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ABSTRACT
This project uses two waves of a nationally representative longitudinal dataset, Add
Health, to examine sexual behavior and romantic involvement in adolescence and early
adulthood for a group of respondents who were first interviewed as 7th- through 10th-graders in
1994-95. The primary focus of the study is on assessing how family structure and parent-child
closeness are related to sexual and romantic behaviors at different stages of life. An additional
aim is to identify continuities or discontinuities between adolescence and early adulthood in an
effort to determine whether a life course framework lends something valuable to the study of
romantic interpersonal interaction. In other words, will the relationship between family
predictors and sexual and romantic involvement at Time 1 (Wave I of Add Health) be the same
as at Time 2 (Wave III of Add Health)? At Time 1 the outcomes of interest are operationalized as
a dichotomous measure of sexual initiation and a count variable capturing number of reported
romantic relationships, while at Time 2 sexual behavior is reflected in number of reported sex
partners and romantic involvement is measured with a count variable for total number of
cohabitation and marital transitions. Results from negative binomial, logistic, and OLS
regression indicate that both family structure and parent-child closeness predict sexual initiation
and number of relationship transitions in early adulthood, while parent-child closeness also
predicts number of relationships in adolescence and number of sex partners at Wave III.
Closeness to parents mediates the relationship between family structure and the outcome of
interest for most outcomes.
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Romantic and Sexual Experiences in Adolescence and Later Relationship Instability: How
Do Family of Origin Factors Inform the Relationship Life Course?
INTRODUCTION
The current landscape of American intimate relationships looks dramatically different
than it did just twenty years ago. People are delaying marriage, divorcing at record rates, and
having more children outside marriage than at any other time in recent history (Coontz, 2004).
The literature on family formation is rife with discussions of ‘sliding versus deciding’,
relationship churning, the continued idealization of marriage, and the accompanying retreat from
that ideal. We are in the midst of what Van de Kaa, Lesthaeghe and other population scholars
refer to as the Second Demographic Transition (SDT), or a shift away from traditional
conceptions of marriage and childbearing and toward increasing participation in alternative
living arrangements (e.g. cohabitation) and a disconnection of marriage from having kids (Van
de Kaa, 1987; Lesthaeghe & Neidert, 2006). Evidence for the transition in the United States is
increasingly clear. By the time they reach their mid-20s, more than half of young people have
lived with a romantic partner, and cohabitation is now the modal residential status preceding
marriage (Kennedy & Bumpass, 2008). In addition, the majority of adolescents anticipate
cohabiting with a romantic partner at some time in their lives. This expectation likely arises from
the increasingly common view of cohabitation as a way of gauging a relationship’s chance of
long-term success (Manning et al., 2007).
The study of adolescent sexuality is also changing. According to Collins et al., the pool of
research on adolescent romantic relationships has grown more in the past decade than during all
of the 20th century (2009). Less clear is exactly how much the behaviors being studied have
changed, since we have very little information about what teenagers did in the past: researchers
have only begun to examine and contextualize adolescent romantic and sexual behavior in the
last decade or so (Collins, Welsh, & Furman, 2009). Some sources claim that adolescents now
initiate sexual activity at younger ages than previously, and that ‘early’ sex has become
increasingly normative (e.g. DHHS, 1995). However, some of our shifting perceptions of
teenager’s sexual habits may also be the result of frequent coverage of the topic in the popular
press, which tends to portray teens as sex-crazed and emotionally shallow (Sassler, 2010).
1

Whatever changes have taken place, they have not occurred in a vacuum. Adolescents’
decisions regarding sex and relationships are informed by their parents and upbringings (e.g.
Davis & Friel, 2001). Both family structure and parent-child relationships have repeatedly been
shown to be important for a wide range of children’s and adolescents’ outcomes, ranging from
behavior problems and academic achievement to age at first sex and, later, the likelihood of
divorce (e.g. Carlson & Corcoran, 2001; Collins, Welsh, & Furman, 2009; Amato, 1996). We
must consider that shifts over time reflect changes in these determining factors as well as in the
outcome (sexual behavior), and that any one measure only tells part of the story.
Some of the most traditionally central topics in the field of family sociology, however,
have often been studied in relative isolation (e.g. Sassler, 2010). Marriage, for instance, is
usually treated as a standalone phase of the life course, with researchers tending to study married
couples from the beginning of their marriage relationship rather than the beginning of their
dating relationship. Given that adolescence is a period of rapid development, however, and that
the average American has his first dating and sexual encounters during this period, it may be
important to connect individuals’ experiences as teenagers with their later relationship
experiences in order to shed light on possible reasons for relationship formation timing,
relationship dissolution, and the likelihood of transitioning frequently into and out of
relationships. Not only might these relationship outcomes reflect something important about the
individuals’ early family and relationship experiences, but grasping the possible causes of
disruptive relationship transition patterning will lead to better interventions and programming to
address problems like the psychological distress associated with divorce.
This project uses a longitudinal dataset, the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent
Health (Add Health), to examine sexual initiation and number of romantic relationships in
adolescence, as well as two outcomes in early adulthood—number of sex partners and number of
cohabitation and marital transitions. It then explores how family structure and parent-child
closeness are related to both these sets of outcomes. These measures reflect a range of possible
romantic and sexual experiences and represent an effort to capture two dimensions of
adolescents’ and young adults’ interpersonal interactions. One of the study’s main aims is to
identify links—continuities or discontinuities—between adolescence and young adulthood in an
2

effort to determine whether a life course framework lends something valuable to the study of
romantic and sexual relationships, as opposed to studying romantic relationships and other
behaviors in adulthood without reference to earlier experiences of a similar nature. In addition,
research has shown—as will be discussed below—that aspects of the individual’s interpersonal
environment (parent-child relationships in particular) are important for the individuals’ own
relationship outcomes. This project aims to determine whether this is the case for each of the
outcomes listed above, some of which have been given very little attention in the literature to
date. Finally, an additional goal of this research is to compare the impact of family structure and
parent-child closeness and to either replicate or contradict the finding that the two act
independently of one another to influence relationship outcomes (Pearson, Muller, and Frisco,
2006).
THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
This paper’s conceptual framework is grounded in two theoretical perspectives: the life
course perspective, and psychological attachment theory.
The project’s general approach to examining romantic involvement is derived from a life
course perspective and the accompanying assumption that early life decisions and events
influence subsequent experiences in important ways. This influence is reflected in the fact that
this research uses longitudinal data to span as much of adolescence and as many romantic
relationships as possible, as well as in the hypothesized “linked lives” connection between
parent’s marital relationships (which is captured by family structure) and adolescents’ dating
behaviors.
The life course framework is based on the idea that developmental outcomes are subject
to the influence of intervening life events and circumstances, and that even early events may
have far-reaching consequences—the ideas of cumulative advantage or disadvantage and linked
lives are central to this perspective (Elder, 1998). For example, individuals from unstable
childhood homes are significantly more likely than children from stable homes to experience
negative cognitive and health outcomes later in life (e.g. Waldfogel, Craigie, & Brooks-Gunn,
2010). From the life course perspective, then, stems the belief that examining romantic
3

relationships in the context of other, earlier relationships is more fruitful than studying them in
isolation. Because the vast majority of marriages in the United States are preceded by dating or
cohabiting relationships, it is important to have some knowledge of those relationships in order
to best understand observed characteristics of the marriage. The fact that the age at first marriage
in the US is currently very high and rising makes studying the relationships that precede
marriage particularly important because they span more of the life course now than ever before
(Goodwin et al., 2009).
Intergenerational trends in family structure provide one important illustration of how the
life course perspective can guide research on the factors that impact grown children’s romantic
relationships. Amato, for example, found that grown children with divorced parents were
significantly more likely to experience a divorce themselves (1996), and Cavanagh, Crissey, and
Raley demonstrated that increasing family instability, particularly during middle childhood and
early adolescence, is positively associated with involvement in multiple romantic relationships in
adolescence (2008). Other evidence points to a link between adolescent dating behaviors and
family formation trajectories in young adulthood (Raley, Crissey, & Muller, 2007), a finding that
underlines the importance of understanding how dating works for adolescents from different
family backgrounds.
Attachment theory provides a rationale for looking at parent-child closeness as a possible
predictor of adolescent dating/sexual involvement and later relationship formation and
dissolution. Bowlby proposed attachment theory as an inherent motivation explanation for the
‘affectional bonds’ individuals form with their caretakers (Bowlby, 1982; Belsky & Cassidy,
1994). He hypothesized that an individual’s attachment style is established early in life as a result
of the quality of his attachment bonds and has a lasting impact on his relationships over the life
course (Bowlby; Belsky and Cassidy; Hazan & Shaver, 1987). Although previous research has
indicated that nurturant, high-quality parenting has positive payoffs for romantic relationship
quality in adolescence and young adulthood (Conger, Cui, Bryant, & Elder, 2000), this paper
looks at whether this indicator has predictive power for specific discrete behaviors, namely
participation and level of involvement in romantic and sexual pursuits. Hazan and Shaver’s 1987
analysis, which suggests that attachment theory can be useful as a framework for romantic
4

relationships as well as parent-child relationships, suggests a potentially important link between
the two.
Attachment is a very theoretically well-specified concept and is best measured via
observation by a trained psychologist. Despite the fact that some recent research in psychology
demonstrates that self-assessment measures also seem to do a good job of capturing the
psychological constructs underlying adult attachment (Shaver & Mikulincer, 2002), the Adult
Attachment Interview (AAI) is still generally acknowledged as the gold standard for measuring
this construct (Bartholomew & Moretti, 2002). Bartholomew and Moretti explain this reliance on
interview measures as follows:

By definition, individuals with particular attachment strategies deny some
types of psychological experiences and/or distort their responses to questions
tapping these experiences. AAI advocates would therefore tend to conclude
that it makes little sense to ask individuals with insecure attachment patterns
direct questions about processes that are assumed to be defensively distorted
and not open to conscious access (p. 162).
The purpose of this overview is not to resolve this debate, but rather to point out that attachment
is difficult to measure and that the measures used in this research only roughly approximate true
attachment. For one, attachment arises from an internal working model (Bowlby, 1982; Belsky &
Cassidy, 1995) that is unique to the individual. The items in this dataset (Add Health, see
‘Methods’) that are most relevant to the construct of closeness ask the respondent to report on
attributes of the parent: that is, they are other-directed. Also, they are too few in number to give a
comprehensive picture of attachment style. For these reasons, the measures created from these
items are intended to measure ‘parent-child closeness,’ since this reflects most closely the nature
of the questions asked and does not presume to diagnose the individual’s attachment style. This
is sufficient because we know that closeness is an important aspect of attachment that predicts
many outcomes.
Given the tenets of the life course perspective and the importance of interpersonal
relationships to individual’s lives, this project will look at indicators of romantic and sexual
involvement in both adolescence and young adulthood in an attempt to determine which family
5

and interpersonal predictors from childhood and adolescence are the most salient for
relationships down the road.
Aims
With respect to specific measures in the data, this paper’s aims are, first, to investigate
whether and how family structure and parent-child closeness at baseline predict concurrently
reported dating and sex behaviors among seventh- through tenth-grade students. A second aim is
to determine whether these same baseline predictors are associated with number of sex partners
and number of relationship transitions seven years later (at Time 2, or Wave III). In addition, two
sets of predictors will be combined in one model to see how romantic and sexual experiences in
adolescence may mediate the relationships between family structure and parent-child closeness
and Time 2 outcomes (number of sex partners and number of transitions into and out of
marriages and cohabitations). Lastly, two sets of models will be run, one with parent-child
closeness and one without, to determine whether these variables mediate the impact of family
structure on the outcomes of interest.
REVIEW OF EXISTING RESEARCH
Although most research on marriage and cohabitation tends to ignore or underplay
experiences in adolescence, recently researchers have begun to acknowledge the importance of
these formative years for relationships later in life (Collins, Welsh, & Furman, 2009). In general,
research examining this topic has so far uncovered a high degree of continuity between
experiences in different phases of the life course (e.g. Raley, Crissey, & Muller, 2007).
This research aims to examine the relationship between two family-of-origin predictors
we know to be salient for later outcomes—parent-child closeness and family structure—and
sexual and romantic relationship activity across two points in time, adolescence and early
adulthood. Both of the predictors being looked at here have been examined in impressive depth
in the family sociology literature. We know from studies that look at the impact of family
structure on grown children’s own relationships that experiencing a parental divorce or
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separation1 can have long-term implications for child well-being, sexual activity, and later
relationship quality and outcomes (e.g. Booth, Brinkerhoff, & White, 1984; Thornton &
Camburn, 1987). In addition, some research has been done on the intergenerational transmission
of relationship instability beyond parental divorce. In some cases, measures of instability do a
better job than do static family structure measures of capturing the cumulative stress of
household transitions, and are therefore important to consider when assessing the impact of
family-of-origin experiences on relationship behavior (e.g. Raley & Wildsmith, 2004). With
respect to parent-child relationships, children’s and adolescents’ closeness to their parents has
been shown repeatedly to significantly impact involvement in sexual and romantic relationships
and the outcomes of those relationships (e.g. Roisman et al., 2009).
Because relatively little overlap exists between studies of the impact of family structure
and studies of the impact of parent-child relationships on later romantic experiences, this project
includes both as predictors of adolescent and early adult romantic involvement.
Family structure and sexual experiences
Family structure has long been thought to predict sexual behavior in adolescence and
later. An early study by Hetherington, for example, found that girls whose relationships with
fathers were disrupted by divorce were more sexually active than those whose fathers passed
away (1972). Research has since supported Hetherington’s conclusion that voluntary family
disruption increases an individuals’ likelihood of having had sex during adolescence (e.g.
Santelli et al., 2000; Davis & Friel, 2001; Meschke & Silbereisen, 1997; White & DeBlassie,
1992). However, it may be the case that living with two parents cloaks the effects of underlying
factors like parent-child relationships and quality of parenting. In one of few studies that
investigate both possibilities, Davis and Friel find that family context (as measured by quality of
the mother-child relationship, maternal supervision, and maternal communication about sex) is a
better predictor of sexual initiation among adolescent girls than is family structure (2001).
Although the authors do find that girls from single-parent families have a sexual debut rate 1.5
times that of girls from intact families, they find no significant differences between girls who live
1

In most studies, parents who separate are grouped with those who divorce.
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in stepfamilies and those who live with two biological parents. This distinction between types of
non-intact families (stepfamilies versus single-parent families) in terms of later influence is
upheld by Longmore, Manning, & Giordano (2001), who also find that adolescents living with
both biological parents have a lower risk of first sexual activity than adolescents from singleparent families, but that those from stepfamilies are not significantly different from those with
two biological parents. Additional studies reporting consistent findings are reviewed elsewhere
(e.g. McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994; Moore, Miller, Glei & Morrison, 1995). Although
agreement is not unanimous on this point, much of the recent evidence points to a consensus. On
the opposing side, a 1987 study by Thornton and Camburn showed that the impact of marital
dissolution on sexual initiation is stronger for adolescents who reside with a step-parent, and
Upchurch and others found that adolescents who live with either a single parent or a stepparent
initiate sex earlier than do those living with two biological parents (1999).
The empirical question of whether the effects of family structure and family relationships
work independently has gone largely unanswered, however. One study by Pearson, Muller, and
Frisco finds evidence that positive parent-child relationships and high levels of family
involvement delay sexual initiation, and that these effects do not mediate the relationship
between family structure and sexual debut (2006). That is, the two sets of factors act
independently. More research addressing this question is needed.
A growing body of research also supports the idea that number of family transitions may
be more important than family structure at a given point in time for predicting a number of
outcomes, sexual initiation among them. Wu and Thomson use a count measure of cumulative
family structure transitions to predict sexual behavior and find that, for white females, the
number of family transitions experienced is positively related to the risk of first sexual
intercourse, but that living in a single parent family is not related to the likelihood of having had
sex (2001). The authors also find marked race differences in what predicts sex: for black women,
the likelihood of initiating sex in adolescence increases with amount of time spent in a motheronly, father-only, or mother-stepfather household. These conclusions with respect to the
importance of number of transitions are consistent with other researchers’ findings (e.g. Albrecht
& Teachman, 2003).
8

Family structure and relationship transitions
Family structure not only impacts offspring’s romantic and sexual experiences in
adolescence, but presages marital and other relationship outcomes in adulthood (e.g. Bumpass,
Martin, and Sweet, 1991; Mueller & Pope, 1977). Early research on the relationship between
parental divorce and marriage found that women whose parents divorced before they reached the
age of 16 scored lower on predictors of marital stability and were more likely to marry young
than were their peers with continuously married parents (Mueller & Pope, 1977). Children of
divorce also display increased courtship activity (e.g. Booth, Brinkerhoff, & White, 1984) and
cohabit at higher rates than grown children living with two biological parents (e.g. Axinn &
Thornton, 1991). The tendency on the part of children of divorced parents to commence sexual
relationships and cohabit prior to marriage may result from observation of their parents’ sexual
activity and cohabitation behaviors (Booth, Brinkerhoff, & White).
Recent work supports these early findings. Two studies by Wolfinger reveal that having
divorced parents raises the likelihood of teenage marriage, but that if children remain single past
the age of 20 they are less likely to marry than are their peers with continuously married parents
(2003; 2005). This is in line with Mueller and Pope’s conclusion that parental divorce makes
early marriage more likely even while decreasing one’s chances of marital stability (1977).
These findings suggest that the pathway from parental divorce to offspring’s early marriage may
be more complicated than is immediately apparent. We do know that the impact of parental
divorce is not uniform across all subgroups. Gender differences provide one example: Du Feng
and others demonstrate that parental divorce significantly increases the risk of daughter’s, but not
son’s, divorce (in first marriages) until age at marriage is included in the model (1999).
A very recent study found that parental divorce tended to significantly decrease the age at
which respondents first cohabited but to slightly increase age at first marriage (Cui, Wickrama,
Lorenz, & Conger, 2011). This may reflect a relatively recent shift in attitudes toward premarital
cohabitation, but is also consistent with Wolfinger’s findings. Taken together, these studies make
clear that substantial differences exist between adolescents from continuously-married parent
households and divorced parent households with respect to several indicators of romantic
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involvement, ranging from number of sex partners to the likelihood of marrying early versus on
time.
Measuring instability
The study of relationship instability captures transitions into and out of relationships,
conceptualizing those who experience a greater number of transitions as less ‘stable’ than those
who experience relatively few transitions. Instability measures, which have traditionally referred
primarily to marital instability as measured by divorce, now more frequently capture turnover in
all types of serious relationships. Not only has the divorce rate hovered at approximately 50% for
the past two decades, but rates of remarriage and premarital cohabitation have increased steadily
(e.g. Raley & Bumpass, 2003). The resulting landscape of romantic relationships and family
formation is arguably more aptly characterized by measures of change than by indicators of
stability or measures of divorce alone, creating a broad canvas of possible relationship statuses
and personal histories. In this context, measures of instability are not only appropriate but
necessary to understand how this abundance of transition in one sphere impacts other facets of
individuals’ lives.
The amount of work done on the correlates of instability as defined by number of
relationship transitions rather than by the experience of a single divorce is still relatively small,
but growing. Raley and Wildsmith (2004) show that counting only marital transitions when
looking at family instability greatly underestimates the actual amount of family structure change
experienced by children up to age 12. Much of the research on instability now takes several types
of transition, including cohabitation entrances and exits, into account. That being said, the
research that has been done indicates similar trends for transition count measures as for
dichotomous measures of marital dissolution.
The family change hypothesis is the idea that parental relationship transitions have a
cumulative impact on offspring’s chances of experiencing one or more marital disruptions. In
other words, the more transitions someone’s parents experience, the more transitions that
individual is likely to experience (Wolfinger, 2000). Wolfinger’s test of this hypothesis measured
family instability as number of parental partnership transitions that occurred while the
10

respondent was growing up. His analyses showed that individuals from families that weather
multiple stressful transitions are significantly more likely than their peers to dissolve multiple
marriages (2000). His findings support Glenn and Kramer’s (1987) and Amato and DeBoer’s
(2001) conclusion that parental divorce increases the likelihood of offspring divorce via lowered
commitment to marriage. It stands to reason that this predisposition would result in a greater
number of cohabitation and other serious relationship transitions in adulthood as well.
Relationship instability has also been studied as an outcome. Cavanagh, Crissey, and
Raley consider the relationship between family structure and children’s later relationship
instability and find that, of those individuals who report currently being in a relationship, those in
stepfamilies and father-only families had been involved in more relationships over the past 18
months than had those in two-biological-parent households (2008). In addition, the individuals
who experienced more instability in their parents’ relationships were more likely to report a
greater number of relationships themselves, as in the studies reported above. Accounting for
parental relationship instability attenuated the observed association between living with
stepparents and engaging in more relationships.
Parent-child closeness and sexual/romantic experiences in adolescence
The quality of the parent-child relationship is a remarkably consistent and robust
predictor of psychological well-being in adolescence (Resnick et al., 1997). According to some
researchers, appropriate engagement in romantic relationships is an important indicator of
adjustment in this stage of the life course (Carver, Joyner, & Udry, 2003). In addition,
adolescents’ experiences with romance and sex reflect the quality of current and past
relationships with other important figures in their lives, most notably parents (Roisman et al.,
2009). It is therefore worthwhile to examine the ways in which adolescents’ relationships with
parents influence their sexual and romantic decision-making. In general, teens who are closer to
their parents are less likely to initiate sex during adolescence, and although some engage in
relationships with romantic partners, those who are close to their parents tend to report relatively
few of these relationships.
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In a study of young adolescents (up to age 15), Roisman and others find that, although
only a relatively small proportion of their sample reported any type of romantic involvement
(22% reported currently being in a relationship and approximately one third reported ever having
been deeply in love), positive early experiences with parents decreased the likelihood of intense
engagement in romantic partnerships (2009). Among those who reported being in a current
romantic relationship, however, high-quality experiences with parents both prior to and during
adolescence were associated with higher reported relationship quality.
Many other studies examine the impact of parenting defined more broadly. These studies
tend to confirm findings from the parent-child attachment literature: the higher-quality the
parenting and the more involved the parents, the better children’s outcomes. Although the
current project does not use parenting style as a predictor of adolescent sexual behavior, this
construct is likely related to parent-child closeness. For example, being raised by indifferent
parents (‘indifferent’ is one of four recognized parenting styles) increases the likelihood of
engagement in deviant behavior, including early sex (e.g. Lamborn et al., 1991; Steinberg,
Lamborn, Darling, Mounts & Dornbusch, 1994; Steinberg, 2001). Longmore, Manning, &
Giordano examined specific parenting behaviors and found that preadolescent parental
monitoring delays first sex but that, surprisingly, supportive parenting appears to be unrelated to
the timing of sexual initiation (2001).
Along similar lines, Blake et al. present evidence from an intervention study that
demonstrates the salience of short-term parental involvement for youths’ attitudes and intentions
with respect to sex. In their study, students who were assigned to work with their parents on a
premarital-sex-themed homework assignment reported lower intentions of having sex while in
high school and a greater sense of agency with respect to abstaining from high-risk behaviors
(2001).
Davis and Friel argue that the quality of the mother-child relationship is a better predictor
of adolescent sex than are measures of family structure. This conclusion is partially supported by
Upchurch and others, who find evidence for the importance of both family structure and family
interpersonal factors in a study using county data from Los Angeles (1999). This study indicates
that receiving socioemotional support from parents increases age at sexual initiation for boys but
12

not for girls, whereas parental ‘overcontrol’ lowers age at first sex for both boys and girls. In
addition, a study by King reveals that although parental divorce is negatively associated with
trust, this effect largely disappears once the quality of the past parent-teen relationship is taken
into account (2002). The one exception is trust in fathers: here children who have experienced a
parental divorce remain at higher risk of mistrust. Trust in parents, intimates, and others is
strongly linked to positive parent-teen relationships regardless of parental divorce.
Even given all we know about the influence of family structure and parent-child
relationships on individual’s romantic involvement, very few studies have set out to answer the
question of how early experiences with sex and romance influence later ones. The one study that
comes closest to the current research provides support for the idea that experiences in
adolescence do predict later behaviors: it finds a positive association between involvement in
romantic relationships in high school and the likelihood of either cohabiting or marrying in early
adulthood (Raley, Crissey, & Muller, 2007).
Applications to the current project
The family sociology literature indicates that individuals from stable families and those
who are close to their parents are more likely to delay sex than are their counterparts with
divorced parents or who feel less close to their parents. This is as we would expect based on both
the life course perspective and attachment theory. According to attachment theory, one’s
relationships with parents are formed early in life on the basis of the nature and quality of care
given to the child by the parent. This early attachment formation process determines the
individual’s attachment style, which is perpetuated and generalized to other attachment figures
by way of mental processes reflecting the early experience. Individuals who are securely
attached to their parents, therefore, are more likely than insecurely attached youths to enter into
stable romantic formations and are less likely, based on these theories, to have sex early.
The general trend with respect to the impact of family structure and parent-child
relationships is that individuals who have had more stable and positive experiences in the family
environment report less instability in later outcomes. Change is by its nature stressful, and
healthy trajectories tend therefore to be those that minimize stress. If close parent-child
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relationships are advantageous for youth, which we know them to be, it follows logically that
they would be correlated with stability.
Given the above, we expect individuals from intact families or who have close
relationships with their parents to report fewer relationships in adolescence. This brings us to our
first hypotheses.
Hypothesis 1: Both family structure and parent-child closeness at baseline will be associated
with sexual initiation at Time 1. Individuals with divorced or separated parents will be more
likely to report having had sex, while those who report being close to one or both parents will be
less likely to have initiated sex.
Hypothesis 2: Family structure and parent-child closeness will be associated with number of sex
partners at Time 2 (Wave III) such that adolescents with married parents or who are close to their
parents will report fewer sex partners than others.
With respect to number of sex partners in adulthood, the younger someone is when they
first have sex, the more sex partners they are likely to report in adulthood. This is strictly logical
(and theoretically uninteresting). From a life course and attachment theory perspective, however,
we would expect that those young people with a solid foundation for interpersonal relationships
thanks to parental closeness will delay sex and also have fewer sex partners at Time 2. These
adolescents are unlikely to feel the need to rush into relationships or to have sex before they feel
ready in an attempt to forge an intimate connection they may lack with other important figures in
their lives. This outcome is also potentially important from a public health standpoint. According
to Santelli and others, the fact that many adolescents and young adults fail to use condoms
correctly and consistently means that the number of sex partners they have is a risk factor for
sexually transmitted diseases, not to mention unintended pregnancies (1998). In addition,
reporting more sex partners in adulthood may reflect a certain amount of relationship
instability—that is, those who have been in more relationships will report more sex partners.
This variable is not confounded with number of relationship transitions, however, because many
sexual encounters are casual. Unfortunately this analysis does not differentiate between casual
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and within-relationship sex. Regardless, this outcome provides information above and beyond
what is already known about the individual’s relationship history.
Hypothesis 3: Sexual initiation at Time 1, parental divorce, and relatively less close relationships
with parents will be positively associated with number of sex partners reported at Time 2.
We would expect number of relationship transitions at Time 2 to be predicted by
either one or both of family structure and parent-child closeness. For one, family structure can be
contextualized using the life course perspective. Family structure (parental marital status)
determines many of one’s experiences beginning in early childhood. Children with divorced
parents often have very different experiences in the family home than do children with
continuously married parents, and these changes may manifest from an early age, depending on
when the divorce occurs and what types of transitions succeed it. The life course of these
children is therefore very different from that of children with continuously married parents. This
is true for a few reasons. One hypothesis is that children tend to model their parents’ behavior.
Those with divorced or separated parents might model what they observe and infer of their
parents’ dating and sex behavior. Another possible reason for different outcomes between these
groups reflects a biosocial perspective. Research suggests that the absence of a biological father
or presence of a non-biological father figure in the home may cause adolescent girls to mature
more quickly than those who live with a biological father (e.g. Arim et al., 2007; Bogaert, 2005;
Quinlan, 2003). Third, it may be that instability in the home creates stress that then leads to lessthan-optimal outcomes by way of poor emotional adjustment. This third pathway in particular
may be linked to parent-child closeness such that even those individuals who experience stressful
interpersonal transitions in the household as a result of divorce will be protected from negative
outcomes later on if they are close to one or both parents. Alternatively, the connection may be
more explicit: for example, we know that relationships with fathers tend to be especially
important for daughters. If children become less close to their fathers following a divorce, which
is usually the case (Scott et al., 2007), daughters in particular may suffer not only from other
impacts of the divorce but also from the loss of parent-child closeness with fathers. This
reasoning informs the following three hypotheses.

15

Hypothesis 4: Both family structure and parent-child closeness at baseline will predict number of
cohabitation and marital transitions at Time 2, such that parental divorce/separation will be
associated with more transitions and being close to one’s parents will be associated with fewer
transitions.
Hypothesis 5: Number of relationships reported at Time 1 will be positively associated with
number of relationship transitions reported at Time 2.
Hypothesis 6: Parent-child relationships mediate the relationship between family structure and
Wave I and Wave III outcomes.
This sixth hypothesis follows, again, from the life course perspective argument that early
experiences shape later ones. Because the analogue to number of relationship transitions in early
adulthood is the number of relationships experienced in adolescence (despite the fact that
relationships mean very different things at different points in the life course), I predict
consistency in these similar measures over time.
Finally, I hypothesize that both measures of romantic/sexual involvement from Wave I
will mediate the relationships between family structure and parent-child closeness and Wave III
outcomes (number of sex partners and number of relationship transitions).
Hypothesis 7: In the cumulative analyses, sexual initiation and number of relationships at Time 1
will mediate existing relationships between family structure and parent child closeness and Wave
III outcomes.
This hypothesis follows from the life course perspective, since this finding would
indicate that later experiences interact with things people internalize in the course of early
experience, meaning that the influence of our formative years changes over time as other
experiences accumulate. Another way of saying this is that some of our early inclinations are
subsumed in later events.
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METHODS
Data and Sample
This research uses Waves I and III of the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent
Health (Add Health). Add Health is a nationally representative, longitudinal dataset that gathers
information on behaviors related to adolescent physical and mental health using data from the
adolescents themselves, school administrators, parents, siblings, friends, and romantic partners
(Harris et al., Add Health Research Design). The project comprises four waves of data, the first
of which was collected in 1994-1995 and the most recent of which was collected in 2007-2008.
The Add Health sample follows an initial group of 20,745 seventh (7th) through twelfth (12th)
grade students into young adulthood: at the time of Wave I, participants range in age from 11 to
19, and at Wave IV they range in age from 24 to 32 (Harris et al., Add Health Research Design).
Due to the relatively detailed and complete nature of the relationship histories collected
in Add Health, this dataset provides an unprecedented opportunity to look at dating and sex
behaviors beginning in early to mid-adolescence. For this reason, it is the best currently available
dataset with which to study romantic relationships longitudinally. Table 1 presents an overview
of the Add Health sampling design.
Table 1. Add Health sample characteristics^
Number of
respondents
Wave
Year(s)

Ages of respondents Response rate (% )

I

1994-1995

20,745

11-19

79.0

II

1996

14,738

12-19

88.6

III

2001-2002

15,197

18-26

77.4

IV

2007-2008

15,701

24-32

80.3

^Information in this table comes from "Design features of Add Health" (Harris, 2011) and the Add Health website
(www.cpc.unc.edu/addhealth).

The Add Health sample is school-based. The 132 middle and high schools in the core
sample from which Add Health respondents were selected were initially stratified into 80
clusters based on eight basic criteria: region of the country, size, type of school, urbanicity,
percent white, percent black, grade span, and curriculum (Harris et al., Add Health Research
Design). One high school was then selected from each cluster, and one middle school was
selected to be paired with each high school. In addition to being representative with respect to
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the above eight indicators, each of the high schools was required to have an 11th grade and enroll
at least 30 students, and each middle school was required to have a 7th grade and be a feeder
school for one of the high schools in the sample. These requirements mean that students who
were homeschooled or attended very small schools (Montessori schools, for instance) are not
represented. However, the overall sample is representative of public, private, and parochial
schools in the United States. Seventy percent (70%) of the high schools initially selected agreed
to participate in the study; schools that declined to participate were replaced by a school from
within the same stratum. The final sample includes fewer than 160 schools because some schools
combine grades 7 through 12 (Harris et al., Add Health Research Design).
Analytic Sample
Because one of the primary aims of this analysis is to capture information about first or
early dating experiences, students who were in 11th and 12th grades at the time of Wave I are
excluded from the analytic sample. ‘Early’ relationships are defined experientially. They refer to
relationships with ‘special romantic partners’ that constitute the individual’s first dating
experiences, regardless of the individual’s age. Ideally, the data would capture the onset of
dating activity for each respondent. However, because the age of initial involvement in romantic
relationships varies so greatly, this is impossible to do even given the longitudinal nature of the
dataset. Truncating the sample maximizes the number of people for whom complete dating
history information is available without unduly reducing the size of the sample. Although it is
certainly the case that many 7th through 10th graders in the sample began dating before the start
of data collection, excluding the oldest respondents from the sample cuts out the students for
whom capturing first relationships is the most unlikely. The sample includes both men and
women.
Of the 20,745 respondents who completed the Add Health survey at Wave I, 15,170 also
completed the Wave III interview seven years later (Chantala et al., “Non-response in Wave III
of the Add Health study.”). Excluding respondents who were in grades 11 and 12 during the
1994 school year reduced this combined sample by 5,498 cases, resulting in an analytic sample
size of 9,672. Logistic and negative binomial regression techniques use listwise deletion to deal
with missing data. Therefore, further reduced sample sizes in specific analyses are due to
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missingness on relevant variables. The Wave I parent questionnaire data has the largest number
of missing cases—almost 11 percent of respondent records do not include data from this section
of Wave I (see Table 2).
Table 2. Missingness on independent and dependent variables
Number of
observations
Percent missing
Mother closeness

9672

0.0

Father closeness

9672

0.0

Parental marital status

8641

10.7

Initiated sex

9573

1.0

Number of relationships

9672

0.0

Number of sex partners

9456

2.2

Total transitions

9615

0.6

Parent's education

9195

4.9

Race

9639

0.0

Male

9672

0.0

Age

9668

0.0

Analysis
This study uses negative binomial, logistic, and ordinary least squares (OLS) regression.
Because the analyses use data from two points in time, three sets of regressions were run. The
first set employs family background and parent-child relationship items as predictors of
adolescent dating and sexual involvement, while the second set uses family background and
adolescent dating items as predictors of later relationship stability. The third set uses both Wave I
cross-sectional outcomes and family structure and parent-child relationship predictors as
independent variables in analyses predicting romantic and sexual involvement and number of
relationship transitions at Wave III. Each model was also run separately by gender, although
these analyses were only preliminary. Testing for significant gender interactions is an important
next step in this project. Lastly, each model was run with and without parent-child closeness
measures. This was done to determine whether parent-child closeness mediates the impact of
family structure on each outcome.
Negative binomial regression was chosen as the most appropriate type of analysis for
certain of the outcomes due to skewness and lack of continuity. Number of relationships, number
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of sex partners at Wave III, and number of relationship transitions at Wave III are all count
variables, which are not well-suited to OLS regression. All of the regression techniques used in
the analysis utilize listwise deletion to deal with missing data. In addition, all analyses control for
Add Health design effects (primary sampling unit and region) and include the appropriate Wave
I and Wave III weights.
Table 3. Descriptive statistics
Mean (or %)

SD

Minimum

Maximum

Skewness

Mother closeness

9.02

2.19

0

10

-2.68

Father closeness

6.52

4.25

0

10

-0.77

Parental marital status (%)
Married

63.38

0

1

Never married (single)

5.40

0

1

Widowed

3.08

0

1

Divorced/separated

17.48

0

1

27.70

0

1

0.85

0

3

0.92

Initiated sex* (%)
Number of relationships*
(%)

0.79

0

44.42

1

37.81

2

12.58

3

5.19

Number of sex partners^

5.01

6.77

0

50

3.17

Total transitions^

0.77

1.22

0

20

2.87

Parent's education

3.62

1.25

1

6

0.03

Hispanic (%)

14.61

0

1

Black (%)

22.90

0

1

Male (%)

47.06

0

1

Age

14.60

11

20

1.30

0.00

Percentages reported for dichotomous variables (min=0, max=1) indicate the proportion of respondents with a '1'
*denotes a Wave I measure, ^denotes a Wave III measure

Measures
Wave I The outcomes of interest in the Wave I cross-sectional analysis include (1) a
dichotomous variable denoting whether the respondent has ever had sex and (2) a count of the
number of relationships (0 to 3) the respondent reported at Wave I.
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The ‘Ever had sex?’ variable was created using a single item from the Wave I in-home
questionnaire that asks the respondent whether he or she has ever had vaginal intercourse.
Vaginal intercourse is defined to avoid confusion. The variable is coded so that those responding
‘yes’ to the survey question receive a ‘1’ on the variable and those responding ‘no’ receive a ‘0’.
To capture the number of relationships the respondent has been in, a variable was created
that summed the number of records in Section 22 (“Romantic Relationship Roster”) of the Wave
I in-home questionnaire. In this section the respondent is asked whether he currently has a
‘special romantic partner’ as well as whether he has had one in the recent past. A couple of
constraints were placed on the relationships respondents were allowed to report in this section,
however, the main one being that the relationship had to have occurred in the 18 months
preceding the interview (Wave I codebook).
Predictors
Parent-child closeness was assessed using Questions 9, 10, 13, and 14 from Section 16 of the
Wave I in-home questionnaire, which are asked as follows:
Q9: How close do you feel to your mother (or mother figure)?
Q10: How much do you think your mother (or mother figure) cares about you?
Q13: How close do you feel to your father (or father figure)?
Q14: How much do you think your father (or father figure) cares about you?
Measures of parent-child closeness were created separately for mothers and fathers. One
variable was created to reflect the respondent-mother relationship and a second variable was
created to reflect the respondent-father relationship. Both variables were included in each model.
For these variables, respondents who reported having no mother or mother figure (N=411) or no
father or father figure (N=2,727) are given a ‘0’ on the appropriate variable to indicate the lack
of a relationship.
Because one parent of each respondent was also interviewed at Wave I2, it was possible
to capture parent-child relationship quality from the parent’s perspective. When included in the

2

Not all parents participated (N at Wave I = 20,745, N(parent) at Wave I = 17,670).
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models, however, this measure acted no differently than did the sex-specific measures of parentchild relationship quality from the respondent’s perspective, which have the advantage of
imparting more information than the parent-report measure because they are specific to the
parent. Therefore the measure of relationship closeness from the parent’s perspective was
dropped. It should be noted, however, that responses may refer to relationships with maternal
and paternal figures who are not the respondent’s biological mother or father and with whom the
respondent did not grow up. They may refer to step-parents, adoptive parents, or other parental
figures (Wave I Codebook).
Family structure was included in the models as a set of dummy variables, with two-parent
household designated as the reference category. The three remaining categories were single
(never-married) parent, widowed parent, and separated or divorced parent. This information is
taken from the Wave I parent questionnaire, in which the responding parent reports his or her
marital status. Respondents living in step-parent families are therefore designated as having
married parents (two-parent household). This definition of intact family structure is a broad one,
and may be criticized for combining groups that have important factors not in common. An
anticipated next step of this project is to complete these analyses using different definitions of
family structure.
Control variables
Control variables for all analyses include age3, gender, race, Hispanic ethnicity, and
parent’s average educational attainment as reported at Wave I.
Wave III The outcomes of interest in the Wave III cross-sectional analysis are slightly different
than those in the Wave I cross-sectional analysis. These analyses predict two outcomes: reported
number of sex partners and number of relationship transitions into and out of cohabitations and
marriages.
The ‘number of sex partners’ measure comes from an item in the Wave III in-home
interview that asks participants how many people they have ever had sex with, regardless of
3

For Wave I analyses, the respondent’s age was constructed using the date of interview and respondent’s date of
birth. For Wave III analyses, a constructed age variable was present in the dataset.
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whether or not they were in a relationship with the person. The second outcome variable, number
of relationship transitions, was created using four pieces of information: the number of times the
respondent cohabited, the number of cohabiting partners the respondent later married, the
number of times the respondent married, and the number of times the respondent divorced.
In creating the relationship transitions variable at Wave III, a decision had to be made
about how to handle transitions from cohabitation to marriage. Some debate exists in the
literature about whether entrance into shared living arrangements should be considered distinct
from decisions to marry, or whether the two decisions should be thought of sequentially when
they occur in concert (Manning & Smock, 2005). For the purpose of this analysis, where the
intention is to capture instability as measured by number of transitions into and out of these two
types of relationships, transitions from cohabitation to marriage with the same partner were not
counted as transitions if there appeared to be no break in the residential relationship. This was
done to underestimate, rather than overestimate, the amount of instability in each respondent’s
relationship history to avoid inflating the outcome of interest. For example, an individual who
cohabited with three partners, married the third partner, and reports still being married was
assigned five transitions. An individual who cohabited with one partner, married that partner, and
later divorced was assigned two transitions. The predictors and controls for the Wave III
analyses remain the same as for the Wave I analyses.
RESULTS
Wave I
The first set of cross-sectional analyses revealed that close relationships with both
mothers and fathers decrease the likelihood of the respondent ever having had sex. In the
analysis of the whole sample, the magnitude of this effect is the same for mothers and fathers
(coefficient = .08).
This analysis also shows that, with respect to sexual experience in adolescence, family
structure makes a difference. This is as we would expect. When this model is run with the two
parent-child closeness measures excluded, living with a single parent, widowed parent, or
divorced/separated parent all predict sex. With parent-child closeness in the model, however,
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none of these living arrangements continues to be significantly associated with the likelihood of
sexual debut. These results indicate that closeness to parents mediates all of the relationship
between family structure and having sex in adolescence.
Table 4. Unstandardized regression coefficients for the influence of parent-child closeness and family
structure on two aspects of adolescent romantic involvement
Sexual initiation1

Number of relationships2

(n=8155)

(n=8225)

Model 1

Model 2

Model 1

Model 2
-.15 *

Never married parent

.47 ***

-.10

-.01

Widowed parent

.74 ***

.10

.08

-.09

Divorced/sep. parent

.52 ***

-.10

.11 ***

-.05

Mother-child closeness

-.08 ***

Father-child closeness
Parent's education

-.03 ***

-.08 ***
-.22 ***

-.02 ***

-.22 ***

.04 ***

.04 ***

Hispanic

.02

.03

-.01

-.01

Black

.88 ***

.86 ***

-.07

-.07 *

Male

.08

.14 **

-.08 **

-.07 **

Age

.64 ***

.63 ***

.14 ***

.13 ***

* p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001
1

denotes logit coefficient, 2denotes negative binomial coefficient

The parent-child closeness measures are also significant predictors of the number of
relationships reported at Wave I, though they predict this outcome more weakly than they predict
initiation of sex (mother-child relationship -.03, father-child relationship -.02). With respect to
family structure, having a never-married parent predicts number of relationships in the full model
but not in the smaller model, while living with a divorced or separated parent is significantly and
positively associated with number of romantic relationships (coefficient=.11, p=.000) in the
smaller model but not at all when mother-child and father-child closeness are added as
predictors. Here again we see evidence that parent-child closeness mediates the relationship
between family structure and number of romantic relationships, though only for certain family
types.
Gender-specific analyses
Re-running the above models with a sample restricted to either all males or all females
revealed several differences by gender. However, I have yet to test whether these differences are
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statistically significant. This is the next step in my analysis. For now, the following should be
interpreted as preliminary results.
Males’ and females’ sexual initiation is predicted by living with a single parent, widowed
parent, or divorced parent until parent-child closeness is included in the model. In the male-only
analysis, including these closeness measures reduces the coefficient for having a divorced parent
from .55 to .05 and renders it non-significant. A similar trend is seen for respondents with nevermarried and widowed parents (see Table 5). As is the case for the full sample, both mother-child
closeness and father-child closeness are significantly and negatively associated with sex (log
coefficients are -.06 and -.08, respectively). Again, however, this relationship is in the opposite
direction of the relationship between family structure and sex. Each family structure category
increases the likelihood of sex relative to the reference category (two-parent family), while being
close to one’s parents decreases the likelihood of sex.
Table 5. Unstandardized coefficients for the influence of family structure and parent-child closeness on
Wave I outcomes for males only
Sexual initiation1

Number of relationships2

(n=3846)

(n=3879)

Model 1
Single parent
Widowed parent
Divorced/sep. parent

Model 2

Model 1

Model 2

.54 **

.01

.03

-.03

1.06 ***

.43

.12

.04

.55 ***

-.05

.11 **

.03

Mother-child closeness

-.06 **

-.02 *

Father-child closeness

-.08 ***

-.01

Parent's education
Hispanic

-.22 ***
.20

-.21 ***
.21

Black

1.19 ***

1.16 ***

Age

.58 ***

.58 ***

.02

.02

.07

.07

.05

.05

.08 ***

.08 ***

* p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001
1

denotes logit coefficient, 2denotes OLS regression coefficient

A nearly identical pattern is seen for women, the only notable difference being that the
log coefficient for the association between mother-child closeness and sexual initiation is larger
for females than for males (-.11 compared to -.06).
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The picture is a little bit different when looking at number of romantic relationships by
gender, however. Again, these results are preliminary. For males, parental divorce significantly
predicts the number of relationships reported (log coefficient=.11) until parent-child closeness is
included in the model. Adding these variables makes the relationship between having a divorced
parent and number of relationships insignificant. In addition, the mother-child relationship (but
not the father-child relationship) becomes a significant negative predictor of the number of
relationships reported by the respondent. That being said, the magnitude of this effect is very
small (-.02).
Table 6. Unstandardized coefficients for the influence of family structure and parent-child closeness on
Wave I outcomes for females only
Sexual initiation1

Number of relationships2

(n=4309)

(n=4346)

Model 1

Model 2

Model 1

Model 2

Single parent

.43 **

-.15

-.03

-.19 **

Widowed parent

.47 *

-.17

.02

-.16 *

Divorced/sep. parent

.51 ***

-.10

.08 *

-.09 *

Mother-child closeness

-.11 ***

-.03 ***

Father-child closeness

-.08 ***

-.02 ***

Parent's education

-.23 ***

-.22 ***

Hispanic

-.15

-.15

.04 **

.04 ***

-.07

-.08 *

Black

.60 ***

.60 ***

-.14 ***

-.15 ***

Age

.70 ***

.69 ***

.14 ***

.13 ***

* p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001
1

2

denotes logit coefficient, denotes OLS regression coefficient

We see a different result pattern for women in this case. In the female-only full model,
living with a single parent and having a widowed parent both significantly predict number of
romantic relationships, even though no significant relationships exist between these variables in
the family-structure-only model. In addition, this association is in the same direction as that
between parent-child closeness and number of relationships. This is unexpected in light of the
results presented above, all of which indicate that non-intact family structure has the opposite
effect than does being close to one’s parents. In addition, having divorced parents predicts
number of relationships in opposite directions depending on the model. In the full model, having
a divorced parent is associated with fewer reported romantic relationships, whereas in the smaller
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model this family status is associated with reporting more romantic relationships. Both these
associations are statistically significant at the p<.05 level. These results highlight the fact that
there are potentially several mechanisms at work in determining how family structure impacts
children’s outcomes. It may be that the experiences of females from single-parent families are
unique in some way that makes these individuals less likely to become involved in romantic
relationships relative to both their female peers with married parents and their male peers with
similar family circumstances.
Wave III
The Wave III analyses address two outcomes of interest: number of sex partners and
number of combined cohabitation and marital transitions. A negative binomial regression
revealed that number of sex partners at Wave III (when respondents range in age from 18 to 24)
is predicted by both mother and father closeness and family structure. The closer a respondent
reports being to either his mother or father, the fewer sex partners he reports at Wave III. Living
with either a single parent or a divorced parent also predicts having few sex partners relative to
someone living with married parents. In addition, total number of transitions is predicted by both
parent-child closeness and family structure, though only for those with a widowed parent.
Having a widowed parent is associated with fewer reported relationship transitions than is having
continuously married parents. Closeness to both mothers and fathers is also significantly
(p<.001) associated with fewer relationship transitions.
Mediation
The above results are from the Wave III full models. In the models that were run without
parent-child closeness variables, family structure is a significant predictor of both number of sex
partners and number of cohabitation/marital transitions. With respect to the first outcome—
number of sex partners—both widowed and divorced family structure are significantly and
positively associated with reporting more partners. With respect to the second outcome—number
of cohabitation and marital transitions—both living with a single parent and living with a
divorced parent predict more transitions. Notice that the direction of these relationships is the
opposite of that in the full model. The inclusion of mother-child and father-child closeness not
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only mitigates the associations between family structure and the outcomes of interest, but in one
case changes the direction of the relationship. For number of sex partners, having divorced
parents is significantly associated with having more sex partners in the small model, but is
significantly associated with having fewer partners in the full model.
Table 7. Unstandardized negative bionomial regression coefficients for the influence of family structure
and parent-child closeness on Wave III outcomes
Number of sex partners

Number of relationship transitions

(n=8052)

(n=8189)

Model 1

Model 2

Model 1

Model 2

Single parent

.04

-.18 **

.18 *

-.10

Widowed parent

.15 *

-.13

.09

-.23 *

Divorced/sep. parent

.16 ***

-.11 *

.25 ***

-.06

Mother-child closeness

-.06 ***

-.05 ***

Father-child closeness

-.03 ***

-.04 ***

Parent's education

-.02 *

-.02 *

-.21 ***

-.21 ***

Hispanic

-.16 ***

-.15 ***

-.31 ***

-.31 ***

Black

.22 ***

.22 ***

-.16 **

-.16 ***

Male

.14 ***

.18 ***

-.22 ***

-.18 ***

Age

.11 ***

.10 ***

.23 ***

.22 ***

* p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001

Gender-specific analyses
These preliminary analyses suggest that, for men, living with a divorced parent is
marginally significantly (coefficient=.10, p=.04) and positively associated with number of sex
partners. In the full model, however, this relationship disappears and mother-son closeness
becomes the only significant predictor of number of partners (see Table 8). For women (Table
9), a stronger initial relationship exists between living with a divorced parent and the dependent
variable (coefficient=.22, p=.000), and this association changes direction but remains highly
significant when parent-child closeness measures are included in the model. In the female-only
full model, mother-daughter and father-daughter closeness appear to exert approximately equal
protective influences on the daughter’s number of sex partners in young adulthood, as does
membership in any of the three family structure categories included in the model. In other words,
living with a single, widowed, or divorced (or separated) parent is significantly associated with
reporting fewer sex partners.
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For the second Wave III outcome, number of cohabitation and marital transitions, men’s
predictors are similar to those for the whole sample. The family-structure-only model indicates
that living with a single or divorced parent is associated with more transitions, whereas the full
model shows significant relationships between both mother-son closeness and parental divorce
and number of transitions. The direction of the association between parent-child closeness and
the dependent variable is negative, opposite the direction of the association with family structure.
Table 8. Unstandardized coefficients for the influence of family structure and parent-child closeness on
Wave III outcomes for males only
Number of sex partners1

Number of transitions2

(n=3787)

(n=3861)

Model 1

Model 2

-.03

-.13

Widowed parent

.19

.06

Divorced/sep. parent

.10 *

Single parent

Model 1

Model 2

.31 *

.18 **

.03

-.04

.31 ***

-.12
.16

Mother-child closeness

-.04 ***

-.04 **

Father-child closeness

-.01

-.02

Parent's education

-.04 *

-.04 *

-.24 ***

-.24 ***

Hispanic

-.07

-.06

-.39 ***

-.38 ***

Black

.38 ***

.39 ***

Age

.12 ***

.12 ***

-.00
.28 ***

.01
.27 ***

* p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001
1

2

denotes logit coefficient, denotes OLS regression coefficient

The predictors of number of relationship transitions for women are a little bit different.
The results pattern we see here is identical to that for number of sex partners in the female-only
sample (p. 28). In the small model, parental divorce alone predicts number of transitions at Wave
III. In the full model, however, closeness to parents (both mother and father) and each of the
family structure categories significantly predict number of transitions. The closer a woman
reports being to her mother and/or father, the fewer cohabitation and marital transitions she is
likely to experience in early adulthood. In addition, living with a single parent, widowed parent,
or divorced parent in 7th through 10th grades reduces a female’s likelihood of experiencing a
greater number of relationship transitions as a young adult. These family structure coefficients
are much larger in magnitude than are those for either of the parent-child closeness measures (.20 to -.28 compared to -.06).
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Table 9. Unstandardized coefficients for the influence of family structure and parent-child closeness on
Wave III outcomes for females only
Number of sex partners1

Number of transitions2

(n=4265)

(n=4328)

Model 1

Model 2

Model 1

Model 2

Single parent

.12

-.21 **

.10

-.28 **

Widowed parent

.14

-.26 *

.16

-.26 *

Divorced/sep. parent

.22 ***

-.15 *

.21 ***

-.20 **

Mother-child closeness

-.07 ***

-.06 ***

Father-child closeness

-.05 ***

-.06 ***

Parent's education
Hispanic

.01
-.25 ***

-.01

-.18 ***

-.18 ***

-.25 ***

-.26 ***

-.27 ***

-.30 ***

-.31 ***

.19 ***

.17 ***

Black

.07

.07

Age

.11 ***

.09 ***

* p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001
1

denotes logit coefficient, 2denotes OLS regression coefficient

Cumulative analyses
The final set of analyses include Wave I outcomes (ever had sex, number of
relationships) as predictors of Wave III outcomes (number of sex partners, number of
relationship transitions). The three key predictors from the Wave I cross-sectional analyses
(mother-child closeness, father-child closeness, and family structure) remain in place.
The first cumulative analysis, predicting number of sex partners, shows that sexual
initiation at Wave I is positively and significantly associated with number of sex partners at
Wave III (see Table 10). In other words, respondents who had already had sex in 7th through 10th
grades report more sex partners seven years later. Number of relationships at Wave I is also
significantly related to number of sex partners at Wave III. Finally, each of these predictors is
also positively and significantly related to number of relationship transitions at Wave III.
Whereas in the Wave I analysis parental divorce/separation is significantly associated
with the likelihood of sexual initiation only in the small model, in the Wave III analysis parental
divorce remains a significant predictor of number of sex partners even when parent-child
closeness is included in the model. However, this relationship works in the opposite direction
than we would expect based on existing research and this paper’s theoretical framework. Mother30

child and father-child closeness are negatively associated with both number of relationships at
Wave I and total number of relationship transitions at Wave III, with almost no change in the
magnitude of this effect between waves. Living with a single or divorced parent, on the other
hand, is significantly and negatively associated with number of reported sex partners in this
analysis but not in the Wave I analysis.
Finally, the second cumulative analysis predicts number of serious relationship
(cohabitation and marriage) transitions experienced by the respondent by the time of the Wave
III interview. This analysis reveals that sexual initiation and number of relationships at Wave I
both positively predict total number of relationship transitions in early adulthood. Mother-child
and father-child closeness are also significantly associated with number of cohabitation and
marital transitions, but in a negative direction. This relationship can be seen as analogous to that
between parent-child closeness and number of relationships in the Wave I analysis.
Table 10. Unstandardized negative binomial regression coefficients for the influence of family structure,
parent-child closeness, and Wave I outcomes on number of sex partners and number of romantic
relationships in early adulthood
Number of sex partners

Number of relationship transitions

(n=7863)

(n=7988)

Model 1

Model 2

Model 1

Single parent

.04

-.12 *

.15 *

-.09

Widowed parent

.08

-.12

.02

-.23 *

Divorced/sep. parent

.10 **

-.09 *

.19 ***

-.05

Mother-child closeness

-.04 ***

Father-child closeness

Model 2

-.04 ***

-.02 **

-.03 ***

Parent's education

-.02

-.02

-.20 ***

-.20 ***

Hispanic

-.17 ***

-.16 ***

-.30 ***

-.30 ***

Black

.15 ***

.15 ***

-.25 ***

-.23 ***

Male

.16 ***

.18 ***

-.21 ***

-.18 ***

Age

.01

.00

.14 ***

.14 ***

Sexual initiation

.60 ***

.58 ***

.49 ***

.47 ***

Number of relationships

.24 ***

.24 ***

.20 ***

.21 ***

* p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001

Running each model without the mother-child and father-child closeness variables yields
mixed findings. As is shown in Table 10, with respect to number of sex partners at Wave III,
having a single parent only becomes a significant predictor in the full model, whereas having a
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divorced parent continues to predict number of partners even when parent-child closeness is
taken into account. For the second outcome—number of relationship transitions—parent-child
closeness does appear to mediate the relationship between having a single or divorced parent and
reporting a greater number of transitions. Having a widowed parent, on the other hand, becomes
a significant negative predictor of this outcome in the full model, which is not as we would
expect. That is, in these analyses having a widowed parent acts in the same way as does being
close to one’s mother and father.
Table 11. Unstandardized coefficients for the influence of family structure, parent-child closeness, and
Wave I outcomes on Wave III outcomes for males only
Number of sex partners1

Number of transitions2

(n=3680)

(n=3748)

Model 1

Model 2

Single parent

.07

-.10

Widowed parent

.10

.03

Divorced/sep. parent

.03

-.05

Model 1
.26 *
-.05
.27 ***

Model 2
.13
-.16
.14

Mother-child closeness

-.04 ***

-.03 *

Father-child closeness

-.00

-.01

Parent's education

-.03 *

-.04 *

-.24 ***

-.24 ***

Hispanic

-.11 *

-.11 *

-.41 ***

-.40 ***

-.16 *

-.14

Black

.26 ***

.27 ***

Age

.04 *

.03 *

.20 ***

.20 ***

Sexual initiation

.54 ***

.55 ***

.46 ***

.48 ***

Number of relationships

.26 ***

.28 ***

.22 ***

.23 ***

* p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001
1

denotes logit coefficient, 2denotes OLS regression coefficient

One interesting preliminary finding is that, for the male-only sample, closeness to
mothers but not closeness to fathers significantly predicts both number of sex partners and
number of relationship transitions. Taken together with the above-reported finding that motherchild closeness (but not father-child closeness) predicts number of males’ sex partners in Wave
III, this result provides some support for the idea that boys’ relationships with their mothers
might be particularly salient.

32

Table 12. Unstandardized coefficients for the influence of family structure, parent-child closeness, and
Wave I outcomes on Wave III outcomes for females only
Number of sex partners1

Number of transitions2

(n=4183)

(n=4240)

Model 1

Model 2

Model 1

Model 2

Single parent

.13

-.15 *

.07

-.24 *

Widowed parent

.08

-.23 *

.10

-.24 *

Divorced/sep. parent

.17 ***

-.12 *

.14 **

-.19 **

Mother-child closeness

-.05 ***

-.05 **

Father-child closeness

-.04 ***

-.05 ***

Parent's education

-.00

-.00

-.18 ***

-.17 ***

Hispanic

-.23 ***

-.23 ***

-.23 ***

-.23 ***

Black

.04

.05

-.33 ***

-.34 ***

Age

-.02

-.02

.10 ***

.09 ***

Sexual initiation

.64 ***

.60 ***

.50 ***

.46 ***

Number of relationships

.21 ***

.21 ***

.18 ***

.18 ***

* p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001
1

denotes logit coefficient, 2denotes OLS regression coefficient

DISCUSSION
Broadly, this research finds that both family structure and parent-child closeness are
associated with individuals’ romantic and sexual involvement at two points in the life course.
The findings indicate that selected behaviors in adolescence (sexual initiation and engagement in
romantic relationships) predict both number of sex partners and number of relationship
transitions in early adulthood. It seems that consistency exists between these two stages of life,
lending additional evidence in support of the life course perspective that early experiences matter
not only in the short term but also in the longer term.
Many of the outcomes looked at reveal differences by gender. I will first evaluate each of
the seven hypotheses introduced earlier in the paper, and then discuss gender differences (though
preliminary) and other trends.
Hypothesis 1—that individuals with divorced or separated parents will be more likely to
report having sex, while those who report being close to one or both parents will be less likely to
initiate sex—is supported by these findings. As is discussed above, this result is in line with both
what we know from previous research and what the life course perspective and attachment
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theory would lead us to believe. Namely, it indicates that disruptive family structures are
disadvantageous, leading to potentially risky or precocious behaviors, while close relationships
with parents are protective in that they allay teens’ desire to engage in these behaviors.
Hypothesis 2, which posits that adolescents with married parents or who are close to their parents
will report fewer sex partners than others at Wave III, is partially supported. Number of sex
partners is potentially important to look at from a public health standpoint, especially as
relationships become increasingly unstable over time (with more forms of serious relationships
other than marriage becoming common). This research finds that, although those who report
more closeness to parents do report fewer sex partners, those with single and divorced parents
also report fewer sex partners. This is an unexpected finding in light of previous research
suggesting that having divorced parents in particular makes teens more likely to engage in risky
sex behaviors.
Hypothesis 3, which states that sexual initiation at Time 1 will be positively associated
with number of sex partners seven years later, also finds support. Here again, this result is in
agreement with the life course perspective argument that early events play a role in determining
later ones. This finding is also backed up by simple logic predicated on the argument that
individuals tend to be more resistant to sexual initiation than to subsequent sexual encounters;
once an individual has had sex, therefore, he/she is more likely to have sex again. One’s number
of sex partners can only increase or stay constant over time, and given that most people
experience multiple relationships in a lifetime, it is highly likely that the earlier one initiates, the
more sex partners he/she will report later. In addition, this and other research suggests that like
begets like. Rarely if ever do we find that early experiences of a certain type are correlated with
later experiences indicating opposite trends. Therefore, even in light of Giordano et al.’s caution
that relationships mean different things in adolescence than in adulthood (2005), the finding that
relatively early sexual initiation is significantly associated with a greater number of sex partners
later in life is unsurprising.
It is worth noting that both sexual initiation and number of relationships at Wave I are
significant, positive predictors of number of sex partners at Wave III. This makes sense because
high scores on both measures indicate higher levels of romantic involvement.
34

The fourth hypothesis, that parental divorce/separation will be associated with more
relationship transitions at Wave III and being close to one’s parents will be associated with fewer
transitions, is supported as well. Both of these relationships are in the direction theory predicts.
Hypothesis 5 is similar to Hypothesis 3 in that it posits a Wave I measure will predict an
analogous Wave III measure, specifically that number of relationships reported at Time 1 will be
positively associated with the number of relationship transitions reported at Time 2. This was
found to be the case. As for number of sex partners, the analyses revealed that both sex initiation
and number of relationships reported at Wave I predicted both number of cohabitation and
marital transitions at Wave III. The fact that relatively early sex predicts total number of
relationship transitions in early adulthood makes sense from both a life course perspective and
from the point of view of attachment theory. Congruent with a life course conceptualization,
early experiences (e.g. sexual activity in middle or high school) are connected to later ones (e.g.
post-high school relationship transitions) for one or both of the following reasons. First,
experiences that precede either sex or adult relationship transitions may impact both outcomes by
the same mechanism. One of the most obvious examples of this is the influence of the parentchild relationship. If at least one strong, protective relationship is in place, almost any outcome
later in life ought to reflect secure versus insecure decision-making. Another possibility is that
any given decision or experience impacts later ones of a similar nature, and that having sex in
adolescence has a bearing on relationship transitions in early adulthood because it reflects a
nascent stage of involvement in romantic relationships, as well as a less-conservative approach to
this sphere of life. Again, although this relationship between Wave I and Wave III outcomes was
not explicitly hypothesized, it is not unexpected in light of the life course perspective.
Hypothesis 6 predicted that parent-child relationships would mediate the relationship
between family structure and Wave I and Wave III outcomes. This was, in fact, one of the most
consistent findings across these analyses. For most models, adding measures of parent-child
closeness to the model either substantially decreased the magnitude of the coefficients for one or
more of the three family structure categories, rendered them non-significant, or reversed the
direction of the association. However, these trends were more clear for some outcomes than for
others. For example, they seemed to hold for the male-only sample better than for the female35

only sample in the Wave I cross-sectional analyses, and to better describe the results with respect
to sexual initiation than with respect to number of relationships. Part of the reason for this may
have to do with treatment of respondents who were missing on the measure of father-child
closeness. These were people who reported having no relationship with their father or a father
figure, and were consequently assigned a ‘zero’ on the father-child closeness measure. Because
of the much greater likelihood of living with one’s mother following a divorce, the father-child
closeness variable is quite highly correlated with the divorced family status variable
(correlation=.56). Combining the two mother-child and father-child closeness measures to create
a single parent-child closeness variable may yield results more in line with extant findings.
In general, divorced/separated status was the most resilient of the family structure
categories (single, never-married parent, widowed parent, divorced/separated parent) to the
inclusion of parent-child closeness. Overall, these results suggests that parent-child relationships
reflect something more fundamental for the formation of later relationships and romantic
decision-making than does family structure, which may be less intrinsic. This is consistent with
the idea from attachment theory that closeness to one’s parents underlies all of one’s later
relationships, and that an individual’s internal working model, which determines one’s ability to
maintain and nourish interpersonal relationships, is decided by these early contacts rather than by
observations of parental behavior.
Hypothesis 7, the final hypothesis predicting that Wave I outcomes would mediate the
relationships between family and interpersonal predictors and Wave III outcomes, was partially
supported. The results showed that, for number of sex partners, including Wave I variables
decreased the magnitude of the significant coefficients for mother-child closeness and fatherchild closeness by approximately one third for both mothers and fathers. However, these
coefficients were quite small to begin with (-.06 and -.03, respectively).

For number of

relationship transitions, including sex initiation and number of relationships also decreases the
coefficients for mother-child closeness, and father-child closeness, but only very slightly.
Finally, the analyses looking at number of relationships in adolescence and number of sex
partners in early adulthood were largely exploratory. With respect to these outcomes, the
analyses show, firstly, that we can predict number of romantic relationships in adolescence,
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which is an outcome that has been given relatively little attention in the literature. This result
supports both the life course perspective and attachment theory, since both these theories lead to
the expectation that early formative experiences (specifically the formation of the parent-child
bond and disruptive family transitions like divorce) shape subsequent experiences in oftensystematic ways. That is, certain characteristics of these antecedents—for example the amount of
warmth shown to a child by a parent—impact the later experiences of enough people in similar
ways for generalizations to be drawn about the nature of their influence.
A significant relationship was also found between mother-child closeness and number of
sex partners for males at Wave III. It seems that cross-gender relationships in the family home
may be particularly important for later relationship (or sexual) behavior, at least for males. This
possibility is not accounted for by the theories used to frame this paper, but a closer look at the
biosocial and developmental psychology literatures may help us to understand these findings.
To summarize up to this point, these analyses are consistent with existing research in that
they suggest both family structure and parent-child closeness are important predictors of
romantic and sexual involvement not only in adolescence but also in early adulthood. In line with
a more limited body of research, it appears that parent-child closeness is more consistently
associated with the outcomes of interest—having had sex as a teenager, number of relationships
reported, and number of sex partners and relationship transitions in early adulthood—than is
family structure. This finding is in direct contrast to the finding from Pearson, Muller, and Frisco
(2006) that parent-child closeness and family structure operate independently: in these analyses,
parent-child relationships clearly mediate the impact of family type. This may be due in part to a
different working definition of family structure. However, it may also be the case that one’s own
interpersonal relationships (of which relationships with parents can be argued to be the most
important, at least early in life) occupy a more primary role in one’s life than do the relationships
of others. In other words, even one’s parents’ marriage(s) or other relationships don’t have the
same impact on our decisions and inclinations as do our own relationships with key figures. On
the other hand, this finding is somewhat surprising given that one of these outcomes in
particular, number of cohabitation and marital transitions, is a measure of instability, which has
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been found repeatedly to be associated with parental divorce and separation, and is less
intuitively connected with parent-child closeness.
These findings are increasingly difficult to interpret without any information about the
pre-divorce quality of the dissolved marriage. Amato and DeBoer tested two hypotheses about
the intergenerational transmission of divorce. The first was that the children of divorced parents
do not learn the same constructive interpersonal skills that the children of continuously married
couples do, and that this deficit puts them at greater risk of divorce. The second hypothesis was
that the end of marriage itself is what puts the children of divorced parents at a disadvantage in
marriage (2001). The authors found support for the second hypothesis. If we take their
conclusion as a starting point, it may be that parent-child relationships are simply more salient
for certain relationship outcomes than is parental marital status, perhaps in part for reasons
mentioned previously.
Although in the Wave I analysis parental divorce/separation is significantly associated
with the likelihood of having had sex, in the Wave III analysis parental divorce predicts number
of sex partners in the opposite direction than we would expect. It may be that, because we do not
know the context of the sexual encounters respondents are reporting on, reporting a high number
of sex partners in adulthood may have little to do with whether the respondent initiated sex at a
relatively young age, which could be seen as risky.
In the Wave III analyses, mother-child and father-child closeness were significantly
associated with fewer transitions into and out of cohabitations and marriages. Especially because
the analytic sample is still quite young at Wave III, we would expect the respondents to have
undergone relatively few serious relationship transitions. Therefore, we would expect those who
have experienced several transitions by this time to be disadvantaged in terms of family
background relative to their peers who have experienced fewer transitions. This appears to be the
case. Those individuals who report greater numbers of cohabitation and marital transitions are
less likely to report being close to either parent and are more likely to report having divorced
parents.
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Lurking in discussions of romantic involvement and (in particular) sexual behavior
among teenagers in the United States is the question of whether certain patterns of engagement
in these realms of experience reflect deviance and/or disadvantage. It may be that a certain
amount of bias toward negative value judgments arises from our admittedly Puritan American
heritage, or that the movement toward overprotective parenting creates alarmist scenarios around
any potentially risky behavior children and adolescents might engage in. However, as Sassler
points out, the normative pattern is still for teenagers to date before initiating sex, and to have
sex for the first time with someone they are in a relationship with (Longmore, Eng, Giordano, &
Manning, 2009; Abma, Martinez, Mosher, & Dawson, 2004). For example, with respect to
sexual initiation, because we do not know the respondent’s age at time of first sex it is difficult to
say to what extent the reported sexual behavior at Wave I might be considered deviant as
opposed to normative. In addition, older adolescents report more sex partners on average than do
younger adolescents. That being said, all models control for age. It is a possible drawback,
however, that we do not know whether the respondent’s sexual experiences were romantic or
non-romantic.
What does seem clear is that certain behaviors presage later problematic outcomes. In
addition, childhood factors that we know to be harmful in some way, for example acrimonious
divorce and parental abuse, are unambiguously associated with early sex (e.g. Black et al., 2009;
Wyatt, 1988). Therefore, while it is tempting to sidestep questions of conferred advantage versus
disadvantage, doing so may cause us to ignore important implications of our findings.
Race differences, though not the focus of this paper, constitute some interesting results of
the analyses. The results show largely what we would expect based on extant research. Black
adolescents are significantly more likely to report having had sex at Wave I than are either white
or Hispanic adolescents. Although some debate exists in the literature about whether real
differences exist between white and black adolescents in terms of romantic involvement, these
analyses support the finding that race does matter for these outcomes.
Similar patterns hold for race differences in adulthood. While black respondents report
significantly more sex partners than white respondents, Hispanic respondents report significantly
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fewer. With respect to number of transitions, however, individuals of either minority status
report significantly fewer transitions than do white individuals.
Broad limitations
As in all survey research, a certain amount of difficulty inheres in asking individuals to
report on personal experiences. Romantic and sexual experiences in particular present unique
difficulties. For one, many non-romantic sexual experiences take place when either one or both
of the involved parties is under the influence of alcohol or other substances, creating a situation
that is not conducive to accurate reporting for obvious reasons. For another, romantic
relationships bring with them a whole slew of emotions for the individuals involved, of which
heartache and heartbreak are often the most potent. Given that the vast majority of relationships
have an expiration date, these most powerful and negative of emotions are often the ones that
determine an individuals’ memory of the relationship (which is in some cases no memory at all).
Repressing unpleasant memories is one of our most well-honed defense mechanisms.
Aside from these very general limitations, the Add Health data present a couple of
additional drawbacks for this analysis in particular. Number of relationships at Wave I, which is
significantly associated with number of relationship transitions experienced at Wave III, is likely
skewed downward. The relationships reported on had to have occurred in the 18 months
preceding the Wave I interview; this measure therefore precludes those relationships that predate
this time frame, creating an age bias such that the variable is more likely to capture all
relationships for the youngest people in the sample. If the dataset included complete relationship
histories for each respondent, this issue could be avoided.
Lastly, because retrospective reporting is never as accurate as concurrent reporting, we
would have a better idea of how family structure, parent-child closeness, and romantic and
sexual experiences in adolescence unfold if data collection began when participants were
younger or if family structure information were updated at Wave III. As it is, the retrospective
reporting of family structure and some relationships, plus the large gap of time between Waves I
and III, make it difficult to do more than draw broad conclusions. Updating family structure
information would allow researchers to capture additional instability in the natal family and
40

therefore to better understand how the timing of instability impacts romantic and sexual
behaviors in adolescence and later.

41

SOURCES CITED

Abma, J.C., G.M. Martinez, W.D. Mosher, and B.S. Dawson (2004). “Teenagers in the United States:
Sexual activity, contraceptive use, and childbearing, 2002.” Vital Health Statistics Series 23, 24:
1-48.
Albrecht, Chris and Jay D. Teachman (2003). “Childhood living arrangements and the risk of premarital
intercourse.” Journal of Family Issues, 24 (7): 867–894.
Amato, Paul R. (1996). “Explaining the intergenerational transmission of divorce.” Journal of Marriage
and Family, 58(3): 628-640.
Amato, Paul R. and Danelle D. DeBoer (2001). “The transmission of marital stability across generations:
Relationship skills or commitment to marriage?” Journal of Marriage and Family, 63(4): 10381051.
Arim, Rubab G., Jennifer D. Shapka, V. Susan Dahinten, and J. Douglas Willms (2007). “Patterns and
correlates of pubertal development in Canadian youth.” Canadian Journal of Public Health,
98(2): 91-96.
Axinn, William G. and Arland Thornton (1992). “The relationship between cohabitation and divorce:
Selectivity or causal influence?” Demography, 29(3): 357-374.
Bartholomew, Kim and Marlene Moretti (2002). “The dynamics of measuring attachment.” Attachment
and Human Development, 4(2): 162-165.
Belsky, Jay, & Jude Anne Cassidy (1994). Attachment: Theory and evidence. In M. L. Rutter, D. F. Hay,
& S. Baron-Cohen (Eds.), Development through life: A handbook for clinicians. (pp. 373-402).
Oxford: Blackwell.
Black, Maureen M., Sarah E. Oberlander, Terri Lewis, Elizabeth D. Knight, Adam J. Zolotor, Alan J.
Litrownik, Richard Thompson, Howard Dubowitz, and Diana E. English (2009). “Sexual
intercourse among adolescents maltreated before age 12: A prospective investigation.”
Pediatrics, 124 (3), p. 941.
Blake, Susan M., Linda Simkin, Rebecca Ledsky, Cheryl Perkins, and Joseph M. Calabrese (2001).
“Effects of a parent-child communications intervention on young adolescents’ risk for early onset
of sexual intercourse.” Family Planning Perspectives, 33(2): 52-61.
Bogaert, A.F. (2005). “Age at puberty and father absence in a national probability sample.” Journal of
Adolescence, 28(4): 541-546.
Booth, Alan, D. Brinkerhoff, and Lynn White (1984) “Impact of parental divorce on courtship.” Journal
of Marriage and Family, 46: 85-94.
Bowlby, John. Attachment. 2nd. Basic Books, 1982. Print.

42

Bumpass, Larry L., Teresa Castro Martin, and James A. Sweet (1991). “The impact of family background
and early marital factors on marital disruption.” Journal of Family Issues, 12(1): 22-42.
Carlson, M. J. and M.E. Corcoran (2001). “Family structure and children's behavioral and cognitive
outcomes.” Journal of Marriage and Family, 63: 779–792.
Carver, Karen, Kara Joyner, and Richard J. Udry. “National estimates of adolescent romantic
relationships.” Florsheim, Paul (Ed), (2003). Adolescent romantic relations and sexual behavior:
Theory, research, and practical implications. (pp. 23-56). Mahwah, NJ, US: Lawrence Erlbaum
Associates Publishers, 414 pp.
Cavanagh, Shannon E., Sarah R. Crissey, and R. Kelly Raley (2008). “Family structure history and
adolescent romance.” Journal of Marriage and Family, 70(3): 698-714.
Chantala, Kim, William D. Kalsbeek, and Eugenio Andraca. “Non-response in Wave III of the Add
Health study.” Retrieved from
http://www.cpc.unc.edu/projects/addhealth/data/guides/W3nonres.pdf.
Collins, W. Andrew, Deborah P. Welsh, and Wyndol Furman (2009). “Adolescent romantic
relationships.” Annual Review of Psychology, 60: 631-652.
Conger, Rand D., Ming Cui, Chalandra M. Bryant, and Glen H. Elder, Jr. (2000). “Competence in early
adult romantic relationships: A developmental perspective on family influences.” Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 79(2): 224-237.
Coontz, Stephanie (2004). “The world historical transformation of marriage.” Journal of Marriage and
Family, 66(4): 974-979.
Cui, Ming, K.A.S. Wickrama, Frederick O. Lorenz, and Rand D. Conger. “Linking parental divorce and
marital discord to the timing of emerging adults’ marriage and cohabitation.” Romantic
Relationships in Emerging Adulthood. Ed. Frank D. Fincham and Ed. Ming Cui. 1st. New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2011. 123-141.
Davis, E. C., and L.V. Friel (2001). “Adolescent sexuality: Disentangling the effects of family structure
and family content.” Journal of Marriage and Family, 63: 669-681.
Du Feng, Roseann Giarrusso, Vern L. Bengtson and Nancy Frye (1999). “Intergenerational transmission
of marital quality and marital instability.” Journal of Marriage and Family, 61(2): 451-463.
Elder, Glen H. Jr. (1998). “The life course as developmental theory.” Child Development, 69(1): 1-12.
Giordano, Peggy C., Wendy D. Manning, and Monica A. Longmore (2005). “The romantic relationships
of African American and white adolescents.” Sociological Quarterly, 46: 545- 568.
Glenn, N.D. and K.B. Kramer (1985). “The psychological well-being of adult children of divorce.”
Journal of Marriage and Family, 47: 905-912.
Goodwin, P., McGill, B., and Chandra, A. (2009). “Who marries and when? Age at first marriage in the
United States: 2002.” NCHS Data Brief, (19):1-8.
43

Harris, Kathleen Mullan (2011). “Design features of Add Health.” Retrieved from
www.cpc.unc.edu/addhealth.
Harris, Kathleen Mullan, C.T. Halpern, E. Whitsel, J. Hussey, J. Tabor, P. Entzel, and J.R. Udry (2009).
The National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health: Research Design [WWW document].
URL: http://www.cpc.unc.edu/projects/addhealth/design.
Hazan, Cindy and Phillip R. Shaver (1987). “Romantic love conceptualized as an attachment process.”
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 52(3): 511-524.
Hetherington, E. Mavis (1972). Effects of father absence on personality development in adolescent
daughters. Developmental Psychology, 7: 313–326.
Kennedy, Sheela and Larry Bumpass (2008). “Cohabitation and children’s living arrangements: New
estimates from the United States.” Demographic Research, 19(47): 1663-1692.
King, Valarie (2002). “Parental divorce and interpersonal trust in adult offspring.” Journal of Marriage
and Family, 64: 642-656.
Lamborn, S.D., N.S. Mounts, Laurence Steinberg, and S.M. Dornbusch (1991). “Patterns of competence
and adjustment among adolescents from authoritative, authoritarian, indulgent, and neglectful
families.” Child Development, 62: 1049-1065.
Lesthaeghe, Ron J. and Lisa Neidert (2006). “The Second Demographic Transition in the United States:
Exception or textbook example?” Population and Development Review, 32(4): 669-698.
Longmore, Monica A., Abbey L. Eng, Peggy C. Giordano, and Wendy D. Manning (2009). “Parenting
and adolescents’ sexual initiation.” Journal of Marriage and Family, 71: 969-982.
Longmore, Monica A., Wendy D. Manning, and Peggy C. Giordano (2001). “Preadolescent parenting
strategies and teens’ dating and sexual initiation: A longitudinal analysis.” Journal of Marriage
and Family, 63(2): 322-335.
Manning, Wendy D., Monica A. Longmore, and Peggy C. Giordano (2007). “The changing institution of
marriage: Adolescents’ expectations to cohabit and to marry.” Journal of Marriage and Family,
69(3): 559-575.
Manning, Wendy D. and Pamela J. Smock (2005). “Measuring and modeling cohabitation: New
perspectives from qualitative data.” Journal of Marriage and Family, 67(4): 989-1002.
McLanahan, Sara S. and Gary Sandefur. 1994. Growing Up with a Single Parent: What Hurts,
What Helps? Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Meschke, Laurie L., S. Bartholomae, and S.R. Zentall (2000). Adolescent sexuality and parent-adolescent
processes: promoting healthy teen choices. Family Relations, 49: 143-154.
Meschke, Laurie L. and Rainer K. Silbereisen (1997) “The influence of puberty, family processes, and
leisure activities on the timing of first sexual experience.” Journal of Adolescence, 20: 403-418.

44

Moore, K.A., B.C. Miller, D. Glei, and D.R. Morrison (1995). “Adolescent sex, contraception, and
childbearing: A review of recent research.” Washington, DC: Child Trends, Inc.
Mueller, C.W. and H. Pope (1977). “Marital instability: A study of its transmission between generations.”
Journal of Marriage and Family, 39: 83-93.
Pearson, Jennifer, Chandra Muller, and Michelle Frisco (2006). “Parental involvement, family structure
and adolescent sexual decision-making.” Sociological Perspectives, 49: 67-90.
Quinlan, R.J. (2003). “Father absence, parental care, and female reproductive development.” Evolution
and Human Behavior, 24(6): 376-390.
Raley, R. Kelly and Larry Bumpass (2003). “The topography of the divorce plateau: Levels and trends in
union stability in the United States after 1980.” Demographic Research, 8(8): 245-260.
Raley, R. Kelly, Sarah Crissey, and Chandra Muller (2007). “Of sex and romance: Late adolescent
relationships and young adult union formation.” Journal of Marriage and Family, 69: 1210-1226.
Raley, R. Kelly and Elizabeth Wildsmith (2004). “Cohabitation and children’s family instability.”
Journal of Marriage and Family, 66(1): 210-219.
Resnick, Michael D., Peter S. Bearman, Robert W. Blum, Karl E. Bauman, Kathleen M. Harris, Jo Jones,
Joyce Tabor, Trish Beuhring, Renee E. Sieving, Marcia Shew, Marjorie Ireland, Linda H.
Bearinger, and J. Richard Udry (1997). “Protecting adolescents from harm: Findings from the
National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health.” Journal of the American Medical
Association, 278(10): 823-832.
Rhoades, G. K., Scott M. Stanley, and Howard J. Markman (2012). “A longitudinal investigation of
commitment dynamics in cohabiting relationships.” Journal of Family Issues, 33 (3): 369.
Roisman, Glenn I., Caroline Booth-LaForce, E. Cauffman, S. Spieker, and the NICHD Early Child Care
Research Network (2009). “The developmental significance of adolescent romantic
relationships: Parent and peer predictors of quality and engagement at age 15.” Journal of Youth
and Adolescence, 38(10): 1294-1303.
Santelli, John S., Richard Lowry, Nancy Brener, and Leah Robin (1998). “Socioeconomic status and
sexual risk behaviors among US adolescents.” Journal of Adolescent Health, 22(2): 158.
Santelli, John S. et al. (2000). “The association of sexual behaviors with socioeconomic status, family
structure, and race/ethnicity among US adolescents.” American Journal of Public Health, 90(10):
1582.
Sassler, Sharon (2010). “Partnering across the life course: Sex, relationships, and mate selection.”
Journal of Marriage and Family, 72(3): 557-575.
Scott, Mindy E., Alan Booth, Valarie King, and David R. Johnson (2007). “Postdivorce father-adolescent
closeness.” Journal of Marriage and Family, 69(6): 1194-1209.
Shaver, Phillip R. and Mario Mikulincer (2002). “Attachment-related psychodynamics.” Attachment and
Human Development, 4: 133-161.
45

Steinberg, Laurence (2001). “We know some things: Adolescent-parent relationships in retrospect and
prospect.” Journal of Research on Adolescence, 11: 1-20.
Steinberg, Laurence, S. Lamborn, N. Darling, N Mounts & S Dornbusch (1994). “Over-time changes in
adjustment and competence among adolescents from authoritative, authoritarian, indulgent
and neglectful families.” Child Development, 65: 754-770.
Thornton, Arland and Donald Camburn (1987). “The influence of the family on premarital sexual
attitudes and behavior.” Demography, 24(3): 323-340.
Upchurch, Dawn M., Carol S. Aneshensel, Clea A. Sucoff and Lené Levy-Storms (1999). “Neighborhood
and family contexts of adolescent sexual activity.” Journal of Marriage and Family, 61(4): 920933.
Van de Kaa, D.J. (1987) “Europe’s second demographic transition.” Population Bulletin, 42(1): 1-59.
Waldfogel, Jane, Terry-Ann Craigie, and Jeanne Brooks-Gunn (2010). “Fragile families and child wellbeing.” Future Child, 20(2): 87-112.
White, Sharon D. & Richard R. DeBlassie (1992). “Adolescent sexual behavior.” Adolescence, 27(105):
183-191.
Wolfinger, Nicholas H. (2000). “Beyond the intergenerational transmission of divorce: Do people
replicate the patterns of marital instability they grew up with?” Journal of Family Issues, 21 (8):
1061.
Wolfinger, Nicholas H. (2003). “Parental divorce and offspring marriage: Early or late?” Social Forces,
82(1): 337-353.
Wolfinger, Nicholas H. Understanding the Divorce Cycle: The Children of Divorce in their Own
Marriages. 2005. Cambridge University Press. 192 pp.
Wu, Lawrence L. and Elizabeth Thomson (2001). “Race differences in family experience and early sexual
initiation: Dynamic models of family structure and family change.” Journal of Marriage and
Family, 63 (3): 682–696.
Wyatt, Gail Elizabeth (1988). “The relationship between child sexual abuse and adolescent sexual
functioning in Afro-American and White American women.” Annals of the New York Academy of
Sciences. 528: 111-122.

46

Appendix
Pairwise correlations between all independent and dependent variables
Mother
closeness
Mother closeness

Father
closeness

Single parent

Widowed
parent

Divorced
parent

Initiated sex

Number of
Number of
relationships sex partners

Total
transitions

Parent's
education

Hispanic

Black

Male

Age

1.000

Father closeness

0.012

1.000

Single parent

-0.036

-0.278

1.000

Widowed parent

-0.058

-0.222

-0.048

1.000

Divorced parent

-0.158

-0.559

-0.125

-0.093

1.000

Initiated sex

-0.087

-0.196

0.082

0.079

0.098

1.000

Number of relationships

-0.051

-0.051

-0.023

0.013

0.038

0.284

1.000

Number of sex partners

-0.090

-0.081

0.021

0.018

0.056

0.285

0.217

Total transitions

-0.085

-0.107

0.022

0.015

0.057

0.246

0.175

0.254

1.000

Parent's education

0.014

0.080

-0.070

-0.045

-0.031

-0.135

0.022

-0.013

-0.155

1.000

Hispanic

0.000

0.005

-0.026

-0.018

0.002

0.012

0.006

-0.048

-0.003

-0.262

1.000

Black

0.025

-0.271

0.294

0.085

0.116

0.173

-0.023

0.085

-0.019

0.045

-0.226

1.000

Male

0.028

0.072

-0.021

-0.010

0.011

0.037

-0.019

0.068

-0.052

0.027

0.015

-0.037

1.000

Age

-0.101

-0.058

-0.003

0.032

0.017

0.328

0.156

0.100

0.181

-0.098

0.063

-0.004

0.077
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