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To add to our knowledge in this area, Girls Incorporated® 
collaborated with Mathematica Policy Research, Inc. (MPR) 
to conduct a longitudinal study, Girls Shape the Future, of   
a relatively high-risk sample of  adolescent girls. From 2001 
to 2006, more than 800 adolescent girls participated in the 
study by completing three rounds of  survey questionnaires 
over a three-year period from approximately sixth through 
ninth grades.  Upon completion of  the study, MPR conducted 
a secondary analysis of  these survey responses, resulting 
in the report, Early Predictors of  Girls’ Adolescent Sexual Activity:  
Longitudinal Findings from the Girls Shape the Future Study. 

This summary, intended for the general public, provides 
highlights from that report, focusing on the findings related 
to two questions:

1)	 How do girls’ sexually risky behaviors change in early 
adolescence? 

2)	 What factors put girls at risk for early involvement in 
sexual activity? 

These questions are of  considerable concern to Girls 
Incorporated, as the organization has historically been at the 
forefront of  providing girls with the knowledge, skills, and 
tools to understand their bodies and make healthy behavioral 
choices. First introduced in 1988, Girls Inc. Preventing  
Adolescent Pregnancy® is an age-phased, research-based, and 
evaluated program that helps girls and young women acquire 
the skills, insights, values, motivation, and support to postpone 
sexual activity, as well as to use effective protection to avoid 
pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases when they do 
choose to become sexually active.  

The pre-teen and early teen years are particularly critical in 
a girl’s life.  Between the ages of  eleven and fourteen, girls 
begin to confront the many facets of  an emerging adulthood: 
increasingly abstract and “future oriented” thinking processes; 
the search for and creation of  identities—including their 
maturing sexual and gender identities; and the development 
and maintenance of  more adult-like and complex relationships 
with peers and romantic partners. 2, 3

 

Of  the girls participating in the Girls Shape the Future study,  
79 percent were girls of  diverse ethnicities, 63 percent received 
free or reduced-price lunches, and 25 percent lived in single-
parent households.  The average age of  the girls participating 
in the baseline survey was 12.17 years. These characteristics 
are typical of  the girls and young women served by Girls Inc. 
programming, with relatively high proportions of  African 
Americans and Hispanics and with a high proportion of  girls 
who reported receiving free or reduced-price school lunches.4

This population was an important focus for this study, as girls 
whose futures are considered at risk because of  factors over 
which they have no control, such as their race, their family 
configuration, or their family’s economic status, are often 
presumed by society—and especially by the media—to be at 
high risk for engaging in early sexual activity.

High rates of  risky sexual behaviors among U.S. adolescents have long 
been a concern for parents, educators, policy makers, researchers, and 

the media, as recent national estimates indicate that nearly half  of  all high 
school students have had sexual intercourse.
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A Time of  Changing Behaviors

The study, for which MPR surveyed a cohort of  over 800 girls 
at three points in time, at “baseline” (most girls were in the 
sixth grade), one year later, and at ninth grade,5  reaffirms our 
understanding that girls increasingly engage in sexual activity 
during this age period, as almost one in three girls reported 
engaging in sexual intercourse by ninth grade.

In fact, findings from the Girls Shape the Future study about 
the rate of  sexual intercourse were comparable to findings 
from national surveys of  the general population of  girls.  For 
example, in this study, 3 percent of  sixth graders reported ever 
having had sexual intercourse, growing to 28 percent by ninth 
grade.  This finding is very similar to that of  the Youth Risk 
Behavior survey conducted by the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention, which found that 29 percent of  ninth grade 
girls had engaged in sexual intercourse.6

Girls in the Girls Shape the Future study were also asked to 
describe their feelings concerning their sexual experiences. 
Among the girls who had initiated sexual intercourse before the 
ninth-grade survey, girls were split evenly between those who 
said they regretted their experiences and those who expressed 
no regret. By contrast, among the girls who reported never 
having had sex, a large majority of  girls (95 percent) said they 

felt fine with their experiences, while only a small proportion 
(5 percent) said they regretted their experiences and wished 
they had had sex. These findings suggest that girls’ feelings 
toward their sexual experiences vary more among girls who 
have initiated sexual intercourse than among girls who are 
abstinent.

Most Girls Did Not Engage in Sexual 
Activities

The important news that emerged from the Girls Shape the 
Future study was that by the end of  ninth grade, nearly three-
quarters of  the girls (72 percent) had not engaged in sexual 
intercourse, most of  the girls (88 percent) had not engaged 
in oral sex, and over half  of  the girls (53 percent) had not 
engaged in heavy kissing or sexual touching. As noted above, 
the percentage of  girls in this study who engaged in sexual 
intercourse in ninth grade was no higher than the national 
percentage.

Although the likelihood of  a girl having sex increased 
significantly over this period, there were no significant 
differences in risk for early involvement in sexual activity 
by race/ethnicity or socioeconomic status.  The chances of  
initiating sexual intercourse between the first follow-up and 
ninth-grade surveys were higher for African American girls 
(29 percent) than for whites (28 percent) and Hispanics (24 
percent). However, these differences are not statistically 
significant.

Similarly, the chances of  initiating intercourse were higher 
for girls who reported receiving free or reduced-price 
school lunches (28 percent) than for other girls in the study  
(26 percent), but the gap is not statistically significant.  
This may be because the girls in the study are a more 
homogeneous group than girls in the general population, 
coming from five communities that share similar interests and 
family backgrounds.

Most Girls Did Not Grow More Accepting 
of  Teenage Sexual Intercourse

Considering the fact that 28 percent of  the participants in 
the Girls Shape the Future study had already engaged in sexual 
intercourse by the ninth grade, it was surprising that the 
majority of  ninth grade girls (70 percent) did not approve of  
teenage sexual intercourse, even for teens who had been dating 
for a long time. Furthermore, over 90 percent of  girls in both 
seventh and ninth grades agreed that it was not acceptable to 
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be pregnant as a teenager or for teenagers to have babies.

In contrast to the findings of  national studies on girls’ sexual 
activity7, 8, the ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and household 
composition (e.g., who resided in the home) of  girls in the 
Girls Shape the Future study were not associated with the girls’ 
engagement in sexual activity. In other words, despite media 
and societal perceptions of  “girls at risk,” among the girls who 
participated in the study, being a girl of  color or having limited 
family resources did not increase the likelihood of  becoming 
involved in early sexual activity.  

Risk Factors for Early Sexual Activity

The finding of  the Girls Shape the Future study did clarify that 
girls with accepting attitudes toward sex and taking risks were 
more likely than other girls to initiate sexual intercourse.  
Three measures were created, grouping study questions, to 
clarify girls’ attitudes.  

The first measure focused on girls’ acceptance of  premarital 
sex by analyzing their responses to two statements:

•	 “It is against my values for me to have sex before I am 	
	 married.” 

•	 “It is against one or both of  my parents’/guardians’  	
	 values for me to have sex before I am married.”

A second measure focused on girls’ acceptance of  teenage 
sex, analyzing their responses to five statements:

•	 “It is okay for teens to have sex if  they use birth 		
	 control.”

•	 “Teens who have been dating for a long time or going 	
	 steady should have sex if  they want to.”

•	 “It is okay for teens to have sex if  they use a condom to 	
	 prevent disease.”

•	 “It is okay to be pregnant as a teen.”

•	 “It is okay for teens to have babies.”

And a third measure focused on girls’ support for taking risks, 
by analyzing their responses to five statements:

•	 “I would do almost anything on a dare.”

•	 “I like to test myself  sometimes by doing something a 	
	 little risky.”

•	 “I keep out of  trouble at all costs.”

•	 “I often act before I think.”

•	 “Before I do something, I think about what my friends 	
	 would think about it.”  

These measures were used to determine the likelihood of  
a girl having sexual intercourse by ninth grade, depending 
on her attitudes and views.  All of  the differences found are 
statistically significant.

Acceptance of  premarital sex.  For views accepting of  
premarital sex, the chances of  initiating sexual intercourse 
were more than twice as great for girls with the most accepting 
attitudes (45 percent) than for those with the least accepting 
attitudes (19 percent). 

Acceptance of  teenage sex.  Similarly, for views accepting 
of  teenage sex, the chances of  initiating intercourse ranged 
from 34 percent for girls with the most accepting attitudes to 
21 percent for those with the least accepting attitudes. 

Support for taking risks.  Rates of  sexual activity also 
differed according to girls’ attitudes toward taking risks, with 
the chances of  initiating intercourse more than twice as great 
for girls with the most accepting attitudes (37 percent) than for 
those with the least accepting attitudes (15 percent).
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The likelihood of  initiating sexual intercourse was higher 
for girls who used drugs or alcohol, had friends who used 
substances, or received pressure from friends to have sex.  In 
line with the findings of  prior research, data from the study 
show that involvement in adolescent sexual activity tends to 
cluster with participation in other types of  risky adolescent 
behaviors and with pressure from peers to engage in risky 
behaviors. 

Prior substance use.  In particular, there is a strong 
correlation between sexual activity and prior substance use, 
such that girls who reported having used any substances 
(alcohol, tobacco, or marijuana) in the month before the first 
follow-up survey were more than twice as likely as other girls 
to initiate sexual intercourse between the first follow-up and 
ninth-grade surveys (50 percent versus 24 percent). 

Prior substance use by their peers.  Similarly, girls’ 
sexual activity is also correlated with substance use by their 
peers. Girls who reported that their friends used substances 
had a nearly 40 percent chance of  initiating sexual intercourse, 
compared with 20 percent for girls who reported no peer 
substance use. This correlation between peer substance use 
and sexual behavior persists after adjusting for the girl’s own 
substance use.

Pressure from friends to have sex.  To measure another 
aspect of  negative peer influences, girls were asked in the 
first follow-up survey whether they felt pressure from their 
friends to have sex. Results show that the chances of  initiating 
sexual intercourse between the first follow-up and ninth-grade 
surveys were higher for girls who reported feeling pressure 
from their friends to have sex (45 percent) than for girls who 
did not report feeling this type of  pressure (24 percent).

Protective Factors against Early Sexual 
Activity

The Girls Shape the Future study found factors that protected 
girls against early sexual activity even when considering 
the factors of  the participants’ socioeconomic status and 
household structure. 

Relationship with mother.  Previous studies of  adolescent 
development have found large differences in rates of  sexual 
activity between girls from single-parent families and those 
from two-parent families.9   However, data from the Girls Shape 
the Future study show that the quality of  girls’ relationships 
with their parents—and not their basic family structure—is 
a stronger predictor of  their early involvement in sexual 
activity. 

A set of  questions about the girls’ relationships with their 
mothers and with their fathers were used to create measures 
of  the relationship.  The survey statements include:

•	 “She/he is warm and loving toward me.”

•	 “When I do something seriously wrong, she/he helps me 
	 understand why it is wrong.”

•	 “I like the way she/he and I talk with each other.”

•	 “I like my relationship with her/him.”

For each scale, girls who scored in the bottom third of  the 
scale were compared with those who scored in the middle or 
top thirds of  the scale. Higher values indicate more positive 
relationships. When answering this series of  survey questions, 
girls were asked to think of  the one person they considered 
to be their mother and the one person they considered to be 
their father, which for most girls was a biological parent but 
for others was a stepparent, grandparent, or other relative or 
guardian.

 
Figure 6: Probability of  initiating sexual intercourse, by substance use and 
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With respect to girls’ relationships with their mothers, the 
likelihood of  initiating sexual intercourse was significantly 
lower for girls who reported the most positive relationships 
(20 percent) than for those who reported the least positive 
relationships (32 percent). There are no significant differences 
in the chances of  initiating intercourse between girls in the 
middle third of  the scale (30 percent) and those in the bottom 
third (32 percent). The chance of  initiating sexual intercourse 
was also lower for girls who reported the most positive 
relationships with their fathers (26 percent for girls in the top 
third of  the scale, versus 29 percent for those in the bottom 
third), but the difference is not statistically significant. The 
finding of  a stronger association for relationship quality with 
mothers is consistent with previous research on adolescent 
girls.10, 11 

By contrast, there were no significant differences in girls’ sexual 
activity based on differences in family structure. The chances 
of  initiating sexual intercourse between the first follow-up and 
ninth-grade surveys were similar regardless of  whether girls 
lived with their mother figure or their father figure.

Reading proficiency:  Girls who reported receiving an 
‘A’ grade in reading on the first-year follow-up survey were 
significantly less likely to report first sexual intercourse between 
that survey and the ninth-grade survey than were their peers 
who earned ‘C’ or lower grades in reading. Specifically, there 
was a 21 percent chance for girls with ‘A’ reading grades 
engaging in sexual activity compared to a 38 percent chance 
for girls with ‘C’ or lower reading grades engaging in sexual 
activity.  This finding suggests that girls who are more involved 
in school or are doing well in school are less likely to engage in 
early sexual activity.

Conclusion and Implications

The Girls Shape the Future study of  girls in sixth through ninth 
grades demonstrated that most girls in this study, who are often 
described as “disadvantaged” and therefore are perceived as 
typically at risk for early initiation of  sexual activity, displayed 
healthy and positive sexual attitudes and behaviors.  The study 
participants reported similar rates of  sexual activity as their 
peers did in national studies. 

The study affirmed earlier learning about the relationship 
between girls engaging in sexual intercourse and substance 
use, as well as having friends who used substances.  

In contrast, girls greatly benefited from protective factors within 
their families and in school. Girls who had close relationships 
with their mothers were less likely to engage in sexual activity. 
This finding was not related to family structure (two-parent 
or single-parent households) or whether the girls lived with 
their mothers or not.  Family functioning—the quality of  the 
relationships and the support for academic achievement—are 
more important than ascribed family status such as economic 
status, family structure, or race and ethnicity in influencing 
when girls begin to engage in sexual behaviors.

The findings reported here provide strong evidence for the 
need for sexuality education programming during the middle 
school and high school years, as girls’ attitudes and experiences 
are evolving and close to a third of  girls will engage in sexual 
intercourse by ninth grade.  Most important, programming 
must be multifaceted, recognizing that sexuality education 
must be set in the context of  academic achievement, peer 
relationships, and family relationships.  
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Figure 7: Probability of  initiating intercourse, by relationship quality with mother & father 
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Implications: 

•	 Academics are important. Building academic skills to 
ensure that girls stay focused on academic achievement, 
especially in reading, is critical.

•	 Include parents, especially mothers, in programming.  
A high-quality relationship with their mothers reduced 
the chance that girls would initiate sexual intercourse 
prior to the ninth grade.  Programming that helps 
mothers and daughters learn to talk with each other, 
especially about sensitive topics, and demonstrate warm 
and loving attitudes toward each other, especially as the 
girls enter adolescence, is directly relevant.  

•	 Substance abuse prevention and sex education are 
critical.  Developing drug-refusal skills, sexual negotiation 
skills, and effective coping styles to deal better with 
peer pressure and life stressors may help girls delay 
sexual activity.  Girls between the ages of  11 and 15 are 
continuing to develop the capacity for abstract thought 
and need to practice these skills in relevant contexts in 
order to understand how to apply them when needed.
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