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Abstract

Theories of sexual identity development recognize the initiation of sexual experience with same-sex partners (SESSP) to be
a significant event in the coming-out process, yet the research literature lacks a population-based description of its timing and
variation across population subgroups. Using data from the 2011-2017 National Survey of Family Growth and guided by the
life course paradigm, we explored the timing and correlates of first SESSP among individuals (1425 women; 545 men) who
identified as lesbian (n=307), gay (n=285), or bisexual (n=1378) (LGB). Descriptive findings revealed that the median
age at first SESSP was about 19 years for lesbian women and gay men and one to two years later for bisexual women and
men. Notably, initiation of SESSP occurred over a wide age range, particularly among bisexual men. Multivariable results
indicated that the probability of first SESSP did not vary by demographic characteristics or family background among men.
Among women, nativity status, family stability, and independent living were associated with probability of first SESSP. Coital
experience predicted timing among both women and men. Tests for statistical interactions suggested that age at first SESSP
was contingent on mother’s education (women), sexual identity (men), family stability (men), and birth cohort (women and
men). Our findings highlight the complicated nature of LGB sexual experiences, and we end with a call for greater effort to
ensure that LGB individuals are represented in national surveys designed to provide data on sexual and reproductive health.
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Introduction

Sexual identity development is the process through which
individuals come to recognize their sexual attractions and
integrate these attractions into their understanding of who
they are (Worthington et al., 2008). This process may be
particularly challenging for individuals with same-sex attrac-
tions (Mohr & Kendra, 2011), and a substantial literature has
developed to describe how individuals who self-identify as
lesbian, gay, or bisexual (LGB) come to do so (e.g., Breg-
man et al., 2013; Cass, 1984; Diamond, 2007; Eliason, 1996;
Floyd & Stein, 2002; Troiden, 1989). Although models of
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this process differ (Eliason & Schope, 2007), most consider
first sexual experience with a same-sex partner (SESSP) an
important component. Even so, the literature lacks a consist-
ent and generalizable picture of SESSP initiation, a notable
shortcoming given that most research on sexual identity
development relies on data from non-representative samples.

This study takes advantage of recent nationally repre-
sentative data to better understand the initiation of SESSP
among LGB-identified individuals. Our aim is to provide
a representative benchmark against which non-population-
based samples can be evaluated and we accomplish this by (1)
describing the occurrence of first SESSP by sexual identity
and gender and (2) assessing variation in the timing of first
SESSP across birth cohorts and by individual characteristics.
We draw on Elder’s life course paradigm (Elder, 1975, 1994)
to frame coming out as a life course transition for LGB indi-
viduals and first SESSP as a marker in that transition. Below,
we describe some key precepts of this paradigm and present
hypotheses based on it. First, however, we clarify our use of
the term “sexual experience.”
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Defining Sexual Experience for LGB
Individuals

Social ambiguity around the behavioral criteria for having
“had sex” is well documented (Carpenter, 2001; Peterson &
Muehlenhard, 2007; Sanders & Reinisch, 1999), and recent
research suggests that this ambiguity is more pronounced
for LGB-identified individuals than for their heterosexual
counterparts, for whom coitus (i.e., vaginal-penile inter-
course) is the gold standard. A majority of gay and bisexual
men in two different studies agreed that two different activi-
ties, anal-penile intercourse and oral—genital stimulation,
constituted “having sex” (Hill et al., 2010; Sewell et al.,
2017). Lesbian and bisexual women appear to define sex
more broadly. Two recent studies found that no single expe-
rience between two female partners was endorsed as “hav-
ing sex” by a clear majority (Schick et al., 2016; Sewell
et al., 2017), and another study found that lesbian women
construed sex to include a wider range of genital-stim-
ulating behaviors than heterosexual women (Horwitz &
Spicer, 2013). Accordingly, our gender-specific operational
definitions of sex with a same-sex partner include oral or
anal sex for men and oral sex or other sexual experiences
for women.

A Life Course Perspective on LGB Sexual
Initiation

Time and Timing Within the Life Course

The life course paradigm provides a theoretical orientation
toward the study of human lives that incorporates time, con-
text, and process, explicitly recognizing the multiple forces
that influence development over the life span (Elder, 1994).
Within this paradigm, time operates at two levels: individual
and sociohistorical (Elder et al., 2003). Because individual
lifetimes are embedded in sociohistorical time, they must be
understood to reflect historically specific cultural and institu-
tional influences (Elder, 1975, 1994, Elder et al., 2003). Indi-
viduals also move through their lives as members of social
groups (e.g., families) which serve to channel and constrain
behavior by clarifying appropriate or expected social path-
ways and the potential consequences of deviating from them
(Elder, 1994). Within this paradigm, the life course is a set
of intersecting social pathways (i.e., trajectories) character-
ized by domain-specific (e.g., work, family) status transitions
and experiences that unfold over the life span and within a
specific sociohistorical context (Alwin, 2012).

These status transitions are organized by the social
meanings attached to age and the attendant expectations
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about the timing and sequencing of events and transitions.
In short, age serves as the metronome that marks what
Elder (1994, p. 6) referred to as “the timing of lives.” Even
s0, the life course is neither rigid nor invariable; as Shana-
han (2000, p. 617) observed, “[w]ithin the framework of
a highly predictable life course, individuals are able to
improvise considerably in the planning of their lives.” The
latitude to improvise increased substantially over the last
quarter of the twentieth century and intimate relationships
became more variable as a result (Tillman et al., 2019).
This, in turn, provided room for the development of an
LGB life course.

Considered through a life course lens, the coming-out
process may be framed as the starting point of the LGB life
course, a transition that starts with the recognition of same-
sex attraction and entails claiming an LGB identity and dis-
closing it to others. This framing understands coming out as
a socially patterned and historically contingent process that
entails changes in status and identity. For LGB-identified
individuals, first SESSP represents a marker in this process,
similar to the role of first coitus for straight youth in the tran-
sition to adulthood. In the next section, we discuss how and
why the timing of first SESSP may have changed in response
to the changing social context of LGB lives.

Changing Social Context

The conceptualization of the life course as historically con-
tingent raises the possibility of variation across birth cohorts
in the nature of life course trajectories and the timing of tran-
sitions. Elder (1994) observed that cohort differences may
emerge during periods of rapid social change, a characteri-
zation that certainly applies to the social and legal context
for same-sex relationships. Consider, for example, the stark
contrast between the 1986 Supreme Court’s decision (Bow-
ers v. Hardwick) upholding state laws criminalizing sexual
engagement with a same-sex partner and its 2015 decision
(Obergefell v. Hodges) establishing the legality of same-sex
marriages nationwide. In addition to this reversal on the high
court, evidence from public opinion polling points to grow-
ing public support for same-sex relationships in the popula-
tion generally (Twenge et al., 2016) and across birth cohorts
(Anderson & Fetner, 2008).

These changes suggest a lessening of the sexual stigma
long embedded in social institutions (Herek, 2015). One con-
sequence of sexual stigma is that individuals are left to navi-
gate the process of recognizing and acknowledging same-
sex attraction without well-established sexual scripts (Simon
& Gagnon, 1986), perhaps delaying initiation of SESSP.
Decreasing stigma, reinforced by the increasing visibility
of LGB lives, the proliferation of LGB advocacy groups and
the increased availability, via the Internet, of information
and support may have led to a decrease across cohorts in age
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at coming out (Eliason & Schope, 2007; Floyd & Bakeman,
2006; Grov et al., 2006; Russell & Fish, 2016). Lending cre-
dence to the possibility of cohort differences in first SESSP
timing are two recent studies reporting significant increases
across birth cohorts in the proportion of women with SESSP
(England et al., 2016; Mishel et al., 2020).

Sources of Heterogeneity in Event Timing

The nature of the life course is influenced by individuals’
access to resources and opportunities, leading to variability in
the timing and sequencing of transition markers across social
status groups (Elder & Shanahan, 2006; Elder et al., 2003).
Family background is particularly important in this regard,
and research into the coming-out process provides insight
into some aspects of family background that might influence
the timing of first SESSP. An early investigation reported that
the coming-out process was more protracted for young gay
men from families characterized by what the investigators
termed “traditional values” around marriage, childbearing,
and the importance of religion (Newman & Muzzonigro,
1993). Consistent with this, more recent research has found
that LGB-identified adults whose parents have strong reli-
gious ties perceive less acceptance from parents (Vander-
Waal et al., 2017) and the parents of LGB-identified offspring
report struggling to reconcile their religious beliefs with their
child’s sexual identity (Freedman, 2008; Rosenkrantz et al.,
2020).

Parents’ educational attainment also may be associated
with the timing and nature of the coming-out process. Devel-
opmentally, parental education is associated with openness
(Sutin et al., 2017) and self-control (Ward, 2013), both of
which may enhance an individuals’ ability to claim an LGB
identity in a heteronormative culture. Moreover, insofar as
educational attainment is associated with more tolerant atti-
tudes toward same-sex relationships (Loftus, 2001; Pampel,
2016), well-educated parents may express more accepting
attitudes toward same-sex relationships. At the same time,
if better-educated parents are more likely than their less-
educated peers to emphasize the opportunity cost of sexual
relationships or supervise their children more closely (Hol-
way, 2015; Waldron et al., 2015), their offspring may delay
the initiation of SESSP.

Race/ethnicity and nativity also may be associated with
the timing of first SESSP. The findings of sexual attitudes
and behaviors suggest that sexual scripts vary by race (Lau-
mann et al., 1994), and many studies of emerging adults
have documented race/ethnic differences in sexual experi-
ence with different-sex partners (e.g., Brewster & Tillman,
2008; Holway, 2015; Holway & Hernandez, 2018; Zimmer-
Gembeck & Helfand, 2008). Although these studies con-
sistently describe a pattern of earlier sexual engagement
among black and Hispanic youth relative to their white

counterparts, homophobia in communities of color sug-
gests the potential for quite a different pattern with respect
to first SESSP (Washington, 2001). Findings from prior
research on the association between age at first SESSP and
race/ethnicity and nativity are mixed, with some studies
(Parks et al., 2004) but not others (Floyd & Bakeman, 2006;
Grov et al., 2006; Martos et al., 2015; Rosario et al., 2004)
reporting differences.

Life experiences also may influence the timing of SESSP
initiation. For example, a disproportionate share of same-
sex attracted adolescents live apart from their families of
origin, many in shelters or on the streets (Durso & Gates,
2012; Keuroghlian et al., 2014). These youth report higher
rates of sexual activity and sexual experiences at earlier ages
than those living with friends or extended family members
(Keuroghlian et al., 2014). While independent living may
accelerate the initiation of SESSP, sexual experience with
different-sex partners may slow the exploration of same-sex
relationships and delay the timing of first SESSP. Multiple
studies report that many LGB-identified individuals have
engaged in coitus (e.g., Diamond, 2000; Goldberg & Halp-
ern, 2017). For some, sexual engagement with different-sex
partners, particularly coitus, was important in confirming
same-sex attraction (Diamond, 2005; Savin-Williams, 1998).

Finally, sexual identity itself may be associated with the
initiation of SESSP. It may be easier for individuals who
identify as bisexual than for their gay or lesbian peers to
find sexual and emotional gratification in relationships with
different-sex partners. Thus, bisexual individuals may pro-
gress more slowly to first SESSP than those who identify as
lesbian or gay.

Method
Participants

We use data from the continuously fielded 2011-2017
National Survey of Family Growth (NSFG), which gathered
information on various aspects of fertility, family forma-
tion, and sexual and reproductive health. Respondents were
selected into a multistage area probability sample designed
to be representative of individuals aged 15-44 and resid-
ing in civilian households in all 50 states and the District of
Columbia. Interviews were conducted in-person by trained
female interviewers; questions about sexual identity, SESSP,
and other sensitive topics were administered using audio-
computer-assisted self-interviewing (ACASI). Respondents
signed consent forms after receiving oral and written infor-
mation about the survey, and minors participated only with
the signed consent of a parent/guardian (https://www.cdc.
gov/nchs/nsfg/about_nsfg.htm).
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The 20112017 NSFG included information from 16,191
females and 13,320 males. Our sample was limited to LGB-
identified respondents, excluding 14,656 female and 12,702
male respondents. Further, because respondents who are
behaviorally and affectively heterosexual are more likely than
other respondents to misunderstand sexual identity terminol-
ogy (e.g., Miller & Ryan, 2011), we checked for congru-
ence between respondents’ reported sexual identity and their
responses to a Likert-type question on sexual attraction. We
dropped an additional 36 males who reported a homosexual
or gay identity but sexual attraction only to females and 48
females who reported a homosexual or lesbian identity but
sexual attraction only to males. We also dropped 59 female
and 36 male respondents who either did not answer questions
on age at first SESSP or who reported first SESSP prior to
10 years of age, the age at which most children are developing
anascent sexual awareness but have not yet reached puberty
(Herdt & McClintock, 2000). Respondents missing data on
nativity status, whether they lived alone before age 18, and
childhood religious affiliation also were dropped (3 females;
1 male), yielding a working sample comprised of 1425 female
and 545 male respondents who identified as lesbian, gay, or
bisexual and who reported at least some same-sex attraction.

Measures

The questions used to determine whether a respondent had
experienced first SESSP and, if so, at what age, were gender-
specific. Female respondents were asked “Have you ever per-
formed oral sex on another female?” and “Has another female
ever performed oral sex on you?” Respondents who did not
report oral sex with another female were then asked “Have
you ever had any sexual experience of any kind with another
female?” Respondents who had answered yes to at least one
of these questions were asked “Thinking back to the first
time you ever had oral sex or another kind of sexual experi-
ence with a female partner, how old were you?” Questions
for male respondents began with “Have you ever performed
oral sex on another male, that is, stimulated his penis with
your mouth?” and “Has another male ever performed oral
sex on you, that is, stimulated your penis with his mouth?”
They were then asked “Has another male ever put his penis
in your anus or butt (anal sex)?” and “Have you ever put your
penis in another male’s anus or butt (insertive anal sex)?”
Respondents who had answered yes to at least one of these
questions were asked, “Thinking back to the first time you
ever had oral or anal sex with a male partner, how old were
you?” A total of 1128 women and 422 men had experienced
first SESSP prior to the interview; 297 women and 123 men
had not.

To model the timing of first SESSP using information
from all respondents, we used hazard models. We used a
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discrete-time approach in which the unit of analysis is year
of age and respondents are represented by one observation
for each year between age 10 and either age at first SESSP or
age at interview, whichever occurs first. Each observation,
referred to as a “person-year,” includes year of age and a
binary indicator that is coded zero if the respondent had not
yet experienced first SESSP and one if that year of age is
when first SESSP (or the interview) occurred. Together, this
information yields the hazard rate, the probability that first
SESSP occurred during a specific year of age conditional on
it having not occurred at an earlier age. The person-year file
for women comprised 14,909 observations; the file for men
totaled 5433 observations.

Covariates

Age, the time metric in the models, was measured in years
from ages 10 to 45. Sexual identity was coded 1 if the respond-
ent identified as bisexual and O otherwise. Birth cohort was
measured as a set of seven dummies, with one 6-year cohort
for those born from 1967 to 1972 and six 5-year cohorts for
persons born between 1973 and 2002. Measures of family
background include binary indicators of childhood religious
affiliation (any = 1, none or don’t remember =0) and a stable
family structure (lived with two birth or adoptive parents
through age 14 =1, 0 otherwise), as well as a set of dummies
representing mother’s highest educational degree (did not
complete high school; high school degree or equivalent; four-
year college or more, and a category for respondents without
a mother or mother figure). Self-identified race/ethnicity was
measured as a set of dummies that differentiated four groups
(non-Hispanic whites, non-Hispanic blacks, Hispanics of any
race, and those identifying as either some other race/ethnicity
or as multiple races/ethnicities). Nativity status was coded 1
for respondents born outside the USA and O for US natives.
Independent living was coded 1 for respondents who reported
living apart from family members for other than educational
or other salutary reasons and O otherwise. Coital experience
was a time-varying indicator, coded zero at ages prior to first
coitus and one thereafter.

Analysis

Descriptive analyses proceeded in two steps. First, we esti-
mated gender-specific, design-adjusted means or propor-
tions, as appropriate, for each predictor, overall and by sexual
identity. We then estimated the cumulative proportion who
experienced first SESSP at each year of age, by gender and
sexual identity and graphed the results, following Singer
and Willett (2003). For the multivariable analysis, we esti-
mated two sets of gender-specific models: baseline models
that assessed the net association of the covariates with the
age-specific rate of first SESSP and models with product
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terms to evaluate whether the timing of first SESSP varied
across the covariate values. Because the age-specific rate of
first SESSP was represented by a binary indicator, we used
logistic regression with robust standard errors to estimate the
multivariable models.

Because each respondent contributed multiple observa-
tions (i.e., person-years) to the analysis, we assessed the sen-
sitivity of our results to bias from within-subject dependence.
Comparison of our baseline results with results from random
intercept and population-averaged models indicated no prob-
lems from within-subject dependence. We also evaluated the
sensitivity of the results to violating the assumption of non-
informative censoring following Allison (2014, pp. 16-17);
results provided reassurance that right censoring of individu-
als who did not report SESSP is not a concern. Data files were
built and analyses conducted using Stata, version 15. Stata’s
svy commands were used to adjust for the complex sampling
strategy used by the NSFG; all estimates are generalizable to
the national population of household residents who identify
as LGB and were aged 15-44 years between 2011 and 2017.

Results
Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics by gender and by
sexual identity within genders. Overall, the distribution of
the sample across categories of the covariates was similar by
gender and sexual identity, with a few notable differences.
Although roughly equal shares of men self-identified as gay
(52%) and bisexual (48%), considerably more women identi-
fied as bisexual than lesbian (78% vs 22%). Women were over
a year younger, on average, than men (26.5 years vs nearly
28 years), and respondents who identified as bisexual were
younger, on average, than those who identified as lesbian or
gay. More women than men identified as non-Hispanic black
(13% vs 8%); more men than women identified as Hispanic
(24% vs 18%); and more men reported a birthplace outside
the USA (12% vs 6%).

Descriptive results also pointed to differences in sexual
experience by gender and sexual identity. Equal shares of
lesbian women and gay men reported SESSP (92%) and
larger shares of both reported SESSP than did their bisexual
peers (73% and 64%, respectively). More women than men
reported coital experience (79% and 55%, respectively) and,
within each gender, more bisexual individuals did so. Mean
age at first SESSP was almost 19 years among lesbian women
and gay men; among bisexual women and men, mean age at
first SESSP was closer to 20 and 18 years, respectively. Mean
age at first coitus was younger than mean age at first SESSP
for all four groups, although the amount of time between the
two experiences was larger for those who identify as bisexual.

A more nuanced picture of the timing of first SESSP is
provided by the estimates of cumulative proportion reaching
each year of age without having experienced first SESSP,
which are presented graphically in Fig. 1. The estimates
indicate that lesbian women and gay men experienced first
SESSP at younger ages than their bisexual peers. The median
age at first SESSP (represented by the 50th percentile) was
19 for gay men and lesbian women, 20 for bisexual women,
and 21 for bisexual men; 21 also was the age by which 75%
of both lesbian women and gay men had experienced first
SESSP. By age 26, 75% of bisexual women had experienced
first SESSP; the share of bisexual men with SESSP did not
reach 75% until age 30.

Multivariable Analysis

Table 2 presents estimates from the gender-specific baseline
models. The odds ratio for age among women suggests that
each additional year of age was associated with an average
8% increase in the conditional probability of SESSP; among
men, the increase was 10% per year of age. Sexual identity
also matters. On average, the age-specific rate of SESSP
was 56% lower among bisexual women compared to lesbian
women and 58% lower among bisexual men relative to gay
men.

F-statistics provide a test of overall association for cat-
egorical predictors with multiple values, such as birth cohort.
The nonzero F-statistics for women and men indicate a sig-
nificant association between birth cohort and the age-specific
rate of SESSP initiation. Among women, the odds ratios gen-
erally increased across subsequent birth cohorts, suggesting
that the age-specific rate of SESSP was higher among more
recent cohorts. In contrast, the odds ratios for men were stable
across cohorts.

Results in Table 2 also suggest surprisingly little varia-
tion by social status indicators, particularly for men. Among
women, nativity and family stability were associated with the
age-specific rate of SESSP. Women born outside the USA had
an age-specific rate that was nearly 40% lower than the rate
for native-born women, and those who reached adolescence
in a household with both birth and adoptive parents had a rate
nearly 20% lower than those who did not.

Life experiences were associated with SESSP timing.
Among women, living independently before age 18 was
associated with a 30% higher age-specific rate of SESSP;
the odds ratio for men was similar but fell short of statistical
significance. Coital experience, measured as a time-varying
covariate, was associated with the age-specific rate of first
SESSP for both women and men. Compared to their peers
who had not experienced coitus, individuals who had coital
experience had a subsequently greater rate of first SESSP.
Among women, coital experience was associated with a
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Table 1 Descriptive statistics

. . Women Men
by sex and sexual identity:
US household residents, ages Lesbian Bisexual Total Gay Bisexual Total
15-44,2011-2017*
Covariates
Sexual identity
Lesbian or gay 0.22 0.52
Bisexual 0.78 0.48
Mean age 28.4 26.0 26.5 29.2 26.2 27.7
(Linearized standard error) (0.58) (0.37) 0.31) (0.96) (0.72) (0.65)
Birth cohort
1967-1972 0.06 0.05 0.05 0.12 0.07 0.10
1973-1977 0.11 0.09 0.09 0.10 0.08 0.09
1978-1982 0.15 0.11 0.12 0.15 0.14 0.14
1983-1987 0.22 0.17 0.18 0.15 0.11 0.13
1988-1992 0.23 0.23 0.23 0.28 0.22 0.25
1993-1997 0.18 0.24 0.23 0.16 0.25 0.20
1998-2002 0.05 0.11 0.10 0.03 0.13 0.08
Race/ethnicity
Non-Hispanic white 0.55 0.58 0.57 0.55 0.61 0.58
Non-Hispanic black 0.17 0.12 0.13 0.09 0.06 0.08
Hispanic, any race 0.18 0.18 0.18 0.25 0.22 0.24
Multiple or other 0.09 0.12 0.12 0.10 0.11 0.10
Born outside the USA 0.07 0.06 0.06 0.11 0.13 0.12
Mother’s education
No high school degree 0.22 0.17 0.18 0.15 0.18 0.16
High school degree 0.59 0.57 0.57 0.59 0.48 0.53
College degree or more 0.19 0.23 0.22 0.26 0.33 0.30
No mother figure 0.01 0.02 0.02 0.00 0.02 0.01
Childhood religious affiliation 0.82 0.81 0.81 0.86 0.88 0.87
Two-parent family 0.50 0.43 0.45 0.55 0.52 0.54
Lived on own before 18 0.24 0.27 0.26 0.20 0.22 0.21
Sexual experience
Proportion reporting
Coitus 0.55 0.86 0.79 0.39 0.72 0.55
Same-sex partner sex 0.92 0.73 0.77 0.92 0.64 0.78
Neither 0.05 0.10 0.09 0.08 0.18 0.13
Mean age at
First coitus® 17.2 15.9 16.0 17.8 16.8 17.2
(Linearized standard error) (0.23) 0.11) (0.10) (0.44) 0.24) (0.23)
First same-sex experience” 18.9 19.7 19.5 18.6 18.4 18.5
(Linearized standard error) (0.32) (0.45) (0.34) 0.51) 0.51) 0.37)
N 307 1118 1425 285 260 545
Person-years 3012 11,897 14,909 2667 2766 5433

aWeighted to represent national population and values are proportions except where noted. *Estimated only
for those who reported the experience

threefold increase in the age-specific rate of SESSP; among
men, the age-specific rate was 81% higher.

To evaluate our hypothesis that the association of age
with the rate of first SESSP differs by social location, we
re-estimated the models in Table 2 with product terms repre-
senting the statistical interaction of each time-stable covariate
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with age and assessed the improvement in model fit using
design-weighted F-statistics. These statistics, with accompa-
nying degrees of freedom and p values, are shown in Table 3.
Results for females suggest that timing of first SESSP was
conditional on birth cohort and mother’s educational attain-
ment; for males, timing was conditional on birth cohort,
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Fig. 1 Kaplan—-Meier survival curves showing age at first SESSP by
sexual identity. a Women, b men

sexual identity, and growing up in a home with both parents.
To facilitate interpretation of the statistically meaningful
interactions, we estimated and graphed the predicted prob-
abilities for each covariate at five-year intervals from ages
15 through 45. Results are presented in Figs. 2 through 4.
Figure 2 illustrates the interaction between age and birth
cohort for women (upper panel) and men (lower panel).
Among LGB women and men, results revealed a shift across
birth cohorts to increasingly younger ages at first SESSP.
Looking first at the results for women, the age-specific prob-
ability of SESSP was low for members of the 1967—1972 and
1973—-1977 birth cohorts, and it increased only modestly to
a high of about 20% at age 45. Among later cohorts, the age-
specific probability of first SESSP rose at an increasing pace
over successive cohorts; this increase accelerated so quickly
that, among the two youngest cohorts, the probability of first
SESSP approached 100% between the ages of 30 and 45.
Turning to the results for men, the age-specific probability of
first SESSP was low for those born into the 1967-1972 and
1973-1977 birth cohorts, rising from about 10% at age 20 to
under 30% at age 45. The age-specific probabilities rose at an

increasingly faster pace over successive cohorts, as they did
among women, but among men this acceleration occurred
earlier, including not only members of the two most recent
cohorts but also men born between 1988 and 1992.

Figure 3 shows the statistically significant interactions for
men. The upper panel illustrates the dependence of age at
first SESSP on sexual identity. Among gay men, the age-
specific predicted probability of first SESSP increased almost
monotonically between ages 15 and 40; when the increase
began to slow, between ages 40 and 45, about 90% of gay
men were estimated to have engaged in same-sex anal or oral
sex. Although the age-specific predicted probability of first
SESSP also increased for bisexual men, comparatively, the
increase was quite modest, rising from about 5% at age 10 to
just 12% at age 45. The lower panel shows the dependence of
age at first SESSP on family stability in childhood. Up until
age 25, the probability of first SESSP was about the same
among men, regardless of whether they did or did not live
with both birth/adoptive parents in childhood. Thereafter,
men who lived with both parents had increasingly higher
age-specific probabilities of first SESSP relative to men who
did not.

Figure 4 illustrates the interaction between age and moth-
er’s educational attainment, which was statistically signifi-
cant only for women. During the teen years, the age-specific
probability of SESSP was similar across all four categories
of maternal education, reaching about 10% by age 20. By
age 25, the patterns had diverged. The age-specific prob-
abilities increased more rapidly for women whose mothers
were college-educated and for women who reported reaching
age 18 without a maternal figure in their lives, rising from
about 16% at age 25 to 71% and 65%, respectively, at age 45.
Among women whose mothers did not complete high school,
probabilities over the same ages increased from 12 to 41%;
among women whose mothers had a high school diploma
or GRE, predicted probabilities rose from 10% at age 25 to
29% at age 45.

Discussion

Although scholars’ understanding of the health, family lives,
and social circumstances of LGB-identified persons has
improved markedly over the past several decades, research-
ers studying LGB lives have had access to large, population-
based datasets only recently. The study of sexual identity
development and socio-emotional well-being of same-sex
attracted youth has benefited from the availability of nation-
ally representative data (Russell et al., 2001; Savin-Williams
& Ream, 2007; Savin-Williams et al., 2012) as has research
on their sexual experiences (England et al., 2016; Goldberg
& Halpern, 2017; Mishel et al., 2020). The current study
adds to both these areas of research by describing the timing
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Table 2 Results from discrete-

. s . Women Men
time logistic regression
models of the hazard of first OR SE P OR SE F
same-sex sexual experience,
US household residents aged Aged 1.087%#* 0.01 1.10%%* 0.02
15-44,2011-2017* Sexual identity
Lesbian/gay (ref)
Bisexual 0.44%%% 0.05 0.42%%* 0.06
Birth cohort 13.85%** 3.80%*
1967-1972 (ref)
1973-1977 1.53 0.41 1.03 0.34
1978-1982 4.70%%* 1.11 2.18%%* 0.61
1983-1987 3,807 1.05 2.45%% 0.71
1988-1992 6.87%%* 1.74 2.56%%* 0.70
1993-1997 8274k 2.33 2.09%* 0.74
1998-2002 9.13%%%* 2.89 2.33% 0.99
Race/ethnicity 1.32 0.13
Non-Hispanic black 0.98 0.12 1.07 0.21
Hispanic, any race 0.95 0.11 0.95 0.13
Multiple or other 0.66 0.14 1.03 0.23
Non-Hispanic white (ref)
Foreign-born 0.63%* 0.13 0.93 0.22
Mother’s education 0.46 1.80
Less than high school (ref)
High school 0.93 0.11 1.17 0.25
College or more 1.05 0.14 1.11 0.25
No mother figure 1.03 0.42 0.38 0.20
Childhood religious affiliation 1.34 0.21 0.83 0.15
Two-parent family 0.82% 0.08 0.83 0.11
Lived on own before 18 1.30% 0.15 1.26 0.22
Coital experience® 3.08#%* 0.40 1.81%* 0.38
Constant 0.00%** 0.00 0.01%** 0.01
Model F 19.96 7.44
df (19, 143) (19, 118)
N 1425 545
Person-years 14,909 5433

OR odds ratio, SE linearized standard error, ref reference category, F test statistic for multiple-category
predictor, df degrees of freedom

“p<.05, ¥p < .01, ¥¥p < 001
2All estimates adjusted for sampling design. °df=k-1, 161. “df=Kk-1, 136. “Time-varying covariate

Table 3 F-tests for statistical

k . Women Men

interactions between age and

time-constant covariates, by F df 4 F df )4

gender
Sexual identity 242 1, 161) 122 17.25 (1, 136) <.001
Birth cohort 8.70 (6, 161) <.001 6.05 (6, 136) <.001
Race/ethnicity 1.07 3, 161) 365 0.19 (3, 136) .905
Foreign-born 0.00 1, 161) 983 0.42 (1,136) 516
Mother’s education 5.12 3, 161) .002 2.40 (3, 136) 071
Religious background 0.84 1, 161) 361 0.91 (1,136) 342
Lived apart from family 247 (1, 161) 118 2.08 (1,136) 151
Two-parent family 1.04 1, 161) 309 4.42 (1, 136) .037
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Fig.2 Predicted probability of first SESSP by age and birth cohort. a
Women, b men

of first SESSP among women and men who identify as LGB
using recent data from a nationally representative sample.
The life course paradigm, which considers the timing of
socially meaningful events to be both historically contingent
and socially patterned, provided the conceptual scaffolding
for this investigation.

Using the language of the life course paradigm, the results
of our discrete-time hazard models indicated that the transi-
tion to SESSP is age-graded. More succinctly, the probability
of experiencing first SESSP increased with age. This find-
ing may seem unremarkable; after all, the development of
sexual relationships is a normal and expected part of emerg-
ing adulthood (Tolman & McClelland, 2011). At the same
time, sexual relationships with a same-sex partner have been
long viewed as neither normal nor expected and until quite
recently, same-sex relationships were largely hidden (Herek
etal., 2007).

The recency of this change was apparent in our results.
Motivated by both the life course paradigm’s attention to
social change and the growing public acceptance of same-sex
relationships and LGB individuals that has characterized the

age

‘+ No —Q—Yes‘

Fig.3 Predicted probability of first SESSP for men by age and speci-
fied covariates. a Sexual identity, b family stability

Pr(Event)

10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45
age

—=e— No HS degree
——e—— Bachelor, graduate, professional

—=e— HS degree
——a—— No maternal figure

Fig.4 Predicted probability of first SESSP for women by age and
maternal education
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past two decades (Twenge et al., 2016), we explored varia-
tion across birth cohorts in the association of age with first
SESSP. We found that age was not a particularly powerful
predictor of first SESSP for women and men who reached
adulthood in the 1980s and 1990s. In contrast, for those who
reached these ages in the early decades of the twenty-first
century, the initiation of sexual relationships with same-sex
partners was a strongly age-graded process. Notably, these
findings are consistent with speculations that LGB persons
are coming out at increasingly younger ages (Eliason &
Schope, 2007; Floyd & Bakeman, 2006; Grov et al., 2006;
Russell & Fish, 2016), although we cannot confirm these
claims with the data at hand.

That age mattered more for sexual initiation among
younger LGB individuals than it did for an earlier generation
may suggest movement toward the normalization of same-sex
relationships. Our use of this term is not intended to imply
societal acceptance of same-sex sexuality; rather, it refers to
the development of an age-specific pattern of sexual initiation
that is congruent with both physical maturation and social
norms that deem adolescence and young adulthood as the
appropriate life course stage for first exploring intimate rela-
tionships (Tillman et al., 2019; Tolman & McClelland, 2011).
Why then did age matter so little for the initiation of SESSP
among earlier generations of same-sex attracted individuals?
It may be that many same-sex attracted individuals who came
of age prior to the twenty-first century had limited exposure
to homoerotic sexual scripts that would have helped them
understand and act on their physical and emotional feelings
(Simon & Gagnon, 1986). For these individuals, first SESSP
may have been left largely to circumstance. In contrast, more
recent generations likely have benefitted from the growing
visibility of lesbian, gay, and bisexual persons in the mass
media, sports, politics, and in day-to-day life that has char-
acterized the years since Ellen DeGeneres came out publicly
in 1997 (Armstrong et al., 2020). These changes, along with
online support groups, dating apps, and other internet-based
resources, have made it easier to learn about sexuality and
find sexual partners (Tillman et al., 2019).

Our findings also pointed to differences in sexual experi-
ence by sexual identity. Not surprisingly, higher percentages
of bisexual-identified women and men (86% and 72%, respec-
tively) than lesbian-identified women and gay-identified men
(55% and 39%, respectively) reported sexual intercourse with
different-sex partners. Highlighting the complicated nature of
LGB sexual experience, prior coital experience was associ-
ated with higher rates of SESSP initiation at subsequent ages
among women and men. This finding appears to align with
qualitative research reporting that, for some women and men,
sexual engagement with a different-sex partner was important
in confirming same-sex attraction (Diamond, 2005; Savin-
Williams, 1998), although we hesitate to push this interpreta-
tion too far in the absence of more direct evidence.
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Further, it seems likely that the effect on the timing of
first SESSP of experience with different-sex partners may
vary by sexual identity. Bisexual-identified individuals initi-
ated SESSP at later ages, on average, than their lesbian- and
gay-identified counterparts, and in the multivariable models,
their age-specific rates of first SESSP were over 50% lower.
It may be that bisexual individuals recognize their same-sex
attraction at a later age, on average, than those who identify
as lesbian or gay; a recent study found that gay men (but
not lesbian women) recognized their same-sex attraction at
a considerably younger age than their bisexual peers (Katz-
Wise et al., 2017). Another potential explanation for the later
transition to first SESSP among individuals who identify as
bisexual is that they may find fulfillment with different-sex
partners, leaving them less compelled than those who iden-
tify as lesbian or gay to explore their same-sex attractions. It
also bears noting that, despite greater acceptance of same-sex
sexuality generally (Twenge et al., 2016), bisexuality con-
tinues to be stigmatized, with individuals who identify as
bisexual experiencing prejudice and discrimination from gay
men and lesbian women as well as heterosexual individuals
(Anselmi et al., 2015; Cox et al., 2013; Hertlein et al., 2016;
Israel, 2018).

Although the life course paradigm emphasizes social loca-
tion as a source of heterogeneity in event timing, our results
regarding the association of social location with SESSP tim-
ing are not straightforward. Mother’s educational attainment
played no role in SESSP timing for men, although it does
significantly condition the effect of age on women’s SESSP
initiation. Family stability mattered, although its role was
different for men than for women. Women who reached ado-
lescence in a home with both parents had a lower conditional
probability of first SESSP at every age relative to those who
did not, while men who grew up in a two-parent family had a
higher conditional probability of initiating SESSP only after
age 25. Growing up in a religiously affiliated family had no
association with SESSP timing for either gender, nor did
race/ethnicity, although we did find that immigrant women
had a lower conditional probability of first SESSP.

Because our analyses are based on data from a potentially
select sample—individuals willing to identify as LGB in a
survey not specifically targeted to the LGB population—we
cannot discount the possibility that the overall lack of social
heterogeneity is specific to this dataset. Further, that more
aspects of social location mattered for women than men may
have reflected gender differences in the measures of first
SESSP. Recall that in the models for men, first SESSP refers
to first oral or anal sex; in those for women, first SESSP refers
to first oral sex or “any sexual experience of any kind.” Had
the definition of sexual engagement in the men’s question-
naire been as ambiguous as that for women, social factors
may have had greater predictive power in the models for
men. Although other researchers have observed that women’s



Archives of Sexual Behavior (2021) 50:3587-3599

3597

sexuality is more strongly associated with social factors than
is men’s (Baumeister, 2000; Diamond, 2005, 2007), it is con-
ceivable that the gender differences we observed are a prod-
uct, at least in part, of these questionnaire differences.

Despite these limitations, the NSFG has afforded a more
detailed look at the initiation of SESSP than prior studies of
this important event in the LGB life course. Moving forward,
surveys designed to provide data on sexual and reproduc-
tive health and family-building must, at the least, include
oversamples of the LGB population and develop more com-
parable measures of sexual experiences for women and men
if we are to understand the role of sexual relationships in
shaping health and well-being, among both those who iden-
tify as LGB and those who do not. Ideally, we also will see
the collection of nationally representative longitudinal data
designed to support prospective studies of sexual identity
development and its ties to sexual experiences. This would
allow researchers to examine the dynamic processes under-
lying identity formation and how these processes relate to
trajectories of sexual experience as individuals move out of
childhood, through adolescence, and through the various
stages of adulthood.

Author Contributions All authors contributed to the study conception
and design. Analysis was performed by KLB and GVH. The first draft
of the manuscript was written by KLLB, and all authors commented on
previous versions of the manuscript. All authors read and approved the
final manuscript.

Data Availability Data and all documentation are available at https://

www.cdc.gov/nchs/nsfg/nsfg_questionnaires.htm.

Code Availability The first author will provide Stata code upon request.

Declarations

Conflict of interest The authors declare they have no conflict of inter-
est.

Ethical Approval This article does not contain any studies with human
participants or animals performed by any of the authors. Data used are
public access and fully anonymized.

References

Allison, P. D. (2014). Event history and survival analysis (2nd ed.).
Sage.

Alwin, D. F. (2012). Integrating varieties of life course concepts. The
Journals of Gerontology, Series B: Psychological Sciences and
Social Sciences, 67, 206-220. https://doi.org/10.1093/geronb/
gbrl46

Anderson, R., & Fetner, T. (2008). Cohort differences in tolerance
of homosexuality: Attitudinal change in Canada and the United
States, 1981-2000. Public Opinion Quarterly, 72, 311-330.
https://doi.org/10.1093/poq/nfn017

Anselmi, P., Voci, A., Viannelo, M., & Robusto, E. (2015). Implicit
and explicit attitudes across genders and sexual orientations.
Journal of Bisexuality, 15,40-56. https://doi.org/10.1080/15299
716.2014.986597

Armstrong, C. L., Hou, J., & McLeod, K. (2020). Is Ellen DeGeneres
a “DeGenerate?”: How TV’s first out lesbian connects to pub-
lic support for same-sex marriage. Electronic News, 14, 3-21.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1931243120910483

Baumeister, R. (2000). Gender differences in erotic plasticity: The
female sex drive as socially flexible and responsive. Psychologi-
cal Bulletin, 126, 347-374. https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.
126.3.347

Bregman, H. R., Malik, N. M., Page, M. J. L., Makynen, E., &
Lindahl, K. M. (2013). Identity profiles in lesbian, gay, and
bisexual youth: The role of family influences. Journal of
Youth and Adolescence, 42, 417-430. https://doi.org/10.1007/
$10964-012-9798-z

Brewster, K. L., & Tillman, K. H. (2008). Who’s doing it? Patterns and
predictors of youths’ oral sexual experiences. Journal of Adoles-
cent Health, 42, 73-80. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2007.
08.010

Carpenter, L. M. (2001). The ambiguity of “having sex”: The subjec-
tive experience of virginity loss in the United States. Journal of
Sex Research, 38, 127-139. https://doi.org/10.1080/0022449010
9552080

Cass, V. C. (1984). Homosexual identity formation: Testing a theoretical
model. Journal of Sex Research, 20, 143-167. https://doi.org/10.
1080/00224498409551214

Cox, S., Bimbi, D. S., & Parsons, J. T. (2013). Examination of social
contact on binegativity among lesbians and gay men. Journal of
Bisexuality, 13,215-228. https://doi.org/10.1080/15299716.2013.
782596

Diamond, L. M. (2000). Sexual identity, attractions, and behavior
among young sexual-minority women over a 2-year period. Devel-
opmental Psychology, 36,241-250. https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-
1649.36.2.241

Diamond, L. M. (2005). A new view of lesbian subtypes: Stable ver-
sus fluid identity trajectories over an 8-year period. Psychology of
Women Quarterly, 29, 119-128. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-
6402.2005.00174.x

Diamond, L. M. (2007). A dynamical systems approach to the develop-
ment and expression of female same-sex sexuality. Perspectives
on Psychological Science, 2, 142-161. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.
1745-6916.2007.00034.x

Durso, L. E., & Gates, G. J. (2012). Serving our youth: Findings from
a national survey of services providers working with lesbian, gay,
bisexual and transgender youth who are homeless or at risk of
becoming homeless. The Williams Institute.

Elder, G. H., Jr. (1975). Age differentiation and the life course. Annual
Review of Sociology, 1, 165-190. https://doi.org/10.1146/annur
ev.s0.01.080175.001121

Elder, G. H., Jr. (1994). Time, human agency, and social change: Per-
spectives on the life-course. Social Psychology Quarterly, 57,
4-15. https://doi.org/10.2307/2786971

Elder, G. H., Jr., Johnson, M. K., & Crosnoe, R. (2003). The emergence
and development of life-course theory. In J. T. Mortimer & M. J.
Shanahan (Eds.), Handbook of the life course (pp. 3—19). Kluwer
Academic/Plenum.

Elder, G. H., Jr., & Shanahan, M. J. (2006). The life course and human
development. In R. M. Lerner (Ed.), Theoretical models of human
development, Vol. 1: Handbook of child psychology (pp. 665-715).
Wiley.

Eliason, M. J. (1996). Identify formation for lesbian, bisexual, and gay
persons: Beyond a minoritizing view. Journal of Homosexuality,
30, 35-62. https://doi.org/10.1300/J082v30n03_03

@ Springer


https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/nsfg/nsfg_questionnaires.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/nsfg/nsfg_questionnaires.htm
https://doi.org/10.1093/geronb/gbr146
https://doi.org/10.1093/geronb/gbr146
https://doi.org/10.1093/poq/nfn017
https://doi.org/10.1080/15299716.2014.986597
https://doi.org/10.1080/15299716.2014.986597
https://doi.org/10.1177/1931243120910483
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.126.3.347
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.126.3.347
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-012-9798-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-012-9798-z
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2007.08.010
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2007.08.010
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224490109552080
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224490109552080
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224498409551214
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224498409551214
https://doi.org/10.1080/15299716.2013.782596
https://doi.org/10.1080/15299716.2013.782596
https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.36.2.241
https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.36.2.241
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-6402.2005.00174.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-6402.2005.00174.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-6916.2007.00034.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-6916.2007.00034.x
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.so.01.080175.001121
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.so.01.080175.001121
https://doi.org/10.2307/2786971
https://doi.org/10.1300/J082v30n03_03

3598

Archives of Sexual Behavior (2021) 50:3587-3599

Eliason, M. J., & Schope, R. (2007). Shifting sands or solid founda-
tion? Lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender identity formation.
In I. H. Meyer & M. E. Northridge (Eds.), The health of sexual
minorities: Public health perspectives on lesbian, gay, bisexual,
and transgender populations (pp. 3-26). Springer.

England, P., Mishel, E., & Ford, J. (2016). Increases in sex with same-
sex partners and bisexual identity across cohorts of women (but
not men). Sociological Science, 3,951-970. https://doi.org/10.
15195/v3.a42

Floyd, F. J., & Bakeman, R. (2006). Coming-out across the life-
course: Implications of age and historical context. Archives
of Sexual Behavior, 35, 287-296. https://doi.org/10.1007/
$10508-006-9022-x

Floyd, F. J., & Stein, T. S. (2002). Sexual orientation identity forma-
tion among gay, lesbian, and bisexual youths: Multiple patterns of
milestone experiences. Journal of Research on Adolescence, 12,
167-191. https://doi.org/10.1111/1532-7795.00030

Freedman, L. (2008). Accepting the unacceptable: Religious parents and
adult gay and lesbian children. Families in Society, 89, 237-244.
https://doi.org/10.1606/1044-3894.3739

Goldberg, S. K., & Halpern, C. T. (2017). Sexual initiation patterns of
US sexual minority youth: A latent class analysis. Perspectives
on Sexual and Reproductive Health, 49, 55-67. https://doi.org/
10.1363/psrh.12020

Grov, C., Bimbi, D. S., Nanin, J. E., & Parsons, J. T. (2006). Race,
ethnicity, gender, and generational factors associated with the
coming-out process among gay, lesbian, and bisexual individuals.
Journal of Sex Research, 43, 115-121. https://doi.org/10.1080/
00224490609552306

Herdt, G., & McClintock, M. (2000). The magical age of 10. Archives
of Sexual Behavior, 29, 587-606. https://doi.org/10.1023/A:10020
06521067

Herek, G. M. (2015). Beyond “homophobia”: Thinking more clearly
about stigma, prejudice, and sexual orientation. American Journal
of Orthopsychiatry, 85, S29-S37. https://doi.org/10.1037/0rt00
00092

Herek, G. M., Chopp, R., & Strohl, D. (2007). Sexual stigma: Put-
ting sexual minority health issues in context. In I. Meyer & M.
Northridge (Eds.), The health of sexual minorities: Public health
perspectives on lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender popula-
tions (pp. 171-208). Springer.

Hertlein, K. M., Hartwell, E. E., & Munns, M. E. (2016). Attitudes
toward bisexuality according to sexual orientation and gender.
Journal of Bisexuality, 16,339-360. https://doi.org/10.1080/15299
716.2016.1200510

Hill, B. J., Rahman, Q., Bright, D. A., & Sanders, S. A. (2010). The
semantics of sexual behavior and their implications for HIV/AIDS
research and sexual health: US and UK gay men’s definitions of
having “had sex.” AIDS Care, 22, 1245-1251. https://doi.org/10.
1080/09540121003668128

Holway, G. V. (2015). Vaginal and oral sex initiation timing: A focus on
gender and race/ethnicity. International Journal of Sexual Health,
27,351-367. https://doi.org/10.1080/19317611.2015.1014954

Holway, G. V., & Hernandez, S. M. (2018). Oral sex and condom use in
a US national sample of adolescents and young adults. Journal of
Adolescent Health, 62, 402—410. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadoh
ealth.2017.08.022

Horwitz, A. D., & Spicer, L. (2013). “Having sex” as a graded and
hierarchical construct: A comparison of sexual definitions among
heterosexual and lesbian emerging adults in the U.K. Journal of
Sex Research, 50, 139-150. https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.
2011.635322

Israel, T. (2018). Bisexuality: From margin to center. Psychology of
Sexual Orientation and Gender Diversity, 5,233-242. https://doi.
org/10.1037/sgd0000294

@ Springer

Katz-Wise, S. L., Rosario, M., Calzo, J. P., Scherer, E. A., Sarda, V., &
Austin, S. B. (2017). Endorsement and timing of sexual orientation
developmental milestones among sexual minority young adults in
the growing up today study. Journal of Sex Research, 54, 172—-185.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2016.1170757

Keuroghlian, A. S., Shtasel, D., & Bassuk, E. L. (2014). Out on the
street: A public health and policy agenda for lesbian, gay, bisexual,
and transgender youth who are homeless. American Journal of
Orthopsychiatry, 84, 66-72. https://doi.org/10.1037/h0098852

Laumann, E. O., Gagnon, J. H., Michael, R. T., & Michaels, S. (1994).
The social organization of sexuality: Sexual practices in the United
States. University of Chicago Press.

Loftus, J. (2001). America’s liberalization in attitudes toward homosex-
uality, 1973 to 1998. American Sociological Review, 66, 762-782.

Martos, A. J., Nezhad, S., & Meyer, 1. H. (2015). Variations in sexual
identity milestones among lesbians, gay men, and bisexuals. Sexu-
ality Research and Social Policy, 12, 24-33. https://doi.org/10.
1007/s13178-014-0167-4

Miller, K., & Ryan, J. M. (2011). Design, development and testing of
the NHIS sexual identity question. National Center for Health
Statistics.

Mishel, E., England, P., Ford, J., & Caudillo, M. (2020). Cohort
increases in sex with same-sex partners: Do trends vary by gender,
race, and class? Gender & Society, 34, 178-209.

Mohr, J. J., & Kendra, M. S. (2011). Revision and extension of a multi-
dimensional measure of sexual minority identity: The lesbian, gay,
and bisexual identity scale. Journal of Counseling Psychology, 58,
234-245. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0022858

Newman, B. S., & Muzzonigro, P. G. (1993). The effects of traditional
family values on the coming out process of gay male adolescents.
Adolescence, 28,213-226.

Pampel, F. C. (2016). Cohort changes in the social distribution of toler-
ant sexual attitudes. Social Forces, 95, 753-777. https://doi.org/
10.1093/sf/sow069

Parks, C. A., Hughes, T. L., & Matthews, A. K. (2004). Race/ethnicity
and sexual orientation: Intersecting identities. Cultural Diversity
and Ethnic Minority Psychology, 10,241-254. https://doi.org/10.
1037/1099-9809.10.3.241

Peterson, Z. D., & Muehlenhard, C. L. (2007). What is sex and why
does it matter? A motivational approach to exploring individuals’
definitions of sex. Journal of Sex Research, 44,256-268. https://
doi.org/10.1080/00224490701443932

Rosario, M., Schrimshaw, E. W., & Hunter, J. (2004). Ethnic/racial dif-
ferences in the coming-out process of lesbian, gay, and bisexual
youths: A comparison of sexual identity development over time.
Cultural Diversity and Ethnic Minority Psychology, 10,215-228.
https://doi.org/10.1037/1099-9809.10.3.215

Rosenkrantz, D. E., Rostosky, S. S., Toland, M. D., & Dueber, D. M.
(2020). Cognitive-affective and religious values associated with
parental acceptance of an LGBT child. Psychology of Sexual Ori-
entation and Gender Diversity, 7, 55-65. https://doi.org/10.1037/
sgd0000355

Russell, S. T., & Fish, J. N. (2016). Mental health in lesbian, gay, bisex-
ual, and transgender (LGBT) youth. Annual Review of Clinical
Psychology, 12, 465-487. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-clinp
sy-021815-093153

Russell, S. T., Seif, H., & Truong, N. L. (2001). School outcomes of sex-
ual minority youth in the United States: Evidence from a national
study. Journal of Adolescence, 24, 111-127. https://doi.org/10.
1006/jado.2000.0365

Sanders, S. A., & Reinisch, J. M. (1999). Would you say you “had sex”
if...? Journal of the American Medical Association, 281,275-277.
https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.281.3.275

Savin-Williams, R. (1998). ...And then I became gay: Young men’s
stories. Routledge Press.


https://doi.org/10.15195/v3.a42
https://doi.org/10.15195/v3.a42
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-006-9022-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-006-9022-x
https://doi.org/10.1111/1532-7795.00030
https://doi.org/10.1606/1044-3894.3739
https://doi.org/10.1363/psrh.12020
https://doi.org/10.1363/psrh.12020
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224490609552306
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224490609552306
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1002006521067
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1002006521067
https://doi.org/10.1037/ort0000092
https://doi.org/10.1037/ort0000092
https://doi.org/10.1080/15299716.2016.1200510
https://doi.org/10.1080/15299716.2016.1200510
https://doi.org/10.1080/09540121003668128
https://doi.org/10.1080/09540121003668128
https://doi.org/10.1080/19317611.2015.1014954
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2017.08.022
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2017.08.022
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2011.635322
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2011.635322
https://doi.org/10.1037/sgd0000294
https://doi.org/10.1037/sgd0000294
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2016.1170757
https://doi.org/10.1037/h0098852
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13178-014-0167-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13178-014-0167-4
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0022858
https://doi.org/10.1093/sf/sow069
https://doi.org/10.1093/sf/sow069
https://doi.org/10.1037/1099-9809.10.3.241
https://doi.org/10.1037/1099-9809.10.3.241
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224490701443932
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224490701443932
https://doi.org/10.1037/1099-9809.10.3.215
https://doi.org/10.1037/sgd0000355
https://doi.org/10.1037/sgd0000355
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-clinpsy-021815-093153
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-clinpsy-021815-093153
https://doi.org/10.1006/jado.2000.0365
https://doi.org/10.1006/jado.2000.0365
https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.281.3.275

Archives of Sexual Behavior (2021) 50:3587-3599

3599

Savin-Williams, R. C., Joyner, K., & Rieger, G. (2012). Prevalence and
stability of self-reported sexual orientation identity during young
adulthood. Archives of Sexual Behavior, 41, 103-110. https://doi.
org/10.1007/s10508-012-9913-y

Savin-Williams, R. C., & Ream, G. L. (2007). Prevalence and stability
of sexual orientation components during adolescence and young
adulthood. Archives of Sexual Behavior, 36, 385-394. https://doi.
org/10.1007/310508-006-9088-5

Schick, V. R., Rosenberger, J. G., Herbenick, D., Collazo, E., Sanders, S.
A., & Reece, M. (2016). The behavioral definitions of “having sex
with a man” and “having sex with a woman” identified by women
who have engaged in sexual activity with both men and women.
Journal of Sex Research, 53, 578-587. https://doi.org/10.1080/
00224499.2015.1061632

Sewell, K. K., McGarrity, L. A., & Strassberg, D. S. (2017). Sexual
behavior, definitions of sex, and the role of self-partner context
among lesbian, gay, and bisexual adults. Journal of Sex Research,
54, 825-831. https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2016.1249331

Shanahan, M. J. (2000). Pathways to adulthood in changing societies:
Variability and mechanisms in life-course perspective. Annual
Review of Sociology, 26, 667-692. https://doi.org/10.1146/annur
ev.s0c.26.1.667

Simon, W., & Gagnon, J. H. (1986). Sexual scripts: Permanence and
change. Archives of Sexual Behavior, 15, 97-120. https://doi.org/
10.1007/BF01542219

Singer, J. D., & Willett, J. B. (2003). Applied longitudinal data analysis:
Modeling change and event occurrence. Oxford University Press.

Sutin, A. R., Luchetti, M., Stephan, Y., Robins, R. W., & Terracciano, A.
(2017). Parental educational attainment and adult offspring person-
ality: An intergenerational life span approach to the origin of adult
personality traits. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,
113, 144-166. https://doi.org/10.1037/pspp0000137

Tillman, K. H., Brewster, K. L., & Holway, G. V. (2019). Sexual
and romantic relationships in young adulthood. Annual Review
of Sociology, 45, 133-153. https://doi.org/10.1146/annur
ev-soc-073018-022625

Tolman, D. L., & McClelland, S. I. (2011). Normative sexuality devel-
opment in adolescence: A decade in review, 2000-2009. Journal of
Research on Adolescence, 21,242-255. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.
1532-7795.2010.00726.x

Troiden, D. R. R. (1989). The formation of homosexual identities. Jour-
nal of Homosexuality, 17, 43-74. https://doi.org/10.1300/J082v
17n01_02

Twenge, J. M., Sherman, R. A., & Wells, B. E. (2016). Changes in
American adults’ reported same-sex sexual experiences and atti-
tudes, 1973-2014. Archives of Sexual Behavior, 45, 1713-1730.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-016-0769-4

VanderWaal, C. J., Sedlacek, D., & Lane, L. (2017). The impact of
family rejection or acceptance among LGBT+ millennials in the
Seventh-day Adventist Church. Social Work & Christianity, 44,
72-95.

Waldron, M., Doran, K. A., Bucholz, K. K., Duncan, A. E., Lynskey,
M. T., Madden, P. A., & Heath, A. C. (2015). Parental separation,
parental alcoholism, and timing of first sexual intercourse. Journal
of Adolescent Health, 56, 550-556. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadoh
ealth.2015.01.011

Ward, M. M. (2013). Parental educational attainment and sense of con-
trol in mid-and late-adulthood. Developmental Psychology, 49,
1407-1412. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0029557

Washington, P. (2001). Who gets to drink from the fountain of free-
dom? Homophobia in communities of color. Journal of Gay &
Lesbian Social Services, 13, 117-131. https://doi.org/10.1300/
J041v13n01_09

Worthington, R. L., Navarro, R. L., Savoy, H. B., & Hampton, D. (2008).
Development, reliability, and validity of the Measure of Sexual
Identity Exploration and Commitment (MOSIEC). Developmental
Psychology, 44,22-33. https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.44.1.22

Zimmer-Gembeck, M. J., & Helfand, M. (2008). Ten years of longitu-
dinal research on US adolescent sexual behavior: Developmental
correlates of sexual intercourse, and the importance of age, gen-
der and ethnic background. Developmental Review, 28, 153-224.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dr.2007.06.001

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to
jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

@ Springer


https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-012-9913-y
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-012-9913-y
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-006-9088-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-006-9088-5
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2015.1061632
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2015.1061632
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2016.1249331
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.soc.26.1.667
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.soc.26.1.667
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01542219
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01542219
https://doi.org/10.1037/pspp0000137
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-soc-073018-022625
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-soc-073018-022625
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1532-7795.2010.00726.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1532-7795.2010.00726.x
https://doi.org/10.1300/J082v17n01_02
https://doi.org/10.1300/J082v17n01_02
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-016-0769-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2015.01.011
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2015.01.011
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0029557
https://doi.org/10.1300/J041v13n01_09
https://doi.org/10.1300/J041v13n01_09
https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.44.1.22
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dr.2007.06.001

	Timing of First Sexual Experience with a Same-Sex Partner: A Life Course Approach
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Defining Sexual Experience for LGB Individuals
	A Life Course Perspective on LGB Sexual Initiation
	Time and Timing Within the Life Course
	Changing Social Context
	Sources of Heterogeneity in Event Timing

	Method
	Participants
	Measures
	Covariates
	Analysis

	Results
	Descriptive Statistics
	Multivariable Analysis

	Discussion
	References




