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ABSTRACT

We use data from Cycles 3-7 of the National Survey of Family Growth to analyze cohort trends in who did

and did not delay sexual activity until first marriage. Prior research has documented that the vast majority of

women are now sexually active prior to marriage. This represents a marked shift from the behaviors of older

cohorts of women, many of whom delayed sex until first marriage, yet we know surprisingly little about

trends in delaying sex until marriage. We address the following: (1) For successive birth cohorts of women,

what proportion report delaying sex until marriage? (2) Were trends gradual or abrupt? (3) Among those

who married but who did not delay sex until marriage, what were trends in the duration between sexual

onset and first marriage? (4) What were trends in the social and demographic composition of those who did

and did not delay sex until marriage?



In this paper, we use data from Cycles 3–7 of the National Survey of Family Growth to analyze cohort trends

in who did and did not delay sexual activity until first marriage. Findings from prior research on trends in

premarital sexual activity have documented that in recent decades the vast majority of men and women are

sexually active prior to marriage. This represents a marked shift from the sexual behavior of older cohorts

of women, many of whom delayed sex until first marriage. Yet we know surprisingly little about trends in

delaying sex until marriage.

In this paper, we propose to analyze cohort trends in who did and did not delay sexual activity until

first marriage. Our analyses will use data from Cycles 3–7 of the National Surveys of Family Growth

(NSFG), which provide data on women’s retrospective reports of their ages (to the nearest month) at first

sexual intercourse and first marriage

Findings from prior research on trends in premarital sexual activity have documented that in recent

decades the vast majority of men and women are sexually active prior to marriage (see, e.g., Hofferth, Kahn,

and Baldwin 1987; Laumann et al. 1994; Joyner and Lauman 2001; Abma et al. 2004; Finer 2007; Regnerus

and Uecker 2011). Other literatures have investigated factors associated with the onset of premarital sexual

activity (Jessor and Jessor 1975; Inazu and Fox 1980; Newcomer and Udry 1984; Marsiglio and Mott

1986; Furstenberg, Moore, and Peterson 1985; Miller et al. 1986; Thornton and Camburn 1987; Haurin and

Mott 1990; Billy, Brewster, and Grady 1994; Brewter 1994ab; Small and Luster 1994; Capaldi, Crosby,

and Stoolmiller 1996; Oettinger 1999; Wu and Thomson 2001; Browning and Burrington 2006; Browning

et al. 2008; Hotz 2008; Upchurch et al. 2008; Burdette 2009; Fomby, Mollborn, and Sennott 2010), the

association between onset timing and subsequent outcomes (Hofferth and Hayes 1987; Bachrach 1998;

Donnelly et al. 2001 Michael and Joyner 2001; O’Donnell, O’Donnell, and Stueve 2001; Meier 2007; Sabia

and Rees 2008; Wu and Martin 2009; Wu and Martin 2012), and ongoing debates over policies intended to

influence adolescent sexual behavior (Nathanson 1991; Kirby 1997; Sonfield and Gold 2001; Levine 2002;

Lindberg et al. 2006; Luker 2006; Furstenberg 2007; Trenholm et al. 2007; Kim and Rector 2008; Murray

2012).

The fact that the vast majority young adult women are now sexually active prior to marriage represents

a marked shift from the sexual behavior of older cohorts of women, many of whom delayed sex until first

marriage. Yet we know surprisingly little about trends in delaying sex until marriage (for an exception, see

Laumann et al. 1994), let alone the timing of when this shift occurred, compositional change among those

who did and did not delay sex until marriage, and the correlates of these behaviors.
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Our proposed PAA paper is intended as a first step toward filling this gap in our knowledge. We will

address the following:

• For successive birth cohorts of women, what proportion report delaying sexual activity until marriage?

• Were cohort trends gradual, with smooth changes observed for successive birth cohorts, or abrupt, for
example, corresponding to the “sexual revolution” that is thought to have occurred during the 1960s?

• Among those who married but who did not delay sex until marriage, what were trends in the duration
between onset and first marriage? And more generally, were cohort trends in the proportions who
did and did not delay sex until marriage affected by exposure to risk as generated by trends in first
marriage and trends in premarital sexual activity?

• Because relatively few women now delay sex until marriage, it is likely that the selectivity of this
group has increased across successive cohorts of women. If so, was this increasing selectivity mirrored
in changes in the sociodemographic composition of those who delay sex until marriage? When did
such compositional shifts occur and what was the nature and magnitude of compositional change?

DATA AND METHODS

We propose analyses pooling data from Cycles 3–7 of the NSFG, which were conducted in 1982, 1988,

1995, 2002, and the 2006–2010. When pooled, these data cover birth cohorts of women born between

1938 and 1995—that is, nearly six decades of cohort experience, corresponding to the historial period from

roughly the mid-1950s to 2010, during which most women in these birth cohorts entered a first marriage or

became sexually active while never-married. The NSFG also provide nationally representative samples of

women and high quality data on women’s ages (to the nearest month and year) of first sexual intercourse

and first marriage.

To examine cohort trends in who and who did not delay sex until first marriage, we will employ a

continuous-time competing risk framework to model two transitions: (1) the onset of sexual activity prior to

a first marriage, and (2) the transition to a first marriage prior to the onset of sexual activity. See Figure 1.

We will convert estimated model parameters into more easily understood state probabilities at particular

ages; see England, Wu, and Shafer (2012) for details.1

1The interpretion of Kaplan-Meier or estimated survivor probabilities as implied by semiparametric or para-
metric hazard regression models is considerably less straightforward in a competing risk framework (Cox
and Oakes 1984; Wu 2003). For example, it is standard (and correct) practice to censor individuals at first
marriage when analyzing the transition to premarital sexual activity (see, e.g., Finer 2007). However, it is
less often acknowledged that the interpretation of quantities such as life table and Kaplan-Meier estimates
when censoring at first marriage involves a counterfactual—that is, what are the proportions who have not
yet initiated sexual activity by a given age under a counterfactual in which women remain exposed to risk
during these ages. These considerations are especially important because of known trends in age at first
marriage.
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[Figure 1 about here]

England, Wu, and Shafer (2012) find a smooth upward trend in premarital conceptions taken to term

and that resulted in a first birth for white and black women born between 1925-29 and 1945-49. These results

are thus suggestive of a gradual increase in premarital sexual activity across successive birth cohorts of U.S.

women. Longstanding comparisons of women’s self-reports for age at first marriage and first birth with

“gold” standards such as birth and marriage registration data have established the extremely high quality

of such data. By contrast, there exists no comparable “gold” standard for data on age at first intercourse

and it is plausible that the stigma attached to premarital sexual activity may affect the data quality of self-

reported data. In an earlier study, we undertook a thorough examination of women’s self-reports of age at

first sexual intercourse and concluded that data quality for age at onset is reasonably good (Wu, Martin,

and Long 2001). Nevertheless, our assessments of data quality were for women born in the mid-1950’s and

later, leaving open the question of data quality for older birth cohorts of women for whom the stigma of

premarital sexual activity was likely greater.

As an admittedly very rough check on data, we will follow a procedure used by England, Wu, and

Shafer (2012) that subtracts 9 months from dates of first births to operationalize women’s age at a conception

that is taken to term and that yields a first birth. We will then compare self-reports of age at onset with age at

conception to identify apparently anomalous ages at onset and to determine if anomalies are more frequent

in older birth cohorts.
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0. origin

1. sexually active

2. first marriage

Figure 1: Conceptual model of the competing risks of the transition to sexual activity before entering a first
marriage (0→ 1) vs. the transition to a first marriage before engaging in sexual activity (0→ 2).


