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INTRODUCTION

Research on adolescent sexuality has often focused
solely on the initiation of sexual intercourse — to
‘do it’ or not — rather than investigate a range of
adolescent sexual choices and experiences.  As
called for by Haffner (1998), we seek to contribute
to a more comprehensive inquiry of adolescent
sexuality that includes a range of sexual behaviors,
as well as adolescents’ reasoning about and
experiences of these behaviors, and of themselves
as emergent sexual beings.  Because the meaning of
sexual experiences is strongly gendered in our
society, we examine patterns of behavior and
attitudes separately for boys and girls to explore
the distinctly gendered expectations that girls and
boys encounter and the degree to which their
sexual attitudes and behaviors resist or conform to
those socially prescribed expectations.

Despite calls for a broadening of our view of
adolescent sexuality (Jorgensen, 1983), investiga-
tions have been dominated by studies using debut
and frequency of sexual intercourse as the sole
measures of sexual behavior (see Morris, 1992 for
review).  The narrow focus on intercourse behavior
alone stems, in part, from public health concerns
with possible consequences of sexual intercourse:
teen pregnancy and STDs (Durbin, DiClemente,
Siegel, & Krasnovsky, 1993; Zabin, 1990), and the
inclusion of early intercourse in a constellation of
risky or deviant behaviors during adolescence
(Jessor & Jessor, 1975).  The study of intercourse
alone, however, may reify its status as what we
mean when we think of “sex,” as well as
perpetuate a limiting study of sexuality solely for
the purposes of reducing risk.  While risk-reduc-
tion is a worthy goal, this framework misses the
opportunity to develop models of  healthy sexual-
ity or acknowledge sexuality as an important
aspect of identity and relational development

during adolescence (Erikson, 1963; Haffner, 1998;
Noam & Fischer, 1996).  Knowing about adolescent
girls’ and boys’ sexual experiences other than
intercourse, as well as their reasoning about
whether and when to engage in intercourse, may
contribute both to diminishing risk as well as to
our capacity to foster improved sexual health
during and beyond adolescence.

Understanding the Sexual Lives of Early

Adolescents

Despite earlier initiation of sexual intercourse in
recent decades (U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services, 1996), the numbers of early
adolescents engaging in intercourse remain low.
Reports from the NLSY97 data indicate that by 13
years of age, 17% of boys and 13% of girls in the
U.S. have experienced intercourse (Michael &
Bickert, 2001).   Presumably youth are engaging in
sexual activities such as kissing or touching —
touted by ‘safe sex’ models as important and
pleasurable alternatives to intercourse — but the
scientific literature is relatively silent on the
subject.  Studies that have included sexual
behaviors other than intercourse typically report
them in order to document the progression of
sexual behaviors leading up to intercourse
(Furstenburg, Morgan, Moore, & Petersen, 1987;
Halpern, Joyner, Udry, & Suchindran, 2000; Smith
& Udry, 1985) rather than to investigate
adolescents’ experience of these behaviors as
formative in and of themselves.  There is reason to
believe, however, that they are salient and impor-
tant events to the adolescent (Alapack, 1991).

Promoting the development of healthy sexuality
during adolescence depends upon a deeper
understanding of the reasoning accompanying
adolescents’ decisions to engage, or not engage
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in sexual behaviors, as well as their experience of
themselves as sexual beings, and their subjective
experience of their behaviors. As with the study of
sexual behaviors other than intercourse, the
individual’s experience of sexuality has not com-
monly been a focus of inquiry.  Studies that have
incorporated these issues will be reviewed in the
next section.

The Script of Sexuality for Boys and Girls

An important influence on the choices and experi-
ences of sexuality among adolescents is the
gendered script available to them (Gagnon &
Simon, 1973).   The dominant sexual script for boys
includes the message that boys should be
(hetero)sexual, motivated by their desire for
physical satisfaction rather than intimacy with
their partner, that male sexual arousal is difficult to
contain or redirect, and that sexual actvity is proof
of manhood (Moore & Rosenthal, 1992).  In
contrast, the dominant message for girls is to be
sexy but not sexual.  Girls risk negative reputations
(“slut”) if they do engage in sexual activities, and
are therefore discouraged from experiencing,
accepting, or acting upon their sexual feelings
(Tolman, 2002).  The script dictates that girls
engage in sexual behavior to maintain their
relationships, and as an expression of intimacy and
connection, rather than for physical release.
Simply stated, sex is ‘good’ for boys and ‘bad’ for
girls according to the dominant script.

These messages are often apparent, if not overtly
interpreted as such, in research on adolescent
participation in sexual intercourse.  Kowaleski-
Jones and Mott (1998) noted gender differences in
the individually-based predictors of intercourse,
such that girls were more likely to have intercourse
if they were more depressed, perceived less control
over their lives, and had lower self esteem; for boys
these trends were typically reversed.  Sexual
involvement outside of a committed relationship is

also subject to this double standard; Moore &
Rosenthal (1993) describe how one-night-stands are
mildly disapproved of for boys, but ‘really bad’ for
girls as reported by youth in their sample.  Girls
are also likely to experience more peer pressure to
wait to have intercourse than do boys (De Gaston,
Weed, & Jensen, 1996). With respect to the
experience of intercourse, Rosenthal and colleagues
(1997) report that 85 percent of girls in their sample
(aged 12-15) felt themselves to have been “too
young” at the time of their first experience of
intercourse.  Research programs, in line with the
script, do not generally ask this question of boys.

As most studies focus on intercourse, empirical
attention to the question of how the script
influences other aspects of sexuality has been
slender.  Gendered differences in the links between
sexual and emotional intimacy are likely to be
related to differences in definitions of relationships,
and choices made within them. Consistent with
this reasoning, Rosenthal, Moore and Brumen
(1990) found that young women are more likely to
‘romanticize’ relationships, whereas boys and men
are encouraged to downplay relationships, or
represent them as ‘casual’.  Clearly, the pathway
towards sexual activity, as well as the experience
and consequences of engaging in it, can differ
greatly depending on heterosexual gender
expectations perceived by the individual.

Early Adolescence as a Time to Study Sexual

Development

Early adolescent girls and boys are thought to be
particularly prone to internalizing and enacting
these gendered norms (Galambos, Almeida, &
Petersen, 1990; Hill & Lynch, 1983).  As early
adolescents are beginning to venture into the social
world of heterosocial and sexual relationships, they
are more prone to rely on the scripts than they may
be once they have their own experiences to help
guide their choices and changing self definition.




