have strong reliability and validity, with, “… solid psychometric characteristics that 

hold up across sex, age, and ethnic categories” (Hoyle et al., 2002, p. 411).  The construct 

validity of this scale has been further supported by several additional studies (Donohew, 

Zimmerman, Cupp, Novak, Colon, & Abell, 2000; Palmgreen, Donohew, Lorch, Hoyle, & 

Stephenson, 2001; Stephenson, Palmgreen, Hoyle, Donohew, Lorch, & Colon, 1999).  Analyses 

using data gathered in this study support the use of this scale.  Pearson Correlations (Table C-11) 
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were conducted and it was determined that each individual item was highly correlated to the total 

BSSS scale, as well as to all other individual items.  Cronbach’s alpha was .77. 

Sexual Activity 

This section asked questions about the participants’ sexual activity.  For each of a series of 

sexual behaviors, respondents were asked to indicate on 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 

“Never” to “A lot” the frequency with which they have engaged in the behavior.  If they 

indicated that they had ever engaged in the behavior, they were asked to provide the month and 

year in which they first engaged in the behavior.  In order, the behaviors are kissing; French 

kissing; touching a partner’s breast or having your breast touched by a partner; touching a 

partner’s penis or having your penis touched by a partner; touching a partner’s vagina or having 

your vagina touched by a partner; performing oral sex; receiving oral sex; and sexual intercourse.  

These behaviors were taken from the sexual timetable described in research conducted by 

Feldman, Turner, and Araujo (1999). 

If participants reported having had sexual intercourse, they were asked if their first time 

was consensual with the options to select 1. Yes or 2. No.  The definition of sexual debut 

provided in Chapter One states that virginity loss is voluntary.  Thus, the data of participants who 

responded No was not analyzed with the rest of the data because their sexual debut was not a 

choice.  The last question in this section was an open-ended item asking participants to think 

about what influenced their decision to have sex or to delay sex.  A box with several lines was 

provided for them to write their answers.  

For purposes of analysis, the eight items measuring frequency of engaging in sexual 

behaviors were combined to form an index measuring level of sexual activity.  The sexual 

activity scale was created to assess respondents’ overall level of sexual activity, as opposed to 

the single moment captured by the age of sexual debut item.  Scores on this scale, therefore, 
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represent the many sexual choices faced by respondents throughout their lifetime.  Clearly, 

contexts and situations, and often beliefs, change over time.  Factors important to sexual decision 

making in early adolescence are likely very different from those influencing sexual decisions 

made by college students.  Consideration of total sexual activity might better represent these 

changes in context, whereas age of sexual debut can only reflect the context at that time. 

The decision to treat these items in this manner was informed by a series of statistical tests.  

Pearson Correlations (Table C-12) were run and it was determined that the first seven items 

(kissing; French kissing; touching a partner’s breast or having your breast touched by a partner; 

touching a partner’s penis or having your penis touched by a partner; touching a partner’s vagina 

or having your vagina touched by a partner; performing oral sex; and receiving oral sex) were 

highly correlated with the final item, sexual intercourse.  A factor analysis was then completed, 

following the same procedure detailed above for the ecological variables.  This suggested that 

these items were all highly interrelated and were consistently grouped in a one factor solution.  

The conclusions reached through this battery of tests suggest that combining these eight items 

into a single scale was most appropriate.  Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was 0.95. 

Demographics 

The demographics section contained items measuring gender, race/ethnicity, religious 

affiliation, and age of participants.  Demographic information is collected in most research and 

provides important basic information for the examination of differences and similarity between 

and within populations.  Respondents were first asked to indicate their gender, with the following 

choices: 1. Male; and 2. Female.  They were then asked to indicate what they considered to be 

their race/ethnic origin, with the following choices: 1. Hispanic; 2. Asian/Pacific Islander; 3. 

White (non-Hispanic); 4. Black (non-Hispanic); and 5. Other.  Participants circling the Other 

choice were provided a line on which they could write in their race/ethnic origin.  Respondents 
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were then asked their current age, in years and months.  Lastly, they were asked to indicate their 

religious affiliation, with the following choices: 1. Jewish; 2. Muslim; 3. Christian; 4. Other; and 

5. No affiliation.  Participants reporting their religious affiliation as Christian were provided a 

line on which they were asked to indicate to which specific Christian denomination they 

belonged.  Likewise, those participants circling the Other choices were provided a line on which 

they could write in their religious affiliation. 

Data Analysis 

The researcher used Statistical Package for Social Scientists (SPSS) 15.0 for all statistical 

tests.  Data collected following these methods were analyzed using a variety of tests, including 

descriptive statistics, bivariate analyses to examine possible relationships between the dependent 

variables and both independent and demographic variables, and multiple regressions to explore 

these relationships in a multivariate context.   
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CHAPTER 3 
LITERATURE REVIEW 

The decision of if and when to have sex for the first time is a complicated one, influenced 

by the presence and interaction of many factors.  Although a complete identification and 

understanding of these factors continues to pose a challenge for researchers, the related literature 

reveals significant and applicable findings to this end.   

Theoretical Framework 

Upon a thorough examination of many relevant studies utilizing various theoretical 

frameworks, Urie Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory of human development emerged as a 

particularly well-suited approach to this research.  Bronfenbrenner (2000; Bronfenbrenner & 

Morris, 1998) advocated for a view of child development that strongly emphasized the role of 

social contexts.  Specifically, he proposed that there are five environmental systems and that 

variables in each of these systems interact to impact development.  The five systems in the 

ecological theory are (Santrock, 2001): 

Microsystem – This is the setting in which an individual lives and includes the person’s 

family, peers, school, and neighborhood.  Most of the direct interactions with various social 

agents (e.g., parents, peers, and teachers) take place within this system. 

Mesosystem – Relations between microsystems, or connections between contexts occur 

within the mesosystem.  “Examples are the relation of family experiences to school experiences, 

school experiences to work experiences, and family experiences to peer experiences” (Santrock, 

2001, p. 48).  From an applied perspective, those who work directly with youth stress the 

importance of observing behavior in multiple settings in order to obtain a more complete view of 

adolescent development. 
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Exosystem – This system is involved when experiences in a separate or remote social 

setting, one in which the adolescent does not have an active role, influences experiences in 

another more immediate context.  For example, if a close teacher becomes pregnant and takes 

maternity leave, the adolescent’s feelings toward school may change.  Another exosystem is the 

city government, which controls parks, recreation centers, and library facilities.  The quality of 

these services impacts the lives of children and adolescents. 

Macrosystem – The culture (the norms of behavior, beliefs, and all other products of a 

specific group that are passed on from one generation to the next) in which adolescents live is 

involved in the macrosystem.  Comparing one culture to another can provide important insights 

into the generality of adolescent development. 

Chronosystem – This system, “…involves the patterning of environmental events and 

transitions over the life course and sociohistorical circumstances” (Santrock, 2001, p. 49).  An 

example of the effects of the chronosystem is the increased acceptance of women in the 

workforce now as compared to 30 years ago, a phenomenon which has definite meaning for 

female adolescents today.   

Ecological Model of Adolescent Sexual Debut 

In an attempt to better understand why some teens are sexually active and others are not, 

Small and Luster (1994) proposed an ecological, risk-factor model, based on Bronfenbrenner’s 

work.  An important tenet of this model is the idea of cumulative risk, which suggests that the 

probability of becoming sexually active increases with increased exposure to risk factors.  The 

model also proposes that risks encountered by adolescents can be grouped into four categories 

that represent different parts of the adolescent’s social ecology: (a) personal factors, such as 

intellectual ability; (b) familial factors, such as socioeconomic status; (c) extra-familial factors, 

such as school attachment; and (d) macrosystems, such as media influence.  The authors 
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supported their model with the identification of risk factors at the individual, familial, and extra-

familial levels for both males and females.  A graphic model presented by Small and Luster is 

included below (see Figure 1).  Further studies have corroborated the model by demonstrating its 

efficacy for multiple ethnic groups (Mandara, Murray, & Bangi, 2003; Perkins, Luster, 

Villarruel, & Small; 1998).  This study emphasized factors within the individual, familial and 

extra-familial levels. 

 

Figure 3-1.  Ecological model of selected risk factors for adolescent sexual activity.  Small, S. & 
Luster, T.  (1994).  Adolescent sexual activity: An ecological, risk-factor approach.  
Journal of Marriage and the Family, 56, 181-192.   

 
Individual Level 

Demographic variables such as gender and ethnicity have been shown to have an effect on 

age of sexual debut.  Numerous studies suggest that males initiate sex at a significantly younger 

age, are affected by different risk and protective factors, and think about sex in different ways 
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than do females (Little & Rankin, 2001; Meschke, Zweig, Barber, & Eccles, 2000; Michels, 

Kropp, Eyre, & Halpern-Felsher, 2005; Miller, Sabo, Ferrell, Barnes, & Melnick, 1998).   

Similar differences in age at first intercourse and context of decision-making processes have 

been found among ethnic groups (Miller, Farrell, Barnes, Melnick, & Sabo, 2005; Perkins, 

Luster, Villarruel, & Small, 1998; Upchurch, Levy-Storms, Sucoff, & Aneshensel, 1998).  A 

younger age of pubertal timing compared to peers has been associated with earlier timing of first 

sexual intercourse for both boys (Crockett, Bingham, Chopak, & Vicary, 1996) and girls 

(Meschke, Zweig, Barber, & Eccles, 2000). 

One important individual factor that has been shown to affect adolescent sexual activity is 

substance use.  Adolescents who use cigarettes and alcohol, and especially those who use 

marijuana, cocaine, or other illicit drugs, are more likely to be sexually experienced (Lowry, 

Holtzman, Truman, Kann, Collins, & Kolbe, 1994).  These authors also suggest that the 

likelihood of sexual risk behaviors, such as having had sexual intercourse with four or more 

partners and not having used condoms at last sexual intercourse, increases with the progression 

from alcohol and cigarettes to marijuana, cocaine, and other illicit drugs.  In a recent study 

comparing adolescents undergoing treatment for substance abuse or dependence and a sample of 

comparable nontreatment peers in the same community, those adolescents treated for substance 

problems were found to initiate sexual intercourse at an earlier age, have more sexual partners, 

and use condoms less consistently (Tapert, Aarons, Sedlar, & Brown, 2001).  Illicit drug use in 

early adolescence has been found to predict future sexual risk behavior, including having 

multiple sexual partners, inconsistent condom use, and pregnancy (Brook, Adams, Balka, 

Whiteman, Zhang, & Sugerman, 2004).  Additionally, binge drinking has been identified as a 

risk factor for a variety of risky sexual practices, including sex without the use of a condom, sex 
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with unknown partners, sex with persons who use and/or shoot-up drugs, sex with individuals 

whose STI status is unknown, and sex while self or partner was using, or was high on, drugs or 

alcohol (Langer, Warheit, & McDonald, 2001).  The association between substance use and 

sexual activity is not limited to sexual intercourse.  In a study designed to determine the risky 

sexual practices of high school virgins, respondents who reported using cigarettes, alcohol, 

marijuana, and other drugs in the past year were more likely to have engaged in higher risk 

sexual activities (Schuster, Bell, & Kanouse, 1996).  Further, such substance use behaviors were 

more common among the nonvirgins than the virgins.  

Psychological factors also play an important part in an adolescent’s decision to have sex.  

Longmore, Manning, Giordano, and Rudolph (2004) suggest that depressive symptoms, a risk 

factor, are more important than self-esteem, a protective factor, in understanding sexual onset.  

Additionally, level of cognitive development affects an adolescent’s understanding of important 

ideas associated with sex and love.  Tremblay and Frigon (2004) found that most of the girls in 

their sample (93%) reported that it is okay to have a one-night stand, but also agreed that one 

should not have sex only for fun (78.5%) or if not in love (87.7%).  The authors suggest that, 

“This contradiction can be understood as an indication of teens’ difficulties in understanding 

such concepts as love and intimacy, since they are in a period of their development during which, 

quite rightly, the goal is to learn about interpersonal relationships” (p. 35).  Perceived goals and 

values were particularly important for girls when considering whether or not to initiate sex for 

the first time (Michels, Kropp, Eyre, & Halpern-Felsher, 2005). 

Multiple dimensions of individual personality have been shown to be important in 

understanding why some individuals engage in various sexual behaviors.  In a study utilizing the 

Five Factor Model of personality, Miller, Lynam, Zimmerman, Logan, Leukefeld, and Clayton 
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(2004) found that higher levels of Extraversion, Openness to Experience, and Antagonism were 

related to increased sexual risk-taking, while higher levels of Conscientiousness were related to a 

decrease in such behaviors.  For both males and females, desire for earlier autonomy, lower 

levels of restraint, and perceptions of greater physical maturity relative to their peers were found 

to be associated with earlier ages of initiation of sexual intercourse (Rosenthal, Smith, & de 

Visser, 1999).   

In addition, high sensation seeking scores were found to be related to risky sexual behavior 

in a recent study by Greene, Krcmar, Walters, Rubin, and Hale (2000).  Generally, those with 

higher sensation-seeking scores were likely to have a greater risk-taking personality.   

Sensation seeking is a consistent personality characteristic, defined by Zuckerman as, “the 

need for varied, novel, and complex sensations and experiences and the willingness to take 

physical and social risks for the sake of such experiences” (1979, p. 10).  Numerous other studies 

have also demonstrated a link between propensity for sensation seeking and risky sexual 

behavior in adolescents (Brady & Donenberg, 2006; Spitalknick, Diclemente, Wingood, Crosby, 

Milhausen, Sales, et al., 2007; Stanton, Li, Cottrell, & Kaljee, 2001).     

Greene et al. (2000) found that the negative effect of sensation seeking was especially true 

for individuals who also scored high on the personal fable (a developmental construct) 

dimension.  The authors describe personal fable as an expression of egocentrism often 

experienced in adolescence, “…where new a ability to think about thoughts leads to a fascination 

with one’s own thoughts which are surely different from the thoughts of others, and thus a belief 

in one’s own uniqueness and invulnerability” (p. 442).  This perception of being unique may 

influence adolescents’ attitudes toward risk behaviors, while feeling invulnerable to risk may 

make engaging in such behaviors seem less dangerous.   
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Familial Level 

Family characteristics and qualities play an important part in the sexual behavior of 

adolescents.  Low socioeconomic status has been shown to be positively associated with earlier 

sexual debut and riskier sexual behavior in numerous studies (Corcoran, 1999; Mandara, Murray, 

& Bangi, 2003; Small & Luster, 1994).  Upchurch, Levy-Storms, Sucoff, and Aneshensel (1998) 

found that family structure was strongly associated with youths’ risk of sexual activity, even 

when ethnicity, gender, and family socioeconomic status were taken into account.  Specifically, 

adolescents living with both biological parents reported a later median age at first intercourse 

than adolescents in any other family situation.  Part of this effect may be due to the increased 

supervision provided by the presence of two parents in the home.  This possible link is supported 

by the finding that increased time spent alone at home was associated with an increased 

likelihood of adolescent sexual activity (Perkins, Luster, Villarruel, & Small, 1998).   

Not only the structure of the family, but the quality of the relationships within the family, 

are significant when considering adolescent sexual activity.  Miller, Sabo, Farrell, Barnes, and 

Melnick (1998) concluded that “family cohesion was clearly a consideration in the sexual 

behavior of adolescents, significantly reducing frequency of intercourse and number of partners, 

and increasing age of first intercourse” (p. 117).  The authors go on to say that the findings 

suggest a causal link, as family cohesion was measured several years before reported frequency 

of intercourse.  In addition, an adolescent female’s positive relationship with her father has been 

suggested as a protective factor against teen pregnancy (Dodge & Jaccard, 2002).  Similarly, 

Rodgers (1999) suggested that fathers, in particular, play an important and direct role in helping 

their daughters make healthy and safe decisions about their bodies and their involvement in 

sexual behaviors.  The same study found that sexually active sons lacking a supportive parental 
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relationship may be more likely to reject or ignore information or concerns expressed by a 

parent. 

Parental monitoring has been found to be particularly important.  Rodgers (1999) found 

that, “Sexually active adolescent males and females who have parents who monitor them 

(behavioral control) are more likely to minimize their sexual risks than their peers who have 

parents who monitor them less” (p. 106).  Overall, she concludes that parental monitoring, 

autonomy giving, and parental communication within the context of a supportive relationship 

serve as positive influences in the lives of sexually active adolescents.  Permissive parental 

values regarding adolescent sexual behavior, although more commonly reported by males than 

females, are a strong risk factor for both males and females (Small & Luster, 1994). 

Extrafamilial Level 

All of an individual’s life experiences are affected by the larger society in which he or she 

lives.  One particularly important influence, particularly for adolescents, is the mass media.  

Recent research has suggested a link between the mass media and the sexual attitudes and 

behaviors of American adolescents.  For example, in their examination of the mass media as a 

context for adolescents’ sexual behavior, L’Engle, Brown, and Kenneavy (2006) concluded that, 

“Adolescents who are exposed to more sexual content in the media and who perceive greater 

support from the media for teen sexual behavior, report greater intentions to engage in sexual 

intercourse and more sexual activity” (p. 186).  In addition, Ward and Friedman (2006) found 

that more frequent viewing of talk shows and of “sexy” prime-time programs and stronger 

identification with popular TV characters were associated with greater levels of sexual 

experience.  More frequent viewing and viewing TV more intently for companionship were 

associated with greater endorsement of sexual stereotypes.   
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Another important environment in the lives of adolescents is the neighborhood.  Lack of 

neighborhood monitoring and living in an economically distressed neighborhood have both been 

found to be related to adolescent sexual activity (Mandara, Murray, & Bangi, 2003; Small & 

Luster, 1994).  In a recent study of risk-factors for teenage pregnancy, Miller (2002) found that 

along with family SES and various parental factors, living in a dangerous/disorganized 

neighborhood places adolescents at risk for pregnancy.   

The role of peers becomes increasingly important in adolescence.  Youth spend much of 

their time with age cohort peers and are influenced by them when making decisions, particularly 

about behaviors such as sex.  In their study of adolescent male sexuality, Smith and Guthrie 

(2005) found that the interpersonal effects of peer affiliation exerted a strong effect on the 

construct of sexuality, defined by the authors as, “the cognitive generalizations about the sexual 

aspects of one’s self that guides and shapes sexual behaviors” (p. 125).  Additionally, 

adolescents classified as sexually inexperienced reported greater association with high-achieving 

peers than did those who initiated sex earlier (Meschke, Zwieg, Barber, & Eccles, 2000). 

When deciding whether or not to have sex, adolescents take possible social risks into 

consideration (Michels, Kropp, Eyre, & Halpern-Felsher, 2005).  Such risks might include 

getting caught, losing a relationship, earning a negative reputation, and, for boys, concern about 

sexual performance.  Although both males and females take the opinions of their close friends 

into serious consideration in matters of sexual decision-making, the point of view they 

emphasize appears to be different (Little & Rankin, 2001).  For males, the belief about how 

many of their friends are having sex is most important.  For females, it is how they think their 

friends would feel if the friends found out they were having sex.  The authors suggest that while 

girls initiate sex to attain approval and love in an intimate, dating relationship, boys do so as a 
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way to seek status.  Popularity has been shown to be less important to sexually inexperienced 

adolescents than it is to early sexual initiators (Meschke, Zwieg, Barber, & Eccles, 2000). 

Adolescents spend much of their time at school, making this environment an important 

factor in adolescent decision-making and behavior.  Adolescents classified as demonstrating high 

educational risk (defined as practicing three or more educational risk factors including skipping 

class, drinking or marijuana use before or during school hours, missing school due to substance 

use, and the purchase of alcohol or other drugs on school grounds) have been shown to be more 

likely to engage in other health risk behaviors (Gruber & Machamer, 2000).  Specifically, this 

study found that higher educational risk increased the potential of being sexually active by about 

two times.  Mancini and Huebner (2004) found that positive school attachment and school 

success were associated with less overall risk behavior, including becoming sexually active. 

In addition to school, many adolescents are involved in social exchanges through activities 

such as clubs, sports teams, or religious groups.  These extracurricular outlets have been shown 

in many cases to have a positive, protective effect on sexual debut.  Crockett, Bingham, Chopak, 

and Vicary (1996) found that, for girls, regular church attendance was associated with later 

sexual initiation, suggesting that conventional attachments play an important role in sexual 

decision-making.  Adolescents with strong religious values also tended to have significantly 

lower risky sexual behavior scores than their peers (Langer, Warheit, & McDonald, 2001).  

Religiosity has additionally been shown to be associated with age of sexual debut (Etzkin, 2004; 

Jackson, 2005). 

A study by Mancini and Huebner (2004) suggested that time-use protective factors would 

decrease adolescents’ risk-taking behaviors, including engaging in sexual intercourse.  The 

authors specified time-use protective factors for this study as “structured activities that involve 



 

41 

formal organizations in order to be successfully completed (for example, extracurricular sports 

activities and clubs)” (p. 650).   Results showed that greater involvement in structured time-use 

was related to less overall risk behavior.  In addition, greater involvement in structured time-use 

was associated with spending more time with friends, having one good friend, having an adult to 

talk to, being more attached to school, and having better grades, among other variables.  Mancini 

and Huebner (2004) conclude that the strong association between participation in structured 

activities and almost all variables included in this study attest to its relevance in understanding 

youth development and youth risks.  They go on to say that, “In a sense participation in 

structured activities provides a context through which positive youth development goals might be 

met, such as learning cooperative decision-making, interacting with diverse youth and adults, 

forming strong relationships, and connecting with caring adults” (p. 662).   

The conclusions reached through this study are applicable to many types of structured 

activities, including school-related non-sport activities such as band, non-school related clubs 

such as Scouts, volunteer work such as working with the elderly, church or other religious-

related activities such as youth group, or school or community-based sports (Mancini & 

Huebner, 2004).  Although research has been conducted on each of these main groups, very little 

has been done to examine the possible effects on adolescent behavior of high-level participation 

in sports.  This particular type of activity is especially important given that nationwide, 57.6% of 

high school students reported playing on one or more sports teams in the past 12 months 

(Grunbaum, Kann, Kinchen, Ross, Hawkins, Lowry, et al., 2004).  The next portion of this 

review will examine the literature on adolescent participation in sports. 

Athletic Participation 

Before reviewing the literature on athletic participation, it is important to understand how 

many individuals this issue affects and who those individuals are.  Although the fact that over 
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half of United States adolescents played on one or more sports teams in the past 12 months 

(Grunbaum, Kann, Kinchen, Ross, Hawkins, Lowry, et al., 2004) is important, this statistic alone 

does not provide the full picture.  The prevalence of having played on one or more sports teams 

was higher among male (64%) than female students (51%).  In addition, the prevalence was 

higher among white (60.8%) than black (53.2% and Hispanic (49.5%) students.  More 9th graders 

(60.3%) than 12th graders (54%) played on one or more sports teams (Grunbaum, Kann, 

Kinchen, Ross, Hawkins, Lowry, et al., 2004). 

 The research on the effects of athletic participation on adolescents is limited and 

somewhat inconsistent.  Some evidence suggests that adolescents who play sports enjoy many 

positive benefits.  Results from a recent study by Kirkcaldy, Shephard, and Siefen (2002) 

demonstrate substantial relationships between regular practice of endurance sport and attitudes, 

personality, scores for physical and psychological well-being, and the adoption of a healthy 

lifestyle.  A strong link was observed between participation in endurance sport and the type of 

personality that is resistant to addictions.  The study also reported an observed link with 

linguistic competency, which could indicate an underlying “high-achiever” personality.   

In addition, in response to the positive evaluation of a national intervention program that 

uses sport participation as a vehicle to enhance life skill development for urban youth, Petitpas, 

Van Raalte, Cornelius, and Presbrey (2004) suggest that, “Sport participation does provide, 

however, numerous opportunities for youth to learn about themselves, to form important 

relationships with peers and adults mentors, and to experience the benefits of setting goals and 

working hard to achieve them” (p. 333). 

One interesting factor related to being identified as an athlete in adolescence, one that is 

neither inherently positive nor necessarily negative, is the social perception ascribed to that 
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status.  This perception is experienced differently for boys and girls due to traditional gender 

roles and the behaviors expected of the two genders.  In an important study of adolescent gender 

norms and social status among high school students, Suitor and Reavis (1995) examined how the 

ways in which males and females could gain prestige in high school changed over time.  The 

data showed that there was relatively little change in gender norms among high school students 

between the early and late 1980s.  For both time periods, significant differences were found 

between the avenues through which boys and girls could gain prestige.  In the early 1980s, an 

important distinction was that for boys, the number one way to acquire prestige was through 

sports, while this avenue was not suggested as an important one for girls.  While there was very 

little change in suggested avenues to gain prestige across the decade, a particularly interesting 

development is the increase in girls’ acquisition of prestige through participation in sports and 

through sexual activity.   

Other researchers have come to more negative conclusions concerning the effects of 

athletic participation on adolescents.  Of particular concern is the increased risk-taking behavior 

evidenced by adolescent athletes.  In their study of the health risk behaviors of adolescent 

participants in organized sports, Baumert, Henderson, and Thompson (1998) report that athletes 

are more likely to wear seatbelts, maintain higher overall levels of physical activity, demonstrate 

less hopelessness, and exhibit healthier dietary behaviors than their peers who are not involved in 

athletics.  However, when compared with nonathletes, athletes are less likely to wear a helmet 

while riding a bicycle or motorcycle and are more likely to exceed the speed limit while driving.  

The authors suggest that these results are worrisome, in that the risk behaviors that athletes are 

more likely to engage in could be interpreted as thrill-seeking behavior. 
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A recent study of adolescent peer crowd affiliation corroborated the finding that athletes, 

or those individuals identifying as “jocks”, report relatively high rates of risk-taking behaviors, 

suggesting that they may be at risk for nonintentional injuries, even outside of athletic 

competition (La Greca, Prinstein, & Fetter, 2001).  The thrill-seeking and even reckless behavior 

evidenced by athletes suggests a propensity toward risk-taking and sensation seeking.  This could 

be a dangerous association.  Research on adolescents suggests that high sensation seeking is 

related to a variety of risk behaviors, including gambling (Gupta, Derevensky, & Ellenbogen, 

2006), cigarette smoking (Frankenberger, 2004), nonmedical prescription stimulant use 

(Herman-Stahl, Krebs, Kroutil, & Heller, 2006), and heavy drinking (vanBeurden, Zask, Brooks, 

& Dight, 2005), as well as sexual activity, as was discussed earlier in this chapter. 

Athletic Participation and Adolescent Sexual Behavior 

To date, very little research has been conducted to explore the possible relationship 

between athletic participation and adolescent sexual behavior.  What has been done suggests 

some interesting associations.  In a study of adolescent peer crowd affiliation and health-risk 

behaviors, jocks were not found to engage in high rates of health-risk behaviors (La Greca, 

Prinstein, & Fetter, 2001).  Jocks did, however, report high rates of general risk taking behaviors, 

have a high proportion of friends who engaged in casual sex, and tend to report more casual sex 

themselves.  The authors conclude that, “Athletically oriented teens tend to be sexually active 

(e.g., 59% were sexually active, compared with 42% of the teens overall) and may be engaging 

in risky sexual behaviors; these teens also view themselves as popular and may have more 

opportunities to find sexual partners than other teens” (p. 140). 

In one of the first studies to examine the possible link between adolescent sexual behavior 

and athletic participation, Smith and Caldwell (1994) asked high school student sports 

participants and nonparticipants whether they had ever had sexual intercourse.  They found that 
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overall, 60.6% of high school sports participants reported that they had experienced sexual 

intercourse, compared to only 41.8% of nonparticipants who had ever had sexual intercourse.  

The authors are quick to defend youth athletic participation in spite of these findings, stating that, 

“We are not suggesting that participation in sports is dysfunctional.  Rather, these findings 

indicate a need to (a) more fully understand the reasons why high school athletes are more likely 

to be sexually active than their contemporaries, and (b) develop effective interventions to 

promote sexual responsibility among these youth” (p. 72). 

An important theme apparent within the literature on this topic is that of gender 

differences.  In an early and extensive examination of sport and sexual behavior, Miller, Sabo, 

Farrell, Barnes, and Melnick (1998) found that gender was an influential factor: while athletic 

participation was associated with lower rates of sexual activity for females, the opposite was true 

for males.  The authors propose a conceptual model for these results based on their reasoning 

that, “Athletic participation confirms traditional gender scripts for boys, while disconfirming 

traditional scripts for girls.  Since these scripts promote (if not overtly) the exchange of female 

sexual favors for male prestige, athletic participation indirectly increases sexual activity for boys 

and decreases it for girls.  Sport also enhances social status for both genders, giving male and 

female athletes greater power in negotiating sexual outcomes in their relationships” (p. 120). 

A related study examining gender and racial differences in jock identity and sexual risk 

found that the jock identity was a disproportionately male characteristic and more prevalent 

among white than black adolescents (Miller, Farrell, Barnes, Melnick, & Sabo, 2005).  Males 

who claimed a jock identity reported more frequent dating than their nonjock peers, while the 

dating frequency of female jocks did not differ significantly from that of female nonjocks.  

Athletic activity was significantly associated with lower levels of sexual risk for white but not 
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for black adolescents.  The authors emphasize that the correlation between athletic participation 

(objective measure) and jock identity (subjective measure) is fairly weak and, thus, the two 

constructs are not interchangeable.  They should be examined independently because, “Whereas 

time spent playing sports constituted a buffer against sexual risk, identification with the jock 

label was actually associated with higher levels of sexual risk-taking” (p. 132). 

Additional studies focus entirely on female athletes, leading some to the conclusion that 

athletic participation serves as a protective factor for adolescent girls when it comes to sexual 

behavior.  In their study comparing high-performance female athletes to the general adolescent 

female population, Savage and Holcomb (1999) found that six risk-taking behaviors were 

significantly different between the two groups: (1) ever engaged in sexual intercourse; (2) age of 

first sexual intercourse; (3) number of lifetime sexual partners; (4) current sexual activity; (5) 

condom use; and (6) contracting an STD.  With the exception of contracting an STD, the U.S. 

females reported engaging in risk-taking behaviors more than the high performance athletes.  

The higher prevalence of STDs among the athletes may be explained by the fact that athletes 

have a greater awareness of their bodies and/or by the under-reporting of STDs in the U.S. 

Lehman and Koerner (2004) found that among adolescent women who had ever engaged 

in sexual intercourse, those who were more involved in sports during high school were less likely 

to have engaged in sexual risk-taking behaviors and more likely to have experienced greater 

sexual/reproductive health.  The authors also suggested possible mediator variables.  Self 

empowerment/self efficacy appeared to be a mediator in the following associations: (a) sport 

involvement and sexual risk-taking behavior; (b) sport involvement and sexual/reproductive 

health-seeking behavior; and (c) sport involvement and sexual/reproductive health.  Functional 
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body orientation emerged as a mediator in the associations between (a) sport involvement and 

sexual health-seeking behavior, and (b) sport involvement and sexual/reproductive health.   

Not all research on sport and adolescent sex has demonstrated a link.  In their study of 

possible causal structures in the relationship between participation in athletics and female sexual 

risk behavior, Dodge and Jaccard (2002) concluded that athletics does not have any direct effect 

on teenage pregnancy.  Although results showed a relationship between participation in sports 

and the occurrence of a pregnancy in the following 12 months, statistical analyses suggested that 

the effect might be spurious.  Specifically, females who participate in athletics are likely to be 

younger, from highly educated families, and white.  These characteristics represent a 

demographic profile of girls who are also less likely to become pregnant, regardless of athletic 

participation.  In this study, the best explanation of the association between sport participation 

and sexual activity was a mediational model in which pregnancy attitude is the primary mediator 

of the effect of sport participation.  According to the authors, “It would seem that females who 

participate in sports develop, on average, more negative attitudes toward the prospects of 

becoming pregnant than nonathletes and that these attitudes in turn make it less likely that they 

will have sexual intercourse” (p. 62).  

Further complicating the relationship between adolescent sexual activity and sport 

participation is the possible influence of various sport-related factors that may affect the overall 

experience of being an athlete.  Such factors might cause one athlete to experience very different 

effects, whether positive or negative, stemming from his sport participation than an athlete in a 

different sport context.  For example, type of sport has been linked to body image and dieting 

problems (Crissy & Honea, 2006), as well as problem alcohol consumption (Martens, Watson, & 

Beck, 2006), with participants in different sports reporting varying levels of these behaviors.  To 
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further explore the impact of type of sport, it is helpful to examine the identifying characteristics 

typifying specific sports.  Two such characteristics are level of contact and team vs. individual 

sport.  Though limited, some research has been conducted to look at the effects of these factors 

on athletes.  Contact sport athletes, both male and female, have been shown to demonstrate 

greater physical aggression outside of sport than athletes in noncontact sports (Nixon, 1997).  In 

a more recent study, Rudd and Stoll (2004) sought to examine the type of character possessed by 

college students.  They found that team sport participants reported higher levels of social 

character (qualities such as teamwork, loyalty, self-sacrifice, work ethic, and perseverance) than 

either individual sport participants or nonathletes.   

In addition to these sport characteristics, factors related to athlete status might play a role 

in the sport participation experience.  Athletic identity has been shown to be a mediating factor 

in the relationship between sport participation and adolescent adjustment in multiple studies.  

Guest and Schneider (2003) found that the value gained through involvement in sport is affected 

by the context in which an individual athlete experiences his/her sport participation; context, in 

this case, consisted of school, community, and athletic identity.  Moreover, Ryska (2002) found 

evidence supporting the importance of athletic identity to student athletes’ overall perceptions of 

competence (scholastic, social, vocational, and behavioral).  Lastly, the intensity with which an 

adolescent participates in his/her chosen sport has been linked to adolescent well-being.  

Specifically, Pyle, McQuivey, Brasington, and Steiner (2003) found that high school student 

athletes who participated in sport at an organized, intensive level experienced fewer mental 

health problems, fewer total risks, and fewer eating and dietary problems than high school 

students who participated in sport at a lower intensity.  Though adolescent sexual behavior has 

not yet been examined in relation to any of these sport or athlete status factors, it is possible that 
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differences in sport experience related to those factors may have an impact on the relationship 

between athletic participation and sexual debut. 

Although the research conducted thus far is fascinating and suggestive, it is clearly far 

from conclusive.  Numerous aspects of the possible association between athletic participation 

and adolescent sexual behavior lack clarity and necessitate further illumination.   

Summary 

The initiation of sexual intercourse in adolescence, although a very personal decision and 

act, is influenced by a multitude of factors.  These factors exist throughout the various areas of 

an individual’s life, serving as a reminder of the complexity of adolescent sexual behavior.  As 

Small and Luster’s (1994) ecological, risk-factor model of adolescent sexuality asserts, 

adolescents face risks at all levels of their social ecology, which consists of the individual, 

familial, extra-familial, and macrosystem levels.  Further, various factors within these levels can 

accumulate and interact to lessen or enhance the impact of the risk factors.  This thesis aims to 

add to the body of literature on sexual debut by examining one such possible influence. 

This research aims, by looking at adolescent sexual activity from an ecological perspective, 

to examine athletic participation as a possible influence on the decision to initiate intercourse.  

Another aim of this study is to strengthen and expand the body of research on Small and Luster’s 

(1994) ecological approach to adolescent sexual behavior by exploring the link between athletic 

participation and adolescent sexual debut. 
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CHAPTER 4 
RESULTS 

The primary purpose of this study was to examine the effects of athletic participation on 

adolescent sexual debut.  This study examined various high school experiences, including 

important factors in the human ecology of adolescents, particularly athletic participation, as 

reported by current college students.  Age of sexual debut, along with aspects of related sexual 

behaviors, was examined in relation to these factors. 

Multiple statistical tests were conducted to analyze the data in order to answer the research 

questions.  First, data analysis began with descriptive analyses to measure the demographics of 

the sample.  Next, bivariate analyses (independent-samples t-tests and one-way analyses of 

variance) were completed to look for differences in both age of sexual debut and sexual activity 

score by the demographic variables and by the various independent variables (athletic 

participation, ecological variables, and sensation seeking).  Finally, multiple regression analyses 

were conducted to capture the complex nature of the many factors influencing sexual decision 

making.  The combination of all of these statistical tests allowed the researcher to fully consider 

each of the research questions under examination in this research study.   

Descriptive Results 

In order to provide a comprehensive view of the study sample, this chapter begins with the 

demographics and other descriptive results.  This discussion provides a more holistic view of the 

participants, which is helpful in examining the bivariate and multivariate analyses that follow.    

Sample Demographics 

Participants in the study sample ranged in age from 18.00 to 25.83 years, with a mean age 

of 20.46 years (SD 1.54).  The median age was 20.08 years.  There were a total of 121 male 
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participants (29.3%) and 292 female participants (70.7%) in this study.  As compared to the 

University population as a whole, this sample includes a larger proportion of female students.   

Table 4-1 Gender frequency 
 Study sample University undergraduates 
Gender Frequency Valid percent Frequency Valid percent 
   Male 121 29.3 16,678 46.1
   Female 292 70.7 19,484 53.9
Total 413 100.0 36,163 100.0
  

The majority of participants (n = 234) included in the study sample reported their 

race/ethnic origin as White (57.4%).  Black respondents made up 16.9% of the study sample (n = 

69.  A total of 58 respondents (14.2%) identified their race/ethnic origin as Hispanic.  Thirty-four 

respondents reported their race/ethnic origin as Asian/Pacific Islander (8.3%).  The remaining 

participants (n = 13, 3.2%) indicated that they identified with some other race/ethnic origin than 

the given answer choices.  For those who wrote their race/ethnic origin in the space provided, 

examples of responses include West Indian, South Asian Indian, Indian, Middle Eastern, and 

biracial.  This racial profile is consistent with that of the University undergraduate population, 

though the study sample includes a slightly higher percentage of Black students and slightly 

lower percentage of White students. 

Table 4-2 Race/ethnic origin frequency  
 Study sample University undergraduates 
Race Frequency Valid percent Frequency Valid percent 
   Hispanic 58 14.2 4,693 13.0
   Asian/Pacific Islander 34 8.3 2,625 7.2
   White (non-Hispanic) 234 57.4 23,809 65.8
   Black (non-Hispanic) 69 16.9 3,456 9.6
   Other 13 3.2 1,580 4.4
Total 408 100.0 36,163 100.0
 

Because of the low number of respondents indicating Asian/Pacific Islander or Other as 

their race/ethnic origin, a new race/ethnic origin variable was created by collapsing these two 

categories into a new Other group.  The resulting groups were: White (56.1%), Black, (16.5%), 
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Hispanic (13.9%), and Other (11.3%).  All analyses that include race/ethnic origin group were 

run using this new variable. 

The great majority of the participants (n = 307) included in the study sample reported their 

religious affiliation as Christian (74.9%).  The second most chosen response (n = 47) was No 

Affiliation (11.5%).  A total of 31 respondents indicated their religious affiliation as Jewish 

(7.6%), while a small portion of the study sample (2.0%) reported their religious affiliation as 

Muslim (n = 8).  The remaining participants (n = 17, 4.1%) indicated that they identified with 

some other religious affiliation not among the answer choices.  For those who wrote their 

religious affiliation in the space provided, examples of responses include Buddhism, Hinduism, 

Eastern Orthodox, Bahai, and Wiccan. 

Table 4-3 Religious affiliation frequency  
Religious affiliation Frequency Valid percent 
   Jewish 31 7.6
   Muslim 8 2.0
   Christian 307 74.9
   Other 17 4.1
   No affiliation 47 11.5
Total 410 100.0
 

Because of the low number of respondents indicating Jewish, Muslim, Other, or No 

Affiliation as their religious affiliation, a new religious affiliation variable was created by 

collapsing these four categories into a new Other group.  The resulting groups were: Christian 

(73.6%) and Other (24.7%).  All analyses that include religious affiliation group were run using 

this new variable.   

Recognizing the wide variation that exists within the Christian faith, a space was provided 

for respondents identifying their religious affiliation as Christian to indicate the specific 

denomination to which they belong.  Twenty-two different denominations were identified 

through this process.  Because many of the denomination categories contained only a few 
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respondents, they were grouped into more manageable categories as follows: Baptist; Catholic; 

Lutheran/Presbyterian/Methodist; and Non-denominational/Other.   

Table 4-4 Christian denomination frequency 
Denomination Frequency Valid percent 
   Baptist 47 17.8
   Catholic 95 36.0
   Lutheran/Presbyterian/Methodist 40 15.2
   Non-denominational/other 82 31.1
Total 264 100.0
 
Athlete Status 

Respondents were asked to indicate their status as an athlete from the following four 

choices: I was an athlete in high school and I am now a collegiate athlete; I was an athlete in high 

school and I now participate in club or intramural sports; I was an athlete in high school and I am 

not currently active in sports; and I was not an athlete in high school.  A total of 123 participants 

(31.1%) reported that they were not an athlete in high school, while 152 participants reported 

that they were an athlete in high school but were not currently active in sport (38.4%).  The 

remaining respondents were athletes in high school and continue to be active in sport in college, 

either at the collegiate level (n = 12, 3.0%) or at the club/intramural level (n = 109, 27.5%). 

Table 4-4 Athlete status frequency  
Athlete status Frequency Valid percent 
I was an athlete in high school and I am now a     
  collegiate athlete competing for the University. 

12 3.0

I was an athlete in high school and I now  
  participate in University club or intramural sports. 

109 27.5

I was an athlete in high school and I am not currently 
  active in sports. 

152 38.4

I was not an athlete in high school. 123 31.1
Total 396 100.0
 

For analysis purposes, two new athlete status variables were created.  One variable, 

designed to capture the distinction between respondents who have remained active in sport and 

those who have not, consists of three groups: Current Athlete (respondents who were athletes in 
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high school and are still athletes, either at the collegiate or club/intramural level – 29.0%), High 

School Athlete (respondents who were athletes in high school and are no longer active in sport – 

36.5%), and Nonathlete (respondents who were not athletes in high school – 31.2%).  Another 

variable was created to look simply at athletes vs. nonathletes.  This variable consists of two 

groups: Athlete (respondents who were athletes in high school, regardless of current athletic 

participation – 70.3%) and Nonathlete (respondents who were not athletes in high school – 

29.7%).  Unless it is clearly stated that the 2-group athlete status variable was used, the analyses 

described in this chapter were conducted using the 3-group athlete status variable.   

Sexual Debut 

A total of 252 respondents (64.3%) reported already having their sexual debut.  The 

remaining 35.7% of the sample (n = 140) indicated that they had not yet had their sexual debut.   

Table 4-5 Sexual debut frequency  
Sexual debut Frequency Valid percent 
   No 140 35.7
   Yes 252 64.3
Total 392 100.0
 

Although sexual debut is the focus of this study, it is impossible to understand the sexual 

decision making of adolescents without also considering other related sexual behaviors.  Thus, 

respondents were also asked about other sexual behaviors, including the age at which they first 

engaged in several behaviors on a sexual activity continuum.  The mean and median ages at first 

time, as well as the range in age of first time for each of the eight sexual behaviors appear in 

Table 4-6 below.  

Participants were also asked to indicate from 0 (Never) to 5 (A Lot) how often they had 

engaged in each of the behaviors.  For kissing, 4.2% (n = 17) said they had never engaged in the 

behavior, while 52.2% (n = 210) said they had engaged in the behavior a lot.  For French kissing, 
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6.7% (n = 27) said they had never engaged in the behavior, while 44.5% (n = 179) said they had 

engaged in the behavior a lot.   

For touching a partner’s breast or having your breast touched by a partner, 13.2% (n = 52) 

said they had never engaged in the behavior, while 26.1% (n = 103) said they had engaged in the 

behavior a lot.  For touching a partner’s penis or having your penis touched by a partner, 19.4% 

(n = 76) said they had never engaged in the behavior, while 26.1% (n = 103) said they had 

engaged in the behavior a lot.  For touching a partner’s vagina or having your vagina touched by 

a partner, 20.4% (n = 80) said they had never engaged in the behavior, while 23.4% (n = 92) said 

they had engaged in the behavior a lot.   

For performing oral sex, 33.3% (n = 131) said they had never engaged in the behavior, 

while 16.5% (n = 65) said they had engaged in the behavior a lot.  For receiving oral sex, 27.7% 

(n = 109) said they had never engaged in the behavior, while 21.4% (n = 84) said they had 

engaged in the behavior a lot.  For sexual intercourse, 35.7% (n = 140) said they had never 

engaged in the behavior, while 25.5% (n = 100) said they had engaged in the behavior a lot. 

Table 4-6 Debut age for sexual behaviors 
Sexual behavior Mean age at first  

  time (years) 
Median age at first  
  time (years) 

Range in age at   
  first time (years) 

Kissing 14.05 14.00 5.00 - 21.50
French kissing 14.83 14.75 6.00 – 21.75
Touching a partner’s breast    
  or having your breast 
  touched by a partner 

15.87 16.00 11.00 – 21.08

Touching a partner’s penis  
  or having your penis 
  touched by a partner 

16.33 16.00 12.00 – 21.00

Touching a partner’s vagina  
  or having your vagina 
  touched by a partner 

16.45 16.00 12.00 -22.00

Performing oral sex 16.83 17.00 12.00 – 24.00
Receiving oral sex 16.88 17.00 12.00 – 24.00
Sexual intercourse 17.19 17.00 13.00 – 24.00
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Age of Sexual Debut   

The mean age of sexual debut for the study sample was 17.19 years and the median age 

was 17.00 years.  Sexual debut ages ranged from 13.00 to 24.00 years.   

Bivariate Analyses 

Bivariate analyses were conducted to determine the effect of demographics (gender, 

religious affiliation, race/ethnic origin) on the independent variables (athletic participation, 

ecological variables, sensation seeking).  Bivariate analyses were also conducted to determine 

the relationship between sexual behavior dependent variables (age of sexual debut and score on 

the sexual activity scale) and demographic variables, as well as the relationship between the 

dependent variables and several independent variables.  Significant results are reported in this 

section.  Tables of the significant results can be found in Appendix D.      

Demographics 

One aim of this study was to determine the effects of numerous variables (athletic 

participation, ecological variables, sensation seeking) on sexual behavior.  If any conclusions 

regarding the effects of these variables are to be made, it is important to first understand the 

possible impact demographics have on these factors.  Thus, analyses were conducted to examine 

each of the independent variables by each of the demographic variables.  The significant findings 

are reported in this section. 

In this study, gender was the most influential demographic characteristic.  Several of the 

ecological variables differed by gender.  Female respondents scored higher than male 

respondents on the Risk Avoidance (t = -3.452, p = .001), Parental Monitoring (t = -4.325, p = 

.000), and Values (t = -2.667, p = .008) indices.  Females also agreed more with the statement 

My schoolwork was very important to me (t = -5.569, p = .000).  Males, however, reported 

higher scores on the Popularity index (t = 5.336, p = .000).  Additionally, scores on the Brief 
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Sensation Seeking Scale (BSSS) differed by gender (t = -4.121, p = .000), with males reporting 

lower scores (indicating higher propensity for sensation seeking).   

Gender also had an impact on the sport participation variables.  Females received higher 

scores (indicating less agreement and, thus, less identification with athlete status) on the total 

Athletic Identity Measurement Scale (AIMS) scale (t = -2.442, p = .015), as well as on the 

Exclusivity (t = -2.529, p = .012) and Negative Affectivity (t = -2.044, p = .042) domain scales.  

Males reported a much higher intensity of sport participation, as measured by hours per week 

spent participating in sport (t = 3.209, p = .001).  Males reported an average of 17.12 hours per 

week in sport, while females reported an average of 13.97 hours per week.  Respondents’ choice 

of primary sport differed by gender as well (Pearson Chi-Square = 47.319, p = .000).  Lastly, 

level of contact differed by gender, as shown by Cross-tabs reported below (Table 4-7). 

Table 4-7 Cross-tabulation of level of contact and gender  
Level of contact Gender 
Noncontact Contact Collision 

Total 

Male Frequency 39 36 20 95
 % of Gender 41.1 37.9 21.1 100.0
Female Frequency 143 49 0 192
 % of Gender 74.5 25.5 0.0 100.0
Total Frequency 182 85 20 287
* Pearson Chi-Square = 59.571, p = .000   

Religious affiliation was significantly related to several independent variables.  Christian 

respondents scored higher than Other religious affiliation respondents on the Risk Avoidance (t = 

3.328, p = .001), Connection to School and Others (t = 5.571, p = .000), and Values (t = 12.342, 

p = .000) indices.  BSSS score also differed by religious affiliation (t = 1.980, p = .048), with 

Christian respondents receiving a higher mean score (indicating lower propensity for sensation 

seeking) than those reporting their religious affiliation as Other.   
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Race/ethnic origin seemed to have an effect on some of the independent variables.  The 

race groups differed in mean score on the Connection to School and Others (F = 7.588, p = .000) 

index, with the Other race category scoring lower than all of the other categories.  BSSS score 

also differed by race (F = 5.595, p = .001), with Black respondents receiving the highest mean 

score, followed by respondents reporting their race as Hispanic, White, and Other.  ANOVA 

used to look for differences in athletic identity by race group revealed significant differences in 

mean total AIMS (F = 4.433, p = .005), Social Identity (F = 3.759, p = .011), and Negative 

Affectivity (F = 5.495, p = .001) scores.  Post Hoc analyses revealed that the main differences for 

each of these three variables existed between White respondents and Black respondents.   

Sexual Behavior 

Age of Sexual Debut   

To explore possible relationships between age of sexual debut and demographics, t-tests 

and ANOVA were conducted.  No significant differences were found. 

To determine the extent to which personal experiences affected age of sexual debut, 

ANOVA was conducted for the BSSS and for each of the six ecological variables indices, as 

well as for the two remaining individual ecological variables items.  For those variables that are 

measured by a score, simply entering the variable as it was would have resulted in too many 

groups for the ANOVA test to handle.  Thus, new variables were created for BSSS and each of 

the ecological indices by grouping scores into four groups based on quartiles.  These new 

variables were only used in the ANOVA for age of sexual debut and sexual activity score.  A 

significant difference in age of sexual debut was found by score on both the Risk Avoidance (F = 

8.984, p = .000) and Values (F = 5.862, p = .001) indices, with those reporting lower scores also 

reporting younger ages of sexual debut.  Lastly, a significant difference in age of sexual debut 

was found for the item I felt like I received a good education in high school (F = 3.783, p = 
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.005).  Post Hoc analyses revealed that the differences existed between respondents who 

answered “Neutral” in response to this statement (mean age of sexual debut 16.53 years) and 

those who answered “Strongly Agree” (mean age of sexual debut 17.44 years).     

To better understand what effect sport participation might have on age of sexual debut, t-

tests and ANOVA were completed to look for relationships between this dependent variable and 

sport participation variables (athletic identity, intensity of sport participation, type of sport, level 

of contact, and team vs. individual sport).  No significant differences were found.  Because the 

literature review suggested that different relationships between sport participation and age of 

sexual debut existed for males and females, additional t-tests and ANOVA were conducted to 

examine age of debut by athlete status, using both the 3-group and the 2-group variables, for 

males separately and for females separately.  No significant differences were found.  The 

researcher then selected only the athletes and conducted a t-test to explore age of sexual debut by 

gender.  Again, no significant differences were found.   

Sexual Activity 

Though age of sexual debut is an important marker in understanding sexual behavior, it is 

equally important to examine total sexual activity.  Possible effects of demographics on sexual 

activity were examined using t-tests and ANOVA.  A significant difference in mean sexual 

activity score was found by gender (t = 2.683, p = .008), with males reporting a mean score of 

27.70 and females reporting a mean score of 24.78.    

Additional t-tests and ANOVA were conducted to examine possible relationships between 

sexual activity and various personal experiences, including sensation seeking and ecological 

variables.  ANOVA conducted for the BSSS and ecological variables indices used the variables 

with scores grouped into quartiles, as described previously for age of sexual debut.  A significant 

difference in mean sexual activity score was found by BSSS score (F = 8.064, p = .000), with 



 

60 

those scoring lower on the BSSS (indicating higher propensity for sensation seeking) reporting 

higher sexual activity scores.  A significant difference in mean sexual activity score was found 

by score on the Risk Avoidance (F = 30.680, p = .000), Parental Monitoring (F = 11.867, p = 

.000), and Values (F = 12.305, p = .000) indices.  For each of these variables, those reporting 

higher scores on the indices reported lower sexual activity scores. 

To examine to what extent sport participation might influence overall sexual activity, t-

tests and ANOVA were conducted for athletic identity, intensity of sport participation, type of 

sport, level of contact, and team vs. individual sport.  No significant differences were found.  To 

further explore the possible interaction of sport participation, gender, and sexual activity, several 

more t-tests and ANOVA were completed.  First, separate analyses were conducted for males 

only and females only to look for differences in sexual activity score between athletes and 

nonathletes.  No significant differences were found.  The researcher then selected only the 

athletes and conducted a t-test examining sexual activity by gender.  A significant difference was 

found (t = 2.936, p = .004), with male athletes reporting higher sexual activity (mean score 

28.48) than female athletes (mean score 24.96).  This pattern mirrors that of the whole sample.  

Athlete Status 

One of the primary goals of this study is to examine differences between athletes and 

nonathletes.  To begin this exploration, Cross-tabs of athlete status and each of the demographic 

variables were conducted (Tables 4-8, 4-9, and 4-10 below).  Significant relationships were 

found between athlete status and gender, athlete status and religious affiliation, and athlete status 

and race/ethnic origin group.  

To determine whether ecological variables differed by athlete status, ANOVA was 

conducted to look for differences in mean score on each of the six indices, as well as differences 

in response to the two remaining items.  Significant differences were found in mean Connection 
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to School and Others score (F = 22.016, p = .000), with current athletes reporting the highest 

mean score, followed by high school athletes, and, lastly, nonathletes.   

Table 4-8 Cross-tabulation of gender and athlete status  
Athlete status Gender 
Current High school Nonathlete 

Total 

Male Frequency 58 33 24 115
 % of Gender 50.4 28.7 20.9 100.0
Female Frequency 62 117 100 279
 % of Gender 22.2 41.9 35.8 100.0
Total Frequency 120 150 124 394
Pearson Chi-Square = 30.832, p = .000 
 
Table 4-9 Cross-tabulation of religious affiliation and athlete status  

Athlete status Religious affiliation 
Current High school Nonathlete 

Total 

Christian Frequency 96 119 83 298
 % of Religion 32.2 39.9 27.9 100.0
Other Frequency 24 30 40 94
 % of Religion 25.5 31.9 42.6 100.0
Total Frequency 120 149 123 392
Pearson Chi-Square = 7.173, p = .028 
 
Table 4-10 Cross-tabulation of race/ethnic origin and athlete status  

Athlete status Race/ethnic origin 
Current High school Nonathlete 

Total 

White Frequency 84 91 50 225
 % of Race 37.3 40.4 22.2 100.0
Black Frequency 11 29 26 66
 % of Race 16.7 43.9 39.4 100.0
Hispanic Frequency 11 21 24 56
 % of Race 19.6 37.5 42.9 100.0
Other Frequency 12 10 20 42
 % of Race 28.6 23.8 47.6 100.0
Total Frequency 118 151 120 389
Pearson Chi-Square = 26.350, p = .000 
 

In examining the possible relationship between athlete status and sensation seeking, an 

ANOVA could not be used for the 3-group athlete status variable because it did not meet the 

assumption of homogeneity of variances (Levene statistic = 4.010, p = .019).  Thus, a t-test was 

used to examine differences in BSSS score for athletes and nonathletes using the 2-group 
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variable.  This analysis revealed a significant difference (t = -3.188, p = .002), with athletes 

reporting lower scores (indicating higher propensity for sensation seeking) than nonathletes. 

To further the exploration of the importance of athlete status, ANOVA was conducted to 

reveal possible differences in athletic identity between athletes who are currently involved in 

sport and those whose sport participation ended in high school.  Significant differences in mean 

Exclusivity and Negative Affectivity scores were found between the two groups.  An ANOVA 

could not be used to examine relationships between total AIMS score and Social Identity score 

and athlete status because these tests did not meet the assumption of homogeneity of variances 

(Levene statistic = 4.582, p = .033; Levene statistic = 14.140, p = .000, respectively).  To address 

this problem, a new variable was created by grouping AIMS scores into four groups based on 

quartiles.  This was also completed for the Social Identity variable.  ANOVA was completed 

using these new variables.  In this manner, significant differences in mean total AIMS and Social 

Identity scores between current athletes and high school athletes were revealed (mean scores and 

F-values reported in table 4-11 below). 

Table 4-11 ANOVA for AIMS by athlete status 
 Social identity  

  (mean score) 
Exclusivity  
  (mean score) 

Negative affect  
  (mean score) 

Total AIMS  
  (mean score) 

Athlete status (F) 37.439*** 21.165*** 18.095*** 33.295*** 
   Current athlete 6.46 8.33 5.60 20.39
   H.S. athlete 9.34 10.05 7.18 26.57
*** Significant at .001 level 
 

Multivariate Analyses 

 Although the bivariate analyses revealed many interesting relationships between the 

sexual behavior dependent variables (age of sexual debut and overall sexual activity) and both 

the demographic and the various independent variables, the results present such relationships as 

if they occur in a vacuum.  This does not, however, reflect the way decisions regarding sexual 
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behavior are actually made.  Therefore, multivariate regression was used to determine what 

variables most significantly affect sexual behavior in a context more reflective of actual 

conditions and relationships.  Separate regressions were run for age of sexual debut and overall 

sexual activity. 

Age of Sexual Debut 

The dependent variable for this multiple regression was age of sexual debut (Table 4-12, at 

the end of this chapter).  This regression consisted of four distinct models – (1) sociodemograhic 

variables only, (2) ecological variables only, (3) sensation seeking items only, and (4) all of these 

variables together.  A fifth reduced model was then developed to determine which of these 

independent variables were most significantly related to age of sexual debut.   This reduced 

model allowed for the analysis of the impact of only those factors that were most important to 

age of sexual debut, without the background noise created by the inclusion of nonsignificant 

variables.  Only those respondents who indicated that they had already had their sexual debut 

were included in this analysis (n = 228). 

Model 1.  The first model included the demographic variables (gender, race/ethnic origin, 

religious affiliation, and athlete status).  Current age was not included in this analysis, as it 

represented a large number of missing cases and was thought by the researcher to confound the 

age of sexual debut dependent variable.  Demographic variables with nominal data were recoded 

to create dummy code variables.  Race group variables included White, Black, Hispanic, and 

Other Race; the White group was held constant and served as a reference group.  Religious 

affiliation groups included Christian and Other Religion, with Other Religion serving as the 

reference group.  The researcher wanted to ensure that breaking up the religious affiliation 

categories into smaller, more diverse groups would not affect the results.  Thus, new variables 

were created for use in the multivariate analyses which included Jewish, Other Religion, No 
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Affiliation, Baptist, Catholic, Lutheran/Methodist, and Other Christian.  Including these 

variables into the regressions did not change the models.  At that point, it was decided to include 

only the Christian and Other Religion variables to reduce the total number of variables under 

consideration.  Lastly, athlete status groups included Current Athlete, High School Athlete, and 

Nonathlete, with Nonathlete serving as the reference group.  The model was not found to be 

significant and accounted for only about 1% of the variance in age of sexual debut (Adj. R2 = -

.014).  None of the demographic variables were found to be statistically significant.   

Model 2.  The second model included each of the six ecological variables indices (Risk 

Avoidance, Parental Closeness, Parental Monitoring, Connection to School and Others, Values, 

and Popularity), as well as the remaining two individual ecological variables items (I felt like I 

received a good education in high school; and My schoolwork was very important to me).  

Model 2 was significant (F = 6.093, p = .000) and accounted for approximately 15% of the 

variance in age of sexual debut (Adj. R2 = .154).  The following variables were found to be 

statistically significant: Risk Avoidance, Values, and I felt like I received a good education in 

high school.  All three of these variables were positively related to age of sexual debut.  As 

scores on the Risk Avoidance and Values indices increased, age of sexual debut tended to be 

higher.  Likewise, as agreement with the statement I felt like I received a good education in high 

school increased, so did age of sexual debut. 

Model 3.  The third model included the four content domains making up the BSSS.  For 

purposes of all multiple regressions reported in this chapter, BSSS items were reverse-coded so 

that higher scores corresponded to higher propensity for sensation seeking.  Model 3 was 

significant (F = 3.931, p = .004) and accounted for almost 5% of the variance in age of sexual 

debut (Adj. R2 = .047).  The only domain score found to be statistically significant was that for 
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Disinhibition.  This item was negatively related to age of sexual debut; as score on this scale 

increased, age of sexual debut tended to be younger. 

Model 4.  The fourth model included all of the variables discussed in the previous three 

models (demographic variables, ecological variables, sensation seeking variables) together.  

Model 4 was significant (F = 2.882, p = .000) and accounted for over 13% of the variance in age 

of sexual debut (Adj. R2 = .136).  The following variables were found to be statistically 

significant: Risk Avoidance, Values, and the ecological statement I felt like I received a good 

education in high school.  As in the earlier models, each of these variables was positively related 

to age of sexual debut, meaning that a higher score was reflected in a later age of sexual debut.   

Reduced Model.  While Model 4 revealed important results, it is somewhat cluttered by 

the inclusion of many nonsignificant variables.  Therefore, a reduced model containing only the 

significant variables was developed.  This was accomplished by systematically removing the 

least significant variable until a parsimonious and highly predictive model was achieved.  This 

final reduced model was significant (F = 13.603, p = .000) and accounted for approximately 14% 

of the variance in age of sexual debut (Adj. R2 = .142).  Three variables were found to be 

significant.  Risk Avoidance, Values, and the ecological statement I felt like I received a good 

education in high school were positively related to age of sexual debut; the higher the score on 

these items, the later the age of sexual debut.   

This initial multiple regression model provided an opportunity to closely examine which 

factors had the most impact on age of sexual debut and to more clearly elucidate the relationships 

among these various factors.  Although this analysis was invaluable in better understanding 

sexual debut, it represents a single act (though a highly important one) at one moment in time, 

without taking into account the myriad other activities leading up to and surrounding it.  
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Additionally, only those respondents who had already had their sexual debut could be included, 

thus excluding a significant number of people, and their sexual experiences.  Therefore, an 

additional multiple regression analysis was conducted to further examine the sexual behaviors, 

and those factors most influential to those behaviors, of all respondents in the sample, regardless 

of level of sexual activity.  

Sexual Activity 

The dependent variable for this multivariate regression was score on the sexual activity 

scale (Table 4-13, at the end of this chapter).  This regression consisted of the same four models 

– (1) sociodemograhic variables only, (2) ecological variables only, (3) sensation seeking items 

only, and (4) all of these variables together; an additional fifth reduced model was also 

developed to determine which of these factors were most significantly related to sexual activity.  

The entire study sample was included in this analysis (n = 382).   

Model 1.  The first model included the same demographic variables, with the addition of 

age.  Dummy codes for the demographic variables of race, religious affiliation, and athlete status 

were included in the same manner as detailed above for the age of sexual debut regression.  

Model 1 was significant (F = 2.185, p = .028) and accounted for about 2% of the variance in 

sexual activity score (Adj. R2 = .024).  The only variable that was found to be statistically 

significant was gender.  Males were likely to have a higher sexual activity score than females on 

the sexual activity scale. 

Model 2.  The second model included each of the six ecological variables indices, as well 

as the remaining two individual ecological variables items.  Model 2 was significant (F = 16.375, 

p = .000) and accounted for almost 24% of the variance in sexual activity score (Adj. R2 = .239).  

The following variables were found to be statistically significant: Risk Avoidance, Parental 

Monitoring, Connection to School and Others, and Values.  Parental Monitoring, Risk 
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Avoidance, and Values were negatively related to sexual activity; as scores on these indices went 

up, the sexual activity score went down.  Connection to School and Others, however, was 

positively related to sexual activity; as scores on this index went up, so did sexual activity score. 

Model 3.  The third model included the four content domains making up the BSSS.  Model 

3 was significant (F = 20.564, p = .000) and accounted for approximately 16% of the variance in 

sexual activity score (Adj. R2 = .163).  Two variables were found to be statistically significant.  

Boredom Susceptibility was negatively related to sexual activity; as scores on this scale 

increased, sexual activity score decreased.  Disinhibition was positively related to sexual activity; 

as scores on this scale increased, sexual activity score also increased. 

Model 4.  The fourth model provided a comprehensive analysis including all of the 

variables discussed in the previous three models (demographic variables, ecological variables, 

sensation seeking variables) together.  Model 4 was significant (F = 8.218, p = .000) and 

accounted for approximately 27% of the variance in sexual activity score (Adj. R2 = .274).  The 

following variables were found to be statistically significant: Risk Avoidance, Parental 

Monitoring, Connection to School and Others, Values, and the sensation seeking domains 

Boredom Susceptibility and Disinhibition.  As in the earlier models, Risk Avoidance, Parental 

Monitoring, and Values, as well as Boredom Susceptibility, were positively related to sexual 

activity, while Connection to School and Others and Disinhibition were negatively related to 

sexual activity. 

Reduced Model.  To more easily identity which factors were most important to overall 

sexual activity, a reduced model containing only the significant variables was developed in the 

same manner as the age of sexual debut regression.  This final reduced model was significant (F 

= 22.317, p = .000) and accounted for just over 28% of the variance in sexual activity score (Adj. 
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R2 = .281).  Six variables were found to be statistically significant.  Connection to School and 

Others and the sensation seeking domain Disinhibition were positively related to sexual activity; 

the higher the score on these items, the higher the sexual activity score.  Risk Avoidance, 

Parental Monitoring, and Values were negatively related to sexual activity; the higher the score 

on these items, the lower the sexual activity score.  Additionally, current athlete status was 

negatively related to sexual activity; current athletes reported lower sexual activity scores than 

nonathletes. 

In considering the results of these multiple regressions, the researcher was concerned that 

the high proportion of females in the sample might confound the analysis.  Therefore, separate 

reduced models were examined for males and females for both age of sexual debut and sexual 

activity to determine if they differed in any significant way from each other or from the study 

sample as a whole.  The findings from the female-only model basically mirrored those of the full 

sample model, suggesting no important differences.  This also seemed to be true for males, 

despite the limited statistical power of the male-only models due to the low number of male 

cases.  For both males and females, very similar patterns corresponding to that of the full sample 

model were revealed, supporting the use of the original model.  It was determined through these 

analyses that gender was not a problem and that the original model could serve as a sufficient 

representation of all individuals in the full study sample. 

Athlete Status 

Because Current athlete status was statistically significant in the reduced model, with 

current athletes reporting generally lower sexual activity scores than nonathletes, the researcher 

conducted additional multiple regression analyses to further explore the unique influences on the 

sexual behaviors of athletes and nonathletes (Table 4-14, at the end of this chapter).  Four 

separate reduced models were completed.  The first model (Sample) is the reduced sexual 
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activity model from the above analysis, conducted with the entire sample.  This is reported again 

and included in the table to serve as a comparison for the other models.  The second model 

(Nonathletes) is a reduced model including all demographic, ecological, and sensation seeking 

variables conducted with only the nonathletes.  The third model (Athletes) is a reduced model 

including all demographic, ecological, and sensation seeking variables conducted with only the 

athletes.  For these multiple regression analyses, the researcher included all athletes, whether or 

not they were currently active in sport.  The fourth model (Athletes+) is a reduced model 

including all demographic, ecological, and sensation seeking variables, along with the sport 

participation variables (contact vs. noncontact sport; team vs. individual sport; intensity; AIMS 

Social Identity; AIMS Exclusivity; AIMS Negative Affectivity; and the additional AIMS 

statement added by the researcher, I was part of the most popular group at school).   

Nonathletes.  The second model, including only nonathletes (n = 112), was significant (F 

= 9.685, p = .000) and accounted for almost 24% of the variance in sexual activity score (Adj. R2 

= .237).  Four variables were found to be statistically significant.  Risk Avoidance and Parental 

Monitoring were negatively related to sexual activity; as scores on these items increased, sexual 

activity score decreased.  Connection to School and Others and the sensation seeking domain 

Experience Seeking were positively related to sexual activity; as scores on these items increased, 

so did sexual activity score. 

Athletes.  The third model, including only athletes (n = 276), was significant (F = 24.915, 

p = .000) and accounted for approximately 30% of the variance in sexual activity score (Adj. R2 

= .302).  Five variables were found to be statistically significant.  Risk Avoidance and Values 

were negatively related to sexual activity; those reporting higher scores on these items reported 

lower sexual activity scores.  Connection to School and Others and sensation seeking domain 
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Disinhibition were positively related to sexual activity; those reporting higher scores on these 

items also reported higher sexual activity scores.  Age was also positively related to sexual 

activity, with older respondents reporting higher sexual activity scores. 

Athletes+.  The fourth model, again including only athletes (n = 276), added sport 

participation variables not included in the other multiple regressions.  For purposes of this 

multiple regression, AIMS items were reverse-coded so that higher scores indicated higher levels 

of agreement and, thus, higher identification as an athlete.  Additionally, the Collision and 

Contact groups for the level of contact variable were collapsed, and just two groups, Contact and 

Noncontact, were used for this analysis.  Sport participation variables with nominal data were 

recoded to create dummy code variables.  Contact group variables included Contact and 

Noncontact; the Noncontact group was held constant and served as a reference group.  Team vs. 

individual sport variables included Team and Individual, with Individual serving as the reference 

group.  The final model was significant (F = 20.947, p = .000) and accounted for approximately 

36% of the variance in sexual activity score (Adj. R2 = .366).  Eight variables were found to be 

statistically significant.  Age was again positively related to sexual activity; older respondents 

reported higher sexual activity scores.  The sensation seeking domain Disinhibition and the 

AIMS statement I was part of the most popular group at school were positively associated with 

sexual activity; as scores on these items increased, so did sexual activity score.   Risk Avoidance, 

Values, and AIMS Social Identity were negatively associated with sexual activity; as scores on 

these times increased, sexual activity score decreased.  Additionally, contact sport and team sport 

were negatively associated with sexual activity.  Contact sport players reported generally lower 

sexual activity scores than noncontact sport players, while team sport participants reported 

generally lower sexual activity scores than individual sport participants. 
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Summary 

The various analyses presented in this chapter have helped to explore and bring to light the 

many relationships between demographic variables, athletic participation, ecological variables, 

and sensation seeking, and both overall sexual activity and age of sexual debut.  Particularly 

intriguing findings were revealed regarding the importance of gender, propensity for sensation 

seeking, and many of the ecological variables.  Sexual behaviors, examined through the 

consideration of both age of sexual debut and overall sexual activity, was shown to be influenced 

by many different factors, with some unexpected relationships.  The following chapter will 

discuss how these results reflect on the research questions, as well as the implications the 

findings of this study have for practice, policy, and future research. 
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Table 4-12 Comparison of four multivariate models on age of sexual debut 
Standardized regression coefficients 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Reduced 
Demographic variables      
   Gender (males = 1, females = 0) .033   -.104  
   Race/ethnic origin      
      Black -.045   -.097  
      Hispanic -.035   .025  
      Other race/ethnic origin -.025   -.025  
   Religious affiliation      
      Christian .128   -.098  
   Athlete status      
      Current athlete -.014   -.005  
      High school athlete .010   .058  
Ecological variables      
   Risk avoidance  .196**  .156* .183* 
   Parental closeness  -.026  -.104  
   Parental monitoring  .005  .014  
   Connection to school and others  -.130  -.081  
   Values  .303***  .328*** .250*** 
   Popularity  -.056  -.020  
   Received good education  .212**  .173* .140* 
   Schoolwork important  -.024  .017  
Sensation seeking      
   Experience seeking   -.073 -.095  
   Boredom susceptibility   .118 .081  
   Thrill and adventure seeking   -.095 -.081  
   Disinhibition   -.187* -.049  
R² adjusted -.014 .154*** .047** .136*** .142*** 
Cases 218 224 240 228 228 

* Significant at .05 level 
** Significant at .01 level 
***Significant at .001 level 
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Table 4-13 Comparison of four multivariate models on sexual activity 
Standardized regression coefficients 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Reduced 
Demographic variables      
   Age -.021   .048  
   Gender (males = 1, females = 0) -.142*   -.011  
   Race/ethnic origin      
      Black -.059   -.031  
      Hispanic .017   .007  
      Other race/ethnic origin -.036   -.007  
   Religious affiliation      
      Christian -.095   .028  
   Athlete status      
      Current athlete .001   -.069 -.092* 
      High school athlete .116   .017  
Ecological variables      
   Risk avoidance  -.324***  -.243*** -.245*** 
   Parental closeness  -.037  -.041  
   Parental monitoring  -.122*  -.126* -.138** 
   Connection to school and others  .172***  .172*** .152*** 
   Values  -.188***  -.150** -.118* 
   Popularity  .062  .017  
   Received good education  -.059  -.076  
   Schoolwork important  .040  .062  
Sensation seeking      
   Experience seeking   .088 .069  
   Boredom susceptibility    -.135* -.105*  
   Thrill and adventure seeking   -.072 -.085  
   Disinhibition   .447*** .281*** .268*** 
R² adjusted .024* .239*** .163*** .274*** .281*** 
Cases 384 391 403 382 382 

* Significant at .05 level 
** Significant at .01 level 
***Significant at .001 level 
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Table 4-14 Comparison of reduced multivariate models on sexual activity  
Standardized regression coefficients 

 Sample Nonathletes Athletes Athletes+ 
Demographic variables     
   Age   .167*** .157*** 
   Gender (males = 1, females = 0)     
   Race/ethnic origin     
      Black     
      Hispanic     
      Other race/ethnic origin     
   Religious affiliation     
      Christian     
   Athlete status     
      Current athlete -.092*    
      High school athlete     
Ecological variables     
   Risk avoidance -.245*** -.266* -.290*** -.224*** 
   Parental closeness     
   Parental monitoring -.138** -.260*   
   Connection to school and others .152*** .183* .116*  
   Values -.118*  -.204*** -.201*** 
   Popularity     
   Received good education     
   Schoolwork important     
Sensation seeking     
   Experience seeking  .188*   
   Boredom susceptibility     
   Thrill and adventure seeking     
   Disinhibition .268***  .239*** .261*** 
Athletic participation     
   Contact     -.132* 
   Team/individual     -.135* 
   Intensity     
   AIMS social identity    -.121* 
   AIMS exclusivity     
   AIMS negative affectivity     
   Popular group    .265*** 
R² adjusted .281*** .237*** .302*** .366*** 
Cases 382        112 276 276 

* Significant at .05 level 
** Significant at .01 level 
***Significant at .001 level 
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CHAPTER 5 
DISCUSSION 

Adolescence, the tumultuous period between childhood and adulthood, can be a 

challenging and frightening time even under the best circumstances.  It is a time filled with new 

experiences and newfound freedoms, and with these come the opportunity to make some very 

new, very adult decisions.  One of these major decisions is the choice of if and when to have sex 

for the first time.  Numerous factors have been shown to influence adolescent sexual debut, 

including perceived goals (Michels, Kropp, Eyre, & Halpern-Felsher, 2005), peer affiliation 

(Smith and Guthrie, 2005), and involvement in structured time-use activities, such as sport 

(Mancini & Huebner, 2004).   

The purpose of this study was to explore the effects of athletic participation on adolescent 

sexual debut.  Sexual behavior, as measured by age of sexual debut and overall sexual activity, 

was examined in an ecological context to look for relationships with sport participation factors, 

ecological variables, and sensation seeking domains. This chapter presents a review and 

discussion of the research questions, and offers an interpretation of the results of this study as 

they relate to the theoretical framework.  Contributions to the literature are then discussed, 

followed by implications for future research, youth practitioners, and public policy. 

Research Questions 

The following research questions were stated in the operational null hypothesis form and 

were analyzed using t-tests, ANOVA, and multiple regression analyses. 

The first set of research questions (RQ 1, RQ 1.1, and RQ 1.2) concerned the effect of 

variables related to athlete status on age of sexual debut. 

Research Question 1: Does being an athlete affect timing of sexual debut? 

Null Hypothesis: Being an athlete does not affect timing of sexual debut. 
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There were no significant differences in age of sexual debut by athlete status group.  In 

addition, athlete status was not significant in any of the multiple regression models for age of 

sexual debut.  This null hypothesis was not rejected.  This finding is surprising, given that prior 

studies have found significant relationships between athlete status and sexual behavior (e.g., 

Miller, Sabo, Farrell, Barnes, & Melnick, 1998; Savage & Holcomb, 1999; Smith & Caldwell, 

1994).  The contradictory findings of this study may be due to the specific measure of sexual 

behavior utilized (age of sexual debut).  Previous studies have instead examined measures such 

as occurrence of sexual debut, pregnancy, contraceptive use, number of partners, and incidence 

of STI contraction.  Additionally, previous studies exploring sexual debut have sampled 

primarily high school students; conclusions reached through this study may differ as a result of 

the sample of college students.    

Research Question 1.1: Does intensity of sport participation affect timing of sexual debut?  

Null Hypothesis: Intensity of sport participation does not affect timing of sexual debut. 

There were no differences in age of sexual debut by intensity of sport participation (hours 

per week spent participating in sport).  This null hypothesis was not rejected. 

Research Question 1.2:  Does level of athletic identity affect timing of sexual debut? 

Null Hypothesis: Level of athletic identity does not affect timing of sexual debut. 

There were no significant differences in age of sexual debut by score on the Athletic 

Identity Measurement Scale (AIMS) or by score on the three AIMS domain scales (Social 

Identity, Exclusivity, and Negative Affectivity).  This null hypothesis was not rejected. 

The second set of research questions (RQ 2, RQ 2.1, and RQ 2.2) explored the effect of 

variables related to sport type on age of sexual debut. 

Research Question 2: Does type of sport affect timing of sexual debut? 
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Null Hypothesis: Type of sport does not affect timing of sexual debut. 

There were no differences in age of sexual debut by type of sport.  This null hypothesis 

was not rejected. 

Research Question 2.1: Does level of contact affect timing of sexual debut? 

Null Hypothesis: Level of contact does not affect timing of sexual debut. 

There were no differences in age of sexual debut among respondents participating in 

Collision, Contact, and Noncontact sports.  This null hypothesis was not rejected. 

Research Question 2.2: Does team vs. individual sport affect timing of sexual debut? 

Null Hypothesis: Team vs. individual sport does not affect timing of sexual debut. 

There were no differences in age of sexual debut between participants of team and 

individual sports.  This null hypothesis was not rejected. 

The third set of research questions (RQ 3 and RQ 3.1) explored the effect of ecological 

variables on age of sexual debut. 

Research Question 3: Do ecological variables affect timing of sexual debut? 

Null Hypothesis: Ecological variables do not affect timing of sexual debut. 

To answer this question, ANOVA was conducted to look for relationships between age of 

sexual debut and scores on the six ecological variables indices (Risk Avoidance, Parental 

Closeness, Parental Monitoring, Connection to School and Others, Values, and Popularity).  

Significant differences in sexual debut were found by scores on both the Risk Avoidance and 

Values indices.  For both of these variables, lower scores corresponded with younger ages of 

sexual debut.  Additional ANOVA was conducted to examine possible relationships between age 

of sexual debut and the two remaining ecological variables items (My schoolwork was very 

important to me, and I felt like I received a good education in high school).  A significant 
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difference was found for the second item, with participants who indicated that they strongly 

agreed with this statement reporting an older age of sexual debut than participants who indicated 

that they felt neutral about this statement.   

The multiple regression models corroborate the results of the bivariate analyses.  Model 2, 

which included each of the ecological variables indices and both of the individual statements, 

accounted for just over 15% of the variance in age of sexual debut.  Furthermore, all three of the 

ecological variables significantly related to age of sexual debut using ANOVA were significant 

in both Model 2 and Model 4, in which all demographic, ecological, and sensation seeking items 

were included.  Lastly, these three ecological variables remained significant in the reduced 

regression model for age of sexual debut.  This null hypothesis was rejected. 

The specific relationships found in this study between the ecological variables and age of 

sexual debut were not altogether unexpected, as support for each has been demonstrated through 

prior research.  The finding that personal avoidance of using cigarettes, alcohol, or marijuana is 

related to age of sexual debut is in agreement with previous research linking substance use and 

sexual behavior, including age of sexual debut (e.g, Lowry, Holtzman, Truman, Kann, Collins, & 

Kolbe, 1994; Tapert, Aarons, Sedlar, & Brown, 2001).  The current study found that respondents 

who felt their parents would have strongly disapproved of them having sex while in high school 

reported later ages of sexual debut; this finding is consistent with that of Small and Luster 

(1994), who reported that negative parental values toward sex were associated with a lower 

chance of experiencing sexual debut in high school.   

Personal religiosity, demonstrated by statements concerning the importance of religion in 

an individual’s life and the regularity of attending religious services, was found to be 

significantly related to age of sexual debut.  Similarly, regular church attendance (Crockett, 



 

79 

Bingham, Chopak, & Vicary, 1996) and strong religious values (Langer, Warheit, & McDonald, 

2001) have been found to be protective factors against both initiation of sexual activity and risky 

sexual behaviors.  Furthermore, the results of this study suggest that having positive feelings 

toward one’s education is also a protective factor, a finding that corroborates the results of 

several previous studies.  For example, Mancini and Huebner (2004) found that positive school 

attachment was related to less overall risk-taking behavior, including the initiation of sexual 

intercourse. 

Research Question 3.1: Does propensity for sensation seeking affect timing of sexual 

debut? 

Null Hypothesis: Propensity for sensation seeking does not affect timing of sexual debut. 

ANOVA was conducted to determine whether a relationship existed between score on the 

Brief Sensation Seeking Scale (BSSS) and age of sexual debut.  No significant results were 

found.  The third multiple regression model for sexual debut, including each of the sensation 

seeking domains, however, accounted for almost 5% of the variance in age of sexual debut, 

suggesting that some relationship between sensation seeking and age of sexual debut does exists.  

This null hypothesis was rejected.  This finding corroborates those of prior studies relating 

sexual behavior and propensity for sensation seeking (e.g., Donohew, Zimmerman, Cupp, 

Novak, Colon, & Abell, 2000; Hoyle, Fejfar, & Miller, 2000).  It is interesting to note that 

sensation seeking has not before been linked specifically to age of sexual debut; previous studies 

have instead tended to focus on risky sexual activities, such as inconsistent condom use and 

having multiple sexual partners.   

The fourth, and final, set of research questions (RQ 4 and RQ 4.1) examined differences in 

ecological variables among athlete status groups. 
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Research Question 4: Do ecological variables differ between athletes and nonathletes? 

Null Hypothesis: Ecological variables do not differ between athletes and nonathletes. 

Relationships between athlete status and each of the six ecological variables indices, as 

well as the two remaining individual items, were explored using ANOVA.  Significant 

differences among athlete status groups were found in mean Connection to School and Others 

scores, with current athletes reporting the highest mean score and nonathletes reporting the 

lowest mean score.  This null hypothesis was rejected.  Although the particular measure of 

Connection to School and Others has not previously been linked to athlete status, this finding is 

consistent with related studies.  Egloff and Gruhn (1996) found that athletes demonstrated higher 

levels of extraversion than nonathletes.  Additionally, outstanding athletes, defined as athletes 

spending eleven or more hours per week involved in sport, were more extraverted than lower-

level athletes.  A recent study also found that athletes’ social motivation helped to explain 

adolescents’ interest in joining a sport team (Allen, 2003), suggesting that athletes might be more 

outgoing and socially motivated than their nonathlete peers.    

Research Question 4.1: Does propensity for sensation seeking differ between athletes and  

   nonathletes? 

Null Hypothesis: Propensity for sensation seeking does not differ between athletes and  

   nonathletes.   

A t-test conducted to examine the proposed relationship between propensity for sensation 

seeking and age of sexual debut revealed significant differences between athletes and 

nonathletes.  The mean total BSSS score was lower for athletes than for nonathletes, suggesting 

that athletes have a higher propensity for sensation seeking.  This null hypothesis was rejected.  

The conclusion that athletes, as a group, are higher sensation seekers is consistent with that of 
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numerous previous studies (e.g., Hartman & Rawson, 1992; O’Sullivan, Zuckerman, & Kraft, 

1998; Schroth, 1995). 

Sexual Activity 

The purpose of this study was to examine the effects of athletic participation on adolescent 

sexual debut.  Thus, most of the research questions (Research Questions 1-3, along with the 

corresponding subquestions) propose relationships between independent variables and age of 

sexual debut.  In reviewing the literature regarding adolescent sexual behavior, however, it 

became apparent that though age of sexual debut is an extremely important and interesting area 

of study, it is not the only consideration.  To really attempt to understand the sexual decision 

making of adolescents and emerging adults, and the factors that most heavily influence them in 

making these choices, overall sexual experience must also be examined.   

Moreover, although age of debut and sexual activity are both part of an individual’s overall 

sexual experience, they are not necessarily directly related; an individual who delayed sexual 

debut until college and then became very sexually active would receive a high score.  Likewise, 

someone who had sex for the first time in early adolescence and regretted that decision might 

choose to abstain from sexual activity in later years and, thus, receive a low sexual activity score.  

Further, the average age of sexual debut for this sample was 17 years old; this suggests that 

adolescents are facing the decision of whether or not to have sex in adolescence.  Thus, the items 

relating to factors relating to the high school context were likely a stronger influence on age of 

sexual debut than they might be on total sexual activity.  To further explore these possibly 

different effects, each of the proposed relationships related to age of sexual debut was also 

explored in relation to sexual activity, as measured by score on the sexual activity scale.   
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Athletic Participation 

The primary focus of this study was the hypothesized relationship between athletic 

participation and sexual behavior.  To explore this relationship, ANOVA was used to see if 

reported sexual activity differed by athlete status.  No significant differences were found   

Next, ANOVA and t-tests were conducted to look for differences in sexual activity by 

intensity of sport participation, level of athletic identity, type of sport, level of contact, and team 

vs. individual sport variables.  No significant differences were found.  The findings from these 

bivariate analyses might suggest that the proposed relationships between athletic participation 

factors and sexual behavior did not exist.  The multivariate analyses, however, provide evidence 

that athletic participation may have a role in an individual’s overall level of sexual activity.  

Several of the sport participation variables were found to be significant in the reduced multiple 

regression model conducted only for athletes and including all demographic, ecological, 

sensation seeking, and athletic participation variables.  The previous model, not including 

athletic participation variables, explained approximately 30% of the variance in sexual activity.  

Adding intensity, level of contact, team vs. individual sport, and athletic identity to the analysis 

increased the model’s explanatory power to almost 37%.  In this final reduced model, contact 

sport, team sport, and AIMS Social Identity were found to be significantly and negatively related 

to sexual activity, while the statement I was part of the most popular group at school was 

positively related to sexual activity.  These varied findings suggest that the link between being an 

athlete and sexual behavior may not be as direct or as simple as suggested in prior studies.  

Instead, it may be some particular aspect(s) of the sport participation experience that mediate this 

relationship.  The importance of mediating factors has been suggested in previous research 

(Dodge & Jaccard, 2002; Lehman & Koerner, 2004).    
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Ecological Variables 

To test the relationship between ecological variables and sexual activity, ANOVA was 

conducted to examine differences in sexual activity score by each of the six ecological variables 

indices and the two individual ecological variables statements.  Significant differences were 

found for Risk Avoidance, Values, and Parental Monitoring, with higher scores on each of these 

indices corresponding with lower sexual activity scores.  The importance of these variables was 

further established by the multiple regression analyses.  The second sexual activity model, which 

included only the ecological variables, accounted for almost 24% of the variance in sexual 

activity score, suggesting a clear link between factors in an individual’s social ecology and 

his/her sexual activity.  Furthermore, in the reduced model, four ecological variables (Risk 

Avoidance, Parental Monitoring, Values, and Connection to School and Others) were found to be 

significant.   

As was the case for age of sexual debut, higher scores on the Risk Avoidance and Values 

indices were found to be protective factors.  It is interesting that these ecological variables were 

also found to be significant for overall sexual activity, as these two measures of sexual 

experience are very different.  This is especially important to note for the Risk Avoidance index.  

The sample used for the sexual activity analyses differs from that used in the age of sexual debut 

analyses in that all respondents are included, even those who have not yet had sexual intercourse.  

The significant relationships between Risk Avoidance and each of these dependent variables is 

consistent with the findings of studies linking substance use to risky sexual behaviors, including 

those that do not involve intercourse (e.g., Brook, Adams, Balka, Whiteman, Zhang, & 

Sugerman, 2004; Schuster, Bell, & Kanouse, 1996).  Similar to the findings of this study, higher 

levels of parental monitoring have previously been found to be associated with decreased sexual 

risk behavior in adolescence (Rodgers, 1999).   
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The positive relationship between Connection to School and Others and sexual activity is 

surprising, given the numerous studies showing that the many factors associated with school and 

community connection are related to a decrease in sexual risk.  Douglas (2002) found that 

attachment to school and involvement in school programs, including programs that both did and 

did not involve a sexual education curriculum, decreased adolescent sexual behavior.  In another 

recent study (Tayler-Seehafer, 2000), family and school connection, as well as the presence of 

caring adults, were found to be protective factors against risky sexual behavior for adolescent 

girls.  Contrary to the findings of this study, Small and Luster (1994) found that neighborhood 

monitoring was associated with decreased chances of being sexually experienced.  Further, 

Mancini and Huebner (2004) found that participation in structured time-use activities (such as 

sport or other extracurricular activities) was associated with less risk-taking behavior.  Perhaps 

the number and diversity of the items included in this index –school involvement, neighborhood 

monitoring, presence of caring adult, having friends at school, and enjoying going to high school 

– contributed to the unexpected results.  Additionally, Miller, Lynam, Zimmerman, Logan, 

Leukefeld, and Clayton (2004) found that the extraversion personality characteristic was 

associated with increased sexual risk taking.  Adolescents who are involved in their high school 

and connected to those around them might be more extraverted than their peers. 

Sensation Seeking 

An ANOVA used to examine the effect of propensity for sensation seeking on sexual 

activity found significant differences in sexual activity score by BSSS score.  Those respondents 

who scored lower on the BSSS reported higher sexual activity scores, suggesting that higher 

propensity for sensation seeking was related to increased sexual activity.  This relationship was 

also found in the multiple regression models.  The third model, including only the four sensation 

seeking domains, accounted for over 16% of the variance in sexual activity score, suggesting that 
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propensity for sensation seeking is an important factor in sexual decision making.  In this model, 

the sensation seeking domains Boredom Susceptibility and Disinhibition were significantly 

related to sexual activity.  As expected, as score on the Disinhibition subscale increased, so did 

sexual activity score.  Previous studies have also found a link between the concept of 

disinhibition and sexual behavior (Arnett, 1990; Bancroft, Janssen, Carnes, Goodrich, Strong, & 

Long, 2004; Bogaert & Fisher, 1995).  In the reduced sexual activity model, Disinhibition was 

again found to be significantly and positively related to sexual activity. 

Interestingly, Boredom Susceptibility was negatively related to sexual activity, with higher 

scores corresponding to lower sexual activity scores.  This domain of sensation seeking reflects 

dissatisfaction with repetitive activities or routines, and has not been tied to sexual behavior.  

Perhaps this finding of in the current study is reflective of the measure used.  The sexual activity 

score was designed to measure overall sexual activity, but does not take into account factors such 

as number of partners or context (casual or romantic).  Perhaps respondents scoring exhibiting 

lower Boredom Susceptibility scores are more likely to be fulfilled and comfortable in a long-

term relationship; this relationship thus provides opportunity for frequent sexual activity.  Many 

responses to the open-ended question speak to the influence of being in a long-term relationship: 

“I had sex because I felt I was ready.  I was comfortable with my partner and didn’t think it 

would harm our relationship.  In fact, it enhanced it, we grew even closer.  We had been together 

for awhile, and we still are.  I think physical intimacy plays a large part in one’s satisfaction 

with one’s partner, and it’s  fun recreation if one is safe and responsible, so I decided to try it.”   

Ecological Model of Sexual Debut 

The theoretical framework utilized in this study was the ecological model developed by 

Small and Luster (1994).  This model proposes that various factors at the individual, familial, 

and extrafamilial levels work together to influence an adolescent’s decision to become sexually 
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active.  This study examined variables at each of these levels that were identified in the literature 

as having an impact on adolescent sexual behavior.  The efficacy of this model was supported by 

the findings of this study, as significant relationships between both age of sexual debut and 

overall sexual activity and factors at all three ecological levels were revealed.  Specific 

relationships are discussed below. 

 In addition to the support provided by the bivariate and multivariate analyses described 

thus far, this model is further corroborated by participant responses to the open-ended question. 

Participants were asked to write their answer to an item asking what influenced their decision to 

have sex or to delay sex.  The responses were numerous and varied, and existed at all three 

ecological levels.  Selected responses are included in the following discussion to enhance the 

interpretation of the results of this study within the framework of the ecological model.  

Additionally, representative responses, grouped by theme, can be found in Appendix E. 

Individual Level 

Numerous factors at the individual level were found to influence age of sexual debut and 

overall sexual activity.  For example, several important differences were found between male 

and female respondents.  Although gender did not appear to affect age of sexual debut, 

significant differences were found between males and females in sexual activity scores.  

Specifically, males reported higher scores, suggesting that they were overall more sexually 

active.  This finding corroborates prior studies showing males report more sexual activity than 

their female peers (Halpern, Hallfors, Bauer, Iritani, Waller, & Hyunson, 2004; Miller, Farrell, 

Barnes, Melnick,& Sabo, 2005). 

The results of this study also suggest that the social ecologies, as measured by the 

ecological variables included in analysis, of males and females are experienced differently.  

These differences, described below, may help to explain the differing levels of sexual activity 
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between the genders; this possibility is consistent with the results of two recent studies (Little & 

Rankin, 2001; Meschke, Zweig, Barber, & Eccles, 2000) concluding that males and females are 

affected by different risk and protective factors.  Females reported higher mean scores on the 

Risk Avoidance, Parental Monitoring, and Values indices, revealing several important findings.  

Both Risk Avoidance and Values were found to affect age of sexual debut, and all three of these 

ecological variables were significantly related to overall sexual activity.  Generally, decreased 

sexual activity and older ages of sexual debut were associated with greater identification with 

each of these variables.  The lower sexual activity scores reported by females may be influenced 

by their greater agreement with the items within these indices.  Further, females reported higher 

levels of agreement with the statement My schoolwork was very important to me.  This 

statement represents a strong attachment to school and a commitment to achievement, both of 

which are likely to decrease sexual risk taking.  Differing responses to this item may also 

contribute to the lower sexual activity scores of females.   

Males, on the other hand, tended to receive higher scores on the Popularity index.  In the 

analyses conducted for the entire sample, popularity was not significantly related to either age of 

sexual debut or to overall sexual activity.   In the athlete population, however, considering 

oneself to be part of the most popular group was related to increased sexual activity, suggesting 

that this factor is important to consider.  Males who are actively seeking to enhance their 

popularity may increase their sexual activity as one means to do so.  Further, males who actually 

are viewed as being more popular probably have greater opportunity to engage in sexual 

behaviors and, thus, may report higher sexual activity scores than their less popular peers.  

Additionally, Meschke, Zwieg, Barber, and Eccles (2000) found that sexually experienced 

adolescents valued popularity more than their sexually inexperienced peers.  Lastly, propensity 
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for sensation seeking was higher for males than for females.  This variable, too, was related to 

sexual activity; higher propensity for sensation seeking corresponded with increased sexual 

activity.  The higher sexual activity scores of males, therefore, may be partially due to their 

greater propensity for sensation seeking.  

The many differences found between males and females in this study are consistent with 

the findings of previous research.  For example, although parental monitoring is protective for 

both males and females, studies show that parents tend to monitor girls more than boys and that 

this distinction may result in differential outcomes, including adolescent adjustment and problem 

behaviors (Jacobsen & Crockett, 2000; Richards, Miller, O’Donnell, Wasserman, & Colder, 

2004).  There is also some evidence to suggest that parents have different expectations of their 

daughters and sons regarding sexual activity (Moore & Rosenthal, 1991).  Females, both adults 

and adolescents, have consistently been found to report higher levels of religiosity (Maselko & 

Kubzansky, 2006; Smith, Denton, Faris, & Regnerus, 2002).  Furthermore, religiosity has been 

found to affect the sexual behavior of female adolescents much more than that of male 

adolescents (Rostosky, Wilcox, Comer-Wright, & Randall, 2004).  The higher scores received by 

female respondents on the Risk Avoidance index also corroborates prior research.  Adolescent 

males are more likely than adolescent females to report substance use (Young, 2002).  A recent 

study also suggests that the risk and protective factors affecting adolescent substance use are 

different for males and females (Husler & Plaucherel, 2006).  Finally, males have consistently 

been classified as higher sensation seekers than females (Arnold, Fletcher, & Farrow, 2002; Ball, 

Farnill, & Wangeman, 1984; Scourfield, Stevens, & Merikangas, 1996). 

One concept that has been suggested in the literature to account for some of the distinction 

between males and females is gender role socialization.  This is the “… process whereby 
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children acquire and internalize the values, attitudes, and behaviors associated with femininity, 

masculinity, or both” (O’Neil, 1995, p. 203), and is affected by parents, teachers, peers, media, 

and society at large.  The internalization of these cultural gender norms may affect the behavior 

of adolescents and emerging adults, as well as that of their parents.  Identification with gender 

role stereotypes have been found to have a negative affect on adolescents’ binge eating and 

problem drinking behaviors (Williams & Ricciardelli, 2003), aggression (Crothers, Field, & 

Kolbert, 2005), and anxiety (Palapattu, Kingery, & Ginsburg, 2006).  Perhaps the higher levels 

of parental monitoring and stricter values toward sex expressed for adolescent daughters is 

reflective of the respective roles that males and females are expected to play.  Females are not 

traditionally supposed to desire sexual experiences and, thus, have to be protected; males, 

however, must be allowed some outlet for their independence, and particularly for their sexual 

needs.  Several studies have documented the effects of gender role issues on sexual behavior, 

including safer sexual behavior (Buysse & Van Oost, 1997) and consent to unwanted sexual 

activity (Walker, 1997).  Additionally, Lamb (1997) argues for the inclusion of moral education, 

including a discussion about gender roles, in sexual education programs. 

Contrary to the findings of previous studies (Miller, Farrell, Barnes, Melnick, & Sabo, 

2005; Perkins, Luster, Villarruel, & Small, 1998; Upchurch, Levy-Storms, Sucoff, & 

Aneshensel, 1998), race did not seem to affect sexual behavior, as neither the bivariate nor the 

multivariate analyses revealed any significant differences in age of sexual debut or sexual 

activity by race group.  Results from this study, however, do suggest that athletes of different 

racial backgrounds experience their athlete status differently.  Specifically, scores on the total 

AIMS, Social Identity, and Negative Affectivity scales differed significantly by race group, with 

White respondents and Black respondents showing the largest distinction.  For all three of the 
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scales, White athletes reported the lowest scores and Black athletes reported the highest scores, 

with scores from the Hispanic and Other athletes in between.  This suggests that White athletes 

identify more strongly with their athlete status.  Furthermore, White athletes, more than athletes 

in other race groups, seemed to feel a stronger social identification as an athlete, identifying with 

the statements I considered myself an athlete; I had many goals related to sport; and Most of my 

friends were athletes.  This strong athletic social identity was found in the multiple regression 

analysis to be related to lower sexual activity scores.  Finally, White athletes report greater 

negative feelings when faced with sport-related challenges such as a poor performance or a 

serious injury.  These findings are consistent with previous research suggesting distinctions 

among athletes of different races (Elling & Knoppers, 2005; Miller, Melnick, & Barnes, 2005). 

This study found that individuals who avoided substance use delayed sexual debut longer 

than individuals who did not.  Choosing not to smoke, drink, or use drugs might reflect an 

overall commitment to a healthy and responsible lifestyle and a desire to not participate in risky 

behaviors, which might lead an adolescent to choose not to have sex.  Further, the use of alcohol 

impairs judgment, and can lead people to make riskier choices regarding sexual activity, 

including sexual debut.  For example, one male respondent describes the circumstances 

surrounding his sexual debut: “I was drunk and determined to lose my virginity and this girl was 

all over me and one thing led to another.”  Another respondent, a female, clearly acknowledges 

the influence of alcohol in her sexual debut: “The first time [I had sex] I was intoxicated with an 

older guy.”  Adolescents who make a point to avoid using alcohol eliminate their susceptibility 

to this type of risky sexual choice.   

Substance use was also found to be an important influence on overall sexual behavior.  

Responses to the open-ended question suggest a clear relationship between alcohol use and total 
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sexual activity: “Unfortunately, most of my decisions to have sex in college have been friends of 

mine while under the influence of alcohol.”  This association might be even stronger than that for 

age of sexual debut, due to the spectrum of activities included in the sexual activity scale.  While 

having sex for the first time under the influence of alcohol might be a major life event, perhaps 

kissing someone while intoxicated would not be quite as significant a choice.   

The finding that respondents who report higher agreement with statements reflecting 

religiosity have their sexual debut at a later age is not wholly unexpected.  Although not all 

studies examining religiosity and sexual behavior have found this directional association, it is 

often cited as a protective factor for adolescents.  Many respondents used the open-ended 

question to discuss their religious convictions and the influence of those beliefs on their sexual 

debut, or lack thereof.  Some representative examples follow:  “I’m a firm believer in Jesus 

Christ, therefore I choose to go by the word of God, which does not condone premarital sex.  

Pleasing God overrides pleasing my body;” “My faith as a Christian has led me to abstain until 

marriage;” “My relationship with Christ and my strong moral convictions [influenced me].”   

As all respondents who wrote about the importance of their religious beliefs to their sexual 

activity identified themselves as Christians, it is important to note that no difference was found in 

age of sexual debut or in sexual activity score between Christian respondents and those in the 

Other category (including respondents identifying with another religious affiliation and 

respondents who chose No Affiliation in response to the religious affiliation item).  Furthermore, 

no differences were found between the Christian denomination groups.  This suggests that the 

importance of an individual’s religion to his/her life and the extent to which he/she adheres to the 

convictions of that religion, and not mere membership in a specific religious group, are the 

significant factors in this relationship.  
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Another important point when considering the association between the Values index and 

age of sexual debut is that only those respondents who had already experienced their sexual 

debut were included in this analysis, thus excluding any respondents who have abstained from 

sexual intercourse for religious reasons.  Despite the exclusion of these participants, higher 

scores on the Values index were still associated with delayed sexual debut.  There are several 

possible reasons for this finding. 

First, studies designed to determine the effectiveness of various sexual education programs 

have found that faith-based abstinence-only education, as well as virginity pledge, approaches 

generally do not prevent adolescents from having sex.  Instead, students who have participated in 

such programs tend to initiate sex at a slightly later age.  One note regarding such programs is 

that although a later age of sexual debut is considered a positive effect of most sexual education 

efforts, these specific approaches have been criticized rather than commended because 

adolescents emerge from these programs with no ‘safe sex’ information or resources and, thus, 

are actually more at risk than students receiving comprehensive sexual education (Bruckner & 

Bearman, 2005).  This study did not ask respondents about their exposure to sexual education, 

their knowledge of safe sex, or their contraceptive use; therefore the extent to which this factor 

might have affected the results cannot be determined.   

Additionally, several participants indicated in the open-ended responses that they had very 

strong religious convictions and intended to wait until marriage for sexual intercourse but 

decided to have sex before this point for various reasons: “I tried to delay sex as much as 

possible mostly because of my religious views.  My decision to have sex was influenced because I 

fell in love and wanted to experience it;” “Hormones, feelings, pleasure.  I believed premarital 

sex is wrong, but when you are in the moment with someone who does not agree, it is hard to 
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resist;” “I wanted to wait until marriage but once I got to college I changed my mind.”  These 

respondents scored very high on the Values index, had a later age of sexual debut, and were 

included in analysis, thus contributing to this finding. 

Religiosity was also associated with overall sexual activity.  Although the effect of this 

factor on sexual activity is likely similar to that on age of sexual debut, they are distinct measures 

and, thus, may be influenced somewhat uniquely.  First, the spectrum of behaviors included in 

the sexual activity scale is an important consideration.  Though many people choose to abstain 

from sexual intercourse until marriage due to religious reasons, not all of these individuals 

extend this commitment to all sexual behaviors.  Thus, respondents who may not yet have 

experienced their sexual debut would likely still record a sexual activity score.  Furthermore, all 

of the sexual behaviors on the spectrum were found to be highly related; thus, respondents who 

choose to abstain from sexual intercourse due to religious convictions may be more likely to also 

limit or abstain from engaging in the other sexual behaviors as well.  The following responses, 

from participants who indicated very low involvement in any sexual behaviors, are 

representative of such feelings: “In my religion it is meant for a married couple to engage in 

such acts so I am waiting for marriage;” “Being a Christian strongly influences every aspect of 

my life.  I am not proud of what I did sexually (touching) in my past relationship but I have 

decided to wait until marriage to go any further than kissing from his point on.”  It is also 

possible that respondents who delayed sexual debut in adolescence for reasons related to items 

included in the Values index and became sexually active at a later age would have lower sexual 

activity scores because they would have had less time and opportunity than someone who began 

having sex at an earlier age.   
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Though the null hypothesis was rejected, the relationship between sensation seeking and 

age of sexual debut was not a strong one.  This is possibly due to the social importance, or lack 

thereof, afforded to sexual debut.  Though having sex for the first time can be risky and has been 

identified by researchers as a highly important marker of adolescent sexual behavior, it is often 

considered dangerous by the general population only when it happens at a very young age.  This 

contrasts to other identified sexually risky behaviors, such as lack of contraceptive use or 

multiple partners; these are considered risky whether the individual in question is 14 or 45 years 

old.  Furthermore, although the act is certainly significant for those involved, it may not be given 

much thought by today’s society.  Unlike many other risk behaviors identified in adolescence, 

sex is an act that, in adulthood, is accepted and even encouraged; it is assumed that everyone will 

have sex at some point.  Thus, while propensity for sensation seeking has been related to sexual 

behavior, age of sexual debut is probably not the best test of this relationship.  Sensation seeking 

might be more usefully examined in relation to risky sexual behaviors or lifetime sexual 

experience.  In fact, a positive relationship was found between high sensation seeking and 

increased sexual activity. 

Sensation seeking is defined by Zuckerman as, “the need for varied, novel, and complex 

sensations and experiences and the willingness to take physical and social risks for the sake of 

such experiences” (1979, p. 10).  It is not difficult, given this definition, to understand the 

association between sensation seeking and sexual activity.  Sexual experiences encompass many 

of the qualities sought after by high sensation seekers (variety, novelty, complexity, physical 

sensation); increased sexual activity – more partners, greater frequency, engaging in behaviors 

farther along the sexual behavior spectrum – will further enhance these qualities.  Furthermore, 

sexual intercourse can be considered a risky activity, both physically and socially.  High number 
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of sexual partners, having sex under the influence of alcohol, and not using condoms or birth 

control methods all put an individual at increased risk for an STI or unintended pregnancy.  

Engaging in other sexual behaviors, such as oral and anal sex, does not carry the risk of 

pregnancy, but can still cause individuals to contract an STI; these behaviors may actually be 

more risky, since adolescents/emerging adults often do not consider them to be “sex” and, thus, 

do not protect themselves.  Finally, choosing to engage in sexual behaviors could affect social 

standing or the quality of various relationships.  Shared information about sexual exchanges has 

the potential to cause friction between children and parents, harm friendships, end romantic 

relationships, or damage one’s reputation.   

The positive relationship between score on the Disinhibition subscale and sexual activity 

score was significant for the sample as a whole and for the athletes when selected separately, 

even with the inclusion of the sport participation variables.  This content domain is reflective of 

the unrestrained behavior, or lack of concern for what others think of one’s behavior, component 

of sensation seeking.  An approach to life based on this attitude can clearly be extended to sexual 

behavior.  If an individual does not care about societal norms for expected sexual behavior or 

does not practice restraint in his/her sexual behavior, it would be expected that his/her sexual 

activity score would be rather high.  Furthermore, one item in this subscale relates to the 

attendance of ‘wild parties’; regularly being a part of such social events may go hand-in-hand 

with increased or risky sexual behavior.  Although Disinhibition was not associated with sexual 

activity for nonathletes, a positive relationship was found for the domain of Experience Seeking.  

Someone with a personality that tends toward new experiences in general would probably seek 

out varied sexual experiences as well; such a person would likely report a high sexual activity 

score.  It is interesting that this link was only found for the nonathletes.  Perhaps athletes’ 
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participation in sport satisfies this particular domain, while nonathletes are motivated toward 

other experiences, such as sexual activity.  

This study corroborated an already established link between propensity for sensation 

seeking and athlete status.  It can easily be seen how an individual whose personality reflects 

such a drive would be attracted to sport participation.  In any sport, even with strict rules and 

regulations, each game or practice is unique, with new competitors, varying conditions of the 

field or the equipment, and different judges or officials; variation in these factors contribute to 

the variety and novelty of sport participation.  Furthermore, athletes are always pushing to be 

better; they work to improve their technique, acquire new skills, and achieve the next level of 

competition, taking on gradually more complex goals and tasks.  Lastly, athletes put themselves 

at risk for serious injury each time they participate in their sport.  Acknowledging this danger 

and still choosing to engage in an activity is a definite characteristic of a sensation seeking 

personality.  Likewise, some athletes may not even recognize their sport participation as a risky 

behavior; this underestimation of risk is also part of sensation seeking. 

Familial Level 

Several factors at the familial level were found in this study to be important to sexual 

decision making.  The final item in the Values index, My parents would have strongly 

disapproved of me having sex while in high school, represents parental values toward sexual 

activity.  Regardless of religious affiliation or degree of religious conviction, parents can have a 

strong influence on adolescents’ sexual behavior.  Adolescents who are close to and respect their 

parents and who value their parents’ opinions would likely avoid behaviors that would upset or 

disappoint their parents.  Furthermore, children and adolescents determine which values are most 

important in their lives based on experience and the influence of those closest to them.  The 

family, and particularly parents, may have the largest impact on this part of development.  Thus, 
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parents who place a high value on abstaining from or delaying sexual activity are likely to have 

adolescents who internalize these values and, thus, delay their sexual debut.  Moreover, 

adolescents whose parents expressed strong disapproval of sexual activity may have been afraid 

to go against these wishes.   

Many respondents’ answers to the open-ended questions reflect the importance of their 

parents’ attitudes toward sex in their decision to delay sexual debut.  Although parental 

expectations affected the following three respondents differently (fear, closeness, etc.), the 

outcome, delayed sexual debut, was the same: “My parents are very religious.  They would have 

been very angry to find out about my sexual experiences in high school and college.  I was afraid 

they would find out, which was the main reason to delay;” “I think talking to my mom about sex 

(we watched the miracle of life video) influenced me to wait to have sex;” “I grew up in a very 

strict household so my parents would have been very disappointed in me.”  Lastly, although 

parents’ attitudes toward sex probably may a stronger effect on younger children and 

adolescents, lifetime values are learned from the family.  Thus, individuals who feel that their 

parents would have strongly disapproved of them having sex in high school might be more likely 

to delay or limit all sexual activity even into early adulthood. 

Parental monitoring probably influences sexual activity in several ways.  If parents know 

where their adolescents are going and who they are with, they are in a better position to intervene 

if necessary.  This could be as innocuous as talking about the appeal of certain friends or as 

significant as driving to pick up a teen at a party so he/she is not in the position of having to be in 

a car with someone who has been drinking.  Further, if adolescents know that they will be 

expected to discuss the circumstances surrounding where they are going with their parents before 

they leave and when they come home, they may be less likely to make risky choices.  These 
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factors may decrease adolescents’ opportunity for sexual activity and, additionally, help them to 

fully think through a situation before making decisions, including those regarding sexual 

behavior.  Finally, parents who make a purposeful effort to monitor their adolescents’ 

whereabouts and companions may be more likely to be involved in their lives in other ways as 

well.  Having a parent who is an always present source of support might help adolescents and 

young adults engage in healthy sexual decision making. 

Extrafamilial Level 

Lastly, multiple factors at the extrafamilial level were found to impact sexual debut and 

overall sexual activity.  Throughout the lifespan, but particularly in adolescence, the peer group 

is important in setting norms for both beliefs and actions.  Adolescents surrounded by close 

friends who believe strongly that substance use and sexual activity is not appropriate in high 

school and, therefore, avoid those behaviors, may internalize these beliefs and act in the same 

way.  Likewise, an individual whose close friends do choose to have sex and drink or smoke in 

high school are likely to mirror these behaviors.  The following two responses highlight the often 

negative effect of having close friends who are sexually active:  “I spent two years (grade 7-8) in 

a homeschool system.  Upon reaching 9th grade, my friends talked about sex and I felt left out so 

when I had my first ‘girlfriend’, I rushed into it;” “All of my friends had done it very young so I 

thought I should too.  I did it twice and realized I wasn’t ready.”  Another possible explanation 

for the influence of close friends in the Risk Avoidance items is the tendency to seek out peers 

with similar beliefs.  Thus, adolescents who choose not to have sex or drink while in high school 

might be more likely to become close friends with other adolescents who share these beliefs, 

goals, and expectations. 

Though the tendency to seek out peers with similar values likely accounts for some of the 

effect of the Values scales on both age of sexual debut and overall sexual activity, the impact of 
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the choices and behaviors of close friends might also be reversed for total sexual activity; this is 

again attributed to the broad range of included behaviors, as well as the longitudinal nature of 

this measure.  People whose close friends are highly sexually active, and who watch their friends 

make risky or emotionally upsetting sexual choices might use this experience to inform their own 

decisions and, therefore, limit their own sexual activity.  Several responses to the open-ended 

question support this idea: “I also saw how slutty my best friends became and how guys only talk 

to them because they had sex and I did not want to be like that;” “I have a lot of friends who 

have had sex with their boyfriends, and after they break up they are severely emotionally 

traumatized.  This is also a reason why I am choosing to wait until I can ensure that my 

relationship will last.” 

The stand-alone ecological values statement I felt like I received a good education in high 

school reflects the degree of attachment to school.  The feeling of receiving a good education is 

dependent on a variety of factors.  Clearly, the actual quality of the school environment, the 

teachers, and the available resources impacts the overall quality of the education received by 

students; these are beyond the control of the adolescent.  Attitude toward school and 

commitment to achievement, however, are personal characteristics.  Respondents who agreed 

more strongly with this statement probably enjoyed going to school more and worked hard to 

succeed both in and out of the classroom.  This type of achievement motivation and attachment 

to school may serve as a protective factor against early sexual debut; students who are strongly 

motivated to succeed now and in the future will likely not want to risk this success by engaging 

in sexual intercourse at a young age. 

Interestingly, Connection to School and Others was positively related to sexual activity; a 

higher score on this index was related to increased sexual activity.  This relationship may, at first 
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glance, seem counterintuitive.  Several of the ideas encapsulated within this index were shown in 

the literature review to be protective factors regarding sexual behavior.  Connection to School 

and Others, though, reflects involvement in school activities, feelings of enjoying school and 

having friends there, and being cared for and protected by adults at school and in the 

neighborhood.  Respondents who report identification with these concepts were most likely 

active participants in class, around the school, and throughout the community, thus increasing 

their exposure to other people, and particularly other adolescents with similar interests and levels 

of motivation.  It seems likely that participants who score higher on this index also report higher 

sexual activity scores because they have more desire and opportunity to meet new friends, dates, 

and potential sexual partners. 

This relationship between athlete status and feelings of connectedness is to be expected.  

Athletes, just because of their sport participation, are part of a cohesive group of people with 

similar interests.  These positive feelings are probably even more pronounced for athletes 

competing for school teams, compared to athletes competing for teams in the larger community, 

because they most likely receive greater social recognition and, thus, feel connected to an even 

larger pool of people.  Furthermore, though some athletes are committed to their primary sport to 

such an extent that they do not have the time, energy, or desire to participate in other activities, 

other athletes are members of multiple sport teams and/or also participate in other extracurricular 

activities, such as band, student government, or special interest clubs.  In this case, athletic 

participation might be reflective of a personality type that seeks out the camaraderie and 

achievement opportunities provided by both sports and other activities.  Additionally, the athlete-

coach relationship might contribute positively to athletes’ feelings of connectedness.  One of the 

statements included in this index is I had at least one adult other than my parents who really 
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cared about me when I was in high school.  In the case of student athletes, coaches or trainers 

might fill this role, providing adolescents on their teams with support, guidance, and respect. 

Current athlete status was found to be significantly related to sexual activity in the final 

reduced multiple regression model.  This was a negative relationship, revealing that current 

athletes reported lower sexual activity scores than nonathletes.  Those respondents who have 

remained active in sport may be strongly committed to their athletic participation; this 

commitment may, in turn, affect their attitude toward sexual behavior.  Sexual intercourse, as 

well as other sexual behaviors on the spectrum, can put an individual at risk for pregnancy or 

contracting a sexually transmitted infection (STI).  Either of these consequences could have a 

very negative effect on an athlete’s career.  The lower sexual activity score among current 

athletes, then, might reflect the importance of sport in their lives and a resulting commitment to 

avoid factors that may distract from or harm their athlete status.  Alternatively, current athletes 

may be too busy with their sport and not have as much time and, thus, opportunity for sexual 

relationships. 

Additionally, several sport participation variables were found to be significantly related to 

sexual activity in the final reduced multiple regression model for athletes.  Respondents playing 

contact and team sports reported lower sexual activity scores than their noncontact and 

individual sport counterparts.  It is not clear why these associations should exist.  The opposite 

relationship between level of contact and sexual activity might actually be expected.  Perhaps, 

however, contact sport players are sufficiently stimulated on the field and, therefore, do not seek 

out sexual activity to fill this role.  One possible explanation for the relationship between 

increased sexual activity and individual sport is the greater likelihood that participants of these 

sports would be on coeducational teams.  Swimming/diving, for example, is a popular individual 
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sport in which there are generally both males and females on the same team.  Being teammates 

with members of the opposite sex who share and understand the same sport-related goals and 

interests might be the basis for some sexual relationships.  In fact, several athletes in this study 

addressed the effect of having teammates of the opposite sex.  A male swimmer had this to say: 

“I practice a sport that is surrounded by half-naked girls, athletic and mostly good looking, and 

sex isn’t a big deal.”  A female respondent on the crew team also discussed close relationships 

with team members.  “My crew team was co-ed and we were all very close.  I dated a guy on the 

team and all my good friends were on the team.  These people are still my good friends and I’m 

still dating the guy.” 

Athletes reporting higher Social Identity scores received lower scores on the sexual activity 

scale, while athletes who considered themselves to be part of the most popular group in school 

reported higher sexual activity scores.  The opposing influences of the Social Identity and 

popular crowd membership variables suggests that although popularity may be a risk factor for 

athletes, strong social identification with their athlete status may actually be protective.  Perhaps 

athletes who are strongly attached to their athlete status and who value this status as their social 

representation to others are careful to preserve it, thus avoiding activities that might risk their 

athlete standing.  For many individuals, sexual activity might fall into this category of risky 

behaviors to avoid.  Contracting an STI or becoming/getting someone pregnant could potentially 

end or, at the very least, disrupt an athlete’s sport career.  Furthermore, a high school is a small 

community and even very personal information often becomes common knowledge.  Information 

about an athlete’s sexual endeavors may be harmful to his/her social standing as a serious athlete. 

Those individuals, on the other hand, for whom popularity is most important may actually 

benefit from this open social environment and the social standing afforded athletes; this might 
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allow for increased opportunity and, thus, higher levels of sexual activity.  These findings may 

be related to the distinction between sport participation (athlete status, social identity) and 

identification with the jock label (self-reported membership in most popular group).  In previous 

studies, being a jock was associated with a variety of risky behaviors, including risky sexual 

practices, while being an athlete actually was a protective factor (La Greca, Prinstein, & Fetter, 

2001; Miller, Farrell, Barnes, Melnick, & Sabo, 2005).   

Contribution to the Literature 

This study added to the literature on the ecological model of sexual debut in several 

important ways.  First, the original model was developed as a risk-factor approach.  While this is 

an often successful and highly informative approach, it may ignore possible protective factors 

that could affect sexual debut.  This study considered both risk and protective factors, thus 

broadening the model’s scope.  Secondly, this model was originally developed to differentiate 

between adolescents who had experienced their sexual debut and those who had not.  This study, 

however, extended its use to explain age of sexual debut and overall adolescent sexual activity.  

This was an appropriate extension, supported by the significant results, as many of the factors 

affecting sexual debut also affect other sexual behaviors. 

Additionally, this study introduced a new concept, sport participation, into the model.  

Sport participation was an appropriate addition to the model, as it fit both into and around the 

various levels of ecology.  Sport is a social activity occurring outside of the family; thus, it fits 

into the extrafamilial level of this model.  It also, however, encompasses and affects many 

factors at the individual and familial levels.  The results of this study, for example, suggest a 

strong relationship between athlete status and propensity for sensation seeking, which is an 

individual factor influencing sexual behavior.  In addition, parental monitoring (a family-level 

factor) was significantly related to sexual activity for nonathletes, but not for athletes.  Lastly, 
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athletes reported higher scores on the Connection to School and Others index, which was 

positively related to sexual activity.     

Finally, the data analysis methodology utilized in this study allowed for the corroboration 

of the underlying assumption of this theory, namely that it is not one factor, but the interactions 

among numerous factors, that determines when an individual will have sex for the first time.  In 

this study, bivariate analyses testing the relationship between age of sexual debut and a single 

predictor variable produced very few significant results.  However, the reduced multiple 

regression model, which included a number of very different variables and is, therefore, a more 

accurate approximation of the conditions under which an adolescent might have to make this 

difficult decision, accounted for over 15% of the variance in age of sexual debut.  These findings 

provide support for the conclusion that a combination of important factors influences sexual 

debut much more than do any of those factors individually.  

This study also represents contributions to the literature regarding sport participation and 

adolescent sexual behavior.  First, although sport participation has been examined for its effect 

on various indicators of sexual behavior, the two measures used in this study (age of sexual 

debut and total sexual activity) have not specifically been explored before.  The results of this 

study, then, broaden the conclusions reached through previous research.  Secondly, the 

relationship between sexual behavior and sport participation has not previously been considered 

within an ecological context, as presented in this study.  The real-world approach of the multiple 

regression models provides evidence suggesting that sexual behavior is not determined by one 

factor, but by the combination and interaction of numerous factors.  Sport participation is 

reflected in this approach in two ways.  Athlete status was found in this study to be related to 

many of those factors significant to sexual activity (demographic characteristics, ecological 
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variables, propensity for sensation seeking); additionally, sport participation may itself be one of 

those important variables.   

Limitations and Delimitations 

One possible limitation to this study is the inclusion of retrospective questions.  

Participants were asked to answer questions about their sexual activity, sports involvement, and 

other life experiences during adolescence, which may lead to memory recall error.  The cross-

sectional design of this study is another limitation.  Although correlations and relationships 

between the variables can be identified, causation cannot be established.  Generalizability is a 

delimitation.  The population in this study was undergraduate students from a large southeastern 

university; therefore, results should only be generalized to similar populations.  The proportion 

of female respondents in this sample, much larger than that of females in the University as a 

whole, may also be a delimitation. 

Implications for the Future 

Research 

A thorough review of the literature and examination of the results of this study have 

identified several areas for future research.  First, the ecological model of sexual debut identifies 

four levels of influence: individual, familial, extrafamilial, and macrosystem.  This study only 

explored factors at the first three levels.  Thus, future research should examine macrosystem 

factors that might affect adolescent sexual behavior.  Examples of possible topics for study 

include the media, the sexual culture of the larger society, and federal or state sexual education 

policies.  Secondly, this was an exploratory study attempting to identify possible relationships 

between numerous sport participation variables and sexual activity.  Narrowly focused research 

with specifically targeted athlete samples may provide more comprehensive results.  For 

example, one relationship that this study was unable to clarify was the association between level 
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of contact and sexual behavior.  This was due to the small number of collision sport participants, 

as well as the smaller proportion of males, who were more likely to play both collision and 

contact sports, in the study sample.  Targeting larger numbers of these athletes and comparing 

them to the noncontact athletes may help elucidate this relationship. 

Thirdly, although the results of this study were able to shed some light on factors 

influencing age of sexual debut, the findings may be somewhat impacted by the retrospective 

nature of the study.  Thus, future research should attempt to study sexual debut with samples of 

current adolescents, as these young individuals are likely to be more immediately dealing with 

this important decision; however, it may be difficult to get permission to talk to minors about 

sex.  Lastly, in response to the open-ended question, many participants suggested that, in 

addition to sport participation, other extracurricular activities might also affect sexual behavior.  

For example, one respondent offered the following suggestion; “Sports activities are certainly a 

valid connection to intimate relationships… the arts offer the same connections too… maybe 

study this participation as well?”.  Thus, future research should include both athletics and other 

activities.  This would serve two purposes.  First, it would allow for the teasing apart of the 

specific effects of sport participation and the effects of involvement in general; and second, it 

would allow researchers to compare students who choose to participate in sports and those who 

choose other activities. 

Practice 

The results of this study provided evidence that athletes and nonathletes are two distinct 

groups of students.  Understanding this distinction may help school officials and youth workers 

more effectively reach both populations, specifically in the realm of sexual behavior.  The 

suggestions of Schaalma, Abraham, Gillmore, and Kok (2004) support this idea.  They state that 

in determining the most effective approach to sex education, it must be remembered that 
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different target populations may necessitate different interventions or combinations of 

interventions.  In this study, a direct link between athlete status and sexual behavior was not 

found; instead, possible differences in sexual activity between athletes and nonathletes were 

revealed through various mediating variables.  Athletes, as a group, demonstrate a higher 

propensity for sensation seeking, which was related to increased sexual activity.  Recognizing 

this fact allows practitioners working directly with youth to target students involved in sport, and 

to ensure that this drive for excitement is focused in healthy, structured activities rather than 

risky sexual behaviors or other risk behaviors, such as drug or alcohol use.  Coaches, teachers, or 

other practitioners working with the student athlete population should emphasize the importance 

of sport participation and the pride they should have in their achievements.  This emphasis could 

enhance some of the positive facets of athletic identity, which were associated with lower sexual 

activity scores.   

Additionally, it is not necessary for programs aimed at decreasing adolescent sexual 

behavior in the student population as a whole to solely focus on or discuss sex.  In fact, after 

reviewing trends in adolescent pregnancy, as well as societal changes that may have affected 

these trends, Brindis (2006) advocated for the wider implementation of youth development 

programs.  Such programs, with an ecological perspective as their base and asset-building as 

their goal, should promote psychological strength (resiliency) and prosocial behaviors.  “Key 

factors are programs and committed individuals to provide the nurturing and attention necessary 

for young people to feel that making socially positive decisions can truly make a difference” (p. 

287).  The author goes on to suggest some possible components of this type of program: job 

readiness training, academic tutoring, life skills training, peer teaching or counseling, and 

recreation, including participation in sports.  The results of this study support the basis of such 
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programs, particularly the acknowledgment that adolescents are influenced by factors at all 

levels of the social ecology.  Further, the importance of overall healthy decision making (i.e., 

avoiding substance use), positive peer influence, and school attachment, all factors Brindis says 

should be included in these programs, was highlighted in this study. 

Public Policy 

In response to what they see as a critical lack of social science and public health research 

in public policy development, Bleakley and Ellis (2003) urge researchers, especially those who 

study adolescents, to be become more involved.  “The physical, emotional, and social 

vulnerability of adolescence makes policy an especially crucial tool in shaping this phase of their 

life course” (p. 1802).  Although this study did not examine any specific policies, it may be 

helpful to individuals in the public policy sphere.  The results of this study, examining adolescent 

sexual behavior, can be used to inform decisions on various public policy issues.  For example, 

rather than simply quantify sexual behaviors and their rates, this study attempted to identify 

those factors that might affect sexual decision making and which, therefore, should be addressed 

in programmatic efforts to decrease adolescent sexual behavior.  These underlying factors could 

also be utilized in the development of policy.  Brindis (2006) argues that, “… the challenge is to 

consider a number of policy options that respond not only to observable behaviors, such as 

adolescent childbearing, but also to their underlying antecedents” (p. 281).  As an example, the 

finding that lower degree of agreement with statements reflecting avoidance of substance use 

was associated with increased sexual activity and younger age of sexual debut could be used to 

justify the inclusion of an alcohol education segment in an overall youth program, with the final 

goal being the reduction of adolescent sexual behavior.  

Moreover, this study found support for an ecological model of adolescent sexual behavior.  

Neither age of sexual debut nor overall level of sexual activity was heavily influenced by any 
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one variable; instead, both measures of sexual behavior were impacted by a combination of 

variables and the interactions between them.  In their discussion of sexual education, Schaalma et 

al. (2004) suggest that policies providing for sexual education avoid the traditional risk-factor 

approach, as well as the tendency to focus only on the presentation of facts on sexual health.  

Instead, these authors advocate for policies that take into account the environmental influences of 

adolescent sexual decision making and provide for sexual education that emphasizes healthy and 

supportive environments.   

Summary 

Sexual behavior in adolescence and particularly sexual debut is an often controversial 

topic, guaranteed to cause debate among parents, school officials, politicians, policymakers, and 

adolescents themselves.  The most effective way to handle the controversy surrounding this issue 

is to try to understand it more fully, to try to discover more about it so that better decisions can 

be made.  This study examined the effects of athletic participation on adolescent sexual debut.  

Results of this study support an ecological approach to adolescent sexual behavior, one in which 

numerous factors combine and interact to influence an adolescent’s decision to have sex for the 

first time.  Conclusions reached through this study have far-reaching implications for youth 

researchers, practitioners working with adolescents, and public policy professionals.  Although 

this study offers a glimpse into the sexual world of adolescents, it is only that, a glimpse.  It is 

the sincere hope of the researcher that these findings will inspire other researchers, as well as 

policymakers and those directly involved with youth, to delve deeper into this highly important 

field of study together and try to really make a difference in the lives of adolescents. 
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APPENDIX A 
CONSENT FORM 

 
ATHLETIC PARTICIPATION AND SEXUAL ACTIVITY QUESTIONNAIRE 
 
Consent Form: Thesis Research on Athletic Participation and Sexual Debut 
 
I am a graduate student in the Department of Family, Youth and Community Sciences at 
the University of Florida.  I am conducting research on the effects of certain life experiences, 
particularly being an athlete, on individuals’ sexual activity.  I am specifically interested in 
timing of sexual debut, which is when an individual voluntarily has sex for the first time.  The 
purpose of this study is to examine the relationship between sports participation and timing of 
sexual debut.  With your permission, I would like to ask you to volunteer for this research. 
 
For this study you will be asked to complete, on your own, an instrument containing 70 
questions.  This instrument will take approximately 20 minutes to complete.  Since your 
participation is voluntary, you can skip any questions you do not wish to answer and you may 
withdraw consent for your participation at any time without consequence.  If you choose to 
withdraw, your survey will be destroyed.  There are no known risks or immediate benefits to you 
as a participant.  No compensation is offered for participation.  All your responses will be 
anonymous, as not even the researcher will be able to associate responses to particular 
participants. 
 
Group results of this study will be available upon request at the completion of the project. 
If you have any questions about this research study, please contact the student researcher 
at (352) 392-2202 ext. 308 or email sam0229@ufl.edu or the faculty supervisor, Dr. 
Rose Barnett, at (352) 392-2202 ext. 248 or email rvbarnett@ifas.ufl.edu.  Questions or 
concerns about your rights as research participants may be directed to the UFIRB office, 
University of Florida, P.O. Box 112250, Gainesville, FL 32611, (352) 392-0433. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Sally Moore 
Graduate Student 
Department of Family, Youth and Community Sciences 
 
 
I have read the procedure above. By completing the following survey I voluntarily give 
my consent to participate in the Thesis Research on Athletic Participation and Sexual Debut. 
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APPENDIX B 
INSTRUMENTATION 

 
Directions: Please answer the following questions to the best of your ability.  If 
you cannot answer a question you may skip it, but try to answer all questions.  
Circle or write your answer for each question directly on this sheet.  Your 
answers will remain anonymous.  For the purpose of this survey, someone 
would be considered to have been an athlete in high school if he or she 
competed or participated in an organized sport, either on a school team or in 
the larger community. 
 
 
 
 
First, we are going to ask you some questions about your participation in sports.  
Please answer the first question and then follow the prompt to the next question 
that is applicable to you. 
 
 
Which of the following applies to you? 
 

1. I was an athlete in high school and I am now a collegiate athlete competing for the 
University of Florida. 

2. I was an athlete in high school and I now participate in University of Florida club or 
intramural sports. 

3. I was an athlete in high school and I am not currently active in sports. 
4. I was not an athlete in high school.     (Please skip to the next section.) 

 
 
* If you indicated that you were an athlete in high school, continue the survey 
with the next question.  If you indicated that you were not an athlete in high 
school, skip to the next section. 
 
 
In what sport(s) did you participate?   _______________________________ 
 
 
If you participated in multiple sports, which do you consider your primary sport?  
______________________________________ 
 
 
On average, how many hours per week did you participate in your sport (including 
practices, competitions, etc.)?  _______ hours 
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Athletes experience their sport participation in different ways.  Reflect back to 
when you were in high school.  The following questions relate to your sport 
participation in high school.  Please circle the number that best corresponds to 
your sport experience WHEN YOU WERE IN HIGH SCHOOL. 
                                                                                    
                                                                                      Strongly Agree             Strongly Disagree 
                                                     

I considered myself an athlete. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I had many goals related to sport. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Most of my friends were athletes. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Sport was the most important part of my life. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I spent more time thinking about sport than anything else. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I felt bad about myself when I do poorly in sport. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I would have been very depressed if I were injured and 
could not compete in sport. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I was part of the most popular group at school. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 
 
 
 
People have very different life experiences as they are growing up.  Reflect back 
to when you were in high school.  The following questions relate to your life 
WHEN YOU WERE IN HIGH SCHOOL.  Please indicate the degree to which 
you agree with the following statements.   
 
                                                                                                            Strongly               Strongly  
                                                                                                              Agree                 Disagree                            
  

I attended religious services regularly. 1 2 3 4 5 

Religion was very important in my life. 1 2 3 4 5 

I avoided smoking cigarettes. 1 2 3 4 5 

I avoided using marijuana. 1 2 3 4 5 
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(Continued)                                                                                         Strongly               Strongly  
                                                                                                              Agree                 Disagree                            
 

I avoided drinking alcohol. 1 2 3 4 5 

My schoolwork was very important to me. 1 2 3 4 5 

My parents would have strongly disapproved of me having sex while 
in high school. 1 2 3 4 5 

My parents always knew where I was going when I left home. 1 2 3 4 5 

My parents always knew who I was with. 1 2 3 4 5 

My parents always knew where I was after school. 1 2 3 4 5 

I felt close to at least one parent. 1 2 3 4 5 

I talked to at least one parent about sex. 1 2 3 4 5 

My parents always supported me. 1 2 3 4 5 

I felt like I could talk to my mother about anything. 1 2 3 4 5 

I felt like I could talk to my father about anything. 1 2 3 4 5 

My mother was always there for me. 1 2 3 4 5 

My father was always there for me. 1 2 3 4 5 

My close friends avoided smoking cigarettes. 1 2 3 4 5 

My close friends avoided using marijuana. 1 2 3 4 5 

My close friends avoided drinking alcohol. 1 2 3 4 5 

My close friends starting having sex when they were in high school. 1 2 3 4 5 

I tried to do things to be more popular. 1 2 3 4 5 

If my friends were doing something, I wanted to do it too. 1 2 3 4 5 

At my high school, it was considered cool to have sex. 1 2 3 4 5 

I felt like I received a good education in high school. 1 2 3 4 5 
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(Continued)                                                                                         Strongly               Strongly  
                                                                                                              Agree                 Disagree                            
 

I liked going to high school. 1 2 3 4 5 

High school sport was very important in my life. 1 2 3 4 5 

I was involved in extracurricular activities other than sports at my 
high school. 1 2 3 4 5 

I had lots of friends at my high school. 1 2 3 4 5 

I cared about high school mostly for the social atmosphere. 1 2 3 4 5 

I had at least one adult other than my parents who really cared about 
me when I was in high school. 1 2 3 4 5 

People in my neighborhood watched out for me. 1 2 3 4 5 

 
 
 
 
 
People have different attitudes and preferences regarding how they like to spend 
their free time.  Thinking about your life NOW, please indicate the degree to 
which you agree with the following statements.   

                                                                                   
Strongly                      Strongly  

                                                                                                  Agree                        Disagree                                 
         

I would like to explore strange places. 1 2 3 4 5 

I get restless when I spend too much time at home. 1 2 3 4 5 

I like to do frightening things. 1 2 3 4 5 

I like wild parties. 1 2 3 4 5 

I would like to take off on a trip with no pre-planned routes 
or timetables. 1 2 3 4 5 

I prefer friends who are excitingly unpredictable. 1 2 3 4 5 

I would like to try bungee jumping. 1 2 3 4 5 

I would love to have new and exciting experiences, even if 
they are illegal. 1 2 3 4 5 
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People have all kinds of experiences.  Now we are going to ask you some 
questions about your sexual experiences.  Remember that this questionnaire is 
completely anonymous.  Individual respondents cannot be connected to their 
answers.  Your responses will be included only together with all other responses.     
 
Please indicate on a scale of 1 (Never) to 5 (A Lot) how often you have engaged 
in the following sexual behaviors.  If you have engaged in a behavior at least 
once, please indicate in the space provided how old you were the FIRST time.  
For example, if you were 16 years and 4 months old, you would write 16 in the 
space for Year and 4 in the space for Month. 
 
 
                                                                 Never                               A Lot        Years     Months 
 

Kissing 1 2 3 4 5 → 
 

Years 
 

Months

French Kissing 1 2 3 4 5 → 
 

Years 
 

Months
Touching a partner’s breast or having your 
breast touched by a partner 1 2 3 4 5 → 

 
Years 

 
Months

Touching a partner’s penis or having your 
penis touched by a partner 1 2 3 4 5 → 

 
Years 

 
Months

Touching a partner’s vagina or having your 
vagina touched by a partner 1 2 3 4 5 → 

 
Years 

 
Months

Performing oral sex 1 2 3 4 5 → 
 

Years 
 

Months

Receiving oral sex 1 2 3 4 5 → 
 

Years 
 

Months

Sexual intercourse (vaginal penetration) 1 2 3 4 5 → 
 

Years 
 

Months
 
  
 
 
If you have had sexual intercourse, was your first time voluntary?     

 
1.  No   2.  Yes 
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If you have had sexual intercourse, how many partners have you had?  ________ 
   
 
 
If you have had oral sex, how many partners have you had?  _______ 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Finally, we are going to ask a few questions about you to help us interpret your 
answers.  Remember that this questionnaire is completely anonymous.  
Answering these questions will not reveal your identity.  Your name will never be 
placed on the questionnaire or associated with your answers.  These questions 
are included to ensure that this sample is representative of the University of 
Florida student population. 
 
 
Are you?         
 

1.  Male  2.  Female 
 
 

What influenced your decision to have sex or to delay sex?  Please use the space 
provided in this box to answer this question. 
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What is your race/ethnic origin? 
 

1. Hispanic 
2. Asian/Pacific Islander 
3. White (non-Hispanic) 
4. Black (non-Hispanic) 
5. Other  _________________ 

 
 
How old are you?    ______ Years and ______ Months 
 
 
What is your religious affiliation? 
 
 1.  Jewish      
 2.  Muslim 
 3.  Christian – What denomination?  ___________________ 
 4.  Other _________________ 
 5.  No affiliation 
 

 

In the space provided below, please feel free to offer any information that you feel 
would help us better understand your decisions, sports participation, leisure time 
preferences, or other life experiences. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

Thank you for your time.  Your participation in this study is 
greatly appreciated.
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APPENDIX C 
SCALE CORRELATION TABLES 

 
Table C-1 Pearson correlations for AIMS 
 AIMS AIMS1 AIMS2 AIMS3 AIMS4 AIMS5 AIMS6 AIMS7 
AIMS 1 .736** .860** .687** .822** .807** .734** .764**
AIMS1  1 .717** .477** .472** .449** .501** .514**
AIMS2   1 .563** .663** .647** .576** .559**
AIMS3   1 .507** .510** .379** .383**
AIMS4   1 .798** .489** .570**
AIMS5   1 .515** .519**
AIMS6   1 .623**
AIMS7    1
** Significant at the.01 level 
 
Table C-2 Pearson correlations for AIMS social identity 
 Social identity AIMS1 AIMS2 AIMS3 
Social identity 1 .836** .899** .801**
AIMS1  1 .717** .477**
AIMS2  1 .563**
AIMS3  1
** Significant at the.01 level 
 
Table C-3 Pearson correlations for AIMS exclusivity 
 Exclusivity AIMS4 AIMS5 
Exclusivity 1 .954** .939**
AIMS4 1 .798**
AIMS5 1
** Significant at the.01 level 
 
Table C-4 Pearson correlations for AIMS negative affectivity 
 Negative affectivity AIMS6 AIMS7 
Negative affectivity 1 .875** .917**
AIMS6 1 .623**
AIMS7 1
** Significant at the.01 level 
 
AIMS1 – I considered myself an athlete. 
AIMS2 – I had many goals related to sport. 
AIMS3 – Most of my friends were athletes. 
AIMS4 – Sport was the most important part of my life. 
AIMS5 – I spent more time thinking about sport than anything else. 
AIMS6 – I felt bad about myself when I did poorly in sport. 
AIMS7 – I would have been very depressed if I were injured and could not compete in    
                 sport. 
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Table C-5 Pearson correlations for risk avoidance index 
 RA RA1 RA2 RA3 RA4 RA5 RA6 RA7 
RA 1 .615** .733** .793** .758** .847** .814** .537**
RA1  1 .620** .439** .483** .340** .312** .130**
RA2   1 .603** .397** .564** .406** .245**
RA3   1 .427** .564** .665** .305**
RA4   1 .713** .589** .267**
RA5   1 .707** .380**
RA6   1 .400**
RA7    1
** Significant at the.01 level 
 
RA1 – I avoided smoking cigarettes.  
RA2 – I avoided using marijuana. 
RA3 – I avoided drinking alcohol. 
RA4 – My close friends avoided smoking cigarettes. 
RA5 – My close friends avoided using marijuana. 
RA6 – My close friends avoided drinking alcohol. 
RA7 – My close friends started having sex when they were in high school. (This item  
             was not reverse-coded.) 
 
 
Table C-6 Pearson correlations for parental connection index 
 PC PC1 PC2 PC3 PC4 PC5 PC6 PC7 
PC 1 .703** .676** .679** .777** .695** .689** .601**
PC1  1 .422** .493** .546** .324** .510** .272**
PC2   1 .321** .591** .335** .300** .103*
PC3   1 .463** .314** .594** .375**
PC4   1 .406** .548** .168**
PC5   1 .253** .600**
PC6   1 .353**
PC7    1
* Significant at the.05 level 
** Significant at the.01 level 
 
PC1 – I felt close to at least one parent. 
PC2 – I talked to at least one parent about sex. 
PC3 – My parents always supported me. 
PC4 – I felt like I could talk to my mother about anything. 
PC5 – I felt like I could talk to my father about anything. 
PC6 – My mother was always there for me. 
PC7 – My father was always there for me. 
 
 
 
 



 

120 

Table C-7 Pearson correlations for parental monitoring index 
 PM PM1 PM2 PM3 
PM 1 .877** .923** .879**
PM1  1 .739** .623**
PM2  1 .747**
PM3  1
** Significant at the.01 level 
 
PM1 – My parents always knew where I was going when I left home. 
PM2 – My parents always knew who I was with. 
PM3 – My parents always knew where I was after school. 
 
 
Table C-8 Pearson correlations for connection to school and others index 
 CON CON1 CON2 CON3 CON4 CON5 CON6 
CON 1 .646** .585** .540** .596** .523** .579**
CON1  1 .258** .287** .359** .198** .189**
CON2   1 .119* .190** .086 .133**
CON3   1 .346** .198** .076
CON4   1 .219** .201**
CON5   1 .285**
CON6    1
* Significant at the.05 level 
** Significant at the.01 level 
 
CON1 – I liked going to high school. 
CON2 – High school sport was very important in my life. 
CON3 – I was involved in extracurricular activities other than sports at my high school. 
CON4 – I had lots of friends at my high school. 
CON5 – I had at least one adult other than my parents who really cared about me when I  
                 was in high school. 
CON6 – People in my neighborhood watched out for me. 
 
 
Table C-9 Pearson correlations for values index 
 VAL VAL1 VAL2 VAL3 
VAL 1 .911** .905** .696**
VAL1  1 .819** .421**
VAL2  1 .426**
VAL3  1
** Significant at the.01 level 
 
VAL1 – I attended religious services regularly. 
VAL2 – Religion was very important in my life. 
VAL3 – My parents would have strongly disapproved of me having sex while in high  
                 school. 
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Table C-10 Pearson correlations for popularity index 
 POP POP1 POP2 POP3 POP4 
POP 1 .722** .739** .624** .565**
POP1  1 .523** .224** .224**
POP2  1 .278** .195**
POP3  1 .142**
POP4   1
** Significant at the.01 level 
 
POP1 – I tried to do things to be more popular. 
POP2 – If my friends were doing something, I wanted to do it too. 
POP3 – At my high school, it was considered cool to have sex. 
POP4 – I cared about high school mostly for the social atmosphere. 
 
Table C-11 Pearson correlations for BSSS 
 BSSS BSSS

1 
BSSS

2 
BSSS

3 
BSSS

4 
BSSS

5 
BSSS

6 
BSSS

7 
BSSS

8 
BSSS 1 .594** .423** .766** .631** .619** .657** .602** .723**

BSSS
1 

 1 .224** .432** .201** .351** .344** .233** .267**

BSSS
2 

  1 .261** .190** .108* .219** .099* .143**

BSSS
3 

   1 .417** .330** .372** .520** .509**

BSSS
4 

    1 .228** .377** .198** .585**

BSSS
5 

     1 .517** .222** .346**

BSSS
6 

      1 .178** .425**

BSSS
7 

       1 .369**

BSSS
8 

        1

* Significant at the .05 level 
** Significant at the .01 level 
 
BSSS1 – I would like to explore strange places. 
BSSS2 – I get restless when I spend too much time at home. 
BSSS3 – I like to do frightening things. 
BSSS4 – I like wild parties. 
BSSS5 – I would like to take off on a trip with no pre-planned routes or timetables. 
BSSS6 – I prefer friends who are exciting unpredictable. 
BSSS7 – I would like to try bungee jumping. 
BSSS8 – I would love to have new and exciting experiences, even if they are illegal. 
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Table C-12 Pearson correlations for sexual activity scale 
 SA SA 1 SA 2 SA 3 SA 4 SA 5 SA 6 SA 7 SA 8 
SA 1 .712** .759** .901** .917** .924** .852** .889** .833**
SA 1  1 .856** .684** .597** .613** .519** .531** .519**
SA 2   1 .721** .645** .672** .584** .585** .532**
SA 3    1 .873** .880** .705** .738** .668**
SA 4     1 .899** .767** .807** .728**
SA 5      1 .739** .819** .745**
SA 6       1 .806** .707**
SA 7        1 .774**
SA 8         1
** Significant at the .01 level 
 
SA 1 – Kissing 
SA 2 – French Kissing 
SA 3 – Touching a partner’s breast or having your breast touched by a partner 
SA 4 – Touching a partner’s penis or having your penis touched by a partner 
SA 5 – Touching a partner’s vagina or having your vagina touched by a partner 
SA 6 – Performing oral sex 
SA 7 – Receiving oral sex 
SA 8 – Sexual intercourse (vaginal penetration) 
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APPENDIX D 
TABLES OF SIGNIFICANT RESULTS 

 
 
Table D-1 T-tests for ecological variables by gender 
 Male Female t 
Risk avoidance 23.18 25.75 -3.452*** 
Parental monitoring 10.54 11.92 -4.325*** 
Values  10.12 11.17 -2.667** 
Popularity 8.18 6.87 5.336*** 
My schoolwork was very important to me. 4.19 4.66 -5.569*** 
** Significant at .01 level 
*** Significant at .001 level 
 
 
Table D-2 T-test for BSSS by gender 
 Male Female t 
BSSS score 20.92 23.67 -4.121*** 
*** Significant at .001 level 
 
 
Table D-3 T-tests for sport participation variables by gender 
 Male Female t 
AIMS 22.23 24.99 -2.442* 
AIMS exclusivity 8.68 9.67 -2.529* 
AIMS negative affectivity 6.04 6.85 -2.044* 
Intensity  17.12 13.97 3.209*** 
* Significant at .05 level 
*** Significant at .001 level 
 
 
Table D-4 T-tests for ecological variables by religious affiliation 
 Christian Other t 
Risk avoidance 25.68 23.07 3.328*** 
Connection to school and others 23.93 21.57 5.571*** 
Values 12.00 7.64 12.342*** 
*** Significant at .001 level 
 
 
Table D-5 T-test for BSSS by religious affiliation 
 Christian Other t 
BSSS score 23.24 21.83 1.980* 
* Significant at .05 level 
 
 



 

124 

Table D-6 ANOVA for ecological variables by race/ethnic origin 
 White Black Hispanic Other F 
Connection to school and others 23.74 23.78 23.45 20.91 7.588*** 
*** Significant at .001 level 
 
 
Table D-7 ANOVA for BSSS by race/ethnic origin 
 White Black Hispanic Other F 
BSSS score 22.39 25.57 22.48 21.57 5.595*** 
*** Significant at .001 level 
 
 
Table D-8 ANOVA for sport participation variables by race/ethnic origin 
 White Black Hispanic Other F 
AIMS 22.97 27.67 23.64 27.30 4.433** 
AIMS social identity 7.68 9.52 8.06 9.74 3.759* 
AIMS negative affectivity 6.14 8.07 6.48 7.56 5.495*** 
* Significant at .05 level 
** Significant at .01 level 
*** Significant at .001 level 
 
 
Table D-9 ANOVA for age of sexual debut by risk avoidance index 
 1st quartile 

RA score 
2nd quartile 
RA score 

3rd quartile 
RA score 

4th quartile 
RA score 

F 

Age of debut 16.67 17.04 17.68 18.30 8.984*** 
*** Significant at .001 level 
 
 
Table D-10 ANOVA for age of sexual debut by values index 
 1st quartile 

Val score 
2nd quartile 
Val score 

3rd quartile 
Val score 

4th quartile 
Val score 

F 

Age of debut 16.60 17.23 17.58 17.60 5.862*** 
*** Significant at .001 level 
 
 
Table D-11 ANOVA for age of sexual debut by “I felt like I received a good education  
      in high school” ecological variables individual item 
 SD D N A SA F 
Age of debut 16.02 17.77 16.53 17.22 17.45 3.783** 
** Significant at .01 level 
 
(SD = Strongly Disagree, D = Disagree, N = Neutral, A = Agree, SA = Strongly Agree) 
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Table D-12 T-test for sexual activity by gender 
 Male Female t 
Sexual activity score 27.70 24.78 2.683** 
** Significant at .01 level 
 
 
Table D-13 ANOVA for sexual activity by BSSS 
 1st quartile 

BSSS score 
2nd quartile 
BSSS score 

3rd quartile 
BSSS score 

4th quartile 
BSSS score 

F 

Sexual  
  activity 

28.76 26.58 23.63 22.76 8.064*** 

*** Significant at .001 level 
 
 
Table D-14 ANOVA for sexual activity by risk avoidance index 
 1st quartile 

RA score 
2nd quartile 
RA score 

3rd quartile 
RA score 

4th quartile 
RA score 

F 

Sexual  
  activity 

30.58 27.76 24.31 18.21 30.680*** 

*** Significant at .001 level 
 
 
Table D-15 ANOVA for sexual activity by parental monitoring index 
 1st quartile 

PM score 
2nd quartile 
PM score 

3rd quartile 
PM score 

4th quartile 
PM score 

F 

Sexual  
  activity 

29.18 26.21 22.96 22.07 11.867*** 

*** Significant at .001 level 
 
 
Table D-16 ANOVA for sexual activity by values index 
 1st quartile 

Val score 
2nd quartile 
Val score 

3rd quartile 
Val score 

4th quartile 
Val score 

F 

Sexual  
  activity 

28.72 27.09 25.51 20.77 12.305*** 

*** Significant at .001 level 
 
 
Table D-17 T-test for sexual activity by gender (athletes only) 
 Male Female t 
Sexual activity score 28.48 24.96 2.936** 
** Significant at .01 level 
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Table D-18 ANOVA for connection to school and other index by athlete status 
 Current athlete H.S. athlete Nonathlete F 
Connection  24.73 23.83 21.71 22.016*** 
*** Significant at .001 level 
 
 
Table D-19 T-test for BSSS by athlete status 
 Athlete Nonathlete t 
BSSS score 22.17 24.31 -3.188** 
** Significant at .01 level 
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APPENDIX E 
SELECT RESPONSE TO OPEN-ENDED QUESTIONS 

Individual Level 
 
Culture/Ethnicity 

• My culture had a big influence.  People from my culture don’t have sex until they are 
married. 

• For my own personal protection.  I’m also waiting for the right person to have sex with.  
I’m also Hispanic and that has a lot to do with why I have not participated in sex. 

 
Alcohol Use 

• I was drunk and determined to lose my virginity and this girl was all over me and one 
thing led to another. 

• I was drunk and horny. 
• My decisions to have sex in high school were made when I was in long-term 

relationships, and considered myself to have loved the person.  Unfortunately, most of my 
decisions to have sex in college have been friends of mine while under the influence of 
alcohol. 

 
Fear of Consequences 

• My mother got pregnant when she was 18, after her first time, that’s what always scared 
me enough to never do it when I was so young and naïve.  My boyfriend and I have been 
together for two years and he’s the only person I have had sex with and the only one I 
plan to ever have sex with. 

• Can’t afford kids or the risk. 
• The fact that I am not ready for the chance to get a life threatening STD or a child. 
• I don’t think it’s worth the risks. 

 
Religiosity  

• In my religion it is meant for a married couple to engage in such acts so I am waiting for 
marriage. 

• I’m a firm believer in Jesus Christ, therefore I choose to go by the word of God, which 
does not condone premarital sex.  Pleasing God overrides pleasing my body.  I don’t 
conform to the ways of this passing world.  It costs TOO MUCH! 

• I want to be a youth pastor.  Sexual purity has always been a struggle for me – I even 
ended a long-term relationship because of it.  My future and what I plan to tell my future 
youth group is why I’m waiting. 

• Religious beliefs skewed my perceptions on sex. 
 
Curiosity 

• I was curious and excited. 
• Curiosity is what influenced my decision to have sex. 
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Physical Desire 
• Sex is good. 
• Umm…why does anyone have sex?  It’s fun. 
• I guess hormones influenced me.  Kissing led to one thing and then sex.  My body was 

urged to do it. 
• I wanted to try it.  I wanted to bust a nut.  Skeet skeet son! 

 
Personal Feelings of Readiness 

• It just hasn’t been the right time. 
• I am waiting for the right guy. 
• Just looking for a person that I connect with on all levels, not just physically. 

 
Familial Level 

 
Family Expectations 

• My parents are very religious.  They would have been very angry to find out about my 
sexual experiences in high school and into college.  I was afraid they would find out, 
which was the main reason to delay. 

• Probably the biggest deterrent was the fact that I have three extremely protective older 
brothers and a very religious father.  My fear of disappointing them by ruining their 
‘pure’ perception of me made me wait.  

• My parents and my brother because they always stressed education and being something 
in this world. 

• I wanted to experience it.  I delayed it for so long because of parental guidance and 
advice. 

• I didn’t care about abstaining after I moved out of my parents’ home. 
 

Extrafamilial Level 
 
Peer Influence 

• Being pressured by boyfriend. 
• Peer pressure – pressures from males and my best girl friend. 
• To feel “accepted.” 

 
Long-Term Relationship 

• I was with the girl for quite some time and I was in love! 
• Was in a fairly long-term relationship with an older boy.  Felt comfortable with him and 

have never regretted it. 
• In a long-term, committed, loving relationship and felt comfortable, safe, and ready. 

 
Involvement 

• I wasn’t concerned with it until I got to college.  I was in sports, extracurricular 
activities, community service I high school, so I wasn’t concerned with it in high school. 

• Sports and school really occupy my time. 
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Sport Participation 
• Delay sex due to sports!!!  Influenced due to college and friends.  Being in high school 

sports kept me out of trouble. 
• I practice a sport that is surrounded by half-naked girls, athletic and most of the time 

good looking, and sex isn’t a big deal. 
• Sports defined me as a person.  Before sports I was a nobody with different goals.  Sports 

helped me relieve stress, build communication and leadership skills.  It was also a social 
avenue to discuss sex and other social issues. 

• Within three months of my first intercourse experience I stopped playing all high school 
sports and spent the majority of my free time working.  Cause and effect, I don’t know; 
correlation, yes. 

• Sports give structure to my life and have taught me all the lessons about conflict, 
pressure, failure and success, and how to deal with them.  I wish I still had a team and 
schedule to keep my life organized. 

• For me, sports are about meeting high goals and expectations that you set for yourself 
and other people have set for you.  I think being highly involved in athletics increases 
self-worth, which makes young people (especially girls) more likely to wait until they are 
sure they are ready for the consequences. 
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