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“L’uomo ha il diritto di chiedere, la donna ha il dovere di rifiutare.”
 (“Men can ask, whereas women must refuse”),

a talk between two gentlemen in a famous Italian film: 
Divorzio all’Italiana, (Divorce Italian style)

by Piero Germi, 1961.

1.    Introduction

The timing of first sexual intercourse within a couple is a compromise between the desires and powers
of the two partners. There are several possible gender dynamics scenarios regarding first sexual intercourse.
We call the situation where the man tries to have sex as soon as possible and the woman refuses for a certain
period of time “Gender Sex Ballet” (GSB). If this kind of gender dynamic prevails, the achievement and
timing of first sexual intercourse within a couple is determined by the combination of the man’s request and
the woman’s answer.

 In this chapter we would like to verify whether:
1) among Italian students the GSB prevails, favoring the delay of first sexual intercourse within the

couples;
2) all  factors of generational  continuity (such as social/family control,  Catholic religiousness etc.)

encourage the spread of the GSB, push young males to reduce or delay the request for complete sex, and
push young females to reduce or delay the receptivity to these sexual offers.

The chapter is organized as follows. Section 1 reviews some literature on gender characteristics and
dynamics concerning sexuality, emphasizing the possible meaning and origin of the GSB; section 2 deals
with the prevalence of GSB according to our data; section 3 presents the results of the differential analyses
and section 4 is devoted to comments and concluding remarks.

2.    The Gender Ballet: a left-over from “backward” societies or a persistent typology of gender dynamics?

According  to  the  traditional  feminist  vision,  the  sexual  revolution,  the  process  of  equalization of
genders  and,  more  generally,  the  modernization of  intimacy,  should  lead  to  more  and more  egalitarian
situations (Giddens, 1992; Hyde, Durik, 2000). This is in contrast to the GSB, which arises from a vision of
sexuality in which the man tends to be the dominant partner. 

Nevertheless – by emphasizing the peculiarities of genders rather than erasing inequalities – many
authors have made the point that GSB may not simply be a “remnant” of tradition, i.e. a mark of “macho”
culture. In the US, some studies have shown how a certain kind of division of power operates within couples
(for an extensive review see Clark, Hatfield, 1989). From this perspective, men have “proactive power” and
women “reactive power”. According to Peplau  et al. (1977) – commenting on the results of a study on
students in American colleges during the ‘70s – traditionally the woman acts as the “gatekeeper”, with the
power to veto the beginning of complete sexual activity within the couple. Psychological and sociological
research shows that GSB may be due to a deep-rooted difference in how women and men approach many
aspects of sexuality. Generally speaking, most women are characterized as having a “relational” (partner-



centered) orientation and most men as having a “recreational” (physically body-centered) orientation (Oliver,
Hyde,  1993;  Peplau, Garnents,  2000).  Most  young women consider sex as an arrival point,  whereas for
young men sex is the starting point of a relationship. This fact could be seen as one of the aspects of greater
plasticity characterizing female sexual behavior with respect to males. Baumeister (2000) – who produces
extensive empirical evidence concerning different aspects of  human sexuality,  with some digressions on
other mammal species – shows how male sexual needs are more intense, less variable over time and space,
and less influenced by their surroundings than female ones. To date, empirical data do not prove whether this
difference is a social construction or if a biological dimorphism should be taken into account (Baumeister,
2000: comments on his article and Baumeister’s reply in the same journal). However, this difference applies
to many aspects of sexuality: attitudes about sex, sexual behavior, sexual fantasies and so on (Hatfield et al.,
1989;  Leigh,  1989;  Ellis,  Symons,  1990;  Baldwin,  Baldwin,  1997).  Moreover,  it  holds  true  for  both
heterosexual and homosexual men and women (Peplau, Garnents 2000). Using these empirical results as a
starting point, some scholars have suggested the need to construct a relational paradigm to understand female
sexuality and to avoid considering it as simply residual with respect to a physical paradigm, more useful for
interpreting male behavior.

Summing up, a gender approach could be useful not only for understanding sexual behavior in some
“backward” societies but also for interpreting many aspects of sexuality in all societies. Starting from this
viewpoint,  GSB can  be  considered  as  a  process  that  transforms  a  gender  difference  (perhaps  a  sexual
dimorphism) into a generalized social norm that may be common  throughout the world.

Those who have put gender at the heart of philosophical and scientific debate have declared that to
understand the behavior of individuals and couples it is also necessary to study the negotiation between the
man and the woman. However, little attention has been paid to these aspects (Dalla Zuanna, 2000) and few,
as far  as we know, have tried to study how sentimental  and sexual  behavior arise from the negotiation
between  man  and  woman  within  “normal”  couples  (Clark,  Hatfield,  1989).  Rather,  research  highlights
gender differences in numerous and varied aspects of emotional and sexual behavior, for instance mate-
matching (e.g. Laumann  et al., 1994, chapter 6) or forced sex leading to teenage pregnancies (Elo  et al.,
1999; Evans, 2000).

3.    The spread of the Gender Ballet Model among Italian students

Using our data-set, gender dynamics of sexual behavior can be studied both at first sexual intercourse
and during the last couple relationship. In our sample (with a median age of around 20.5 for both males and
females), 31.6% of males and 35.3% of females had never had sexual intercourse, and 6.6% of males and
7.3% of females had never had a sentimental relationship. The median age at first intercourse – calculated
with survival techniques taking into account censored cases, i.e. respondents who had not experienced the
first sexual intercourse at the time of the survey – was 18.9 for males and 19.2 for females.

Table  1 shows that  the  GSB  largely characterizes  the  sexual  dynamics  at  first  intercourse  in  our
sample of university students. The most common situation at first sexual intercourse (43.5% of cases) is in
fact represented by a man who asks for sex and a woman who agrees, but only after a certain length of time.
The opposite situation, where the woman asks and the man postpones is rarely the case (less than 3.5%). In
48% of  the  cases  gender  conflicts  were not  particularly strong:  in  25% there  had not  been any gender
bargaining, in 23% the other partner agreed immediately to the request for complete sex.

TABLE 1 HERE

Because of large sample size and level of detail, we can study gender dynamics among the subgroup
of  those who had at  least  one relationship,  distinguishing the cases  without  any request  for  full  sexual
intercourse and those of negative answers by one of the two partners. 3,396 last sentimental relationships
were taken into account, of which 1,229 respondents were males, 2,167 were females. 

Interestingly  the  discordance  between  two  partners  are  more  evident  for  those  with  at  least  one
relationship, compared to those observed at first sexual intercourse. However one should bear in mind that
the last relationship coincides with the first in 28% of the cases, and that there is often a narrow time-lag
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between the beginning of the last couple relationship and the interview. This is also the reason why – as
reported below – many couples had not (yet) had their first sexual intercourse.

About 7% of respondents – independently of whether they  had experienced sexual intercourse or not
– declared that they never had a relationship. 64% of those who  had at least one couple relationship affirmed
that the latest relationship was still on-going at the time of the survey (almost the same proportion among
those in their first relationship). 36% of the sample were single and had never before been in a relationship at
the time of survey. 

In one of the questions the respondent was asked to indicate if there had been a request for sexual
intercourse during the last relationship, and if so, who took the initiative, himself/herself, or the partner (the
answer “together” or “I don’t know” was not possible). Only 6% avoided answering. In general the students
seem well able to identify who made the first step. We excluded from our analysis the 2% of couples having
had their first sexual intercourse before the date they indicated as the beginning of a sentimental relationship.
This was made in order to avoid particular situations where sex occurred, most probably, when one of the
two partners was involved in another sentimental relationship. 

Since the median age at first intercourse of our sample is not far from the median age of respondents
(Tab.1.),  it  is  not  surprising  that  2,080  (61%  of  students)  were  virgins  at  the  beginning  of  their  last
relationship. It is therefore clear that we are dealing with the early stages of the adult love life of Italian
students. 

Analyzing gender dynamics of the last relationship, we distinguish the seven situations listed in table
2. We separate females and males and – within each gender group –virgins and non-virgins at the beginning
of the last relationship. 

TABLE 2 HERE

42% of couples have not had sexual intercourse during their last relationship (group 1, 4, and 7). In
24% of cases, nobody yet asked for sexual intercourse and therefore we can presume that chastity is shared
by the common consent of both partners, who often are or have been together for only a short period of time
(see Tab.3.). Almost 18% of couples are involved in the situation where one partner asks to have sex and the
other refuses. We can call this situation “painful chastity”, in the sense that there is a partner who did not
have sexual intercourse because he/she met a refusal: in more than 16% of the cases the “painfully chaste
partner” is a man (group 4), and only in 2% is a woman (group 7). In contrast, about 23% of couples are
identified  as  “harmonious  lovers”,  that  means  that  one  partner  asked  for  sex  and  the  other  agreed
immediately (group 2 and 5), with a median lag of only one month between the beginning of the relationship
and first sexual intercourse.

TABLE 3 HERE

In almost 64% of the cases it was the man who proposed to have sexual intercourse, and in only 12%
was it the woman (in 24% nobody -yet- asked for complete sexual intercourse).

In fact, for half of the couples first sexual intercourse was a source of “conflict” between male and
female viewpoints: besides painfully chaste couples, the same situation occurred in those couples (32%)
identified as GSB, where the man asked for sex and the woman accepted only after a certain period of time.
In contrast to this, the couples in which the woman took the initiative and the man postponed, only make up
2% of the sample. 

Major differences are noted between respondents who were virgin or  not  at  the  beginning of  the
relationship. 

Among non-virgins, the situation resulted to be the following. Painful chastity is much less wide-
spread  (only  8%  of  couples);  41%  of  couples  are  harmonious  lovers  (i.e.  partner  answered  “yes,
immediately” to the request of the other); proposing men are much more common than proposing women,
and GSB is the most diffused approach to the first sexual intercourse in the relationship. Non virgin-women
should be in principle less reluctant and more sexually experienced, but even in this group, proposing women
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are a minority (22% vs. 66% of proposing men). Moreover, after the man’s proposal, only 40% of these
women agreed immediately, so that 43% of couples who had complete sex can be classified under the GSB
category.  The  prevalence of  GSB would  probably be higher,  considering the high proportion of  chaste
couples still ongoing will eventually comply with their partners request. This is especially the case among
the non-virgin women currently recorded as refusing. 

Among non-virgins, we conclude that gender sex dynamics is strongly unbalanced, even if partners are
not in the first stages of their sexual life. Very few women proposed complete sexual intercourse, whereas
they often prefer to postpone the agreement on proposal of their male partner. GSB largely prevails, as a
consequence. Among the majority of couples of non-virgin Italian students, it is the woman who decides
whether and when to have the first sexual intercourse.

We can  better  show the  prevalence  of  GSB by considering  respondents  that  were  virgins  at  the
beginning of the last relationship (see tables 2 and 3). Out of these 54% of couples did not have complete
sexual intercourse versus only 20% of non-virgins, even if the mean duration of the relationship was not
greatly different in the two groups. Moreover, the gender differences resulted to be more intense for virgins:
proposing men were 62% and proposing women were only 8%; harmonious lovers only 13%, whereas 24%
of couples are painfully chaste. Again, one should bear in mind that the high proportion of couples without
any sexual intercourse is also due to the large number of couples with a short duration. Here the category “do
not  know or  together”  was  not  included among  possible  answers,  and therefore  these results  are  more
noteworthy than those of table 1.

An  interesting  result  is  that  many  couples  have  not  had  sexual  intercourse  two  years  after  the
beginning of the relationship (46% if the respondent is a man, 39% if the respondent is a woman; see Tab. 3.
and 4.). As other studies have shown, the late age at first intercourse of Italians is mainly due to a wide gap
between the beginning of the relationship and first sexual intercourse (Dalla Zuanna, Guerra, 1998), rather
than to a late age at the first relationship. The GSB is absolutely the prevalent dynamic (63% for both males
and females respondents), whereas proposing women are rare (13% if the respondent is a man, 17% if the
respondent is a woman), even if the man is a virgin.

During the first step of adult sexual life, GSB is performed by a large majority of Italian students. 
As stated above, an important consequence of this gender sex dynamic is the long lag between the

beginning of the last relationship and first sexual intercourse (Tab.4.). The median distance is substantially
different if the respondents were virgins (20 months) or non-virgins (only 2 months) at the beginning of the
relationship. The median distance is very different, whether the proposing partner is the man (15 months) or
the woman (7 months).

TABLE 4 HERE

4.    The characteristics of gender dynamics on sex within the couple

In this part we look further into the gender dynamics illustrated above using a series of differential
analyses (see Tab.5.). The GSB starts with the request by the man (the 1st model), followed or not followed
by the  positive  answer  from the  woman  (the  2nd model).  However,  the  GSB does  not  always  prevail:
sometimes the woman asks her partner for complete sex (the 3rd model) or, and this is more often the case,
she immediately agrees to the request (the 4th model). 

Another  possibility is  that  neither  of  the  two partners  asks  the  other  to  have sex (the 5 th and 6th

models). 
Since all the answer-variables are dichotomous, we use simple logit models (see Tab.5.). 

TABLE 5 HERE

4.1.   Explanatory variables
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As mentioned before,  we did not  find any previous study of  this  “gender  decomposition” of  the
decision to have sex for the first time within a relationship experience. Trying to imagine the behavioral
processes at the various choices of the man or woman, it  seemed useful  to us to follow an exploratory
approach. We assume that the timing of first intercourse is the result of a composition between different
processes of partners’ time to complete. It is therefore reasonable to suppose that some variables linked to
age at first sex can act as predictors for these different phases. Thus, in our six regression models we have
used  a  backward  logic,  inserting  numerous  variables  which  hypothetically  predict  the  age  at  first  sex,
removing – each time – those which are statistically non-significant.

Table 6 lists the explanatory variables used in the multivariate regression analysis, together with their
frequencies, by gender. These variables have been proved to influence the age at first intercourse (see e.g.
Hofferth et al., 1987; Miller, Moore, 1990; Cazzola, 1999; Castiglioni in this volume), with different levels
of significance and in different contexts. Almost all these variables can be seen as indicators of the contrast
between  “traditional”  and  “modern”  behavior.  The  general  idea  is  that  a  more  delayed  and  controlled
approach to sexuality corresponds to more traditional behavior, for all our sub-groups and in all the stages of
gender dynamics at first sex.

TABLE 6 HERE

The explanatory variables can be grouped into seven categories:

- The  geographical background is represented by the dimension and location (North, Centre,
South of Italy and abroad) of the municipality of residence while the respondent was at secondary school
(age  14-18,  in  Italy). Confirming  the  results  of  other  studies  (Buzzi,  1998;  Ongaro,  2001;  Billari  and
Borgoni, 2001), geographical differences are strong only for women. Respectively for males and females, the
median ages at first intercourse of our students are 19.1 and 19.2 in the North, 19.0 and 18.9 in the Centre,
and 18.6 and 20.1 in the South of Italy.

- Among  the  parents’  characteristics,  we  only  take  into  consideration  the  highest  level  of
school, for the father; whether the mother had a job when the respondent was 14-15 years old; the father’s
religious  service  attendance  in  the  same  period;  if  there  was  a  pre-marital  conception  between  the
respondent’s parents; if the parents are separated or have never lived together.

- The quality of relationship between respondent and his/her parents is investigated by asking
the respondents how “close” they were towards their parents when aged 14-18 (answering separately for
mother  and father)  and  through  information  on  how often  they all  talked  together  about  contraceptive
methods and sentimental matters.

- Among  the  characteristics  of  the  network  of  friends  and  peer  group  at  age  14-15,  we
considered the gender composition of the network and how frequently they talked about sex (see Billari,
Mencarini, in this volume).

- Individual  characteristics considered are:  age at  first  period (for  females);  self-satisfaction
with how they looked at 14-15; religiousness at the same age (measured by religious service attendance and
participation in religious groups); school results at 13 years of age and type of secondary school attended;
reactions towards school and parental rules and regulations.

- Adolescent life style and amusement are represented by going to discos, and the smoking of
cigarettes and marijuana.

- The characteristics of relationship are the age at the beginning of the first steady relationship
(under or over 17), the age of the partner of the last relationship (younger, of the same age as or older than
the respondent),  the duration (in months) of  the last relationship (which is the only continuous variable
included in the models). It is necessary to keep this latter variable in all models to control for censorship. As
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we have already mentioned, here we study the last relationships, which are mainly very recent and therefore
represent a first stage of a student’s sexual life.

4.2.    The results of the models for gender dynamics of last relationship

In the 1st and 2nd models, the core of the GSB is taken into account (Tab. 7). In the 1st model – referring
to virgin men – we contrast those who have asked for sexual intercourse versus those who haven’t asked for
it.  The  probability  of  making  a  sexual  proposal  increases  significantly depending on  certain  individual
characteristics and the friendship network. The most precocious requests come from boys who are satisfied
with their “look” at the age of 14-15, do not belong to a religious group, have ordinary or poor school results
and talk openly about sex with friends during early adolescence. Some parental family characteristics are
significant,  but  generally  the  effects  are  lower.  The  risk  increases  when the  father  has  a  low level  of
education and is  not  very religious;  if  the  respondent’s  parents  had  a  pre-marital  conception;  if  during
adolescence, parents and the respondent talked openly about sentimental matters.

In the 2nd model – referring to virgin women – we compare those who agreed (immediately or after a
lag) to a “proposing man” versus those who refused. Amongst women, the geographical area of residence is
a significant factor of differentiation: women living in the Centre-North agree more easily to the request for
sex than those in the South. The strongest and most significant effects, however, are those linked to their life
style and amusement: the chance of a positive answer is more likely if, in early adolescence, young women
have been to discos (the effect increases with the frequency)  and smoked cigarettes. The only important
individual characteristic is religiousness: for instance women who didn’t attend religious services when they
were 13 are more likely to immediately agree on sex. The context influences the sexual behavior of young
females differently than males: here the most important characteristic, more than the parental ones (such as
education and religiousness),  is the relationship with them. The absence of a close relationship with the
father and the fact that the mother worked have a positive effect on the probability of agreeing to sex. The
latter result could, on the one hand, reveal a family less traditional, and, on the other, more simply confirm
that less control over female adolescents probably favors earlier first sexual intercourse.

The same models have been estimated for non virgins (proposing men versus non proposing, and
women who agree, sooner or later, versus refusing women) – although the analytical results are not reported
here. After first sexual intercourse, the only significant characteristics are those related to the relationship (in
particular, of course, the duration) and those to lifestyle: smoking for women and going to discos for men.
After “the first time”, background, geographical, individual or parental characteristics loose their importance.

In the 3rd and 4th models (Tab. 8.) the focus is on women; the group of women who have asked for sex
or who have agreed immediately to the  partner’s  proposal,  versus women who agreed only later  on or
refused. For non-virgins, an active behavior towards first sexual intercourse depends on few characteristics
of the relationship itself (duration), on their individual lifestyle (smoking and discos), and on the friendship
network and sexual milieu during early adolescence (talking openly about sex with friends). In the group of
virgins this attitude towards sex is also more widespread among less religious girls and among those living in
the Centre-North. 

In the last two models (the 5th and 6th, see Tab. 9) the focus is on virgin people with the experience of
shared chastity (nobody asked the other partner for complete sex). The effects – apart from higher chastity
for both males and females who did not talk about sex with friends during early adolescence – are amazingly
gender specific.  The average neither asking nor asked virgin male  had good junior high school  results,
attended religious groups, has close relationship with the father (who is, more often than the average, well
educated, religious and with no pre-marital conception), and did not talk about sentimental matters at home.
On the other hand, the average neither asked nor asking virgin female, lives in medium or little towns, during
early adolescence had a non-working mother, never talked about contraceptive methods in her family, often
attended religious services, and didn’t smoke.

In all the models, the variables referring to the characteristics of the relationship are significant (some
of them represent  a sort  of  control  variables).  The duration of the relationship,  as expected,  has a very
significant positive effect on the probability of men and women asking for or agreeing to sex, and reduces
the probability of respondents belonging to the group of shared chastity.  An early beginning to the first
relationship (before the age of 17) leads to more “active” behavior in the last relationship. 
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The age of the partner is significant only for women. In general, having a partner of the same age
(compared both to older and younger partners), increases the probability of women to answer positively and
immediately to a sexual proposal (in the 2nd and 3rd models); belonging to peer couples (in the 6th model)
decreases the probability of being in the group of shared chastity couples. These results are important in
order to discuss the typology of gender power within the couple.

TABLE 7, 8, 9 HERE 

5.     Concluding remarks

The first aim of this article was to study the diffusion of the GSB among Italian students. The results
are quite clear: within the majority of young couples, the proposal to have complete sex does in fact come
from the man, and the woman accepts only after a certain period of time. This model is almost universally
respected when the woman is a virgin. On the other hand, the group if non-virgin women making actively
sexual proposals , or who at least are immediately receptive, is increasing but still small. 

As antagonist to the GSB, the shared chastity model has emerged: for instance, among couples where
one of the partners is a virgin, there is a relative higher number of cases in which none of the partners asked
for complete sex, compared to those in which it is the woman who asks. 

Our second aim was to study the characteristics of the “gender ballet” taking place at the first sexual
intercourse of young couples. Gender differences are striking. The men more willing to propose sex are those
who were less influenced by the Church during adolescence, or had groups of friends and a family with
whom they often talked about sex. Moreover, these men have a greater level of self-esteem, even if they do
not have good results at school. Also the most receptive girls, and the few proposing ones, do not engage in
religious socialization. The influence of the family, on the other hand, is shown in very different ways for
males and females. Girl’s  receptiveness increases when during adolescence she has had problems in the
relationship with the father (as the lack of paternal attention could be compensated by the desire for more
intense physical  relationships with the partner)  and the mother  worked.  Therefore – in contrast  to what
happens with males – the absorbing presence of the mother and father during the “sensitive period” of early
adolescence leads girls to delay complete sexual relationships.

Moreover – and again only among girls – there is no link between timing of sexuality and school
results, whereas it is confirmed the link between “uninhibited” behavior in early adolescence (smoking and
often going to discos), and receptiveness to male proposals. Girls’ behavior is less influenced by the “sexual
style” of groups of friends. Finally, Southern girls are more persistent in refusing partner proposals and only
seldom are actively proposing first sex, (among males no particular geographical differences are noted).

In conclusion,  the influence of the Church,  the family and other environmental  factors do in fact
induce males to delay the request to have sex and females to procrastinate or deny a positive answer. If the
effect of religion is strong, similar and in the direction expected for males and females, the influence of the
family is shown in quite a different way: for males the effect is more direct and more sexually uninhibited
parents “produce” a sexually precocious boy. For girls the effect is more indirect, mediated by social control
and by the affective relationship established with the parents.

According to our results, it does not seem possible to state that the sexual behavior of girls is more
subject to the influence of external factors than that of boys.  Some factors are gender different,  but the
degree of the influence by external factors (i.e.  the plasticity)  is similar  among males and females (this
contrasts with some results of Baumeister, 2001).

It is also difficult to affirm that the persistence of “traditional” values favors the spread of the GSB,
although, for instance, it emerges clearly that the lack of Church or family control is positively associated
with proposing women, reducing the importance of the GSB. Nevertheless, in a high proportion of young
Italian students, these traditional factors – which are displayed in a strong family and religious background –
would generate the refusal (at least temporarily) of the GSB and the prevalence of the shared chastity model.

The “traditional”  role  of  the  GSB is  confirmed by analyzing  the effect  of  the  differences  in  age
between the partners at the time of complete sex. The result is unexpected: the GSB prevails when the man is
older,  probably because he is  more inclined to ask for sexual  intercourse immediately and the younger
woman is more reluctant to have intercourse with her older “proposing” partner.
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Tab.1. Gender dialectic on sex at the occasion of the first sexual intercourse.
N %

He asks, she agrees immediately 424 13.8
He asks, she agrees after a lag 1,340 43.5
She asks, he agrees immediately 285 9.2
She asks, he agrees after a lag 86 2.8
Together 776 25.2
Missing 172 5.6
Total (3,083) 100.0

Tab. 2. Gender dialectic on sex during the last sentimental relationship. Column % (weighted data).
Group Status at the beginning of the relationship 

TOTAL Non-virgin Virgin Total

(1) Nobody asks for sexual intercourse 13.5 30.2 23.7
(2) He asks, she agrees immediately 26.8 8.3 15.5
(3) He asks, she agrees after a lag 34.6 30.2 31.9
(4) He asks, she denies 5.6 23.0 16.3
(5) She asks, he agrees immediately 13.8 4.7 8.2
(6) She asks, he agrees after a lag 3.7 2.3 2.8
(7) She asks, he denies 1.9 1.3 1.5

Total (1,317) (2,080) (3,396)

MEN

(1) Nobody asks for sexual intercourse 15.2 39.7 27.4
(2) He asks, she agrees immediately 26.7 10.9 18.8
(3) He asks, she agrees after a lag 34.5 21.5 28.0
(4) He asks, she denies 7.5 17.1 12.3
(5) She asks, he agrees immediately 12.2 4.8 8.5
(6) She asks, he agrees after a lag 2.4 3.6 3.0
(7) She asks, he denies 1.4 2.5 1.9

Total (617) (612) (1,229)

WOMEN

(1) Nobody asks for sexual intercourse 12.0 26.2 21.6
(2) He asks, she agrees immediately 26.8 7.3 13.6
(3) He asks, she agrees after a lag 34.8 33.9 34.2
(4) He asks, she denies 3.9 25.5 18.5
(5) She asks, he agrees immediately 15.3 4.7 8.1
(6) She asks, he agrees after a lag 4.9 1.7 2.7
(7) She asks, he denies 2.4 0.8 1.3

Total (700) (1,468) (2,167)
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Tab. 3. Gender dialectic on sex during the last sentimental relationship (see previous table). Prevalence (%) of some aggregate
groups.
Situations Status at the beginning of the relationship

TOTAL Non-virgin Virgin Total

(1)+(4)+(7) No sexual intercourse 21.0 54.5 41.5
(4)+(7) Painful chastity 7.5 24.3 17.8

(3) Gender Ballet 34.6 30.2 31.9
(2)+(5) Harmonious lovers 40.6 13.0 23.7

(2)+(3)+(4) Proposing man 67.0 61.5 63.7
(5)+(6)+(7) Proposing woman 19.4 8.3 12.5

MEN

(1)+(4)+(7) No sexual intercourse 24.1 59.3 41.6
(4)+(7) Painful chastity 8.9 19.6 14.2

(3) Gender Ballet 34.5 21.5 28.0
(2)+(5) Harmonious lovers 38.9 15.7 27.3

(2)+(3)+(4) Proposing man 68.7 49.5 59.1
(5)+(6)+(7) Proposing woman 16.0 10.9 13.4

WOMEN

(1)+(4)+(7) No sexual intercourse 18.3 52.5 41.4
(4)+(7) Painful chastity 6.3 26.3 19.8

(3) Gender Ballet 34.8 33.9 34.2
(2)+(5) Harmonious lovers 42.1 12.0 21.7

(2)+(3)+(4) Proposing man 65.5 66.7 66.3
(5)+(6)+(7) Proposing woman 22.6 7.2 12.1

Tab.4. Median distance (in months) between the beginning of the last sentimental relationship and  first intercourse between the two
partners. Kaplan-Meier estimation.

Status at the beginning of the relationship

Non-virgin Virgin Total

Total (*) 2 20 9
Proposing man 2 15 6
Proposing woman 1 7 2

(*) The median age for group named “total” is systematically higher than “proposing man” and “proposing woman” groups. Couples
where none of the partners had asked for sexual intercourse all belong to the first group. The presence of these couples increases the
median age, as they are all censored cases.
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Tab. 5. Response variables of logistic models.

Response variable (yes or no) Group interviewed and ordinal code of the model

The man asks for sex (1st) Virgin men (N=603, yes = 50.7%)

The woman agrees to the request 
(both immediately or later)

(2nd) Virgin woman who received the request of complete sex
(N=880, yes = 38.4%)

The woman requests complete sex or she accepts 
immediately (i.e. proposing woman)

(3rd) Virgin women 
(N=1,326, yes = 13.9%)

(4th) Non-virgin women 
(N=617, yes = 
45%)

Nobody asks for sex (i.e. shared chastity) (5th) Virgin men 
(N=603, yes = 37%)

(6th) Virgin women 
(N=1,236, yes = 
28%)

10



Tab.  6. Explanatory  variables  of  the  logistic  models,  by  sex  (only  for  sub-sample  of  students  who  had  at  least  one  steady
relationship). Total cases and percentages.

Total Males (1,229) Females(2,167)
Geographical background

(1) Population of the town or city during secondary school
- less than 10,000
- 10,000-100,000
- more than 100,000

(1,194)100.00
22.59
45.79
31.62

(2008)100.00
31.09
47.11
21.81

(2) Geographical residence during secondary school
- North
- Centre
- South 
- Abroad 

(1,227)100.00
33.98
27.08
37.85
1.09

(2,161)100.00
26.24
23.21
49.53
1.02

Parental characteristics
(3) Highest level of school of father

- Elementary or high school diploma
- Bachelor or higher degree

(1,228)100.00
82.09
17.91

(2,164)100.00
86.11
13.89

(4) Working mother when respondent was aged 14-15
- Yes
- No

(1,189)100.00
36.82
63.18

(2,119)100.00
43.08
56.92

(5) Father’s attendance at religious services when respondent was 14-15
- Once a week or more
- Less frequently, sometimes or never

(1,223)100.00
38.24
61.76

(2,158)100.00
38.02
61.98

(6) Pre-marital conception
- Yes
- No (or no information)

(1,229)100.00
10.00
90.00

(2,167)100.00
13.37
86.63

(7) Parents separated or never lived together
- Yes
- No (or not information)

(1,996)100.00
94.75
5.25

(2,114)100.00
95.45
5.55

Relationship with parents
(8) Affective relationship between respondent at the age of 14-18 and her/his

father
- Not very present
- Distant
- Close

(1,224)100.00

13.76
26.21
60.03

(2,150)100.00

18.64
29.45
51.92

(9) Affective relationship at the age of 14-.18 with her/his mother
- Not very present
- Distant
- Close

(1,224)100.00
4.53

13.95
81.52

(2,145)100.00
4.14

18.77
77.09

(10) When respondent was 14-18 talked to parents about contraception
- Never
- Yes, to a certain extent or in depth

(1,222)100.00
35.88
64.12

(2,151)100.00
47.23
52.77

(11) When respondent was 14-18 talked to parents about her/his feelings 
- Never
- Yes, to a certain extent or in depth

(1,225)100.00
53.88
46.12

(2,159)100.00
46.03
53.97

Friendship
(12) Gender composition of friendship network at the age of 14-15

- None
- All of the same sex of her/his or mostly
- More or less half and half or mostly of the other sex

(1,226)100.00
5.37

46.41
48.22

(2,164)100.00
4.94

32.74
62.32

(13) Talked openly about sex with friends when he/she was 14-15
- Never
- Sometimes
- Often or very often

(1,228)100.00
12.08
53.73
34.20

(2,167)100.00
22.48
61.58
15.94
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Individual characteristics
(14) First period (mean age=12.41, median age=12)

- Less then 11 years
- 11-15
- More then 15 years 

(2,135)100.00
24.96
68.53
6.51

(15) Respondent was pleased with how she/he looked at 14-15
- No 
- Not really
- Quite
- Yes 

(1,228)100.00
12.87
30.26
36.50
20.37

(2,166)100.00
29.21
32.52
24.93
13.33

(16) Religious services attendance when 13 years old
- Never or sometimes
- Often
- Once a week or more

(1,223)100.00
31.11
32.49
36.39

(2,151)100.00
15.18
33.10
51.72

(17) Religious groups attendance when 14-15 years old
- Never 
- Sometimes
- Often or very often

(1,227)100.00
64.26
17.58
18.10

(2,165)100.00
51.39
18.00
30.62

(18) Respondent’s results at school when he/she was 13
- Very well
- Poor to well

(1,223)100.00
36.90
63.10

(2,166)100.00
47.51
52.49

(19) Secondary school
- Liceo (classical or scientific high school)
- Other (mostly technical high school)

(1,228)100.00
54.67
45.33

(2,166)100.00
50.22
49.78

(20) Reactions to school rules during secondary school 
- Usually accepted them
- Didn’t complain, but thought they were too strict
- Complained

(1,218)100.00
31.50
44.91
23.59

(2,167)100.00
47.54
40.85
11.61

(21) Reactions at 14-18 to the rules her/his parents made
- Tried to persuade them or often fought with them
- Usually agreed without arguing 

(1,223)100.00
15.51
84.49

(2,163)100.00
15.11
84.89

Life style and amusement
(22) Night-clubbing when respondent was 14-15

- Never
- Sometimes
- Often or very often

(1,222)100.00
46.18
45.20
8.63

(2,166)100.00
52.48
41.50
6.02

(23) Smoking of cigarettes when respondent was 14-15
- Never or seldom
- Often-very often 

(1,221)100.00
82.20
17.80

(2,165)100.00
86.15
13.85

(24) Current use of marijuana and similar
- Never
- Sometimes
- Often or very often

(1,185)100.00
62.22
26.53
11.25

(2,121)100.00
78.80
17.39
3.81

Relationship characteristics
(25) Age at the beginning of first steady relationship

- Less then 17 years
- More-equal 17 years

(1,163)100.00
6.93

93.07 

(2,097)100.00
17.22
82.78

(26) Duration of the last relationship (continue variable)
- Mean duration
- Median duration

(1,191)
21.51
18.10

(2,101)
30.10
25.85

(27) Partner age 
- Younger
- Peer age
- Older 

(1,223)100.00
38.80
51.80
9.32

(2,142)100.00
3.63

65.57
30.80
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Tab. 7.  Men asking for sex and women’s agreement in last relationship: when he asks, who is he and why she agrees immediately or
after a lag (Logistic model, odds ratio estimates).

(1) Virgin men (2 Virgin women)
He asks versus he

does not
She agrees immed. or

later versus no 
N 603 880
Intercept 0.03*** 0.08***
Geographical background
Residence during secondary school (reference: South)

- North
- Centre

1.03**
1.51*

Parental characteristics
Highest level of school of father (ref.: elementary or high school) 

- Bachelor or higher degree 0.56*
Working mother when respondent was aged 14-15 (ref: no)

- Yes 1.27*
Father’s attendance at religious services when respondent was 
aged 14-15 (reference:  once a week or more)

- Less frequently, sometimes or never 1.53** 1.39*
Pre-marital conception (reference: no or no information)

- Yes 1.88*
Relationship with parents
Relationship between respondent at 14-18 and father (ref.: close)

- Not very present
- Distant

1.98
1.50

1.87**
1.41**

When respondent was a teenager (14-18) talked to her/his parents 
about sentimental matters (reference: never)

-  Yes, to a certain extent or in depth 1.54*
Friendship
Talked openly about sex with friends at 14-15 (reference: never)

- Sometimes
- Often or very often

1.94*
2.67**

Individual characteristics
First period (reference more than 11 years)

- Less then 11 years 1.07
Respondent was pleased with how she/he looked when she/he was 
a teenager (14-15) (reference: no)

- Quite
- Yes 

1.37
2.17**

Religious services attendance when 13 years old 
(ref.: once a week or more never)

- Never or sometimes
- often

1.76**
1.20

Religious groups attendance at 14-15 (ref: Often or very often)
- Never 
- Sometimes

1.76**
1.73*

Respondent’s school results at 13 (ref: very well)
- Poor or well 1.90**

Secondary school (reference: Liceo)
- Other 1.41

Reactions during secondary school towards parents’ rules and 
regulations (reference: Usually agreed without arguing)

- Tried to persuade them or often fought 1.46
Life style and amusement
Night-clubbing at 14-15 (reference: never)

- Sometimes
- Often-very often

1.41*
0.96

1.27*
2.54**

Smoking of cigarettes when he/she was 14-15 (ref: never)
- Yes 1.77**

Current use of marijuana and similar  (reference: never)
- Sometimes
- Often-very often

1.15
0.52

Relationship characteristics
Age at the beginning of first steady relationship (ref: <17 years)

- More-equal 17 years 0.67 0.74
Duration of the last relationship (in months) 1.02*** 1.03***
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Partner age (reference: same age)
- Younger
- Older 

0.72
0.51***

*p<0.10; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01
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Tab. 8. Proposing woman: who are the women who ask for sex or who agrees immediately versus other (Logistic model, odds ratio 
estimates).

(3) Virgin (4 ) Non-Virgin 
N 1326 617

Intercept 0.03*** 0.34**
Geographical background
Residence during secondary school (reference: South)

- North
- Centre

2.08***
1.24

Parental characteristics
Working mother when respondent was aged 14-15 (reference: no)

- Yes
0.99**

Father’s attendance at religious services when respondent was aged 14-
15 (reference:  once a week or more)

- Less frequently, sometimes or never 0.67
Relationship with parents
When respondent was a teenager (14-18) talked to her/his parents about 
sentimental matters (reference: never)

-  Yes, to a certain extent or in depth 1.42
Friendship
Talked openly about sex with friends at 14-15 (reference: never)

- Sometimes
- Often-very often

1.03
2.43**

1.47*
1.19

Individual characteristics
Religious groups attendance at 14-15 (ref: Often or very often)

- Never 
- Sometimes

1.42*
0.97

Life style and amusement
Night-clubbing at 14-15 (reference: never)

- Sometimes
- Often-very often

1.45*
1.21

Smoking of cigarettes when he/she was 14-15 (ref: never)
- Yes 1.23*

1.39*

Age at the beginning of first steady relationship (ref: <17 years)
- More-equal 17 years 0.87

Duration of the last relationship           1.02*** 1.02**
Partner age (reference: same age)

- Younger
- Older 

0.99
0.67**

*p<0.10; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01
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Tab. 9. Shared chastity versus others in the last relationship (Logistic model, odds ratio estimates).

(5) Virgin men (6) Virgin women

N 603 1236

Intercept 10.8*** 2.45**
Geographical background
Population of the town during secondary school (ref. <100,000)

- more than 100,000
0.8**

Parental characteristics
Highest level of school of father (ref.: elementary or high school) 

- Bachelor or higher degree 1.59**
Working mother when respondent was aged 14-15 (ref: no)

- Yes
0.69***

Father’s attendance at religious services when respondent was aged 14-15 
(reference:  once a week or more)

- Less frequently, sometimes or never 0.55***
Pre-marital conception (reference: no or no information)

- Yes 0.47**
Relationship with parents
Relationship between her/him at 14-18 and father (ref.: close)

- Not very present
- Distant

0.29*
0.55**

When respondent was a teenager (14-18) talked to her/his parents about 
contraceptive methods (ref. Never)

- Yes, to a certain extent or in depth 0.75**
When respondent was a teenager (14-18) talked to her/his parents about 
sentimental matters (reference: never)

- Yes, to a certain extent or in depth 0.62**
Friendship
Talked openly about sex with friends at 14-15 (reference: never)

- Sometimes
- Often or very often

0.37**
0.29*

0.8*
0.6

Individual characteristics
Religious services attendance when 13 years old 
(reference: once a week or more never)

- Never or sometimes
- often

1.08
0.7**

Religious groups attendance at 14-15 (ref: Often or very often)
- Never 
- Sometimes

0.5***
05**

Respondent’s school results at 13 (final marks) (ref: very well)
- Poor or well 0.55***

Reactions during secondary school towards parents’ rules and regulations 
(reference: usually agreed without arguing)

- Tried to persuade them or often fought 0.68* 0.77
Life style and amusement
Smoking of cigarettes when he/she was 14-15 (reference: never)

- Yes 0.64**
Age at the beginning of first steady relationship (ref.: <17 years)

- More-equal 17 years 2.08** 1.55**
Duration of the last relationship 0.97*** 0.98***
Partner age (reference: same age)

- Younger
- Older 

1.88**
1.08

*p<0.10; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01
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