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Abstract

Relatively little is known about young people’s interpretations of sexual behaviour in Latin 

America. In this study, we examine the most commonly perceived consequences of first sexual 

intercourse among Mexican middle and high school students, how perceived consequences differ 

by gender, and factors that may predict experiencing more positive or negative consequences. 

Sexually active Mexican students aged 12–19 years (N = 268) reported whether they had 

experienced each of 19 consequences following first intercourse. Both positive consequences, such 

as physical satisfaction and closeness to partner, and negative consequences, such as worry about 

STDs and pregnancy, were common. Sex with a non-relationship partner was associated with 

fewer positive and more negative consequences, with the effect for positive consequences being 

stronger for young women. Pressure to have sex was associated with fewer positive consequences 

of first intercourse, and pressure to remain a virgin was associated with more positive and negative 

consequences. These findings suggest that young people often report mixed feelings about their 

first sexual intercourse, and that relationship context and sexual socialisation influence their 

perceptions of the event.
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A growing literature on adolescent sexual behaviour has moved beyond studying health risks 

to understanding the psychological experience of sexual behaviour (Tolman and McClelland 

2011). For example, understanding perceptions of sexual behaviour is important, as these 

perceptions may influence individuals’ mental health, as well as their future sexual decision-

making (Vasilenko, Lefkowitz, and Welsh 2014). Much of the literature on perceived 

consequences of sexual behaviour has focused on the USA; however, socio-ecological 

frameworks point to the importance of considering the cultural context in which individuals 

are embedded (Bronfenbrenner 2005). For example, in Mexico, the influence of the Catholic 
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Church and specific cultural values such as machismo and marianismo may provide gender-

specific guidelines about the appropriateness of sexual behaviour that could influence how 

individuals feel about their first sexual experiences (Arciniega, Anderson, Tovar-Blank, and 

Tracey 2008; Gil and Vasquez 1996). Thus, we examine the most commonly perceived 

consequences of first sexual intercourse among Mexican middle and high school students, 

how perceived consequences of sexual behaviour may differ by gender, and factors that may 

predict experiencing more positive or negative consequences.

In the USA, much of the research on the experience of first intercourse has focused on 

gender differences. A body of literature, much of it from the 1990s, found that girls and 

young women generally report more negative feelings, such as guilt, pain and lack of orgasm 

or satisfaction, compared to boys and young men (Darling, Davidson, and Passarello 1992; 

Guggino and Ponzetti 1997; Sprecher, Barbee and Schwartz 1995; Tsui and Nicoladis 2004). 

Some of these differences may be due to sexual double standards, which suggest that sex, 

particularly outside of marriage or committed relationships, is more acceptable for men than 

women (Crawford and Popp 2003), whereas others, such as pain, may be accounted for by 

physical differences. More recent research, however, has presented a more nuanced picture. 

Although rates of some specific consequences (e.g., lack of satisfaction) may be higher 

among young women than young men, young women still report primarily positive 

consequences, and their overall evaluations of first intercourse may not be significantly 

different than those of young men (O’Sullivan and Hearn 2008; Smiler et al. 2005; Tsui and 

Nicoladis 2004).

In contrast, less is known about the experience of first intercourse in Mexico, particularly 

positive aspects, as research on Mexican adolescents’ sexual behaviour has focused 

primarily on prevention of risk behaviours (Campero et al. 2011; Pick, Givaudan, and 

Poortinga 2003). As ecological theories suggest, cultural factors may influence individuals’ 

feelings about their sexual behaviour (Bronfenbrenner 2005). The majority of Mexican 

young people aged 12 to 29 are, at least nominally, Roman Catholic (Gobierno Federal 

2010), and the prevalence of a religion that prohibits pre-marital sex could lead individuals 

to feel more guilt about sexual behaviour (Pick et al. 2003). In particular, virginity at 

marriage is emphasised for women, whereas men feel less religious pressure to abstain from 

sex (Gonzalez-Lopez 2005). In Mexico, cultural values of marianismo and machismo may 

shape perceptions of sexual experiences in a highly gendered way. Machismo emphasises 

sexual dominance by men, whereas marianismo emphasises women’s sexual passivity and 

purity, with sex reserved for marriage (Arciniega et al. 2008; Gil and Vasquez 1996). Thus, 

Mexican men may be encouraged or praised for engaging in premarital sexual behaviour or 

even having children out of wedlock, whereas expressing sexual desire may be discouraged 

for Mexican women (Pick et al. 2003). Because of these strong differences in sexual 

expectations for men and women in Mexico, women may experience more negative 

consequences, such as guilt and regret. Men may also experience negative consequences as a 

result of sex in situations where they were pressured into sex by other male peers in order to 

prove their masculinity.

Retrospective qualitative studies have examined feelings about sexuality, virginity and 

virginity loss among Mexican adults, and findings reflect the influence of Catholicism, 
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machismo, and marianismo. For example, studies have found that although not always 

practised, virginity until marriage was perceived as an ideal for women that was better for 

the community and highly promoted by family members (Amuchástegui 1998; Gonzalez-

Lopez 2005; Stern 2007). Part of this pressure to remain a virgin may have been tied to 

gendered economics, in that in the past women who were not virgins were seen as less likely 

to find a marriage partner who could support them (Amuchástegui 1998; Gonzalez-Lopez 

2005). Findings from qualitative studies suggest some remnants of this reasoning; for 

example, many women interviewed in a study revealed a belief that virginity until marriage 

would lead to a more stable and agreeable relationship than a marriage in which the woman 

had engaged in premarital sex (Gonzalez-Lopez 2005). Thus, it is possible that women’s 

sexuality in Mexico, even for girls, may be linked more to ideas of motherhood and 

reproduction than sexual desire or pleasure (Tuñon Pablos and Eroza Solana 2001). In low 

income urban areas, girls not only may need to remain a virgin, but may also feel the 

pressure to act ‘pure’ and be considered ‘good girls’ in order to gain the respect of men, 

their family members, and society in general (Stern 2007). Thus, women may often feel guilt 

and shame about their first (premarital) sexual experiences within cultural contexts that 

endorse high levels of marianismo.

Men, on the other hand, felt little pressure to abstain from premarital sex; instead, they often 

felt pressure from peers or family to prove their masculinity by engaging in sexual behaviour 

at an early age (Aguilera et al. 2004; Gonzalez-Lopez 2005; Stern 2007; Tuñon Pablos and 

Eroza Solana 2001). Consequently, many Mexican men’s experience of first sex was part of 

an initiation by older male friends or family members that often occurred with a sex worker, 

rather than an event they fully wanted to engage in (Amuchástegui and Aggleton 2007; 

Gonzalez-Lopez 2005). These initiation experiences were primarily described as negative, 

whereas sexual experiences with a girlfriend were more often described as intimate and 

loving (Gonzalez-Lopez 2005). However, the emphasis on female virginity may also lead to 

negative feelings about first sexual experiences for boys or men who engage in sexual 

behaviour with a romantic partner, as they may feel guilty about their partner no longer 

being a virgin (Amuchástegui and Aggleton 2007). Adolescent boys reporting on first sexual 

experience with their girlfriend were more likely to experience feeling guilty or that they 

were hurting their partner compared to boys who had first sex with a non-romantic partner 

(Aguilera, et al. 2004).

Despite these largely negative portrayals of first sexual experiences for both men and women 

in Mexico, there is some evidence that the negative, highly gendered views of sexual 

behaviour may be changing or may not be uniform across all of the country. Age of marriage 

has been rising in Mexico, with an average age of first marriage 27 for women and 29 for 

men in 2012 (Instituto Nacional de Estadistica y Geografia 2015). Women’s increasing 

employment outside the home has given rise to changing surrounding marriage and family 

relationships (Amuchástegui and Aggleton 2007). Cultural values like marianismo and 

machismo may be increasingly seen as outdated among youth today, as attitudes are 

increasingly being shaped by global forces (Carrillo 2010; Gutman 1996). Sexual activity 

and promiscuity are seen as less central to masculinity, and romantic love is becoming seen 

as more central to sexual behaviour (Gutman 2006). In addition, there may be less emphasis 

on virginity due to increased contraceptive use and thus the ability to avoid pregnancy 
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(Gutman 1996). In addition, Mexico is a heterogeneous nation with considerable differences 

between urban and rural areas. Regional differences in sexual attitudes and behaviours have 

been documented, with individuals in urban areas viewing sexual behaviour in a less 

gendered way and sex within a close, non-marital relationship as more acceptable. One 

qualitative study of men in Mexico City found no examples of men who experienced first 

intercourse through initiation with a sex worker (Gutman 1996). First sexual experiences 

with a girlfriend or acquaintance may be more common among men living in cities, in part 

because the greater economic opportunities for women in more urban areas make them more 

able to support themselves, and thus have less need to preserve their virginity in order to be a 

suitable marriage partner (Gonzalez-Lopez 2005; Gutman 1996). Women in urban areas, as 

opposed to rural areas, are more likely to consider having sex if it occurs in the context of a 

romantic relationship (Rojas and Castrejón 2011). Thus, regional differences and changing 

cultural norms suggest that some individuals in Mexico may have more positive first sexual 

experiences than previously suggested.

Although much of the research on this topic has focused on retrospective adult reports, there 

are a few qualitative studies focusing on adolescents’ sexual experiences (Aguilera et al. 

2004; Stern, 2007; Tuñon Pablos and Eroza Solana 2001). One qualitative study in Mexico 

City provides some evidence for more nuanced feelings about sex and virginity (Aguilera et 

al. 2004). Some girls and boys felt that it was particularly important for women to maintain 

their virginity, while others claimed that both men and women should remain a virgin until 

marriage. In contrast, there were both girls and boys in the study who felt that it did not 

matter whether a woman was a virgin, as long as partners loved each other. Although girls in 

the study frequently mentioned feelings of guilt, shame, regret, and fear of pregnancy in 

regards to their first sexual experience, they also discussed positive aspects such as curiosity 

and a desire to have sex (Aguilera et al. 2004). These findings suggest that experiences of 

first intercourse in Mexico may vary, and future research is necessary to understand these 

differences and what factors may be associated with more positive or negative perceptions 

and consequences.

Thus, several gaps in the literature exist in regards to understanding the first sexual 

intercourse perceptions and experiences of young people in Mexico. Prior retrospective 

qualitative research on Mexican sexuality suggests that negative first sexual experiences may 

be common due to gendered cultural expectations, but that attitudes toward virginity may be 

changing in a way that may lead to more positive first sexual experiences (Aguilera et al. 

2004; Gonzalez-Lopez 2005). However, much of this research is focused on young adults’ 

retrospective reports of first experiences. Less research has been conducted with adolescents, 

or within the last decade. Thus, little is known about how today’s young people experience 

their sexual behaviour. In addition, to our knowledge there have been no quantitative studies 

of the perceived consequences of first intercourse in Mexico, and thus it is unclear how 

common certain consequences are and what factors predict these consequences.

In this study, we examined the prevalence of positive and negative consequences of first 

sexual intercourse among middle and high school students in Puebla, the fifth largest city in 

Mexico (Censo de Poblacion y ivienda 2010). Guided by a socio-ecological framework 

(Bronfenbrenner 2005), we examined whether socio-cultural (religion, pressure to have sex, 
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pressure to remain a virgin) and event-related factors (age at first sex, condom use, 

relationship with sexual partner) were associated with the positive and negative 

consequences experienced, and whether gender moderated these associations. Based on past 

qualitative research conducted in Mexico, several hypotheses were developed. We predicted 

that, due to the cultural pressure to remain a virgin until married (marianismo) in Mexico, 

female students would report fewer positive and more negative consequences than male 

students. We also predicted that the association between contextual factors such as early sex, 

sex without a condom, being Catholic, and feeling more pressure to remain a virgin would 

be more strongly associated with negative consequences for female compared to male 

students. Due to the influence of machismo which emphasises sexual virility for men, we 

predicted that feeling pressure to have sex would assert a stronger effect on consequences of 

first sex for male students, and that male students may feel particularly negative about non-

relationship sex because the activity was motivated by societal and peer pressure than a 

romantic desire or individual choice.

Method

Participants

Data derive from a study conducted in public middle and high schools in Puebla, Mexico 

(Espinosa-Hernandez, Vasilenko, and Bamaca-Colbert 2015). We used data from the second 

cohort, who were asked questions about consequences of first sexual intercourse. (N = 

1,123). We focus on the 24% of students who reported having sex (N = 268). The students in 

this sub-sample were 56% male, with an average age of 16.0 (SD = 1.5, range 12–19), 60% 

reported living with both of their parents, and 47% reported being a currently practising 

Catholic.

Procedures

We contacted principals of two public middle schools and one public high school in Puebla. 

These schools were co-educational and not religious, which is the norm for public schools in 

Mexico. The principal investigator of the larger study explained the study protocol to each 

principal, who approved the study. Students were invited to participate in their classrooms a 

few days before questionnaires were distributed. Principals chose the classrooms that we 

invited to participate based on convenience (e.g., exam or class schedules). The procedures 

approved by the institutional review board at the University of North Carolina, Wilmington, 

were followed in all schools, and a waiver of active parental consent was obtained from the 

IRB. School staff distributed forms to students to take home to parents, and separated 

students whose parents did not allow them to participate. The principal investigator 

administered the surveys, and classroom teachers helped to proctor the survey. Students 

completed the survey in the classroom during class time in about an hour and a half and 

received candy for completing the survey. Students were assured of confidentiality, and all 

contact information was kept separately from the survey responses.

Measures

The questionnaire was originally written in English, drawing from a number of established 

measures as described below. Items were then translated from English to Spanish by a 
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committee of researchers and undergraduate research assistants who were either native 

Spanish speakers or bilingual. Items were then reviewed by two Mexican middle school 

students and a Mexican school psychologist to ensure grade level was adequate and items 

were easy to understand by a native Spanish speaker. All participants answered the 

questionnaire in Spanish. Descriptive statistics of study variables by gender are presented in 

Table 1, and correlations between predictors are presented in Table 2.

Outcomes—All participants answered the item ‘Have you ever had sex?’ with sex defined 

as ‘Sex in which the penis penetrates the vagina’. Students who reported having vaginal sex 

were asked whether they experienced seven positive and twelve intrapersonal and 

interpersonal consequences (Vasilenko, Lefkowitz and Maggs 2012; see Tables 3 and 4 

following for items). These items were assessed separately in the first stage of analyses, and 

positive and negative sum scores were calculated for the second stage.

Predictors—Four predictors assessed more general characteristics or values. Gender was 

assessed by self-report (0 = female, 44%; 1 = male, 56%). Whether an individual currently 

identified as Catholic was measured by a series of questions, the first asking if the 

participant currently practised a religion, with a follow-up open-ended question asking what 

religion (47.4% reported being a practising Catholic). This measure had been used in prior 

research on religion and sexual behaviour in Mexico (Espinosa-Hernandez, Bissel-Havran, 

and Nunn 2015). Pressure to have sex was assessed by a single item ‘How much pressure 

have you received from others to have sex?’ rated on a 4 point scale from ‘A lot’ to ‘None’ 

(M = 1.56, SD = .93). Pressure to remain a virgin was assessed with the item ‘How much 

pressure have you received from others to remain a virgin?’ rated on a 4 point scale from ‘A 

lot’ to ‘None’ (M = 1.64, SD = 1.04). These two measures were adapted from those used in 

prior research (Sprecher and Regan 1996). They were reverse coded so higher scores 

indicated more pressure, and were centred at the sample’s mean score for analyses.

Three predictors assessed situational factors of the sexual experience, and were only asked 

to participants who had reported engaging in sexual behaviour. Age at first intercourse was a 

single item, ‘At what age did you first have sex?’ Scores ranged from ages 8 to 18 (M = 

14.64, SD = 1.60). Non-relationship sex was assessed by a single item with 7 response 

options asking ‘How would you describe the person you had sex with this first time?’, 

similar to categories used in prior research (Vasilenko, Lefkowitz and Maggs 2012). We 

recoded this item to a dichotomous measure of relationship versus non-relationship sex (0 = 

living with or engaged, regular dating partner or casual dating partner 78.5%; 1 = friend or 

stranger, 21.5%). Non-use of contraception was assessed with a single item asking ‘Did you 

use any method of contraception/birth control when you had sex this first time?’ and was 

recoded so that 0 = contraception used (73%) and 1 = no contraception used (27%).

Analytic Plan

First, we examined frequencies of reporting each of the 19 consequences, for the whole 

sample and separately by gender. Second, we tested for gender differences in reporting each 

consequence using X2 tests. Finally, we examined predictors of the number of positive and 

negative consequences reported using ordinary least squares regression. We ran models in 
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three steps. First, we examined the main effects of our 7 predictors, and then added 

interactions of gender and the predictors to test for moderation. Finally, in cases where 

gender interactions were not significant, we removed the non-significant interactions to 

arrive at a final model.

Results

Both positive and negative consequences were frequently reported (see Table 3 for positive, 

Table 4 for negative), and positive and negative consequences were positively correlated (see 

Table 2). On average, participants reported 4.0 positive consequences (SD = 1.79) and 5.24 

negative consequences (SD = 3.01). The most commonly reported positive consequences 

were feeling physically satisfied (64.0%), feeling intimate or closer to partner (63.2%), and 

feeling better or cheered up (61.7%). The most commonly reported negative consequences 

were worry about pregnancy (58.9%), sexually transmitted diseases (STDs) (52.4%), and 

HIV (50.8%).

We then ran χ2 tests on each item to examine how rates of reporting consequences differed 

by gender. Significant gender differences were found for 7 of 19 items, and most were in the 

direction predicted by sexual double standards. For example, female students were less 

likely than male students to feel that sex had enhanced their reputation or worry that their 

partner wanted more commitment. In addition, female students were more likely than male 

students to feel that things moved too fast, experience pain, worry that their parents would 

find out, and feel close to their partner. However, male and female students were equally 

likely to report the majority of consequences, including physical satisfaction, regret, going 

against morals or ethics, and worry about pregnancy and STDs.

We then examined predictors of positive consequences (Table 5). In the final model, being 

male was associated with any average of 1 additional positive consequence. Feeling pressure 

to have sex was associated with fewer positive consequences of first intercourse, and feeling 

pressure to remain a virgin was associated with more positive consequences. Non-

relationship sex was associated with fewer positive consequences, and this association was 

stronger for female compared to male students (see also Figure 1).

Finally, we examined predictors of negative consequences (Table 6). Because there were no 

significant gender interactions in this model, our final model is the same as our model with 

main effects only (Model 1). Being male was associated with reporting 1.5 fewer negative 

consequences. Feeling pressure to remain a virgin and having non-relationship sex were 

associated with more negative consequences.

Discussion

These findings suggest that Mexican students perceive both positive and negative 

consequences following their first sexual intercourse experience. The majority of students 

reported consequences such as feeling satisfied, cheered up, and close to their partner, 

suggesting that sex is viewed positively for both male and female students. However, it is 

also important to note that the majority of participants also reported some negative 

consequences; specifically, worries about pregnancy, HIV and other STDs were commonly 
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reported. This may be due to the fact that knowledge about condoms and rates of condom 

use are relatively low among Mexican adolescents (Gayet et al. 2003; Olaíz et al. 2006), 

which may lead to worry about pregnancy and STDs. Thus, these findings emphasise the 

importance of delivering prevention programmes that are aimed at increasing condom use 

and preventing pregnancy.

In addition, our findings point to the importance of considering the socio-ecological context 

in which individuals are embedded in research on consequences of sexual behaviour 

(Bronfenbrenner 2005). For example, we observed some gender differences in perceived 

consequences of sex that suggest the influence of sexual double standards related to 

machismo and marianismo (Arciniega, et al. 2008; Gil and Vasquez 1996). Consistent with 

prior research in the USA and Canada (Darling et al. 1992; Guggino and Ponzetti 1997; 

Sprecher et al. 1995; Tsui and Nicoladis 2004) and qualitative research in Mexico 

(Amuchástegui 1998; Gonzalez-Lopez 2005; Stern 2007), male participants, on average, 

reported more positive and fewer negative consequences. Specifically, male students may see 

sex as more likely to improve their reputation, whereas female students are more likely to 

see sex as physically painful and relationship-centred. Notably, more than half of female 

participants were worried that their parents would find out they had sex, whereas less than a 

third felt that they had gone against their morals or ethics or wished that they had not had 

sex. Thus, it appears that female students’ negative feelings may be influenced more by 

external sources than internalised negative messages about sex. While young Mexicans may 

increasingly consider values such as marianismo as outdated (Carrillo 2010), it is possible 

that young people who still live at home may continue to be strongly influenced by parents 

and other authority figures who are less accepting of sexual behaviours, particularly for girls 

or young women.

Despite these gender differences male and female participants were equally likely to endorse 

many consequences. For example, there were no gender differences in the odds of feeling 

physically satisfied, feeling better about one’s self, feeling sex went against morals or ethics, 

or wishing sex had not occurred. Thus, although there are some gender differences in 

experiences of first sexual intercourse in Mexican students that may reflect gendered cultural 

norms, both male and female students report many positive consequences.

Although non-relationship sex was associated with more negative consequences for both 

male and female participants, it was more strongly associated with a smaller number of 

positive consequences for female students. This finding is somewhat surprising given prior 

work on men’s first experiences of non-relationship sex in Mexico, which has suggested that 

men who engage in first sex with a non-relationship partner often do so with a sex partner as 

part of an initiation ritual (Amuchástegui and Aggleton 2007; Gonzalez-Lopez 2005). This 

prior research would suggest that women, who are expected to be virgins until marriage, 

may be distressed by any non-marital sexual behaviour, whereas men may not feel 

particularly positive about non-relationship sex which may occur in a more coercive and 

non-romantic context. Only 5% of male participants in this sample engaged in sex with a 

stranger, and thus they may have engage in non-relationship behaviour in more positive 

contexts. These findings are more consistent with US research, which has found that women 

experience many positive consequences of their first sexual experience, but that non-
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relationship sex is associated with fewer positive consequences (Higgins et al. 2010; 

Sprecher et al. 1995). It is possible that Mexican young people’s sexuality is increasingly 

shaped by values from the USA and other western nations, in which sex is more acceptable 

in general, although non-relationship sex is seen as particularly problematic for women 

(Crawford and Popp 2008). A more recent qualitative study of Latina girls in the USA found 

that unlike women from their mother’s generation, girls felt that the loss of virginity was 

acceptable in contexts in which there were feelings of love or caring with a partner (García 

2009). Similarly, Mexican young people may be adopting attitudes about sexual behaviour 

that are increasingly influenced by romantic rather than traditional values (Gutman 1996).

Several other factors predicted the number of consequences of first intercourse students 

experienced. Students who felt pressure to have sex reported fewer positive consequences, 

suggesting that young people who engage in sexual behaviours due to external factors may 

experience it in a less positive manner. In addition, feeling pressure to remain a virgin was 

associated with a larger number of both positive and negative consequences of first sex. The 

greater number of negative consequences for those feeling more pressure to remain abstinent 

is consistent with the idea that individuals who are in a context in which sex is discouraged 

may feel more guilt, shame or other negative feelings when they become sexually active 

(Vasilenko et al. 2014).

The finding that that participants who felt greater pressure to remain a virgin experienced 

more positive consequences may seem counterintuitive. It is possible that individuals who 

feel pressure to abstain yet still engage in sexual behaviour are highly oriented toward or 

interested in sex, and thus enjoy sex more and experience more positive consequences. In 

addition, pressure to remain a virgin may be associated with more supportive or involved 

parents or peers, which may also be associated with higher relationship satisfaction with 

partners and more enjoyable sexual experiences. It is also noteworthy that there were no 

gender differences in these associations. Thus, although cultural pressures generally dictate 

that men should be highly sexual and women remain a virgin (Arciniega et al. 2008; Gil and 

Vasquez 1996; Gonzalez-Lopez 2005), it appears that, if they experience these pressures, 

both male and female students react to them in similar ways.

Some socio-cultural and event-related factors that we examined were not significantly 

associated with positive or negative consequences. Although being Catholic is associated 

with a later timing of first intercourse among Mexican middle and high school students 

(Espinosa-Hernandez, Bissel-Havran, and Nunn 2015), this factor was not associated with 

positive or negative consequences when students engaged in first intercourse in either 

bivariate correlations or multivariate models. It is possible that Mexican culture is so 

strongly influenced by the Catholic Church that individuals internalise similar values about 

sex regardless of whether or not they are actually Catholic. Research has suggested the 

influence of Catholicism on attitudes about sexual intercourse has been found across 

Mexican individuals from different backgrounds (Amuchástegui 1999). Although Mexican 

women may talk about the need to remain a virgin in ways that echo Catholic teachings, they 

rarely discuss those attitudes as influence by religion, citing instead the importance of family 

or community (Gonzalez-Lopez 2005). Alternatively the role of Catholic religion in young 

people’s sexuality might be not as important as we expected, or it is possible that our 
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measure did not adequately capture this construct (Espinosa-Hernandez, Bissel-Havran, and 

Nunn 2015). In addition, we found no effect of age, despite research showing that sex at an 

earlier age is associated with more negative or less positive outcomes in the USA and other 

industrialised nations (Dickson et al. 1998; Higgins et al. 2010; Sprecher et al. 1995; Walsh 

et al. 2011). US culture and sexuality education emphasises waiting to have sex until an 

individual is ‘ready,’ which suggests that sex is normative at certain ages or situations, but 

more problematic in others (Ashcraft 2006; Haffner 1995). In contrast, Mexican values may 

have less age-graded expectations, instead emphasising how sex is almost always 

appropriate for men and only appropriate for women as part of marriage, regardless of age 

(Amuchástegui 1998; Gonzalez-Lopez 2005). In addition, sexual behaviour at an early age is 

less common in Mexico compared to the US (Espinosa-Hernandez, Vasilenko, and Bamaca-

Colbert 2015), limiting our sample size and the variability in age of first intercourse, which 

may have led to this null finding. Future research with a larger sample or that followed 

individuals at older ages could give a fuller picture of the consequences of Mexican 

individuals’ transition to sexual intercourse at different ages.

There are several other limitations to this study that provide areas for future research. This 

sample included students from public schools in only one Mexican city, and thus may not be 

representative of all Mexican students. Research suggests regional variations in contexts of 

and views about sexual behaviour, and individuals from more rural areas may differ in their 

timing of first sex, partners, and attitudes about sex in a way that may impact the 

consequences of their sexual behaviour (Gonzalez-Lopez 2005; Stern 2001). In addition, 

because our sample is school-based, and young people who engage in early sexual behaviour 

or become pregnant are more likely to drop out of school (Kattam and Székely 2014), our 

sample may not be fully representative of all first sexual experiences. The sample of sexually 

active students was relatively small, limiting our ability to detect interactions. In addition, 

because of our small sample we were not able to further investigate more nuanced 

differences by partner type (e.g., stranger, friend, casual partner, regular partner), making 

this an important are for future research. Our sample was cross-sectional, and thus we 

cannot be certain about the directionality of associations. In addition, we focused on 

retrospective reports of an event that could have occurred some time earlier, and thus 

feelings about first intercourse may have changed over time. As our focus was on 

perceptions of first intercourse, we do not know how Mexican young people experience later 

occurrences of sexual behaviour or how these experiences influence their later marriages or 

relationships.

Despite these limitations, this research extends current knowledge of Mexican young 

people’s sexual behaviour beyond the current focus on risky sexual behaviour, STDs and 

unwanted pregnancy, and shows that female and male Mexican middle and high school 

students perceive both positive and negative consequences of their first sexual experiences. 

These findings help to better understand normative sexual development among young people 

in Mexico. In addition, they provide information that may be important for framing sexuality 

education programmes. Programmes are more likely to be effective if they contain accurate 

information about a population and their experiences (Rotheram-Borus et al. 2009). Thus, 

programmes for Mexican students should incorporate information about the potential 

positive and negative aspects of sexual behaviour. In addition, the findings suggest that 
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Mexican students have a high level of concern about pregnancy and STDs as a result of 

sexual intercourse, and thus programmes should provide accurate information about 

contraception and strategies to ensure proper use in order to decrease potential negative 

consequences of sex.
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Figure 1. 
Results of significant interaction estimating number of positive consequences of first 

intercourse reported by female and male students, by relationship with first sexual partner. 

Rel. = relationship, Non-Rel.,= non-relationship.
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Table 1

Descriptive Statistics of Study Variables by Gender

Total Male Female

Age 15.95 (1.47) 15.79 (1.45) 16.13 (1.47)

Catholic 47.4 44.9 50.9

Pressure to Have Sex 1.56 (0.93) 1.70 (1.02) 1.38 (0.77)

Pressure to Remain a Virgin 1.64 (1.04) 1.45 (0.90) 1.90 (1.19)

Age at First Sex 14.64 (1.60) 14.32 (1.61) 15.01 (1.49)

Non-use of condom 23.1 28.8 25.2

Non-relationship Partner 21.5 30.6 10.4

  Stranger 5.5 6.6 4.2

  Friend 16.0 24.0 6.3

Relationship Partner 78.5 69.4 89.6

  Casual Dating Partner 16.4 15.7 16.7

  Regular Dating Partner 55.7 49.6 63.5

  Engaged/Living With Partner 6.4 4.2 9.3

Note. Percentages are presented for categorical variables and means and standards deviations (in parentheses) are presented for continuous 
variables.
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Table 3

Percentage of Students Reporting Positive Consequences of their First Sexual Intercourse, by Gender

Positive Intrapersonal Consequences Total Sample Male Female X2

Any positive intrapersonal consequence 81.8 86.3 75.5 *

Feel physically satisfied 64.0 67.0 60.0 NS

Feel better or cheered up 61.7 64.8 57.2 NS

Feel a thrill or rush 54.1 56.0 51.4 NS

Feel attractive or better about yourself 43.1 44.2 58.6 NS

Positive Interpersonal Consequences

Any positive interpersonal consequence 77.8 77.8 77.2 NS

Feel intimate or closer to partner 63.2 58.1 69.7 *

Feel you avoided annoying or angering your partner 37.2 46.9 24.3 *

Feel you enhanced your reputation 24.2 32.1 13.3 ***

Note: X2 indicates whether there are significant gender differences in reporting given consequence.

NS = not significant.

*
p < .05,

**
p < .01,

***
p < .001.
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Table 4

Percentage of Students Reporting Negative Consequences of their First Sexual Intercourse, by Gender

Negative Intrapersonal Consequences Total Sample Male Female X2

Any negative intrapersonal consequence 83.1 81.5 84.8 NS

Worry about pregnancy 58.9 56.3 63.7 NS

Worry you were exposed to another STD 52.4 51.4 52.4 NS

Worry you were exposed to HIV/AIDS 50.8 50.7 51.0 NS

Not enjoy it 47.2 45.7 49.3 NS

Worry your parents may find out 46.1 34.0 63.6 ***

Experience any discomfort or pain 36.2 22.6 56.8 ***

Feel you went against your morals or ethics 28.0 24.8 31.3 NS

Wish you had not had sex 22.8 22.0 22.5 NS

Negative Interpersonal Consequences

Any negative interpersonal consequence 71.7 72.2 70.1 NS

Feel like things moved too fast 44.7 40.4 50.0 ***

Worry your partner wants more commitment 38.3 45.7 29.1 *

Worry another partner could find out 36.4 38.5 34.7 NS

Feel you harmed your reputation 24.8 23.6 25.9 NS

Note: X2 indicates whether there are significant gender differences in reporting given consequence.

NS = not significant.

*
p < .05,

**
p< .01,

***
p < .001.
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Table 6

Predictors of Number of Negative Consequences of First Sex Among Mexican Middle and High School 

Students

Model 1 Model 2

B SE B SE

Intercepta 5.58*** .41 5.58 .41

Individual Factors

Male −1.50** .44 −1.51*** .44

Catholic 0.69 .42 0.21 .64

Pressure to Have Sex −0.03 .27 −.03 .45

Pressure to Remain a Virgin 0.99*** .22 0.99*** .28

Event Contextual Factors

Age First Sex −0.09 .14 −.09 .23

Non-relationship 1.14* .57 1.37 1.14

Non-use of condom −0.34 .50 0.57 .81

Gender Interactions

Catholic × Male 0.84 .84

Pressure to Have Sex × Male −0.34 .58

Pressure Virgin × Male −0.12 .45

Age First Sex × Male 0.02 .29

Non-relationship × Male −0.12 1.32

Non-use of condom × Male −1.63 1.04

Note: Model 1 R2 = .22, Model 2 R2 = .21. Because Model 2 had no statistically significant interactions, we interpret model 1 as our final model.

a
Intercept refers to female students who used a condom, had first sex with a relationship partner, were not Catholic, and had mean scores on all 

other items.
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