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Building on social ecological research, this study considers whether neighborhoodsocioeco-
nomic advantage modifies the relationship between parenting practices and sex initiation
among young adolescents. Using data on a national sample of 2,559 middle school students,
the authors examined two-way interactions between neighborhood socioeconomic status
and parental involvement, decision making, and communication about sex. The parental
decision-making measure was developed using latent class analysis. Greater parental in-
volvement was related to a lower likelihood of sex initiation only when youth lived in socio-
economically advantaged neighborhoods. Parental decision making centered on the child’s
activities within (e.g., television watching) and outside (e.g., hanging with peers) of the home
was associated with a lower likelihood of sex initiation for adolescents in disadvantaged
neighborhoods but to a greater likelihood of sex initiation for youth in advantaged neighbor-
hoods. Results suggest that the neighborhood context must be considered in preventive
interventions aimed at discouraging adolescent involvement in sexual intercourse.

Keywords: neighborhood effects; parenting practices; adolescent sexual intercourse

Becoming comfortable with one’s sexuality, coping with pressures to
have sex, and ultimately deciding if, when, and with whom to become sex-
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ually active are important development transitions in adolescence
(Brooks-Gunn & Paikoff, 1999). Indeed, in the United States, close to half
of all adolescents will initiate sex by age 17 and sexual intercourse be-
comes a normative behavior by late adolescence (Allan Guttmacher Insti-
tute, 1994). Yet as a society we struggle with what is the appropriate
stance to take on sexual activity during adolescence given the secular
trend toward earlier sexual maturation and later age at first marriage
(Brooks-Gunn & Paikoff, 1999).

One emerging trend that all can agree on as cause for concern is the in-
creasing proportion of adolescents who become sexually active prior to
age 16. According to recent statistics, the percentage of young adolescent
girls who are sexually active rose from 11% in 1988 to 19% in 1995
(Manlove & Terry, 2000). Teens who are sexually active in early adoles-
cence are more likely to have multiple partners (Koyle, Jensen, Olsen, &
Cundick, 1989; Seidman, Mosher, & Aral, 1994) and to use contracep-
tion irregularly (Smith, 1997). These behaviors, in turn, increase the like-
lihood of sexually transmitted infections and unplanned pregnancy
(Moore, Miller, Glei, & Morrison, 1995).

Efforts to understand the factors that underlie early sexual intercourse
point to the importance of parenting practices and neighborhood charac-
teristics as sources of protection and risk (Moore et al., 1995; Small &
Luster, 1994). Using a national data set of middle school students, we ex-
amine specific parenting practices and neighborhood characteristics that
precede the transition to first intercourse and explore how parenting prac-
tices may be associated with a higher or lower risk of early sexual inter-
course depending on the level of resources within the neighborhood.

PARENTING PRACTICES AND
EARLY SEXUAL INTERCOURSE

Parental behavioral control, as defined by parents’ efforts to set firm
rules and monitor children’s activities within and outside the home, has
been found to play an important role in protecting adolescents from in-
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volvement in sexual risk behaviors (Biglan et al., 1990; Jemmott &
Jemmott, 1992; Metzler, Noell, Biglan, Ary, & Smolkowski, 1994; Miller,
Benson, & Galbraith, 2001; Miller, McCoy, Olson, & Wallace, 1986;
Miller & Moore, 1990; Rodgers, 1999), including early sexual inter-
course (Hovell et al., 1994; Miller et al., 1997; Smith, 1997). For example,
in a study of African American families in Chicago, Hogan and Kitagawa
(1985) found that girls were less likely to become sexually active when
parents were stricter in their supervision of girls’ early dating behavior.
Similarly, in a national sample of White youth, girls were less likely to be
sexually active when their parents knew all or most of their friends
(Moore, Peterson, & Furstenberg, 1986). On the other hand, among an
ethnically diverse sample of Los Angeles youth, Upchurch and colleagues
found that adolescents whose parents were highly controlling were more
likely to engage in sexual intercourse at an early age (Upchurch,
Aneshensel, Sucoff, & Levy-Storms, 1999). The influence of parental
control may depend on the age of the adolescent. For example, Whitbeck
and colleagues found that parental monitoring was related to a lower like-
lihood of intercourse among rural White youth in 8th and 9th grade but a
greater likelihood of intercourse among 10th graders (Whitbeck, Yoder,
Hoyt, & Conger, 1999).

Parent-adolescent communication may also play an important role in
delaying early sexual intercourse, especially for girls (Hovell et al., 1994;
Inazu & Fox, 1980; Miller & Moore, 1990). Newcomer and Udry (1985)
found that girls whose mothers talked to them about sexual issues were
significantly less likely to become sexually active over time. However,
maternal communication about sex was unrelated to the timing of first in-
tercourse for boys, and mother-child discussions about birth control were
unrelated to sexual onset for either girls or boys (Newcomer & Udry,
1985). Similarly, Moore and colleagues (1986) found that although
parent-child discussions about sex were related to a decreased likelihood
of girls becoming sexually active, they were related to an increased likeli-
hood for boys. On the other hand, Jaccard and colleagues (Jaccard, Dittus,
& Gordon, 1996) found that maternal communication about birth control
was associated with an increased likelihood of sexual initiation for boys
and girls, especially when adolescents were less satisfied with the mother-
child relationship and perceived their mothers’ opposition to premari-
tal sex as equivocal. However, the cross-sectional design of this study
makes it difficult to determine whether parent-child discussions about
birth control led to, or were a reflection of, adolescents’ early sexual ex-
perimentation.
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In summary, although some evidence suggests that parental behav-
ioral control and communication are more strongly related to sexual risk-
taking behaviors than to the age at first intercourse (Miller, Forehand, &
Kitchick, 1999), most studies indicate that young adolescents are more
likely to delay becoming sexually active when parents set firm rules, mon-
itor social activities, and discuss sexual issues with their child. In this
study, we hypothesized that adolescents would be less likely to become
sexually active during the middle school years when their parents set firm
rules regarding activities within and outside the home, monitor the
youth’s friendships, and discuss the consequences of sexual intercourse
with their child.

NEIGHBORHOOD CHARACTERISTICS AND
EARLY SEXUAL INTERCOURSE

An emerging body of research indicates small but significant associa-
tions between neighborhood characteristics and adolescent sexual activ-
ity and pregnancy (Billy, Brewster, & Grady, 1994; Brewster, 1994a,
1994b; Brooks-Gunn, Duncan, Klebanov, & Sealand, 1993; Hogan &
Kitagawa, 1985; Jencks & Mayer, 1990; Ku, Sonenstein, & Pleck, 1993;
Ramirez-Valles, Zimmerman, & Newcomb, 1998). In a series of analyses
of adolescent girls’ sexual behavior using the National Survey of Family
Growth, Brewster and colleagues found a lower rate of early intercourse
for non-Black girls living in census tracts with a lower rate of residential
mobility and divorced single-mother households and a higher proportion
of college-educated adults and Black, non-Hispanic residents (Brewster,
Billy, & Grady, 1993). Moreover, they found that much of the racial differ-
ence in early sexual intercourse between Black and White girls was ac-
counted for by neighborhood characteristics such as median family in-
come and the proportion of women in full-time employment (Brewster,
1994a). Based on these findings, the authors concluded that the level of
socioeconomic resources and social organization within a neighborhood
plays an important role in delaying the transition to sexual intercourse for
adolescent girls. Similarly, Upchurch and colleagues (1999) found that
both boys and girls were more likely to become sexually active at an early
age when they lived in neighborhoods characterized by crime, violence,
and physical decay. They also found an effect for neighborhood socio-
economic status (SES), with boys more likely to engage in early sexual
activity and girls less likely to engage in early sexual activity when they
lived in low SES neighborhoods. However, the effects of neighborhood
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SES became nonsignificant once adolescents’ family structure and rela-
tionships with parents were taken into account.

In contrast, other studies have failed to find evidence linking neighbor-
hood characteristics and the timing of sexual intercourse. For example, in
their national study of adolescent sexual behavior, Baumer and South
(2001) found that neighborhood socioeconomic disadvantage, as defined
by a composite measure of economic disadvantage, joblessness, non-
professional employment, and lack of college degrees among residents
within the same zip code area, was associated with increases in sexual risk
behaviors but not with the age at first intercourse. Similarly, Smith (1997)
found no relation between neighborhood poverty and early sexual activity
among a sample of urban Latino and African American adolescents.

Although the evidence on neighborhood characteristics and early sex-
ual intercourse is not entirely consistent, we hypothesized that higher
neighborhood SES, as defined by residents’ income, education, and em-
ployment, would be related to delays in first intercourse for our sample of
middle school youth.

NEIGHBORHOOD CHARACTERISTICS, PARENTING
PRACTICES, AND EARLY SEXUAL INTERCOURSE

Although a variety of studies have identified neighborhood and family
factors related to early sexual intercourse, little is known regarding the
effectiveness of parenting in different types of neighborhoods. Are the
effects of parenting practices in delaying sexual intercourse uniform
across neighborhoods, or are they more effective in deterring young ado-
lescents in neighborhoods with greater socioeconomic resources? Draw-
ing on Jencks and Mayer’s (1990) theory of the “advantages of advan-
taged neighbors,” we hypothesize that parents’ attempts to discuss the
consequences of early intercourse with their child, to set rules for behav-
ior within and outside the home, and to maintain social ties with other par-
ents will be bolstered by living in a neighborhood with greater socio-
economic resources (i.e., neighborhoods with higher proportions of
college-educated residents, higher family incomes, greater professional
or managerial employment among residents). There are several ways in
which neighborhood SES might facilitate these parenting practices. For
example, in neighborhoods where adolescents, through their peer rela-
tions, come into contact with families with substantial human and finan-
cial capital, youth may be deterred from engaging in early sexual inter-
course as a result of perceiving future employment and education
opportunities and of having access to meaningful after-school activities
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that contribute to positive youth development. Parental management tech-
niques such as behavioral control of the youth’s behavior and com-
munication about sex may also be more effective in advantaged neigh-
borhoods because neighborhoods with greater socioeconomic resources
often have higher levels of informal social control of young people
(Sampson, 1992). Disadvantaged neighborhoods, on the other hand, may
not provide youth with linkages to these same helpful resources.

Our study also extends prior research by using data from the National
Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health and a prospective design to ex-
amine parenting practices that precede young adolescents’involvement in
sexual intercourse. Much of the prior work on neighborhood and family
factors employed cross-sectional designs that make it difficult to deter-
mine whether specific parenting practices are truly effective in delaying
early sexual intercourse or are a response to the adolescent’s own behav-
ior. Instead, we focus on seventh- and eighth-grade adolescents who re-
port not having engaged in sexual intercourse, and we examine how par-
enting practices predict the transition to first intercourse in eighth and
ninth grades.

Other published studies have examined family predictors of sexual in-
tercourse using the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health
(Add Health). For example, Dittus and Jaccard (2000) focused on mater-
nal attitudes regarding adolescent sexual behavior and found that adoles-
cents were less likely to become sexually active over time when they were
more satisfied with the mother-child relationship and perceived their
mothers as more disapproving about their child engaging in sexual in-
tercourse. Sieving, McNeely, and Blum (2000) also focused on maternal
attitudes and found that adolescents were less likely to become sexually
active over time when they felt more connected to their mothers and per-
ceived them as having more disapproving attitudes about sexual inter-
course. Our study expands on this work in a number of ways. First, neither
of these studies focused on predictors of first intercourse exclusively
among young adolescents. Yet parenting practices that are effective in de-
laying intercourse in early adolescence differ from those that are effective
in later adolescence (Whitbeck et al., 1999). Older adolescents respond
less well to parental behavioral control than do younger adolescents as
a result of older youths’ greater need for autonomy (Montemayor &
Flannery, 1991). Second, our study expands the set of potential parenting
practices by focusing on measures of parental control, involvement, and
communication. Third, our study examines the effectiveness of parenting
practices on delaying early intercourse within different neighborhood
contexts. This is in keeping with emerging evidence that the neigh-
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borhoods in which adolescents grow up play an important role in shaping
their beliefs and behaviors regarding sexual intercourse (Moore et al.,
1995).

We also include a set of demographic, biological, and peer factors
found to be associated with the early onset of sexual intercourse as control
variables in our study. These are family structure (Davis & Friel, 2001;
Smith, 1997), family income (Baumer & South, 2001; Brewster, 1994a,
1994b), adolescent race (Day, 1992; Wu & Thomson, 2001), adolescent
gender (Hovell et al., 1994; Upchurch et al., 1999), pubertal status
(Santelli, Lindberg, Abma, McNeely, & Resnick, 2000), and affiliation
with deviant peers (Biglan et al., 1990; Metzler et al., 1994; Miller et al.,
1997). Thus, our findings reflect the influence of parenting practices and
neighborhood characteristics on becoming sexually active in early adoles-
cence over and above the influence of other relevant demographic, bio-
logical, and social factors.

METHOD

SAMPLE

We use data from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent
Health, which was designed to assess the impact of social contexts on the
health status and behavior of a nationally representative sample of 7th
through 12th graders. From a primary sampling frame of U.S. high
schools (stratified by region, public/private school status, and other char-
acteristics), 80 high school and middle school pairs were selected. In each
school, a core sample of 200 students was randomly selected from grade
and gender strata to participate in a 1.5-hour, in-home interview (n =
12,105; a 76% response rate). In addition to these 200 students, ethnic
groups were oversampled for a total of 20,740 in-home interviews. Other
data sources include school administrator and in-school student surveys
and, for in-home interviewed students, a 30-minute parent survey and
contextual database with geocoded administrative and 1990 U.S. Census
data (Harris et al., 2003).

For this study, we selected White, African American, and Latino ado-
lescents who were in middle school (seventh and eighth grade) at Time 1
(1995). Of these 4,722 adolescents, we restricted the sample to those who
had not already engaged in sexual intercourse by Time 1 (n = 3,793; 80%),
who participated in data collection at Time 2 (n = 3,914; 83%), and whose
parents participated in the Time 1 parent survey (n = 4,372; 93%). From
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the remaining 3,026 youth, we excluded those who had missing data for
key study variables, were younger than age 12 or older than age 16 at Time
1, had participated in the second interview more than 17 months after the
first interview, and did not report living with a parent. The resulting sam-
ple included 2,559 adolescents.

Adolescents excluded from our sample due to having engaged in sex-
ual intercourse by Time 1 differed significantly from youth included.
Youth who had already engaged in sex were more likely to be older (F[1,
90] = 67.6, p < .001), male (χ2 [1, N = 3,038] = 10.2, p < .01), and of Black
non-Hispanic or Hispanic background, as compared to White non-
Hispanic (χ2 [2, N = 3,038] = 154.0, p < .001). Excluded youth were also
more likely to have reached puberty (χ2 [1, N = 3,038] = 19.6, p < .001),
less likely to live in a two-biological parent family (χ2 [2, N = 3, 038] =
86.9, p < .001), and they lived in families with lower household incomes
(F[1, 90] = 67.6, p < .001). Social contextual differences revealed less
parental involvement (F[1, 90] = 14.3, p < .001) and parental decision
making (χ2 [3, N = 3,038] = 32.1, p < .001), lower neighborhood SES
(F[1, 90] = 58.6, p < .001), and greater parent communication about sex
(F[1, 90] = 72.6, p < .001) among adolescents who had already engaged
in sexual intercourse by Time 1. Finally, compared to the adolescents
retained for this study, youth who had already engaged in sexual inter-
course reported greater affiliation with substance-using peers (F[1, 90] =
114.7, p < .001).

MEASURES

Dependent variable. The initiation of sexual intercourse is indicated by
the adolescent’s Time 2 report of having had sex since Time 1 (response
categories 0 = no, 1 = yes). Data on sexual behaviors were gathered by
having participants listen to questions through earphones and enter their
responses on laptop computers. This technique was intended to help
ensure confidentiality and, in turn, reduce response bias.

Parenting practices. Parental decision making was constructed from
seven items on the adolescent’s reports of whether the parent decides who
the youth hangs with, the amount and type of television programs the ado-
lescent watches, the time that the young person must be home on week-
ends and to bed during the week, what the youth wears, and what the youth
eats (0 = no, 1 = yes). Because results from principal components analyses
did not support a dimensional parental control construct, we conducted
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latent class analyses (McCutcheon, 1987) to group adolescents into dif-
ferent types of parental control. Results indicated four groups who differ
primarily with regard to the sentinel activities being decided by the parent.
Group 1, the reference group, includes youth whose parents make no deci-
sions or decide curfews only (35% of the sample); Group 2 includes youth
whose parents decide curfews and activities that take place inside the
home, such as television watching and eating (39% of the sample); Group
3 includes youth whose parents decide curfews, activities that take place
inside the home, and, in particular, activities taking place outside the
home, such as who the youth hangs with (15% of the sample); and Group
4 includes youth whose parents decide everything including what the ado-
lescent wears (11% of the sample). These four classes therefore distin-
guish between parental decisions regarding “nothing or curfews only,”
“inside activities,” “outside activities,” and “everything.” Parental Com-
munication About Sex is a 6-item scale of the parent’s summated
responses to items asking the frequency with which the parent talks to the
youth about the bad things that would happen if the child got/got someone
pregnant, the dangers of sexually transmitted diseases, the negative
impact of having sex on his or her social life because of losing the respect
of others, and the moral issues of not having sexual intercourse. Response
categories ranged from 1 (not at all) to 4 (a great deal; α = .91). Scores
ranged from 6 to 24 (X = 16.4, SE = 0.22). We measure parental involve-
ment by gauging the extent of parental engagement in the youth’s peer
relations. (Although the term “parental involvement” most often refers to
more direct parent-adolescent participation in activities, we use the term
in this study to refer to parents’ indirect involvement through the adoles-
cents’friendships). Based on the question, “In the past 4 weeks, how many
parents of [your child’s] friends have you talked to?,” the parent reported
having talked to either none, one, two, three, four, five, and six or more of
their child’s friends within the past 4 weeks. Because very few parents
reported talking to six or more friends, we recategorized these responses
into five or more. Scores for this measure of parental involvement ranged
from 0 to 6 (X = 2.6; SD = 0.10).

Neighborhood socioeconomic status. Using principal components
analysis of several geocoded items taken from the 1990 U.S. Census
Bureau, we measured neighborhood SES at the block-group level. We
measure neighborhoods as block groups rather than census tracts or zip-
code areas as the latter two areas (which encompass block groups) are
much larger than block groups and, as a result, are less salient to an indi-
vidual’s behavior than is the block group. The following items loaded pos-
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itively on the first principal component: the proportion of residents aged
25 and older with college degrees, the proportion of residents employed in
professional or managerial jobs, median family income, and the propor-
tion of households with incomes greater than $50,000. The following
block group attributes loaded negatively on the first component: the pro-
portion of residents aged 25 and older without a high school diploma or
GED; the proportion of children younger than age 18 living below the fed-
eral poverty line; the proportion of residents employed as laborers, opera-
tors, or fabricators; and the proportion of families with incomes less than
$15,000.

Control variables. Several demographic variables were included in the
analyses due to their relevance to early sexual intercourse and, in the case
of family background, to neighborhood socioeconomic advantage. Fam-
ily structure, which was constructed from more than 200 household roster
items on the adolescent in-home survey, indicated whether the adolescent
lived in a two-biological parent (63%, N = 1,922; the reference group),
a single-parent (22%, N = 670), or a stepparent family (5%, N = 472).
Household income was a continuous measure calculated from parent
reports of the household’s income before taxes in 1994 (values ranged
from 0 to $999,000, X = 43,4800, SE = 1.88). Missing data for household
income was imputed from a multiple regression equation in which income
was regressed on parents’ educational attainment, racial/ethnic back-
ground, and family structure. Race/ethnicity was based on adolescent
self-reports of race as White non-Hispanic (“White” 79%, N = 2,410),
Black, non-Hispanic (“African American” 10%, N = 302), or Hispanic
(“Latino” 11%, N = 352). The adolescent’s gender was coded as a value of
0 if the respondent was male (49%, N = 1,490) and a value of 1 if the
respondent was female (51%, N = 1,573).

We also include measures of pubertal development and deviant peer
affiliation because previous research has shown these variables to be re-
lated to early sex initiation. For girls, pubertal development is indicated by
the adolescent’s report of having menstruated (a value of 1) or not (a value
of 0), and for boys, it is indicated by the adolescent’s report of having
underarm hair (a value of 1) or not (a value of 0). Thus, a value of 0 in-
dicates being prepubertal, and a value of 1 indicates having begun puber-
tal development. The vast majority of youth (82%, N = 2,497) had begun
pubertal development based on our measures. Our measure of deviant
peer affiliation indicates the adolescent’s report of how many of their
three best friends drink alcohol, smoke cigarettes, and use marijuana
(range of scores 0 to 9). Because this variable was highly negatively
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skewed, higher values were recoded so that scores ranged from 0 to 6 (X =
1.28, SD = 1.7).

ANALYSIS PLAN

We conducted weighted analyses using the “survey” commands in
STATA version 7.0. These analyses reference our models to the popula-
tion targeted by Add Health sampling and provide robust estimates of
standard errors that account for correlation between observations in the
same school cluster (Huber, 1967; Royall, 1986). Preliminary analyses
entailed examining weighted distributions of study variables. We then
compare youth who initiate sex at Time 2 versus those who do not; the sig-
nificance of differences in means for continuous study variables is tested
using the F test, and the significance of differences in proportions for cate-
gorical variables is tested using the chi-square statistic. Multivariate anal-
yses were conducted using weighted logistic regression models; the initi-
ation of sex was the dependent variable and the other measures we have
described were the independent variables. We include results from main
effects models and from models including two-way interactions between
neighborhood socioeconomic advantage and the three parenting vari-
ables. The interaction effects model shown only includes statistically sig-
nificant (at a probability level less than .05) interaction terms. For signifi-
cant interaction terms, we plot coefficients from the final model, using
values at –1, 0, and +1 standard deviations of continuous independent
variables.

Finally, to ensure that the length of time between interviews presented
a similar degree of risk of initiating sex for study participants, we included
a variable indicating time since last interview. Values ranged from 5.5 to
16 months (X = 11.1, SD = 0.9); 11% of interviews occurred less than 9
months after the first interview, and approximately 3% occurred more
than 14 months after the first. We controlled analyses for the centered log-
arithm of months between participants’ study evaluation.1

RESULTS

In Table 1, we present correlations among the study’s neighborhood
and parenting variables. As shown by the matrix of correlation coeffi-
cients among parental involvement, parental communication, and neigh-
borhood SES, the neighborhood SES is higher among youth reporting
more parental involvement and lower among youth reporting more paren-
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tal communication around sex. There is a modest positive correlation be-
tween parental involvement and communication about sex. Results from
one-way analysis of variance models indicate that youth whose parents
make decisions regarding the adolescent’s outside activities live in less
advantaged neighborhoods and report greater parental communication
about sex. Adolescents reporting that their parents decide everything also
live in less advantaged neighborhoods but perceive less parental commu-
nication about sex.

Table 2 presents bivariate results comparing youth who initiate versus
do not initiate sex at Time 2. The F test is used to compare means for con-
tinuous study variables, and cross-tabulations with chi-square statistics
are used for categorical study variables. Thirteen percent (n = 343) of the
young adolescents in this study initiated sex by Time 2, when most youth
were in eighth and ninth grade. Consistent with previous research, the pro-
portion of youth initiating sex was significantly higher among youth from
single- and stepparent, compared to two-biological-parent families (21%,
16%, 9%, respectively; χ2 [2, N = 2,559] = 52.3, p < .001), and among Af-
rican Americans and Latinos (18% and 17%, respectively) compared to
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TABLE 1
Correlations Among Parenting and
Neighborhood Variables (N = 2,559)

Correlation Coefficients 1. 2. 3.

1. Neighborhood socioeconomic status —
2. Parental involvement .18*** —
3. Communication about sex –.18*** .05* —

One-Way Analysis of Variance

Parental Decision-Making Categories

None/
Curfews Inside Outside

Only Activities Activities Everything Statistic

Neighborhood socioeconomic 0.02 0.09 –0.31 –0.26 F = 10.06***
status R2 = 0.03

Parental involvement 2.65 2.66 2.35 2.38 F = 1.38
R2 = .00

Communication about sex 0.02 0.09 0.31 –0.26 F = 4.27**
R2 = .01

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Whites (12%; χ2[2, N = 2,559] = 13.4, p < .05). Youth who had reached
puberty were more likely than prepubertal adolescents to initiate sex (15%
versus 6%, χ2 [1, N = 2,559] = 25.7, p < .001). Bivariate results also indi-
cated lower average household income and greater affiliation with devi-
ant peers among youth who initiated sex (F[1, 85] = 35.7, p < .01 and F[1,
85] = 77.3, p < .001, respectively), compared to those who did not. There
were no significant gender differences in the likelihood of sex initiation.

The nature of parenting practices and the extent of neighborhood
socioeconomic advantage also differed by whether or not the adolescent
had initiated sex. Seventeen percent of adolescents initiated sex when
their parents made no decisions regarding the youth’s behavior or decided
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TABLE 2
Bivariate Comparison of Study Variables

by Initiation of Sexual Intercourse at Time 2

Initiated Sex: Did Not Initiate Sex:
Study Variables n = 343 (13%) n = 2,216 (87%)

Family structure N (row %) χ2 = 52.30***
Two biological parents 153 (0.09) 1,425 (0.91)
Single parent 119 (0.21) 463 (0.79)
Stepparent 71 (0.16) 328 (0.84)

Race N (row %) χ2 = 13.40*
White 202 (0.12) 1,593 (0.88)
African American 92 (0.18) 339 (0.82)
Latino 49 (0.17) 284 (0.83)

Gender N (row %) χ2 = 0.94
Male 160 (0.14) 1,001 (0.86)
Female 183 (0.12) 1,215 (0.88)

Pubertal status N (row %) χ2 = 25.69***
Prepubertal 25 (0.06) 429 (0.94)
Pubertal 318 (0.15) 1,787 (0.85)

Decision making N (row %) χ2 = 16.37***
None or curfews only 144 (0.17) 746 (0.83)
Inside activities 119 (0.10) 955 (0.90)
Outside activities 47 (0.12) 271 (0.88)
Everything 33 (0.11) 244 (0.89)

Neighborhood socioeconomic
status Mean (SE) –0.27 (0.08) 0.01 (0.08) F = 18.4***

Parental involvement Mean (SE) 2.15 (0.14) 2.65 (0.10) F = 11.5**
Parental communication Mean (SE) 17.5 (0.38) 16.2 (0.21) F = 12.69***
Deviant peers Mean (SE) 2.18 (0.15) 0.93 (0.06) F = 77.31***
Household income Mean (SE) 33.9 (1.81) 44.9 (1.96) F = 35.76*

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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TABLE 3
Multivariate Logistic Regression Predicting the Initiation of Sexual
Intercourse: Main and Interaction Effects, Beta Coefficient (Stan-

dard Error) and Odds Ratios (Standard Error; N = 2,559)

Main Effects Model Interaction Effects Model

Variables (SE) Odds Ratio (SE) Odds Ratio

Neighborhood socioeconomic
status –0.11 (.10) 0.89 –0.10 (0.17) 0.91

Parenting practices
Decision making—inside

activitiesa –0.34 (.16)* 0.71 –0.32 (0.16) 0.73
Decision making—outside

activitiesa –0.42 (.21)* 0.66 –0.21 (0.21) 0.81
Decision making—everythinga –0.54 (.27)* 0.58 –0.41 (0.27) 0.67
Parental involvement –0.05 (.04) 0.95 –0.07 (0.04) 0.94
Parental communication

about sex 0.02 (.02) 1.02 0.02 (0.16) 1.02

Control variables
Affiliation with deviant peers 0.38 (.04)*** 1.46 0.38 (0.04)** 1.46
Single-parent familyb 0.60 (.22)** 1.81 0.60 (0.22)** 1.82
Stepparent familyb 0.26 (.20) 1.30 0.25 (0.20) 1.29
Femalec –0.22 (.21) 0.81 –0.21 (0.21) 0.81
Black, non-Hispanicd 0.13 (.17) 1.13 0.15 (0.17) 1.16
Latinod 0.29 (.34) 1.34 0.28 (0.34). 1.32
Household income –0.01 (.00) 0.99 –0.01 (0.00) 0.99
Pubertal developmente 0.87 (.27)** 2.39 0.88 (0.27)** 2.41

Two-way interactions
Neighborhood Socioeconomic Status

× Parental Involvement — — –0.07 (0.03) 0.93*
Neighborhood Socioeconomic Status

× Decision Making—Inside
Activitiesa — — 0.06 (0.21) 1.06

× Decision Making—Outside
Activitiesa — — 0.66 (0.29) 1.95*

× Decision Making—
Everythinga — — 0.33 (0.24) 1.39

NOTE: F statistic from main effects model (15, 71) = 9.71, p < .001, F statistic from interac-
tion effects model (19, 67) = 8.00, p < .001.
a. Decides nothing or curfews only.
b. Two-biological-parent family.
c. Male.
d. White, non-Hispanic.
e. Prepubertal.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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curfews only compared to between 10% and 12% of youth whose parents
made more decisions (χ2 [3, N = 2,559] = 16.4, p < .001). The mean level
of parental involvement was significantly lower (F[1, 85] = 11.5, p <
.001), and the mean level of parental communication about sex was signif-
icantly higher (F[1, 85] = 12.7, p < .001) among youth who initiated sex
compared to youth who did not. Finally, the neighborhood SES was lower
among adolescents who initiated sex compared to those who did not (F[1,
85] = 18.4, p < .001).

Table 3 presents beta coefficients and odds ratios (ORs) from the main
effects and the main and interaction effects models predicting the initia-
tion of sexual intercourse. Results from the main effects model indicate
that young adolescents whose parents make decisions regarding the
youth’s inside activities, outside activities, or everything were signifi-
cantly less likely to initiate sex when compared to youth whose parents
made no decisions or decided curfews only. Other parenting variables and
neighborhood socioeconomic advantage were unrelated to adolescents’
likelihood of initiating sex in the main effects only model. Several of
the demographic and background variables were significantly related to
sex initiation during early adolescence. The likelihood of early sex initia-
tion was significantly greater among youth affiliating with deviant peers
(OR = 1.46, p < .001), living with a single parent as opposed to two biolog-
ical parents (OR = 1.81, p < .01), and having reached puberty (OR = 2.39,
p < .01).

When considering the interaction between parenting practices and
neighborhood socioeconomic advantage, relationships between the like-
lihood of sex initiation and both parental decision making and parental in-
volvement varied significantly by the level of socioeconomic advantage in
a neighborhood. There was no substantive change in the ORs or signifi-
cance of demographic and other background variables after accounting
for interactions between neighborhood socioeconomic advantage and
parenting practices. As shown in Figure 1, for youth whose parents make
no decisions or decide curfews only and for youth whose parents decide
the young person’s inside activities only (e.g., watching television), the
risk of initiating sex varied little by socioeconomic advantage in the
neighborhood. However, youth whose parents decided outside activities
were significantly more likely to initiate sex if they lived in a neighbor-
hood with greater socioeconomic advantage. Although not statistically
significant, the pattern of the relationship between parental decision mak-
ing, neighborhood socioeconomic advantage, and sex initiation was
similar for youth reporting that their parent decides everything.
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A second interaction between parenting practices and neighborhood
socioeconomic advantage is illustrated in Figure 2. Parental involvement
was related to a decreased likelihood of sex initiation only when there
were higher levels of socioeconomic advantage in the neighborhood. The
extent to which parents were connected with their adolescents’ friends’
parents was unrelated to sex initiation in neighborhoods with a low level
of socioeconomic advantage. Parental communication about sex was not
significantly related to the likelihood of youth initiating sex in either the
main or interaction effects models. Two-way interactions between parent-
ing practices and neighborhood SES did not differ significantly for boys
and girls.

DISCUSSION

Findings from this study demonstrate how the relationship between
parenting practices and the likelihood of early sexual intercourse can dif-
fer depending on attributes of a young person’s neighborhood. In our
national sample of middle school youth, the effects of parental decision
making on early sexual intercourse varied as a function of neighborhood
socioeconomic advantage. When parents imposed few rules regarding the
adolescent’s activities, all youth were at equally high risk of becoming
sexually active regardless of the neighborhood they lived in. However,
parental rules on adolescents’ activities outside the home, such as who
they hung out with, had very different outcomes in lower versus higher
SES neighborhoods. In more disadvantaged neighborhoods, parental
rules were related to a lowest likelihood of becoming sexually active,
whereas in socioeconomically advantaged neighborhoods, parental rules
were related to the highest likelihood of becoming sexually active. Indeed,
adolescents in high SES neighborhoods whose parents set firm rules on
outside activities were as likely to become sexually active as were their
peers whose parents imposed few rules of any kind. Although not statis-
tically significant, similar neighborhood variations emerged when we ex-
amined parental decisions regarding everything.

How do we interpret these intriguing findings? One possibility is that
socioeconomic characteristics of the neighborhood alter the meaning of
parental control of outside activities in the minds of parents and youth.
Parental decisions regarding the adolescent’s selection of friends may
appear overcontrolling to youth within resourceful neighborhood envi-
ronments but may be an effective form of reducing adolescents’ opportu-
nities for engaging in sexual intercourse in less advantaged neighbor-
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hoods. In other words, it may be appropriate for parents to exert control
regarding a youth’s peer activities when adolescents are faced with greater
risks and fewer opportunities in the neighborhood. This same kind of
decision making may be perceived as unnecessarily restrictive in a more
advantaged neighborhood environment and, as a result, lead youth to re-
spond negatively by engaging in early sexual intercourse. In support of
this interpretation, Upchurch and colleagues (1999) found that adoles-
cents who perceived their parents as overcontrolling were more likely to
become sexually active at an early age. Although their cross-sectional
findings could be interpreted in terms of parental control in reaction to ad-
olescents’ involvement in risk behaviors, our prospective design provides
stronger evidence that parental control can lead to early sexual inter-
course, at least in more socioeconomically advantaged neighborhoods.
Indeed, additional analyses of our AddHealth data did not indicate signifi-
cant differences in other risk behaviors, such as delinquency, for ado-
lescents who experience different kinds of parental decision making in
advantaged neighborhood environments.

This interpretation is bolstered by evidence regarding cultural varia-
tions in parent and adolescent conceptions of parental authority and child
obligations. For example, research by Smetana (2000) on working and
middle-class African American families shows that adolescents from up-
per income families are more likely to reject parents’authority to regulate
personal issues such as choice of clothes and sleeping late on weekends
than adolescents from lower income families. This discrepancy in con-
ceptions of legitimate authority in the two socioeconomic groups was also
stronger for families with 13-year-olds than for families with 15-year-
olds, suggesting that young adolescents from higher SES families may be
especially sensitive to parental restrictiveness.

We also found that rearing adolescents in neighborhoods where resi-
dents have considerable financial, educational, and career assets appears
to enhance the positive effects of parental involvement in delaying sexual
intercourse. When parents in more socioeconomically advantaged neigh-
borhoods were more familiar with the parents of their child’s friends, ado-
lescents were less likely to become sexually active over time. This pattern
is in contrast to the experience of families in more socioeconomically dis-
advantaged neighborhoods where the likelihood of early sexual inter-
course remained substantially high regardless of how familiar parents
were with the parents of their child’s friends. In keeping with the theory of
“advantages of advantaged neighbors” (Jencks & Mayer, 1990), these
findings suggest that youth may reap the benefits of living in an advan-
taged neighborhood indirectly as a result of the enhanced effects on paren-
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tal involvement. In contrast, efforts to become acquainted with the parents
of their child’s friends may be insufficient to compensate for the perni-
cious effects that living in an area with limited employment and educa-
tional opportunities can have on young people. It is important to note that
these findings are truly neighborhood effects that held even after account-
ing for family-level differences in education and income between neigh-
borhoods. Thus, they can not be explained solely in terms of greater assets
of families living in more socioeconomically advantaged neighborhoods.

In contrast to our findings for behavioral control, parental communi-
cation about sex was not related to the likelihood of becoming sexually -
active once family demographics and parenting practices were taken
into account. A sizeable literature has focused on the potential effects
of parent-child communication in delaying sexual intercourse, with some
studies finding a protective effect (Moore et al., 1986; Newcomer & Udry,
1985) and other studies finding a negative effect on delays in the onset of
intercourse (Jaccard et al., 1996). Our research suggests a third interpre-
tation: what parents do in terms of establishing rules for their child’s be-
havior matters more than what parents say. Although parent discussions
about sex showed modest correlations with parental involvement and
some types of parental decision making, only parental involvement and
decision making remained significant predictors of the transition to inter-
course in multivariate analyses. In support of this, Rodgers (1999) found
that parental behavioral control, but not parent-child communication, was
directly related to decreased sexual risk-taking behaviors among sexually
active youth. Whether other studies of parental communication would
find similar patterns if they included measures of parental control is dif-
ficult to say, but this should be considered in future research.

On the other hand, our failure to find effects for parental communica-
tion may have been due to how it was measured in this study. Specifically,
our measure emphasized parent-child discussions about the negative con-
sequences of becoming sexually active, such as the dangers of contracting
a sexually transmitted disease or losing the respect of people in their life.
Although these negative messages are likely to arise in most parent-child
discussions about sex, they may not be the most effective tools in deterring
young teens from becoming sexually active. Approaches that take a more
supportive tone in discussing the adolescent’s desire to fit in with peers or
fears about losing a relationship if they refuse their partner’s sexual ad-
vances may yield better results at an age when peer acceptance is para-
mount (Brooks-Gunn & Paikoff, 1999). It would be important for future
studies to consider the different types of messages parents convey when
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talking to their adolescents about sex and how these relate to the onset
of sex.

In keeping with previous research (Brewster, 1993a; Upchurch et al.,
1999), we found that neighborhood structural characteristics were not as-
sociated with the onset of sexual intercourse once other family, peer, and
personal factors were taken into account. Yet our results suggest that
neighborhood resources shape the sexual behavior of young people by
moderating the effect of parenting practices on youth behavior. To our
knowledge, other studies have not considered how the effectiveness of
parenting practices on adolescent sexual behavior varies depending on re-
sources within the neighborhood. Our results indicate that efforts to more
clearly specify the processes through which the effects of parental behav-
ioral control are facilitated in neighborhoods that differ in socioeconomic
advantage will be important in future work.

One critical limitation of this study was the short 1- to 1.5-year window
of time in which to examine the transition to first intercourse. Because of
our desire to focus on this important transition, we chose to exclude the
portion of our middle school sample who reported themselves as sexually
experienced in Year 1 of the study. Our preliminary analyses indicated
that these youth were less likely than those retained for our sample to live
in socioeconomically advantaged neighborhoods or to report positive par-
enting practices. Moreover, we were also not able to examine the tran-
sition to first intercourse for eighth graders in Year 2 who might have
become sexually active by ninth grade because a third wave of data was
not available. In essence, we were not able to examine the transition to
intercourse during the middle school years (seventh to ninth grade) for
every adolescent in our national sample because of study design limita-
tions. For these reasons, our findings are most likely a conservative esti-
mate of the true effects of parenting practices on early sexual intercourse
in different neighborhood contexts.

Another limitation of our study was the absence of measures to capture
the social dynamics within families and neighborhoods that might help to
explain our findings regarding parental involvement and decision mak-
ing. For example, although we argue that parents’ efforts to control their
child’s activities both within and outside the home may mean very differ-
ent things in lower versus higher socioeconomic neighborhoods, at this
point our interpretation is speculative. More research is needed to explore
this finding.

In summary, this study demonstrates that although young adolescents
are more likely to delay becoming sexually active when their parents set
firm rules and monitor their activities outside the home, the effective-
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ness of these parenting practices depends on the socioeconomic resources
within the neighborhood. These findings suggest that the neighborhood
context must be considered in preventive interventions aimed at discour-
aging adolescents’ involvement in sexual intercourse at a young age.

NOTE

1. Because our analyses modeled the log odds of initiating sex, our time modeling method
had the effect of multiplying a participant’s odds of initiating sex by the number of months
between the participant’s surveys divided by the average number of months between surveys
(11). Here, division by 11 serves to reference the analysis so that the model intercept deter-
mines the odds of initiating sex over 11 months. The coefficient therefore allows a more flexi-
ble accounting than merely multiplying the odds by excess time elapsed.
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