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ABSTRACT 

The present study examined the possible predictors of 

precocious sexual behavior in 418 sibling pairs between the 

ages of 10 and 17. Sexual behavior was measures on a 

continuum ranging from dating to intercourse. Specific 

predictors examined included pubertal development, pubertal 

timing, parental affection, and the personality constructs 

under-control and extraversion. In addition, several 

moderating effects between the predictors were tested, none 

of which were significant. As an additional analysis, this 

study also examined the effects of precocious sexual 

activity among one sibling on the other sibling. Results 

revealed different predictive patterns for males than for 

females. For males, the personality variables proved to be 

the strongest predictors of precocious sexual behavior; 

whereas for females, pubertal timing, extraversion, and 

parental affection were the strongest predictors. Among 

sibling pairs, precocity of one sibling was most often the 

strongest predictor of precocious sexual behavior in the 

other sibling. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

The current paper focuses on the identification of 

characteristics that predict the onset of sexual behavior. 

The characteristics examined included (a) biological/ 

maturation factors, (b) family relatedness factors, and (c) 

personality factors. In the first section, literature on 

the effects of age and pubertal development upon sexual 

activity are discussed. This literature is the most 

consistent in supporting the notion that age and pubertal 

development are strong predictors of sexual behavior. The 

following section reviews studies of parental attitudes and 

warmth. Data suggest that children from highly affectionate 

families tend to postpone the initiation of sexual activity. 

However, even these children who postpone sexual involvement 

will eventually prepare for the initiation of sexual 

activity. At this time, they will also experience less 

parental affection. The last section reviews the literature 

on the effects of personality on sexual activity. These 

studies suggest that adolescents who are more impulsive, 

sociable, active, deceiving, and disinhibited are more 

likely to seek the experience of sexual activity before 

their same aged peers. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Maturation. 

Although there is substantial controversy with respect 

to the predictors of sexual activity, most researchers agree 

that age is a strong predictor of the onset of sexual 

behavior (DiBlasio & Benda, 1990; Hayes, 1987; Udry, 1988; 

Udry et al., 1985). Age is a strong predictor of sexual 

behavior because of their linear relation. Furthermore, 

sexual activity is proscribed during early adolescence, but 

permitted in later adolescence. By age 19, almost 70% of 

females and 76% of males have experienced sexual 

intercourse, although these percentages may vary (Leigh & 

Loewen, 1987). Therefore, sexual activity has a high 

probability of occurrence during adolescence and is age 

related. Being that adolescent sexual behavior is essen

tially a normative behavior, researchers interested in the 

study of deviant behaviors would be drawn to the study of 

precocious sexual behavior. Precocious sexual behavior is 

important to study because it has been found to occur with 

other age-related norm violations such as marijuana smoking 

and alcohol consumption (Jessor & Jessor, 1977). Adoles

cents who engage in behaviors before the "appropriate" age, 

as defined by social norms, are typically frowned upon by 
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adults. As an adolescent researcher, it is interesting to 

understand why an adolescent would choose to engage in 

behaviors he or she knows will be frowned upon by the larger 

adult society. 

In addition to age, many researchers have also found 

pubertal maturation to be associated with sexual activity 

(Udry, 1988; Udry et al., 1985). Although a strong case can 

be made for the direct and indirect effects of age and 

puberty upon sexual behavior, researchers have provided 

different explanations. From a purely biological 

standpoint, puberty is regulated by the hormonal changes in 

the developing adolescent. Increasing hormonal levels are 

responsible for the greater sex drive that leads to sexual 

activity among adolescents (Udry et al., 1985). 

Although pubertal development is biologically 

regulated, maturation also has social consequences. As the 

young adolescent begins to mature, hormones cause secondary 

sex characteristics to develop that are easily seen by 

others. This may be especially true for females as their 

secondary sex characteristics are much more visible than are 

males. Breast growth may convey a message to members of the 

opposite sex, as well as the self, that an individual is now 

ready for sexual activity. Therefore, hormonal levels may 

foster sexual involvement by increasing attractiveness to 
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the opposite sex, regardless of increases in sex drive (Udry 

et al., 1985). 

Udry and his colleagues studied the effects of age, 

pubertal development, and hormonal levels upon male and 

female sexual behavior, feelings of arousal, and sexual 

motivation (Udry et al., 1985; Udry et al., 1986). For 

males, it was found that both age and pubertal development 

had significant zero-order effects on frequency of sexual 

thoughts, sexual arousal, sexual outlets in the previous 

month, sexual intercourse, and whether one had future 

intentions of engaging in sexual intercourse. 

Udry et al., (1986) found very different results for 

females. Masturbation was the only variable for which age 

and pubertal development were significant influences for 

girls aged 13 to 16 years. They suggest that sexual 

behavior and arousal may be more socially controlled for 

females than for males. Females may be more likely to be 

negatively labeled for their sexual behaviors and therefore, 

may not demonstrate the same developmental trends as males. 

On the other hand, these findings may also be a result of 

Udry's sample composition. First, the average age of 

subjects was only fourteen. At this young age, girls are 

unlikely to have had many sexual opportunities. In 

addition, they may fear that their parents might find out if 

they reported sexual activity. Second, only fourteen 



percent of their sample had ever had intercourse and only 

two girls had intercourse in the last month. The lack of 

reported sexual activity could have been reflected in the 

statistically non-significant results that emerged. 

In addition to age and pubertal development, Udry and 

his colleagues examined the effects of hormonal levels upon 

male and female sexual arousal, motivation, and behavior 

(Udry et al., 1985; Udry et al., 1986). They found hormonal 

levels to be significantly associated with sexual thoughts 

and arousal in both males and females, as well as with 

sexual behavior in males. They argue that one must consider 

hormonal levels when examining sexual behavior. However, 

age and pubertal development are related to hormonal levels. 

Specifically, in males, Udry et al., (1985) found age and 

level of free testosterone to be highly correlated with one 

another. Similarly, in females, they found significant 

correlations between both androgens and age, and between 

androgens and pubertal development (Udry et al., 1986). 

Furthermore, hormonal levels also have been found to 

increase as one's Tanner stage increases (Odell, 1989). 

Therefore, the level of Tanner stage development may 

partially substitute for hormonal information when the 

latter is unavailable. 

The relationship between pubertal development and 

sexual activity must also take into account maturational 
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timing. Early maturers who are at least one Tanner stage 

ahead of peers have been found to engage in adult behaviors 

such as sexual activity, alcohol consumption, and marijuana 

smoking at earlier ages than late maturers (Magnusson, et 

al., 1985; Murstein & Caravatt Holden, 1979; Newcomer & 

Udry, 1984). Presser (1978) found early development to be 

related to early dating and early intercourse. Similarly, 

Udry (1979) found that early maturing girls engaged in 

intercourse at a much earlier age than late maturing girls. 

In fact, girls who began menstruating at an early age were 

more than twice as likely to'have had coitus by age 16 than 

girls with a late onset of menarche. However, Caspi and 

Moffitt (1991) found this to be true only for early 

developing girls who had a history of behavioral problems. 

For males, early maturity was also linked to early sexual 

activity, as well as to a higher level of sexual activity 

throughout the lifespan (Kinsey et al., 1953). 

One reason early maturing adolescents may be sexually 

active before their same aged peers is that they may be 

perceived as being more mature by parents, peers, and by 

themselves. Parents tend to perceive taller children as 

being more socially and cognitively competent than their 

shorter, same aged peers (Brooks-Gunn & Warren, 1988). In 

addition, they may be seen as more responsible by parents 

and given more freedom (Brooks-Gunn & Furstenberg, 1989; 
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Magnusson et al., 1985). This new freedom would provide the 

adolescent with more social opportunities to engage in 

sexual activity. This is especially true for boys who 

mature early because parental supervision tends to be less 

for males than females (Clausen, 1975). 

A second reason early maturing adolescents may engage 

in adult behaviors earlier than same aged peers is that they 

may have older friends (Magnusson et al., 1985). Magnusson 

and his colleagues (1985) found that early maturing female 

adolescents sought and were sought by older adolescents at 

the same developmental stage. Early maturers may then adopt 

the advanced sexual behaviors of their older friends. They 

found that four times as many early maturing females had 

intercourse by age 14.5 than late maturing females. 

However, early maturing females who did not associate with 

older friends demonstrated no difference in rates of sexual 

behavior. 

Unfortunately, the majority of the pubertal timing 

literature focuses on the relationship between timing and 

female sexual behavior. Therefore, it is less clear whether 

pubertal timing has a significant impact on sexual behavior 

per say, or if it is specifically related to sexual behavior 

in females. 

In sum, the research literature supports a relationship 

between pubertal maturation and sexual activity, especially 
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for females. Therefore, one should expect to find sexual 

behavior more often in both early maturers and in pubertally 

mature children for both biological and social reasons. 

Family Influences. 

Although age and puberty serve as strong predictors of 

sexual initiation, another common area of influence is the 

warmth and affection present in the family. Affection 

between parents and their children can be seen in the 

communication styles they have with one another, the respect 

the adolescent has for the parents, and the adolescent's 

perception of closeness in the relationship (Christenson & 

Wilson, 1985). As children enter into adolescence and 

pubertal maturity, they become more distant, reform 

boundaries, and disengage from their parents (Steinberg, 

1981). As a consequence, both males and females report 

disruptive relationships with their parents as they enter 

adolescence. Steinberg (1987, 1988) found that as both 

males and females advance in pubertal development, they 

argue more with their mothers. In addition, males tend to 

be more distant from their fathers, whereas females tend to 

experience a greater intensity of conflict with fathers. 

For early maturing females, conflict may be intensified as 

parents are even more likely to be restrictive of their 

behavior (Savin-Williams & Small, 1986). 



Parent-child distancing may occur because a child is 

seeking new experiences and experimenting with new behaviors 

that the parents may disapprove of. Although this 

distancing process is a natural part of the life cycle, it 

also impacts on the natural cycle of sexual exploration. 

One correlate of this parental-adolescent distancing process 

is the increased likelihood of adolescent sexual activity 

(DiBlasio & Benda, 1990), and increased frequencies of 

sexual activity (Murstein & Caravatt Holden, 1979). 

Parental affection seems to reduce adolescent sexual 

activity. Fox (1980, 1981) found emotional closeness, 

communication, and affection to be related to lower levels 

of adolescent sexual behavior. Confirming studies found 

that adolescents perceiving close relations with their 

parents and the maintenance of close ties to home were less 

likely to engage in sexual intercourse (Brooks-Gunn, 1987; 

Fox & Inazu, 1980). Similarly, DiBlasio and Benda (1990) 

found significant zero-order correlations between the 

closeness of both mother and father and whether the child 

was sexually active. Two related studies found that 

adolescents who felt less close to parents, less parental 

support, and less connectedness were more likely to initiate 

sex earlier than same aged peers (Fox & Inazu, 1980; 

Murstein & Caravatt Holden, 1979). Feelings of low parental 

involvement and estrangement from parents also tend to be 
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more characteristic of non-virgins compared to virgins 

(Miller & Simon, 1974). 

Another way the relationship between parental affection 

and adolescent sexual activity may be expressed is through 

parental-adolescent communication and sexual disclosure. In 

general, good parent-child communication has been related to 

higher adolescent sexual disclosure to their parents. Both 

affection and communication have been linked to the 

postponement of sexual activity. Adolescents who perceive 

their parents as warm and nurturing (Snoek & Rothblum, 

1979), and open and responsive (Garfield & Morgenthau, 1976) 

reported higher levels of communication and sexual 

disclosure. Furthermore, Papini et al., (1988) found that 

adolescents were more disclosing to parents about sex when 

they perceived the family to have a high quality of family 

affection and functioning. On the other hand, those who 

perceived communication as poor within the family were more 

likely to be non-virgins (Brooks-Gunn, 1987; Darling & 

Hicks, 1982; Inazu & Fox, 1980; Moore et al., 1986) and were 

more likely to initiate sex earlier than same aged peers 

(Brooks-Gunn, 1987, 1989). 

The main criticism of research in this area is that 

parental affection is usually not measured until after the 

initiation of sexual intercourse. However, Jessor and 

Jessor (1975) studied children before they became non-
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virgins, following a total of 432 high school students over 

a period of four years. They found that virgins who later 

became non-virgins (virgins in transition) had begun to 

loosen ties from the family. In addition, they found that 

the attitudes of virgins in transition versus those who 

remained virgins, were similar to those of non-virgins. One 

of these characteristic attitudes was less perceived 

parental support. These findings appear to be consistent 

with the developmental literature. As adolescents mature, 

they distance themselves from their parents and then engage 

in adult behaviors, one of which is sexual activity! 

Another criticism of the adolescent conflict literature 

is that researchers do not use a consistent measure of 

conflict or affection. Although many studies suggest a link 

between parental affection and adolescent sexual behavior, 

it is hard to determine the underlying process at work when 

there are measurement inconsistencies. 

In sum, the literature supports a relationship between 

parental affection and adolescent sexual activity. 

Therefore, one should expect to find higher levels of sexual 

activity for adolescents who report lower levels of 

closeness with their parents. 

Personality Factors. 

In addition to biological and family factors, 

researchers of sexual behavior have begun to look at 
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adolescent's personality characteristics. Two personality 

characteristics which have been examined in respect to 

sexual activity are self-monitoring and sensation seeking. 

Although the present study did not measure self-monitoring 

and sensation seeking per say, several traits that comprise 

these constructs were measured. 

Those high in self-monitoring tend to be more 

extraverted and social, more deceiving, more susceptible to 

peer influence, and have a higher desire of attention than 

those low in self-monitoring (Snyder et al., 1986). The 

research on self-monitoring is pertinent because of its 

similarities to the sociability and deceitfulness scales 

used in the present study. One component, extraversion, is 

close to sociability. Moreover, extraversion and self-

monitoring were highly correlated (r's = .70 and .68 for 

sexually inexperienced and sexually experienced people, 

respectively). Second, the self-monitoring scale, including 

the extraversion sub-scale, used items similar, although not 

exactly matching, to those included in the sociability and 

deceitfulness subscales used in this present study. 

Snyder and his colleagues (Snyder et al., 1986) studied 

the relationship between self-monitoring with thoughts and 

frequencies of sexual behaviors. The important findings 

with relevance to this study were that self-monitoring, 

along with extraversion, were positively correlated with 
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number of partners in the past year, number of partners 

foreseen, number of one night stands, and one's self rating 

of sexual experience compared to others. In summary, the 

present study measured some personality traits that were 

comparable to some of the traits included in the self-

monitoring scale, and hence there is reason to believe that 

these traits may serve as significant predictors of 

precocious sexual activity. 

There is one major concern that exists with respect to 

this research. The relationship between self-monitoring and 

extraversion with the numbers of partners and one night 

stands cannot be examined for virgins, therefore it is 

uncertain which of these characteristics exist in virgins 

making the transition. 

Another relevant trait when examining the effects of 

personality on sexual activity is sensation-seeking. 

Sensation seekers are people with a high desire for 

different and new experiences. In order to fulfill their 

needs for excitement, they will take physical and social 

risks that others would not (Zuckerman, 1979). Sensation 

seekers tend to be more active, extraverted, impulsive, and 

antisocial (Zuckerman & Link, 1968). In addition, they are 

usually more sexually permissive in both beliefs and 

behaviors. Research on sensation seeking is pertinent 

because several of the sensation seeking traits are similar 
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in face content to those measured in the present study by 

the activity, sociability, and impulsiveness sub-scales. 

White and Johnson (1988) examined sensation seeking and 

its relationship to sexual behavior. Their sample consisted 

of 1380 males and females, who at time 1 were ages 12, 15, 

and 18. Three years later, they retested the subjects who 

then were ages 15, 18, and 21. At time 1, only 6.2% of the 

twelve year old females and 1.9% of the twelve year old 

males had engaged in intercourse. However, by time 2, 89.2% 

of the twenty-one year old females and 91.5% of the twenty-

one year old males had engaged in intercourse. Subjects 

answered questionnaires on disinhibition, experience 

seeking, and impulsiveness. 

White and Johnson (1988) found that non-virgins scored 

higher on impulsiveness and disinhibition than did virgins 

for both males and females. In terms of the present study, 

non-virgins were more social, active, and impulsive than 

virgins. Furthermore, subjects who became non-virgins 

between time 1 and time 2 originally scored higher on 

impulsiveness and disinhibition than those who remained 

virgins. These researchers concluded that those who are 

more disinhibited (ie. sociable and active) and impulsive 

were more likely to become non-virgins than same aged peers. 

In summary, the research on the relationship between 

the biological factors, age and puberty, and sexual activity 



is strong and convincing. Similarly, the literature on 

familial factors and their relationship with precocious 

sexual activity provides consistent findings. Although 

there is less literature on the impact of personality 

variables on sexual activity, it nonetheless warrants 

further investigation. In particular, the most relevant 

characteristics seem to be levels of sociability, activity 

deceitfulness, and impulsiveness. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

PRESENT STUDY 

The purpose, hypotheses, methods, results, and 

conclusions are presented in the following sections. 

Purpose. 

The purpose of this study was investigate whether the 

factors that have been associated with adolescent sexual 

behavior are also associated with the early initiation, or 

precocity, of sexual behavior. In addition, this study also 

sought to discover whether the predictor variables would 

interact with one another to produce a stronger predictive 

model. This research examined the effects of puberty, 

family, and personality on early sexual initiation. Effects 

were considered for all stages of sexual behavior beginning 

with dating and progressing to sexual intercourse. It was 

hoped that similar variables could predict early sexual 

behavior for young, middle, and older adolescents (ie., 

factors predicting early dating behaviors in 10 yr. olds 

will also predict early intercourse in 14 yr. olds). The 

importance of the examination of precocious sexual behavior 

is 1) to determine if similar factors which have.been 

related to adolescent sexual behavior in the literature can 

also predict precocious sexual behavior, as precocious 

sexual behavior is a norm violation whereas sexual activity 
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is expected at later developmental stages, and 2) to provide 

guidance to parents and teachers about which children may be 

more likely to initiate sexual activity earlier. Once aware 

of which young children may become sexually active, they may 

choose to discuss the implications of being sexually active 

at an earlier age. 

Research Question; 

Why do some children initiate sexual activity before 

others? 

All analyses were run separately for both males and 

females to test for gender differences. 

Main Effect Hypotheses: 

1) Children who reach puberty before same aged peers (early 

maturers) will be more sexually experienced at earlier ages 

than same aged peers who are either ontime or late maturers. 

2) Children with a higher pubertal status will be sexually 

precocious compared to children with a lower pubertal 

status. 

3) Children who perceive poor parental affection will be 

sexually precocious when compared to children who perceive 

good parental affection. 

4) Children who are more sociable, active, impulsive, 

rebellious, and/or deceitful will be sexually precocious 

compared to same aged peers who score low on these traits. 
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In addition to the main effects it is expected that 

there may be interactions between the predictor variables 

exerting greater influence on the likelihood of precocious 

sexual behavior. Although few people have considered 

interaction effects, the literature indirectly supports 

them. For instance, the research shows that early maturity, 

pubertal status, parental affection, and personality traits 

all predict sexual behavior to some extent, but 

incompletely. If human behavior is more complex than just 

the sum of its parts, then it would seem that two-way 

interactions among puberty, family, and personality may be 

involved. 

Predictors may interact with one another to produce 

stronger effects than the main effects would alone. One way 

to measure interaction effects is through the use of 

moderator variables. Moderators function as independent 

variables that impact the strength of a relationship between 

an independent and a dependent variable (Baron & Kenny, 

1986). Unfortunately, majority of the sexual activity 

literature has failed to consider possible moderator / 

interaction effects. In addition to main effects, this 

research examined several moderator effects that suggest 

more complex dynamics may be involved. 



Moderator Effect Hypotheses; 

All interactions were run separately for males and 

females to test for gender differences in the strength of 

relationships. 

1) Early maturation * parental affection. Early maturation 

will be more predictive of precocious sexual behavior for 

children who perceive poor parental affection. Early 

maturing children are more likely to have older friends and 

to engage in more adult-like behaviors than same aged peers 

(Magnusson et al., 1985). If the early maturing adolescent 

also feels a lack of support and communication at home, they 

may be more likely to seek it from their friends than would 

early maturers who maintain close ties to home. Therefore, 

the early maturer who spends more time away from home will 

have more opportunities to engage in sexual behavior than 

same aged early maturing peers. 

2) Early maturation * personality variables. Early 

maturation will be more predictive of precocious sexual 

behavior for children who are more sociable, active, 

impulsive, rebellious, and/or deceitful. These personality 

traits may have a greater impact on the prediction of 

precocious sexual behavior for an early maturer than a same 

aged peer who is either ontime for pubertal development or a 

late maturer. The pubertally delayed child will express 

these personality traits through non-sexual behaviors. 
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3) Pubertal status * parental affection. Pubertal status 

will be more predictive of precocious sexual activity for 

children who perceive poor parental affection. The absolute 

level of pubertal status will interact with parental 

affection, separate from being an early maturer. A child 

who is physically mature and who has poor relations at home 

will have more opportunities to engage in sexual behavior 

because 1) they are sexually attractive to members of the 

opposite sex and 2) they will be more likely to spend more 

unmonitored'time with peers. 

4) Pubertal status * personality variables. Pubertal status 

will be more predictive of precocious sexual behavior for 

children who are more sociable, active, rebellious, 

impulsive, and/or deceitful. The absolute level of pubertal 

status will interact with the personality variables such 

that those who score low on sociability, activity, 

rebelliousness, impulsiveness, and/or deceitfulness will be 

less likely to engage in sexual activity even if they are 

already mature. For example, a physically developed person 

who is sociable and/or impulsive may be more likely to 

express these traits through sexual activity than would a 

pubertally immature person because they are more attractive 

to others. The pubertally immature person probably finds 

other avenues of expressing these traits. 



5) Parental affection * personality variables. Parental 

affection will be more predictive of precocious sexual 

behavior for children who are more sociable, active, 

rebellious, impulsive, and/or deceitful because they have 

less ties to home and enjoy risks. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

METHODS 

Participants. 

The sample for this research had previously been 

collected as a part of a larger study of sibling 

relationships. The sample was generated by using an active 

list of telephone numbers in a southwestern city. To 

qualify for the study, families had to be English speaking 

and have two birth-order adjacent siblings between the ages 

of 10 and 16 (mean age=13.5). The final sample consisted of 

418 families (a total of 836 individuals) with 141 mixed 

gender sibling pairs, 135 brother pairs, and 142 sister 

pairs. Participating families received $50 for their time. 

Demographic characteristics indicated that the sample 

was primarily White and middle-class. Seventy eight percent 

of the subjects had Caucasian parents and fifteen percent 

had at least one Hispanic parent. 

Procedure. 

This study used a random digit dialing procedure from a 

list of phone numbers obtained from Survey Sampling, Inc. to 

assure numbers were current. The numbers were generated 

from directory listed phone numbers, school registration and 

magazine subscription lists, as well as drivers license and 
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voter registration records. Both listed and unlisted 

residential numbers were used. 

The University of Arizona Research Center was hired to 

call the households, describe the study, and screen the 

family for appropriateness. Qualifying criteria for 

participation included 1) English speaking children, and 2) 

birth-order adjacent siblings 10-16 years of age. Ninety 

percent of the 7,793 numbers called were working numbers. 

Approximately 7.5% of the households contacted fulfilled the 

qualifying criteria. Most of these families agreed to 

participate (N=499; 95%). Fourteen families officially 

dropped out and approximately 25 families unofficially 

dropped out. Due to these losses, the final sample 

consisted of 418 families. 

Using portable computers, two trained interviewers went 

to each home and administered the questionnaire to each 

sibling in private. Interviewers gave a brief overview of 

the study to the participants and the parents and answered 

any questions. Before beginning the questionnaire, specific 

parental permission was obtained for questions involving 

pubertal development sketches. In addition, parents signed 

an Informed Consent Form. 

The computer was programed with D-Base III+ software, 

allowing the interviewer to read the question from the 

screen and enter the answer. The program skipped questions 
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that did not apply and contained an error checking routine 

to protect against out-of-range values. 

After the interviews were completed, each family 

received a $50 check. 

Survey Measures 

Dependent Measure. 

Sexual experience was measured on a five item, yes-no 

scale. Subjects were asked whether they had 1) dated, 2) 

kissed and held hands, 3) made-out, 4) engaged in heavy 

petting (touching under the clothes), and 5) had 

intercourse. Responses were coded 1 = "yes", 2 = "no" for 

each question separately. The final score was calculated by 

summing across item and subtracting the sum from 10. 

Therefore, someone who answered "no" for all items would 

have a summed score of 10 which would result in a sexual 

experience score of 0. Cronbach's alpha was .77 for this 

sample. 

To calculate precocious sexual behavior for both males 

and females, the sample had to be first divided into males 

and females. This would allow precociousness to be 

calculated based upon gender, as well as age. Next, eight 

age groups were constructed by rounding age to the nearest 

integer. Age groups were composed of 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 

15, 16, and 17 year old children. The precocity variable 

was calculated separately for each gender in each age group 
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via Z-score transformations. This was accomplished by-

subtracting each individual's score on the sexual experience 

scale from the mean score of sexual experience for their age 

group within their gender. This residual was then divided 

by the standard deviation of sexual experience for that age 

group: Precocious sexual behavior = (XfJ -XJJ J/SDJJ. 

This procedure determined if a child was advanced or delayed 

in sexual experience relative to same aged, same sex peers. 

Independent Measures. 

Age was measured in months. However, in the 

standardization of sexual experience with respect to age, 

each individual's age was rounded to the nearest whole 

number. To determine precocious sexual activity, it was 

more reasonable to round age to whole numbers because 1) it 

is not useful to look at precocity for each month of age 

because development is not that rapid, and 2) someone who is 

13 years and 2 months of age is closer in age to someone who 

is 12 years and 9 months of age than to someone who is 13 

years and 10 months of age. 

Pubertal development was assessed by child reports. He 

or she compared his or her own development with standards 

pictured in sketches of puberty (Tanner, 1962). Although 

physician ratings are assumed to be the most accurate, it 

has been found that female self-ratings and those of a 
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physician are highly correlated (r=.82) (Brooks-Gunn et al., 

1987). Cronbach's alpha for this sample was .78. 

Pubertal timing was calculated by Z-score 

transformations, as was precocious sexual behavior. The 

sample was divided into males and females and then divided 

into eight age groups. Next, each individual's score on 

pubertal development was subtracted from the mean level of 

pubertal status for that individual's age group within their 

gender. This residual was then divided by the standard 

deviation of pubertal status for that age group. Pubertal 

timing = (xfJ -Xrj )/SD-r 

Parental affection was measured by a modified version 

of a parental affection scale developed by Hindelang et al., 

(1981). The scale consisted of four items designed to 

measure the adolescent's perceptions of the shared affection 

between his or her self and his or her parent. The four 

items were rated on a 5 point scale ranging from 1 = 

"strongly agree" to 5 = "strongly disagree." The scores for 

each item were summed for each parent and then added to 

obtain a parental affection score. The lower the score, the 

greater the perceived parental affection. On the other 

hand, the higher the score, the lower the perceived parental 

affection. The items were: "I share my thoughts and 

feelings with my parents;" ; "I would like to be the kind of 

person my parent is;" ; "I have lots of respect for my 



parent;" ; and "When I am away from home, my parent knows 

where I am and who I am with." Originally, the last item 

was expected to load on the parental control scale; however, 

a factor analysis based on a least squares estimation 

technique and an orthogonal rotation revealed that the 

statement loaded on the affection factor (.48 for mothers, 

and .52 for fathers). Based on the literature, these 

questions are consistent with the way other researchers have 

measured parental affection. Cronbach's alpha for this 

sample was .76. 

The personality measures included a rebelliousness 

scale (Smith & Fogg, 1979), a deceit scale (Elliott & 

Ageton, 1980), an impulsiveness scale, a sociability scale, 

and an activity scale (Buss & Plomin, 1975). All five 

dimensions were measured on a 5 point scale ranging from 1 = 

"strongly disagree" to 5 = "strongly agree." Scale scores 

were obtained by summing item scores. The higher the score 

on a scale, the more rebellious, deceitful, impulsive, 

social, and/or active the individual. The rebelliousness 

scale consisted of eight items which tapped into ideas of 

going against the wishes of authority figures (eg. "When 

rules and regulations get in the way, I sometimes ignore 

them."). The deceit scale consisted of a 14 item scale that 

questioned the importance of truthfulness with friends and 

parents (eg. "Sometimes it's necessary to lie to your 
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parents in order to keep their trust."). The impulsiveness 

scale consisted of a 5 item scale measuring enjoyment of 

risk taking and the amount of self control necessary to stay 

out of trouble (eg. "I enjoy new and exciting experiences if 

they are a little frightening and unusual."). The four 

items from the sociability scale included questions such as 

"I like to be with people." Lastly, the four items from the 

activity scale included questions such as "I often feel as 

if I am bursting with energy." The Cronbach alphas for this 

sample were .72 for the rebelliousness scale, .70 for the 

deceit scale, .74 for the impulsiveness scale, .78 for the 

sociability scale, and .78 for the activity scale. The 

available test-retest reliabilities for the impulsiveness, 

sociability and activity scales were .56, .85, and .81, 

respectively (Buss & Plomin, 1975). 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

RESULTS 

Frequency of Sexual Activity. 

Frequency distributions of sexual experience are 

presented in Table 1 and are broken down by gender. Due to 

the young mean age of this sample, the prevalence of sexual 

intercourse was quite low. 

Descriptive data for all variables are also broken down 

by gender and are presented in Table 2. The ages of the 

female respondents ranged from 10 years of age to 17.25 

years of age (M=13.4). Ages of male respondents ranged from 

9.9 years of age to 17.16 years of age (M=13.5). 

Examination of the personality scales revealed that 

females were more sociable than males (M=15.0, females; 

M=14.5, males, p<.05). On the other hand, males reported 

higher levels of the more deviant traits: Impulsiveness 

(M=16.0, males; 14.8 females, p<.05), deceitfulness (M=33.2, 

males; M=28.5, females, p<.05), and rebelliousness (M=21.8, 

males; 11=19.7, females, p<.05) than did females. 

Factor Analysis of the Personality Variables. 

As an attempt to achieve parsimony,.the 

intercorrelations between the five personality variables 

were examined for evidence of internal structure. As 
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Table 1.—Distribution of dependent variables among 

males and females. 

Dependent variable 

MALES 

Frequency % 

FEMALES 

Frequency % 

No Sexual Activity 146 35.5 189 44.5 

Dated 80 19.5 92 21.6 

Kissed 101 24.6 60 14.1 

Made-Out 33 8.0 28 6.6 

Petted 36 8.8 34 8.0 

Sexual Intercourse 15 3.6 22 5.2 

N=411 N=425 
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Table 2.—Mean scores on age, parental affection, 
personality, pubertal status. 

Males Females 

Measures Mean S.D. Mean S.D. 

Sexual Behavior 1.5 1.4 1.3 1.5 

Subject's Age 13.5 1.9 13.4 1.9 

Parental Affection 16.3 4.0 15.7 4.3 

Sociability 14.5* 2.3 15.0 2.2 

Activity 13.4 2.2 13.1 2.3 

Impulsiveness 16.0* 3.0 14.8 3.1 

Deceitfulness 33.2* 6.8 28.5 7.1 

Rebelliousness 21.8* 4.1 19.7 4.7 

Pubertal Status 6.1 2.6 6.4 2.6 

N=411 N=425 

*= p<.05. 
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expected sociability and activity were correlated (r=.21, 

p<.05). In addition, impulsiveness was correlated with 

activity (r=.29, p<.05), rebelliousness (r=.50, p<.05), and 

deceitfulness (r=.41, p<.05). Lastly, rebelliousness and 

deceitfulness were intercorrelated (r=.69, p<.05). 

Using a least squares estimation technique, the scores 

on all five personality scales were submitted to a common 

factor analysis using squared multiple correlations as 

initial communality estimates. An orthogonal (varimax) 

rotation resulted in the two factor model shown in Table 3. 

The variables with the highest loadings on the first factor 

included the impulsiveness, rebelliousness, and 

deceitfulness scales. The variables with the highest 

loadings on the second factor included the activity, 

sociability, and impulsiveness scales. Based upon the 

factor loadings, factor 1 was labeled "under-control" and 

factor 2 was labeled "extraversion." Under-control was 

defined as a lack of control or low self control, as opposed 

to being defined as being in control. Extraversion was 

defined as being sociable, friendly, outgoing, active, 

spontaneous, and excitement seeking. Scores on the 

rebelliousness, deceitfulness, and impulsiveness scales were 

summed for each individual to create the under-control 

score. Similarly, scores on sociability, activity, and 
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Table 3.— Factor loadings among personality variables. 

FI FII 

Under-control Extraversion 

Activity .09 .47 

Sociability -.05 .35 

Impulsiveness .56 .34 

Rebelliousness .81 -.03 

Deceitfulness .75 -.07 

N=836 
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impulsiveness were summed to create the extraversion score 

for each individual. 

Correlational Analysis. 

Table 4 presents the correlations of the raw variable 

sexual activity with age, pubertal status, pubertal timing, 

extraversion, under-control, and parental affection for the 

entire sample. Age has the highest correlation with sexual 

activity for both males and females. 

Table 5 and 6 present the correlations among the 

variables by gender. For males, extraversion and under-

control were positively correlated with precocious sexual 

behavior. Under-control was not only positively correlated 

with precocious sexual activity, but also extraversion, low 

parental affection, and pubertal status. The correlation 

between under-control and extraversion is partly a result of 

their sharing impulsiveness. Lastly, pubertal status and 

pubertal timing were also positively correlated with one 

another. 

For females, precocious sexual behavior was positively 

correlated with pubertal status, pubertal timing, 

extraversion, under-control, and low parental affection. 

Pubertal status was also positively correlated with pubertal 

timing, extraversion, and under-control. Finally, as in 

males, under-control was positively correlated with low 

parental affection and extraversion. 



Table 4.—Zero-order correlations between the predictor 

variables and the raw score of sexual 

activity for the entire sample. 

Raw Score 
Sexual Activity 

Males Females 

Age 

Pubertal Timing 

Pubertal Status 

Extraversion 

Under-control 

Parental Affection 

,63* 

, 0 0  

,40* 

,22* 

,35* 

,19* 

.64* 

.16* 

.49* 

.36* 

.37* 

.25* 

N=411 N=425 

*=p<.05 
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Table 5.—Zero-order correlations among all variables 

for males. 

1) Precocious 
Sexual .06 .07 .29* .25* .09 
Behavior 

2) Pubertal 
Status .75* .00 .19* .09 

3) Pubertal 
Timing .01 .01 -.01 

4) Extraversion .39* .00 

5) Under-Control .38* 

6) Parental Affection 

N=411 

*=p<.001 

Male and female correlations are significantly-
different from one another for pubertal status, 
pubertal timing, and parental affection at p<.05. 
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Table 6.—Zero-order correlations among all variables 

for females. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

1) Precocious 
Sexual 
Behavior .16* 

2) Pubertal 
Status 

3) Pubertal 
Timing 

4) Extraversion 

5) Under-Control 

6) Parental Affection 

N=425 

*=p<.001 

Male and female correlations are significantly-
different from one another for pubertal status, 
pubertal timing, and parental affection at p<.05. 

.21* .33* 

.73* .17* 

.06 

.27* .23* 

.21* .07 

.03 -.02 

.42* .08 

.44* 
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Male and female correlations were compared to one 

another via Fisher Z transformation scores. The correlation 

between precocious sexual behavior and pubertal timing, 

extraversion, and parental affection were significantly 

different at p<.05 level for males and females. There were 

no significant differences in the correlations between 

precocious sexual behavior and pubertal status or under-

control for males and females. 

Predictors of Precocious Sexual Activity. 

I hypothesized that precocious sexual behavior would be 

predicted from higher levels of extraversion and pubertal 

status; lower levels of parental affection and self control; 

and from early puberty. This was partly confirmed. In 

addition, several moderator effects were hypothesized, none 

of which were significant. 

To test the predicted main effects model, all predictor 

variables were subjected to stepwise linear regressions for 

males and females, separately. A stepwise multiple 

regression adds one variable at a time to the model. If a 

significant F is obtained, that variable is retained in the 

equation. As each new variable is added, the significance 

of each prior variable is reassessed. Any variable which 

loses significance due to the addition of another variable 

is then dropped. Precocious sexual behavior was initially 

predicted from pubertal status, precocious pubertal 
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development, extraversion, under-control, and parental 

affection using a stepwise multiple regression that looked 

similar to: 

Y= bo + blxl + b2x2 + b3x3 + b4x4 + b5x5 + e, 

where Y was subject's precocious sexual behavior, xl was 

subject's pubertal status, x2 was subject's precocious 

pubertal maturation, x3 was subject's extraversion, x4 was 

subject's under-control, and x5 was subject's view of 

parental affection. For this model, order of entry was 

unimportant. The unique variance of each variable to the 

model was of interest. Table 7 displays the results. 

As expected based on the first order correlations, only 

two variables remained significant in the prediction of male 

precocious sexual behavior. Extraversion and under-control 

together created a predictive model that accounted for 11% 

of the variance, F(2,408)= 24.70, pc.OOl, (/3=.231, t(l,408) = 

4.54, p<.01; )9=. 160, t(l,408)= 3.14, pc.Ol, respectively). 

On the other hand, several main effect predictors 

remained significant for females. The prediction model for 

females accounted for 19% of the variance, F(3,421)= 32.76, 

p<.001. As in males, extraversion predicted female 

precocious sexual behavior (/3=.298, t(l,421)= 6.75, p<.01). 

In addition, early pubertal maturation and parental 
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affection were both significantly associated with female 

precocious sexual behavior (£=.198, t(l,421)= 4.51, p<.01; 

j9=. 215, t(l,421)= 4.88, p<.01). 

In addition to main effect hypotheses, several 

moderator hypotheses were proposed. To test moderator 

effects, Jaccard et al., (1990) recommended that variables 

composing the interaction term be centered by recomputing 

scores as deviations from their mean. The product of these 

two centered variables then yields the interaction term 

which tests for moderating effects. To test for moderated 

effects, the two main effects and the moderator term were 

entered into stepwise linear regression equations as 

follows: 

1) YPBS= bo + blPT + b2PA + b3PT*PA + e, 

2) YPBS= bo + blPT + b2EXT + b3PT*EXT + e, 

3) YPBS= bo + blPT + b2CTL + b3PT*CTL + e, 

4) YPBS= bo + blPS + b2PA + b3PS*PA + e, 

5) YPBS= bo + blPS + b2EXT + b3PS*EXT + e, 

6) YPBS= bo + blPS + b2CTL + b3PS*CTL + e, 

7) YPBS= bo + blPA + b2EXT + b3PA*EXT + e, 

8) YPBS= bo + blPA + b2CTL + b3PA*CTL + e, 

where YPBS is the subjects precocious sexual behavior, PT is 

pubertal timing, PS is pubertal status, PA is parental 

affection, EXT is extraversion, and CTL is under-control. 
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Table 7.—Standardized regression coefficients for 

precocious sexual behavior for males and 

females. 

Pubertal Timing 

Pubertal Status 

Extraversion 

Under-Control 

Parental 

Affection 

B wts males 

omitted 

omitted 

.231 

.160 

omitted 

B wts females 

.198 

omitted 

.298 

omitted 

.215 

.11 119 

p<. 01 
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Unfortunately, analyses using moderated regressions yielded 

no significant interaction terms ("b3" in equations 1-8). 

Additional Analyses. 

One concern with these data is that they are composed 

of sibling pairs. However, this is an advantage in that it 

allows one to examine the total family influences by 

comparing and contrasting sibling pairs. If precocious 

sexual behavior for one sibling can be predicted from 

precocious sexual behavior of the other, underlying 

similarities may make them both prone to precocious sexual 

behavior. These similarities could be either genetic or 

environmental in origin. Although this study will not 

specify which factor has the greatest impact, it will help 

determine if there is some family influence worth pursuing 

at a later time. 

The sample was broken down into three groups; group 1 

consisted of brother sibling pairs, group 2 of sister 

sibling pairs, and group 3 of mixed-gender siblings. To 

calculate precocious sexual activity and puberty, each set 

of sibling pairs were divided into older and younger 

siblings and then into age groups. The standardization 

procedure was performed as discussed earlier. For instance, 

in the sister pairs, the younger's precocious variables were 

computed based on the mean scores for her age group 

considering all other younger sisters. 



Table 8, 9, and 10 present the correlations among the 

variables for the older and the younger siblings among the 

pairs. The diagonal represents the correlations between 

older and younger sibling. To test for significant 

differences among the correlations between sibling pairs, 

correlation coefficients were transformed into Fisher Z 

scores. The comparison of older-younger brother sibling 

correlations with older-younger sister sibling correlations 

on the diagonal resulted in no significant differences 

between the two pairs for any of the variables. However, 

significant differences did arise when same sex siblings 

were compared to mix sex siblings. The older-younger 

correlations for the mixed pairs were significantly 

different from older-younger brother and sister correlations 

for pubertal timing and pubertal status. In addition, the 

older-younger mixed pair correlations were also 

significantly different from the brother pairs on parental 

affection. 

Two stepwise multiple regressions were run for each 

sibling group. Results are presented in Table 11. The 

first regression equation predicted older sibling's 

precocious sexual behavior from both older's and younger's 

characteristics. Thus the older sibling's scores on 

extraversion, under-control, pubertal status, precocious 
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Table 8.—Zero-order correlations among all variables 

for brother siblings. 

Older Brother's Variables 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

Younger Brother's 
Variables 

1) Precocious 
Sexual 
Behavior .29* .14 .20* .22* .14 .07 

2) Pubertal 
Status .13 .56* .40* .00 .10 .18* 

3) Pubertal 
Timing .20* .45* .50* .14 .05 .00 

4) Extraversion .10 .21* .16 .16 .13 .06 

5) Under-Control .05 .22* .11 .07 .18* .22* 

6) Parental 
Affection .04 -.11 -.15 -.10 .11 .36* 

N=135 Brother Sibling Pairs 

*=p<.05 

—The diagonal represents the correlation between the 
older and younger brothers for each variable. 
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Table 9.—Zero-order correlations among all variables 

for sister siblings. 

Older Sister's Variables 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

Younger Sister's 
Variables 

1) Precocious 
Sexual 
Behavior .34* 09 .09 .20* .28* .24* 

2) Pubertal 
Status .14 52* .39* -.01 .03 .08 

3) Pubertal 
Timing .17* 38* .41* .02 -.03 .09 

4) Extraversion .19* 16* .07 .24* .24* .08 

5) Under-Control .18* 09 .00 -.03 .18 .08 

6) Parental 
Affection .15 11 .01 -.04 .23* .23* 

N=142 Sister Sibling Pairs 

*=p<.05 

—The diagonal represents the correlation between the 
older and younger sisters for each variable. 
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Table 10.—Zero-order correlations among all variables 

for mixed sibling pairs. 

Older Sibling's Variables 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

Younger Sibling' 
Variables 

s 

1) Precocious 
Sexual 
Behavior .20* .01 .00 .18* .10 .08 

2) Pubertal 
Status .07 .15 -.02 .01 .10 .13 

3) Pubertal 
Timing .03 -.05 -.06 -.07 .03 .07 

4) Extraversion .18* .07 -.01 .07 .08 .03 

5) Under-Control .05 -.01 -.10 .06 .09 .12 

6) Parental 
Affection -.02 -.09 -.14 -.09 .03 .08 

N=141 Mixed Sibling Pairs 

*=p<.05 

—The diagonal represents the correlation between the 
older and younger siblings for each variable. 
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puberty, and parental affection were entered into an 

equation with the younger sibling's scores on these same 

variables. Variables which were not significant at p<.05 

were omitted from the equation. Younger sibling's 

precocious sexual behavior was predicted from the same 

model. 

The models examining brother pairs yielded interesting 

results. When looking at the entire male sample, 

extraversion and under-control were associated with 

precocious sexual behavior. However, this model involved a 

twist upon examination of brother pairs. For the older 

brother, his under-control was no longer a significant 

predictor of his precocious sexual behavior, although his 

extraversion remained in the model (/3=.229, t(l,132)= 2.76, 

p<.01). Surprisingly, it was the younger brother's 

precocious sexual behavior that also added to the model 

(/3 =.235, t(1,132) = 2.82, pc.Ol). This model accounted for 

13% of the variance in the older brother's precocious sexual 

behavior, F(2,132) = 10.01, pc.OOl. 

Contrary to the older brother, it was the younger 

brother's under-control, and not extraversion that remained 

in the younger brother's prediction model (£=.307, t(1,132)= 

3.88, pc.Ol). In addition to his own level of under-

control, his older brother's precocious sexual behavior was 

also significantly associated with his level of precocious 



56 

Table 11.—Standardized regression coefficients for 

precocious sexual behavior broken down by 

sibling pairs. 

BROTHER FAIRS: 
Target 

YOUNGER OLDER 
B wts B wts 

Older's precocious Younger's precocious 
sexual behavior sexual behavior 

.270 .235 

Younger's Older's 
under-control extraversion 

.307 .229 

R2 .18 .13 

N=135 pairs 

p<. 01 



—Standardized regression weights cont. 

SISTER PAIRS: 
Target 

YOUNGER OLDER 
B wts wts 

Older's precocious 
sexual behavior 

,276 

Younger's precocious 
sexual behavior 

. 2 0 6  

Younger's 
extraversion 

,187 

Younger's 
under-control 

.145 

Younger's parental 
affection 

,208 

Older's pubertal 
timing 

.198 

Older's 
extraversion . 2 8 8  

Older's parental 
affection .156 

.20 .27 

N=142 pairs 

p<. 05 
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—Standardized regression coefficients cont. 

MIXED SIBLING FAIRS: 

Target 

YOUNGER OLDER 
B wts 3 wts 

Older's precocious Younger's 
sexual behavior .181 extraversion .151 

Younger's 
under-control .296 

Older's pubertal 
timing .149 
Older's 
extraversion .418 

R' .13 .21 

N=141 pairs 

p<. 05 
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sexual behavior (/?=.270, t(l,132)= 3.41, p<.01). This model 

accounted for 18% of the variance, F(2,132) = 14.09, p<.001. 

The model predicting older sister's precocious sexual 

behavior accounted for 27% of the variance, F(5,136)=10.16, 

pc.001. Her own extraversion, pubertal timing, and parental 

affection were significantly associated with her precocious 

sexual behavior (/?= .288, t(l,136)= 3.81, p<.05; /3=.198, 

t(1,136) = 2.69, p<.05 ; /3=.156, t(1.136)= 2.06, p<.05, 

respectively). In addition to her own characteristics, her 

younger sister's precocious sexual behavior and under-

control were significantly associated with the older's 

precocious sexual behavior (>0=.206, t(l,136)= 2.63, p<.05; 

jS=. 145, t(l, 136)= 1.94, p<.05, respectively). 

The model predicting younger sister's precocious sexual 

behavior accounted for less variance than did the model of 

the older sister; accounting for only 20% of the variance, 

F(3,138)=11.58, p<.001. The younger sister's scores on her 

own extraversion and parental affection were significantly 

associated with her own precocious sexual behavior (/?=.187, 

t(1,138)= 2.41, p<.05; 0=.208, t(l,138)= 2.69, p<.05, 

respectively). In addition, her older sister's precocious 

sexual behavior was significantly associated with her level 

of precocious sexual behavior (/?=.276, t(l,138)= 3.53, 

p<.05) . 
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Prediction models for the mixed sibling pairs yielded 

consistent results with same sex sibling pairs, (R2 =.21, 

F(3,137)= 12.43, pc.OOl for older sibling; R2 =.13, 

F(2,138)= 9.92, p<.001 for younger sibling). For the older 

sibling, younger's extraversion in combination with older's 

pubertal timing and extraversion predicted older's 

precocious sexual behavior (0=.151, t(1,137)= 1.99, p<.05; 

13=. 149, t(1,137) = 1.95, p<.05; /3=.418, t(l,137)= 5.48, 

p<.05, respectively). For the younger siblings, their score 

on under-control in combination with older's precocious 

sexual behavior predicted younger's precocious sexual 

behavior (j0=.296, t(l,138)= 3.72, p<.05; J0=.181, t(l,138) = 

2.27, p<.05, respectively). 



61 

CHAPTER SIX 

DISCUSSION 

The role of pubertal development in the prediction of 

precocious sexual behavior. 

Research on pubertal status and pubertal timing have 

consistently shown that these two factors are related to 

adolescent sexual activity (Brooks-Gunn & Furstenberg, 1989; 

Clausen, 1975; Kinsey et al., 1953; Magnusson et al., 1985; 

Udry et al., 1985). Therefore, it was surprising to find 

that, in these data, pubertal status was not associated with 

precocious sexual behavior for either males or females. The 

literature on the effects of pubertal status suggest that 

pubertal maturation is linked to adolescent sexual behavior 

because of 1) the increased hormonal levels associated with 

puberty, especially for males (Udry, 1988; Udry et al., 

1985, 1986), 2) the development of secondary sex 

characteristics resulting in greater attractiveness, 

especially for females (Brooks-Gunn & Warren, 1988; Udry, 

1988; Udry et al., 1986), and 3) being perceived as more 

mature, both socially and cognitively, by adults, thus given 

more freedom (Brooks-Gunn & Furstenberg, 1989; Clausen, 

1975; Magnusson et al., 1985; Udry et al., 1985). 



Despite the obvious influence of pubertal status on 

adolescent sexual behavior, its influence upon precocious 

sexual behavior is negligent. One reason pubertal 

development may have failed as a significant predictor of 

precocious sexual activity is because the mean age of the 

sample is quite young. For those adolescents who are young 

and pubertally immature, sexual activity is less likely as 

they do not have the necessary hormones to motivate them 

sexually nor the developed secondary sex characteristics 

that would motivate others in a sexual manner. On the other 

hand, those adolescents who are older and pubertally mature, 

do possess both the necessary hormonal levels, as well as 

the secondary sex characteristics that will make sexual 

experiences more likely. But because pubertally mature 

adolescents are more likely to be older (ie., 16 years of 

age) versus younger (ie., 13 years of age), it cannot be 

known whether the older, pubertally mature adolescents were 

sexually active before their peers. It can only be known 

whether they have had any sexual experience at the time. 

Although it is expected that the older, pubertally mature 

adolescents will have had some sexual experience, as it is 

socially acceptable, it cannot be determined whether they 

were experienced earlier than their peers. As for the 

younger adolescents, they may be too pubertally immature to 
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have either the sexual interest or opportunities leading to 

precocious sexual behavior. 

Pubertal timing, on the other hand, did play a 

significant role in the prediction of female precocious 

sexual behavior. However, pubertal timing was not 

significantly associated with male precocious sexual 

behavior. The findings for females are fairly consistent 

with the literature on female sexual behavior (Brooks-Gunn & 

Furstenberg, 1989; Clausen, 1975; Magnusson et al., 1985; 

Presser, 1978; Udry, 1979; Udry et al., 1986). It has been 

argued that an early maturing female will be viewed as more 

socially and cognitively competent than age-mates (Brooks-

Gunn & Warren, 1988). As her parents view her as more 

responsible, they may allow her certain freedoms which could 

increase the opportunities for sexual involvement (Magnusson 

et al., 1985). For instance, it is not uncommon for early 

adolescents (12 or 13 years old) to "hang out" at the mall 

on Friday nights. This allows younger adolescents to have a 

common meeting ground where they can interact with members 

of the opposite sex. However, the parents of an early 

maturing 10 year old may feel she is "old enough" to be 

responsible for herself. They may allow her to engage in 

this ritual behavior, increasing her chances of interacting 

with males outside of school. 
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Peers, as well as parents, are receptive to the 

physical changes that occur in females. For the early 

maturing female, these changes are even more noticeable. 

There appears to be a social advantage among peers for 

females who develop breasts earlier than age-mates. Brooks-

Gunn and Warren (1988) found that early breast development 

in females was associated with positive peer relationships, 

suggesting that pubertal development carries a social value. 

Having positive interactions with peers may increase her 

confidence in social situations. This confidence may be 

viewed as attractive by older adolescents and motivate them 

to seek further interactions with the early maturing female. 

She may become more comfortable with adolescents who look to 

be at a similar developmental phase and prefer them as 

friends, as opposed to pubertally immature age-mates. Once 

she has been adopted by older adolescents, she is more 

likely to engage in norm breaking behaviors, one of which is 

sexual activity. Supporting evidence demonstrates that 

early developing females with older friends have increased 

contacts with males, as well as more sexual experience than 

other age-mates (Magnusson et al., 1985). 

The early maturing female may also be differentially 

treated by older males. Udry (1988) argues that although 

hormonal levels are an important predictor of male 
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sexuality,- sociological variables appear to be more 

important in the prediction of female sexuality. This 

sociological model suggests that a more developed female has 

the visible characteristics that make her attractive to 

males, regardless of her age. Being a mature looking female 

would increase her romantic attractiveness to males. If a 

female looks mature before same aged peers, she will begin 

receiving sexual propositions earlier. This poses no 

difficulty, however as females tend to date older males who 

may be more sexually experienced. The sooner male-female 

interactions begin, the more likely she is to gain some 

sexual experience. 

Not only do parents and peers notice the early 

development of the female, but she does as well. It has 

been suggested that the early development of secondary sex 

characteristics may make the female's role in life more 

salient to her (Brooks-Gunn & Warren, 1988; Darling & Hicks, 

1982) . Brooks-Gunn and Warren (1988) found that early 

developing females rated marriage and children as more 

important than girls who had not begun to develop breasts. 

Therefore, regardless of society's reaction to her 

development, the early developing female may begin 

"practicing" the behaviors she believes will be important 

(ie., finding a mate and having children). 
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Although pubertal timing served as a statistically 

significant predictor of female precocious sexual behavior, 

it was not even marginally correlated with male precocious 

sexual behavior. Considering the limited amount of research 

that examines the effects of pubertal development on male 

sexual behavior, this was not a complete surprise. However, 

the research that has been done, primarily by Udry and his 

colleges, suggests that hormonal levels play a large role in 

male sexual behavior (Udry, 1988; Udry et al., 1985). 

Specifically, Udry and his colleges found age and pubertal 

development to be predictive of male sexual behavior. Once 

they controlled for hormonal levels, however neither age nor 

pubertal development served as statistically significant 

predictors. This lead them to the conclusion that for 

males, hormonal levels are directly related to male sexual 

behavior. Unfortunately, the present study did not measure 

hormonal levels. But this did not seem to be a major 

problem because pubertal development and hormonal levels 

have been correlated with one another (Odell, 1989). 

Therefore, it was assumed that early maturing boys would 

have higher levels of testosterone than immature age-mates 

making them- more prone to precocious sexual behavior. This 

was not supported. 

Although Udry argues (Udry, 1988; Udry et al., 1985) 

that sociological variables do not play a role in male 
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sexual behavior, it is possible that they play a role in 

precocious sexual behavior. It may be true that the 

increased hormonal levels associated with pubertal 

development are associated with higher levels of sexual 

arousal (Udry et al., 1985). However, to act upon these 

feelings of sexual desire, a male must find a willing 

partner. For the early maturing male, this may be somewhat 

difficult. Unlike an early maturing female who's breast 

development is easily seen by others, advanced levels of 

male maturation may not be as obvious to other people. 

Therefore, his romantic attractiveness may not increase as 

quickly as a female's would. Even if his romantic 

attractiveness did increase, an early maturing male may be 

faced with another obstacle. In order to find a willing 

partner, an early maturing male may have to look outside his 

own age group for a more mature female. It is less likely 

that an older female would be attracted to a younger male, 

than visa-versa, regardless of his pubertal status, because 

he has a lower social status than older males. Therefore, 

although pubertal development, and hence increases hormonal 

levels, may affect whether a male would like to be sexually 

active, an early maturing male may encounter problems 

finding an accepting female partner at such a young age. 

In sum, it appears that for males, there are different 

factors at work when examining sexual behavior versus 
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precocious sexual behavior. Pubertal status and timing seem 

to be relevant predictors of male sexual behavior, but not 

for early sexual behavior. In order to determine whether 

this is a result of a smaller pool of willing partners, 

further studies would be necessary to determine if the drive 

is there, but not the partners. In addition, hormonal 

levels would need to be measured to determine whether the 

sociological model, the biological model, or a combination 

of both accounts for male precocious sexual behavior. 

On the other hand, it appears that for females, 

pubertal timing, and to a lesser degree pubertal status, 

would be important for precocious sexual behavior. One 

interpretation is that female developmental characteristics 

are much more outwardly noticeable and socially 

interpretable. 

The role of parental affection in the prediction of 

precocious sexual activity. 

The majority of the adolescent sexual behavior 

literature supports the link between poor parental affection 

and increased sexual activity for both males and females 

(Brooks-Gunn, 1987; DiBlasio & Benda, 1990; Murstein & 

Caravatt Holden, 1979; Steinberg, 1981, 1987, 1988). 

However, the present study only supported the link between 

parental affection and female precocious sexual behavior. 
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As children enter into adolescence, it is commonly 

theorized that parent-adolescent conflict increases (see 

Montemayor, 1983 for review). This increased conflict is 

believed to be the result of the stress associated with a 

major life transition compounded by the adolescent's lack of 

skills necessary to adjust smoothly. Parent-adolescent 

conflict and adolescent stress have been associated with 

several behaviors that parents tend to disapprove of. 

First, adolescents spend increasing amounts time with 

friends and less time with their family, increasing the 

likelihood of deviant activities (Montemayor, 1982). Second, 

this conflict is also predictive of behaviors such as 

delinquency, marijuana and alcohol use, as well as sexual 

activity (see Montemayor, 1986 for review). One criticism 

with this research is that it is uncertain whether high 

levels of conflict were pre-existing. 

Most studies have shown that parent-adolescent conflict 

tends to revolve around every day matters such as social 

life, friends, curfew, disobedience, etc. (Montemayor, 

1983) . For matters like curfew and friends to become an 

issue, there must be discrepant desires between the adoles

cent and the parent. As the adolescent matures, s/he may 

feel entitled to more "adult" privileges than the parent is 

willing to condone. S/he may feel that s/he should be able 

to date, stay out later, smoke, hang around older 
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adolescents, etc. In general, these behaviors 

characteristic of independence seeking (ie., sexual 

activity, smoking, etc.) have been correlated with increases 

in conflict and decreases in parental support, affection, 

and closeness (DiBlasio & Benda, 1990; Jessor & Jessor, 

1975; Paikoff & Brooks-Gunn, 1991; Steinberg, 1987). 

Although the present study only examined parental 

affection and did not examine independence seeking, parental 

support, closeness, nor conflict, their intercorrelations, 

based upon the literature, justified the hypothesis that 

decreases in parental affection would be associated with 

precocious sexual activity. This was only partially 

supported. Decreases in parental affection were associated 

with female precocious sexual behavior. This, however was 

not in complete contradiction to the literature. Murstein 

and Caravatt Holden (1979) studied pre-marital sexual 

behaviors in college students and found that decreases in 

parental closeness were only related to female sexual 

behavior. 

Parental affection may be related to precociousness in 

females, and not in males, because both parents may be more 

threatened by the daughter becoming sexually active than 

they would be of a son. Parents may be more concerned about 

how much time the daughter spends with friends and how 

appropriate these friends are. Furthermore, girls are more 
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likely to date older boys, than visa-versa. Parents may be 

more concerned with who their daughters are dating than 

their sons. Because these issues have been demonstrated to 

cause problems in the parent-adolescent relationship 

(DiBlasio & Benda, 1990; Jessor & Jessor, 1975; Paikoff & 

Brooks-Gunn, 1991; Steinberg, 1987), it seems reasonable to 

suggest that parents may be more restrictive of their 

daughters behavior, causing the parent-daughter relationship 

to suffer more. 

For adolescents to engage in sexual behaviors, they 

need to have the opportunities away from adult supervision 

to do so. One way this can be accomplished is by the 

adolescent spending more time with peers, away from the 

home. In response to this process, parents may feel that 

the risks associated with going out at night and dating are 

far worse for females. In a sense, parents may be more 

worried that their daughters will become sexually active if 

given too much freedom, than they are about their sons. 

This greater restrictiveness of females may be partially 

responsible for the greater deterioration of parent-daughter 

relationship. By parents wanting to maintain greater 

control over daughters they may be causing more conflict, 

resulting in less perceived affection. This is only a 

theory, however and future research would need to be done to 

examine this process more fully. 
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The effects of personality characteristics on precocious 

sexual behavior. 

White and Johnson (1988) and Snyder et al., (1986) have 

provided a link for the association of personality variables 

such as sociability, impulsiveness, and deceitfulness with 

sexual behavior in males and females. These traits, as well 

as activity and rebelliousness, formed two factors 

(extraversion and under-control) which were significantly 

associated with precocious sexual behavior in both males and 

females. 

Given that extraversion was composed of sociability, 

activity, and impulsiveness, it was hardly surprising to 

find that they predicted precocious sexual behavior for both 

males and females. Individuals who enjoy working with and 

being around others, as well as keeping busy may be more 

likely to be involved with school activities and other types 

of social clubs. These social activities would provide 

increased opportunities for people to get to know one 

another. Moreover, some of these activities may provide 

unsupervised time from adults that could allow for the 

development of more intimate friendships. On the other 

hand, impulsiveness may have played an important role in 

relationship between extraversion and precocious sexual 

behavior. It may be that the impulsiveness involved in 

extraversion would make young adolescents even more prone to 
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precocious sexual involvement. Those individuals with a 

high motive for spontaneous risk taking behavior, and with 

many social contacts may be more likely than their peers to 

act on a sexual whim. Although it is difficult to interpret 

the relationship between sociability, activity, and 

impulsiveness, it nonetheless seems to exist. Therefore, it 

may be the combination of the three constructs, sociability, 

activity, and impulsiveness, that make adolescents more 

susceptible to precocious sexual activity than either one 

would alone. 

Based upon the literature, one would expect adolescents 

who are rebellious, deceitful and impulsive to be more 

likely to engage in precocious sexual behavior (Donovan & 

Jessor, 1985; Snyder et al., 1986; White & Johnson, 1988). 

Several researchers have found connections between sensation 

seeking behavior and adolescent "problem behaviors" such as 

drug use and delinquency (Bates et al., 1986; White et al., 

1985). Other supporting evidence demonstrates that 

adolescent nonvirgins are more likely to engage in deviant 

acts and less conforming behaviors than their virgin peers 

(Jessor & Jessor, 1975). Some argue that there exists an 

underlying behavior dimension that expresses itself through 

problem behaviors like drug use, precocious sex, and 

delinquency (Donovan & Jessor, 1985). Based upon the 

present study, it appears as if rebelliousness and 
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deceitfulness are also factors composing this "problem 

behavior" dimension. It may be that adolescents who rebel 

against the system do so in several ways. 

Assuming that most adolescents engage in some form of 

individuation process in becoming autonomous from parents, 

there are several ways this can be accomplished. One 

extreme way for young adolescents may attempt to gain 

independence from adults is by rebelling against authority 

figures and the conformity they stand for. If this is the 

road one chooses to travel, the adolescent would be more 

likely to engage in behaviors they know adults are likely to 

disapprove of such as sexual activity, lying to parents and 

teachers, and disobeying the wishes of authority figures. 

Upon examination of the zero-order correlation 

coefficients of under-control with precocious sexual 

activity, it was expected that under-control would serve as 

a significant predictor for both males and females. 

However, this hypothesis was not supported. Under-control 

served as a statistically significant predictor for only 

male precocious sexual behavior. To attempt to explain why 

under-control would be significantly correlated with female 

precocious sex, but fail as a statistically significant 

predictor, I tested the strength of the correlations for 

males versus females. To test the strength of under-control 

in males versus females, the zero-order correlations between 



under-control and precocious sexual activity for both males 

and females compared by Fisher Z scores. 

Fisher Z transformations revealed no significant differences 

in the correlation coefficients of under-control and 

precocious sexual activity for males and females. 

Therefore, the reasons why under-control would be related to 

male precocious sexual behavior are difficult to postulate. 

One interpretation may be that hormone levels 

associated with puberty have different effects on male and 

female behavior. As adolescents enter puberty and hormonal 

levels increase, behavior may be subject to change (Udry & 

Talbert, 1988). Furthermore, behavior may become more 

problematic as suggested in the delinquency and parental 

affection literature (Brooks-Gunn, 1987; DiBlasio & Benda, 

1990; Montemayor, 1982, 1983, 1986; Murstein & Caravatt 

Holden, 1979; Steinberg, 1981, 1987, 1988). It may be that 

for females, problem behavior is primarily expressed through 

sexual behavior, whereas for males, problem behavior may be 

expressed in several ways (ie., sexual behavior, 

delinquency, rebelliousness, etc.). This theory would 

partly explain why the pubertal variables have a greater 

impact on female precocious sex whereas personality 

variables have a greater impact on male precocious sex. 

In summary, the variables that have been linked to 

female sexual behavior through research on pubertal 
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development, parental affection, and personality traits 

appear to also predict precocious sexual behavior in 

females. This, however, was not true for precocious sexual 

behavior in males. A possible reason for this finding could 

be because social context is consistently ignored. As 

researchers, we have failed to examine how societal values 

about male and female sexual behavior affect such things as 

parental monitoring, parental affection, and society's 

interpretation of the development of secondary sex 

characteristics. There are no obvious answers for why the 

factors that predict sexual behavior would also predict 

precocious sexual behavior in females and not in males, but 

the factors related to sexual behavior are more powerful in 

females. 

Moderator effects. 

As previously mentioned, none of the proposed 

moderating effects were significant in this study. For 

males, this is not surprising. Because only the personality 

remained as significant predictors of precocious sexual 

behavior in males, there were no other variables with which 

it could interact. This is untrue for females, however. 

One reason for the lack of moderator findings may be a lack 

of statistical power (McClelland & Judd; 1992). When 

examining moderator effects, the groups on the extreme ends 

become of interest. Unfortunately, the number of people on 



the extreme ends tends to be small. Therefore, it is 

possible that there were not enough individuals on the 

extreme ends to provide sufficient statistical power. 

Sibling pair effects. 

It appears that there are either some strong familial 

or genetic influences occurring in the realm of sexual 

activity. In the majority of the sibling pair models, one 

sibling's precocious sexual behavior serves as best 

predictor for the other sibling's precocious sexual behavior 

Moreover, the addition of the other siblings characteristics 

lead to greater predictive power than either the model 

examining males or females as a whole. The variance 

accounted for in the male sample was 11%, however when 

broken down into younger and older brothers, the variance 

increased to 18% and 13%, respectively. Similarly, the 

female model increased from 19% to 20% for younger sisters 

and to 27% for older sisters. This preliminary examination 

of sibling effects on precocious sexual behavior warrants 

further investigation. 

Significance of Findings. 

Being that sexual behavior is an age graded activity, 

it is proscribed in early adolescence, but generally 

considered acceptable towards later adolescence. Even if 

one does not believe premarital sexual behavior is 

acceptable at any age, there is no denying that its 
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prevalence increases with age (DiBlasio & Benda, 1990; 

Hayes, 1987; Udry, 1988; Udry et al., 1985). Although 

percentages vary from one study to another, it appears as 

though nearly 70% of females and 76% of males have 

experienced sexual intercourse by age 19 (Leigh & Loewen, 

1987). Therefore, sexual activity is age related and has a 

high probability of occurrence during adolescence. Because 

adolescent sexual behavior is essentially a normative 

behavior, researchers interested in the study of deviant 

behaviors should be drawn to the study of precocious sexual 

behavior. Precocious sexual behavior is important to study 

because it has been found to occur with other age-related 

norm violations such as marijuana smoking and alcohol 

consumption (Jessor & Jessor, 1977). Adolescents who engage 

in behaviors before the "appropriate" age, as defined by 

social norms, are typically frowned upon by adults. As an 

adolescent researcher, it is interesting to understand why 

certain adolescents would choose to engage in behaviors he 

or she knows will be frowned upon by the larger adult 

society. 

From a practical standpoint, predictors of precocious 

sexual behavior would be important to health educators who 

are concerned with the increasing rates of sexually 

transmitted diseases, especially AIDS. In helping to 

identify predictors of precocious sex, as well as at what 
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ages sexual behaviors are beginning, health educators can 

better specify their target population and the appropriate 

tactics. For instance, a 10 year old child may not possess 

the same cognitive abilities as a 14 year old adolescent, 

therefore a different plan of action may be needed for the 

different age groups. At the same time, this study suggests 

that for 10 year old, White, middle class Tucsonions, there 

may be little need for intervention. 

The findings from this study have provided the 

groundwork as to which children may need to be targeted as 

most likely to engage in precocious sex. For males, 

personality appears to play a major role and for females, 

pubertal development appears to play a major role in 

precocious sexual behavior. The present study served as a 

preliminary examination of precocious sex predictors, 

further studies will be necessary to understand the 

underlying processes, however. 

Possible Limitations. 

There are possible statistical limitations to this 

study that need to be addressed. First is the issue of 

multicollinearity. Multicollinearity becomes an issue when 

one has several highly correlated independent variables 

resulting in problems of interpretation, sampling stability, 

and computational accuracy (Cohen & Cohen, 1983). One way 

to try and limit the problems of multicollinearity is by 
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combining variables that appear to related to a latent 

trait. The combination of the personality variables into 

two factors is an example. However, this too has potential 

problems that will be discussed later. Multicollinearity 

may have been an issue with the two puberty variables. 

Therefore, the results of the present findings should be 

interpreted with caution. 

When using a factor analysis to combine variables, one 

runs the risk of interpretation problems, unless factor 

loadings are very clear. This however, is not always the 

case. In the present study, the personality variables were 

submitted to a factor analysis. As a result, sociability, 

activity, and impulsiveness were combined into one factor, 

while impulsiveness, rebelliousness, and deceitfulness were 

combined into another factor. The fact that impulsiveness 

loaded on two factors makes absolute interpretation foggy. 

It was the belief of the author that impulsiveness had 

conceptual links with both factors and therefore should be 

included on both. 

Another potential limitation stems from the use of 

stepwise regression because of the risk of capitalizing on 

chance. Cohen and Cohen (1983) mention that potential 

problems are greatly reduced if one has a minimum of 40 

subjects per variable entered. Given that there are 5 

independent variables, a sample size of 200 would be 



81 

sufficient, therefore I do not foresee any problems as a 

result of employing stepwise regressions on the data broken 

down by gender. However, the examination of sibling pairs 

did not meet this criteria and results may need to be 

interpreted with caution. 

There may have been some under reporting of sexual 

activity since all data were collected verbally from the 

respondent. Due to the sensitive nature of the subject and 

the close contact with the interviewer, it is expected that 

there may have been some under reporting of sexual 

experience resulting from social desirability biases or fear 

of parents finding out their answers. 

This study is also plagued by the same potential 

limitation many other studies are plagued with. The present 

sample was obtained through the use of random telephone 

sampling procedures. Only people with telephones had an 

opportunity to be included in the study. This may explain 

why the sample tends to include a higher percentage of 

middle class families than is actually present in the city. 

Lower class people without telephones were missed. In 

addition to being middle class, the sample is also 

predominately White. Therefore, the generalizability of 

these results are restricted to White middle class children 

in Tucson. 
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