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“L’uomo ha il diritto di chiedere, la donna ha il dovere di rifiutare.”
 (“Men have the right to ask whereas women are obliged to refuse”),

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

by Piero Germi, 1961.

1. INTRODUCTION

This article addresses the issue of gender differences in initiations of sexual intercourse and

responses to initiations. The timing of first sexual intercourse within a couple can be seen as a

result of a compromise between the desires and powers of the two partners. Dealing with

heterosexual  couples,  there  are  several  possible  gender  dynamics  scenarios.  Here we call

“Gender  Sex  Ballet2”  (GSB)  the  situation  when  the  male  partner  asks  to  have  sexual

intercourse and the female partner refuses for a certain period of time. 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. 

The GSB can be considered a remnant of the typical  traditional sexual script.  Our

hypothesis is that, if this is true, the GSB should be less present among more egalitarian and

“modern” couples – probably emphasizing the active role of the woman – i.e. couples with

partners with lower age at first sexual intercourse and narrow age difference between partner.

At macro level, we expect that this gender unequal dynamic at initiating intercourse is less

spread where the global gender system in the society is more egalitarian. However, the sexual

initiation,  and  subsequent  behavior  of  women  and  men,  is  an  under-researched  area  on

sexuality studies, especially out of USA’s boundaries.

In this  article,  we are able  to investigate  the prevalence  of GSB and other gender

dynamics  at  first  sex  in  the  nine  countries  involved  in  the  research  project  (Australia,

Bulgaria, France, Italy, Japan, Poland, Romania, Russia, and USA).

2 This term is due to the authors of this article.
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After  a  section  that  briefly  reviews  the  literature  on  gender  characteristics  and

dynamics concerning sexuality, exploring more deeply the origins and possible significance

of GSB, the analysis of data is then divided in two parts. In the first part a detailed analysis on

gender dynamics at sexual initiation is conducted only with the data of the Italian sample.

Considerable advantages of the Italian sample are the statistical representativeness, the size

and the level of detail. As a result, we can analyze not only the ““Gender Sex Ballet” at first

sexual intercourse, but also at the last sentimental relationship. Moreover the Italian sample is

large enough to permit analysis in sub-groups (e.g. virgin, non-virgin at the beginning of the

last relationship).

The second part of the analysis compares the prevalence of GSB, and other gender

dynamics, at first sexual intercourse in the nine countries. We try also to verify – at macro

level – the link between the prevalence of GSB on one hand and the general level of woman’s

empowerment on one hand, and the average age at first sexual intercourse on the other hand.

2. THE GENDER SEX BALLET: ONLY A TRADITIONAL SEXUAL SCRIPT?

According  to  the  traditional  feminist  vision,  the  sexual  revolution,  the  process  of

equalization of gender behavior and, more generally, the modernization of intimacy, should

lead to more and more egalitarian situations (Giddens, 1992; Hyde and Durik, 2000). The

GSB, which arises from a vision of sexuality in which the man tends to be the dominant

partner, is a behavior in contrast to this possible tendency toward gender equality. GSB is a

traditional “sexual script” (Dworkin and O'Sullivan, 2005; Gagnon, 1990; Simon and Gagnon,

1987),  i.e.  a  “mutually  shared  convention  that  guides  actors  to  enact  a  sexual  situation

interdependently”, including “female sexual passivity and responsiveness to men’s advances”

(Dworkin and O'Sullivan, 2005). Of course a sexual script can change, and some argue that
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contemporary  femininity  includes  assertiveness  in  sexual  initiation,  plea  sure-seeking and

success  at  negotiating  safer  sex  (Dworkin  and  O'Sullivan,  2005  –  see  also  for  a  more

extensive review on this specific topic; Kamen, 2003).

In the US, some studies during the ‘70s and the ‘80s have shown how a certain kind of

division of power operates within couples (for an extensive review see Clark and Hatfield,

1989).  From this  perspective,  men  would  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  female  partners  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 some aspects of sexuality. Generally speaking,

women  are  more  likely  to  be  characterized  as  having  a  “relational”  (partner-centered)

orientation and most men as having a “recreational” (physically body-centered) orientation

(Oliver and Hyde, 1993; Peplau and Garnents, 2000); consistently,  women are more likely

also to consider complete first sexual intercourse as a very important step in a relationship,

whereas for young men sexual intercourse can be rather the starting point of a relationship. 

This  latter  difference  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

various aspects of sexuality: attitudes about sex, sexual behavior, sexual fantasies and so on
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(Hatfield et al,  1989; Leigh, 1989; Ellis and Symons, 1990; Baldwin and Baldwin, 1997).

Moreover, it holds true for both heterosexual and gay men and lesbians (Peplau and 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.

A gender approach is therefore essential not only for understanding sexual behavior in

some traditional  and, generally speaking, non-gender egalitarian societies (for instance,  as

Sicily,  in  the  South  of  Italy,  during  the  50s  and  60s,  where  the  sex-gender  system was

described in the movie quoted under the title of this article), but also for interpreting many

aspects of sexuality in all societies. Starting from this, GSB can be considered as a result of a

process that transforms a gender difference (perhaps a sexual dimorphism) into a generalized

social norm (sexual script) that could be common throughout the world, maybe independently

for the general gender system that embeds the society. 

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 man and woman. However, so far 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 men and women within

heterosexual  couples  (Clark  and  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) or forced sex leading to teenage pregnancies (Elo

et al., 1999; Evans, 2000). Furthermore, there are not recent and comparative data useful for

discussing the prevalence of GSB or other sexual dynamics within young couples. In this

study, we try to describe this gender dynamics of sex using data collected from eight countries
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at the beginning of the new century, but referring only to certain category of students aged

around 19-21

3. THE GENDER DYNAMICS AT FIRST SEXUAL INTERCOURSE EVER AND AT
THE LAST RELATIONSHIP: THE CASE OF ITALY

With Italian data, from a large national representative sample of university students, we

can analyze the gender dynamics both at first sexual intercourse ever in their life – for those

not  virgin  anymore  –  and  at  possible  first  sexual  intercourse  at  the  last  sentimental

relationship – for those having had at least one couple relationship, virgin or not.

Among  the  about  4,800  Italian  students  interviewed  more  than  64%  have  had  a

complete sexual intercourse and therefore answered to the questions about the initiation of

intercourse  and response  to  initiations.  It  was  asked,  “Whose  idea  was it  to  have  sexual

intercourse?” (of the respondent her/himself, the other person’s, or not sure, can’t remember)

and “How did the person who didn’t make the proposal react?” (if agreed there and then or

agreed later). About one out of four students declare that the decision was taken together with

the partner and that therefore they are not able to indicate who initiated. The results for those

who are able to indicated who initiated the first sexual intercourse, the gender difference is

striking. Only in the 14% of cases the woman asked for sex, receiving in more than 70% of

cases a immediate positive answer by the male partner; in 58% of cases the male asked for

sexual intercourse, receiving only in a case out of five an immediate positive answer by the

female partner. This means that, among the Italian students interviewed, the GBS model is

highly prevalent at first sexual intercourse in the life.

The study on gender dynamic at first sexual intercourse can be deepened considering

the last relationship for the respondent. In this case we can study the subgroup of those who

had  at  least  one  relationship  (3,3963,  of  which  1,229  respondents  are  males,  2,167  are

3 We excluded from our analysis the two percent of couples having had their first sexual intercourse before the
date they indicated as the beginning of a sentimental relationship. This was done in order to avoid particular
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females), distinguishing the cases without any request for full sexual intercourse and those of

negative answers by one of the two partners. Among those who had had at least one couple

relationship, 64 % 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).

The discordance on having or not a complete sexual intercourse between two partners

is more evident at last relationship, compared to what was observed at first sexual intercourse.

However one should bear in mind that the last relationship coincides with the first one in 28%

of cases, and that there is often a narrow time-lag 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. 

 In one of the questions the respondent  was asked to indicate  if  there had been a

request for a sexual intercourse during the last relationship, and if so, who took the initiative-

her/himself or the partner (the answer “together” or “I don’t know” was not possible)4. Only

6% avoided answering: evidently, students seem well able to identify who had made the first

step. 

 Analyzing gender dynamics of the last relationship, the seven situations listed in table

I can be distinguished. The females and males were separated and – within each gender group

–the classification of virgins and non-virgins refers to the beginning of the last relationship.

2,080, that is the 61% of students, were virgins at the beginning of their last relationship. It is

therefore clear that  we are here dealing with the early stages of the adult love life of Italian

students. The number of couples who have not (yet) had sexual intercourse during their last

relationship was 42% (group 1, 4, and 7). In 24% of cases, nobody had (yet) asked for sexual

intercourse and therefore we can presume that chastity is shared by common consent of both

situations where sex occurred, most probably, when one of the two partners was involved in another sentimental
relationship.
4 The exact working is the following 1) During this last steady relationship did one of you suggest having sexual
intercourse? Yes/No; 2) Which of you suggested having sexual intercourse? Me/My partner; 3) How did the
person who didn’t make the proposal react? Agreed there and then / Agreed later /Didn’t agree, so that no sexual
intercourse took place during 
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partners, who often are or have been together for a only a short period of time (see table II).

Almost 18% of couples are involved in a “non-agreed chastity”, that is a situation in which

one partner asks to have sexual intercourse and the other refuses. Because of findings about

gender dynamics at 1st sexual intercourse, it is not surprising that in more than 16% of cases

there is a “non-agreed chaste man” (group four), but only in two percent is there a “non-

agreed chaste  woman” (group seven).  In contrast,  about  23% of couples are  identified  as

“agreed lovers”, meaning that one partner asked for sexual intercourse and the other agreed

immediately  (group  two  and  five),  with  a  median  lag  of  only  one  month  between  the

beginning of the relationship and the first sexual intercourse. In almost 64% of cases it was

the man who proposed to have sexual intercourse, and in only 12% was it the woman (in 24%

no one had – yet – asked for complete sexual intercourse). In fact, for half of the couples the

first sexual intercourse was a source of “divergence” between partners: besides non-agreed

chaste couples, the same situation occurred in those couples (32%) identified as GSB, where

the man asked for sexual intercourse 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 two percent of the sample. 

Major  differences  are  noted  between  respondents  who  were  virgin  or  not  at  the

beginning of the relationship.  Among non virgins, non-agreed chastity is much less wide-

spread  (only  eight  percent  of  couples);  41%  of  couples  are  agreed  lovers  (i.e.  partner

answered “yes,  immediately”  to  the  request  of  the  other);  initiating  men  are  much  more

common than initiating women, and GSB is the most diffused approach to the first sexual

intercourse in the relationship. In principle, non virgin-women should be less reluctant and

more sexually experienced, but even in this group, initiating women are a minority (22% vs.

66% of initiating men). Moreover, after the man’s proposal, only 40% of these women agreed

immediately, so that 43% of couples who had complete sexual intercourse can be classified
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under the GSB category. The prevalence of GSB would probably be higher, considering the

high proportion  of  chaste  couples  still  dating  will  eventually  comply  with  their  partner’s

request.  This  is  especially  the  case  among  the  non-virgin  women  currently  recorded  as

refusing. Among Italian non-virgins we can conclude that gender sex dynamics are 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. 

Among respondents who were virgins at the beginning of the last relationship (see

tables I and II), out of these 54% 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: initiating

men  were  62% and  initiating  women  were  only  eight  percent;  agreed  lovers  only  13%,

whereas  24%  of  couples  are  non-agreed  chaste5.  Again,  the  high  proportion  of  couples

without  any  sexual  intercourse  is  also  due  to  the  large  number  of  couples  with  a  short

duration.

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

a woman;  see table  I  and II).  Among those couples,  the GSB is absolutely the prevalent

dynamic (63% for both males and females respondents), whereas initiating women are rare

(13% if the respondent is a man, 17% if the respondent is a woman), even if the man is virgin.

During the first step of adult sexual life, GSB is therefore acted upon 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 the first sexual intercourse (table

5 Note that here the category “do not know or together” was not included among possible answers

9



III). The median distance is substantially different if the respondents were virgin (20 months)

or non-virgin (only two months) at the beginning of the relationship. The median distance is

very different, whether the initiating partner is a man (15 months) compared to a woman (7

months). We reported data for virgins at the beginning of the last relationship, on-going at

least for 24 months (see tables I and II).

From a previous multivariate analysis on Italian data (Dalla Zuanna and Mencarini, 2004), we

know which are the characteristics influencing the age at first intercourse and the distance

between the beginning of a relationship and first intercourse: the residence in the North of

Italy, the absence of religion attendance, the fact of having a family and/or a group of friends

with whom they often talked about sex did in fact induce a precocious first sexual intercourse

and anticipate also the first time in a sentimental relationship, even among non virgin. The

same characteristics are reported in the descriptive table IV on gender dynamics at sex. There

were differences in the dynamics for first sexual intercourse among categories of people. As

expected, the later the first sexual intercourse and the wider the median interval between first

relationship  and sexual  intercourse,  the  higher  the  proportion  of  couples  being  chaste  24

months  after the beginning of the relationship.  However, GSB is not particularly diffused

among students who had their first intercourse at higher median age compared to the average,

and the proportion of initiating women is not particularly high among those having had their

first sexual intercourse at lower median age. Consequently, in the sample of Italian students

analyzed, it seems that there is not a direct connection between early complete sexuality and a

more gender-balanced dynamics at first sexual intercourse.

 

TABLES I, II, III AND IV HERE
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4.  THE  GENDER  DYNAMICS  AT  FIRST  SEXUAL  INTERCOURSE:  
A COMPARISON AMONG NINE COUNTRIES

The analysis conducted on Italian sample has given a picture of a great difference by

gender  in behavior  at  the first  sexual  intercourse ever  in the life  and also within the last

sentimental  relationship,  with  a  high  prevalence  of  GSB,  especially  among  virgin

respondents. Nevertheless, GSB is diffused also among those students who can be named as

“less traditional”  such those living in the Northern regions,  not belonging to the Catholic

Church, having early sexual socialization in the family and peer group.

The  availability  of  data  from  10  standardized  surveys  in  9  countries  gives  the

opportunity to analyze the prevalence of the GSB model in a comparative perspective at the

first sexual intercourse, to establish if Italian situation is peculiar and to verify,  at least at

macro level, whether we can support the hypotheses of a link between GBS prevalence and

early age at first sexual intercourse on one hand and unbalanced general gender system in the

other.

As we are interested in sex-gender dynamics, our  analysis is limited to heterosexual

couples, excluding in all samples respondents having or having had a partner of the same sex

(e.g. in Italian survey, 41 cases, corresponding to 1.1% of total sample). 

In all  of the nine countries the reaction to the request of first sexual intercourse is

strongly gender characterized (table V). In most cases, if it is the woman who initiates the

sexual request, the man agrees immediately.  When the man initiates, immediately agreeing

women prevail only in Australia, Japan and France, but they are always less frequent than

immediately agreeing men. Only in the Australian sample the proportion of proposing women

is higher than proposing men, whereas in the American Brown University they are about the

same proportion. In the other seven cases, the ratio of men who initiated was at least double to

that one of the women. The highest proportion of initiating women (about one out of three) is
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in Australia and Brown University and the lowest one (7%) in Japan. By contrast – without

considering Brown University and Australia– the proportion of initiating men is never less

than 45%: ranging from 45% found in North Carolina and in Poland to 66% in Japan.

Table V shows that – when the category “Do not know, together” is not taken into

account  –  GSB  at  first  intercourse  prevails  among  Eastern  European countries,  Italy  and

North Carolina. GSB is particularly widespread in Bulgaria and Italy, reaching about 45% of

cases. In Japan and France a higher proportion of women agree immediately to the request of

their  partners,  and  in  Brown University  and  Australia  the  model  for  asking  women  and

immediately agreeing men prevails. 

From  the  scatters  graphs  represented  in  the  figures  I  and  II,  we  can  have  some

important clues, at macro level, on the two main hypotheses, on a direct link of high GBS

prevalence  with  low  gender  equality  and  with  late/higher  median  age  at  first  sexual

intercourse. The first hypothesis seems quite plausible, since figure I shows a clear higher

prevalence of GBS model in those countries where the Gender-related Development Indexes6

are lower (see figure I). The statistical correlation is negative and about 0.6 in the case of

Gender  Empowerment  Measure.  Italy  is  an  outlier  because  although  a  Gender-related

Development Indexes GDI of 0.9 and a Gender Empowerment Measure of more than 0.5, has

one of the highest prevalence of GSB and Australia is an outlier on the opposite direction,

being the GSB really low prevalent. The hypothetical link of GSB prevalence with median

age at first sexual intercourse seems, conversely, to be rejected also at macro level for absence

of correlation (see figure II).
6 Both indexes are taken from UNDP, 2003. The Gender-related Development Index – is a composite indicator
that  measures  the average  achievement  of  a  population in  the same dimensions as  the well  known Human
Development Index while adjusting for gender inequalities in the level of achievement in the three basic aspects
of human development (longevity, knowledge and decent standard of living). It uses the same variables as the
Human Development Index, disaggregated by gender.  The Gender Empowerment Measure – is a composite
indicator  that  captures  gender  inequality  in  three  key  areas:  Political  participation  and  decision-making,  as
measured by women’s and men’s percentage shares of parliamentary seats; Economic participation and decision-
making  power,  as  measured  by  two  indicators  –  women’s  and  men’s  percentage  shares  of  positions  as
legislators,  senior  officials  and  managers  and  women’s  and  men’s  percentage  shares  of  professional  and
technical  positions;  Power  over economic  resources,  as  measured  by women’s  and  men’s  estimated earned
income (PPP US$).
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TABLE V HERE AND FIGURES I, II HERE

5. CONCLUDING REMARKS

Our data show that the Gender Sex Ballet at initiation at first sexual intercourse is a

very common typology among all groups – in nine different countries – of university students

interviewed. In some groups (as Italy, North Carolina University, Poland, Russia, Romania,

and Bulgaria) it is the prevalent gender dynamic of first sexual intercourse; in other groups (as

students  of  Japan and France  –  where  more  women  agree  to  the  men’s  proposals  –  and

Australia and American Brown University – where initiating women are as equal, or more

diffused, as initiating men) it is less spread, but couples involved are never a small minority.

GSB can be considered a remnant of a traditional gender script, but it is still widespread, even

in  society  and  groups  which  we  could  suppose  touched  not  only  marginally  by  sexual

revolution. 

Compared analysis among countries is, though, not totally satisfactory due to different

methodologies and performances of data collection – and as a result of our samples not being

statistically significant in each country. Nevertheless, as our research topic is not well known

or tested, it is our opinion that our analysis on these comparable data has been able to provide

interesting suggestions, in order to develop new hypotheses and studies on this gender topic. 

For some of the countries  involved (particularly Italy)  data  is  statistically  national

representative, very numerous (around 5,000 students involved) and of good quality: hence,

we devoted to Italy an important part of the empirical analysis at micro level. The analysis has

shown that a large majority of Italian couples, where the respondent partner was virgin at the

beginning of the relationship, behaved according to the Gender Sex Ballet model (more than

60%),  delaying the  first  sexual  intercourse for several  months.  These results  change only

partially if at least one partner has already had sexual intercourse before the beginning of
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relationship.  Among  non-virgin  Italian  women,  only  a  minority  initiated  first  sexual

intercourse to her new partner, whereas a majority prefers to postpone it, if he has made a

proposal. In this last case – as the time lag between the beginning of sentimental relationship

and the first sexual intercourse at the end is quite short – it could be a matter of a sort “gender

ritual”,  rather  than  a  divergence  between  two  different  approaches  to  complete  sexual

intercourse, where both the “dancers” know the result of the ballet, but prefer to play their

traditional own role.

Nevertheless, regarding our specific hypothesis, it is worth to note that in Italy, GSB is

diffused also among those students who can be named as “less traditional”: those living in the

Northern regions, not belonging to the Catholic Church, having early sexual socialization in

the family and peer group. In all groups of students when a partner proposes to have the first

sexual intercourse, the proportion of immediately agreeing women is always lower compared

toward  the  proportion  of  immediately  agreeing  men.  Cultural  rooted  gender  differences?

Gender  differences  in  plasticity  of  sexuality?  Regarding  to  the  hypothesis  that  GSB is  a

traditional sexual script, therefore typical of less gender egalitarian countries, at macro level,

in contrast, it emerges a quite significant correlation between prevalence of GSB in a country

and  its  level  of  gender  empowerment  measure:  in  those  society  where  women  are  more

present in politics and decision making and have more similar economics resources than men,

young female university students resulted more active in sexual initiation. However, the role

of other aspects of gender roles deserve a deeper investigation,  as it is plausible from the

outlier cases of Australian and Italian samples.

What we can, on the contrary, conclude about our other hypothesis, on a link between

the prevalence of GSB and precocious age at  first sexual intercourse,  is that it  seems not

plausible,  both  at  micro  and  macro  level.  From Italian  data  it  emerged  that  GSB is  not

predominantly diffused in the late sex categories, and the proportion of initiating women is
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not  particularly  high  in  the  early  sex  categories.  At  macro  level  the  correlation  between

median age at first sexual intercourse (calculated among students interviewed) and prevalence

of GBS is very low. For instance, even if Bulgarian women have their first sexual intercourse

more  than three  years  earlier  than in  Poland,  the distribution  of  gender  dynamics  at  first

sexual intercourse is almost the same. 
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Table I. Gender dynamics on sex during the last sentimental relationship in Italy. 
Column %

Groups Status of respondent at the beginning of the relationship

Total Non-virgin Virgin
Virgin (sentimental

relationship at least 24
months long)

MALES
(1) Nobody asks for sexual intercourse 26 15 40 33
(2) He asks, she agrees immediately 19 27 11 13
(3) He asks, she agrees after a lag (GSB) 29 35 21 34
(4) He asks, she denies 12 8 17 12
(5) She asks, he agrees immediately 9 12 5 4
(6) She asks, he agrees after a lag 3 2 4 3
(7) She asks, he denies 2 1 2 1

Total (1,229) (617) (612) (272)
FEMALES

(1) Nobody asks for sexual intercourse 22 12 26 20
(2) He asks, she agrees immediately 13 27 7 9
(3) He asks, she agrees after a lag (GSB) 34 35 34 43
(4) He asks, she denies 19 4 25 18
(5) She asks, he agrees immediately 8 15 5 7
(6) She asks, he agrees after a lag 3 5 2 2
(7) She asks, he denies 1 2 1 1

Total (2,168) (700) (1,468) (749)
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Table II. Gender dynamics on sex during the last sentimental relationship in Italy. Prevalence
(%) of some aggregate groups

Status of respondent at the beginning of the relationship

Aggregate groups (see table III) Total Non-virgin Virgin
Virgin (sentimental

relationship at least 24
months long)

MALES
(1)+(4)+(7) No sexual intercourse 40 24 59 46

(4)+(7) Non-agreed chastity 14 9 19 13
(2)+(5) Agreed lovers 28 39 16 16

(2)+(3)+(4) Initiating man 70 49 60 59
(5)+(6)+(7) Initiating woman 15 11 14 7

FEMALES
(1)+(4)+(7) No sexual intercourse 42 18 52 38

(4)+(7) Non-agreed chastity 20 6 26 19
(2)+(5) Agreed lovers 21 42 12 16

(2)+(3)+(4) Initiating man 66 66 66 73
(5)+(6)+(7) Initiating woman 12 22 8 9
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Table III. Median distance (in months) between the beginning of the last sentimental relation
and the first sexual intercourse in Italy. Kaplan-Meier estimation.

Status of respondent at the beginning of the
relationship

Non-virgin Virgin Total
Total (*) 2 20 9
Initiating man 2 15 6
Initiating woman 1 7 2

Note. The median age for group named “total” is systematically higher than “Initiating man” and “Initiating woman” groups,
because couples where none of the partners had asked for sexual intercourse all belong to the “total” group. The presence of
these couples increases the median age, as they are all censored cases.
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Table IV. Gender dynamics on sex in some categories of Italian couples (virgins at the
beginning of the last relationship, on-going at least for 24 months)

Residence Religion Sexual socialization Free lifestyle
North South No Yes Family Peer group Yes No

Yes No Yes No

Prevalence (%) of some aggregate groups of gender dynamics on sex (see tables II and III)

Male respondents
Gender Sex Ballet 32 37 28 20 43 26 35 26 39 30
No sexual intercourse 44 50 43 55 34 57 45 56 40 51
Non-agreed chastity 16 9 14 11 9 18 13 11 8 16
Agreed lovers 22 8 17 16 22 12 19 3 16 17
Initiating man 65 50 66 40 66 54 63 39 60 58
Initiating woman 7 8 5 16 8 7 6 16 8 8

Female respondents
Gender Sex Ballet 44 43 47 35 44 42 44 41 44 42
No sexual intercourse 34 40 34 47 36 41 37 43 35 41
Non-agreed chastity 16 20 18 20 19 19 19 18 18 20
Agreed lovers 18 15 16 16 17 15 17 14 18 15
Initiating man 69 72 75 61 71 70 70 70 71 70
Initiating woman 13 7 9 12 6 8 11 4 11 8

Median age at first intercourse for people with at least one sentimental relationship (*)

Males 18.8 18.3 18.3 19.6 18.0 19.0 18.5 19.8 17.5 19.5
Females 19.0 19.9 19.0 19.8 18.6 19.4 18.7 20.0 18.5 20.1

Median distance (in months) between the beginning of the last sentimental relationship and first intercourse 
between the two partners (*)

Males 6 9 6 8 6 7 6 8 5 10
Females 8 19 9 20 10 12 10 16 7 19

Note: Residence is the geographical residence during secondary school age (N: Northern and Central regions vs. S: Southern
regions of Italy); religion is the religious services’ attendance when of 13 years old (never or sometimes vs. often); sexual
socialization in the family: talking with parents about sentimental matters at age 14-18 (Yes, in depth or to a certain extent vs.
never); sexual socialization in the peer groups is talking openly about sex with friends at age 14 - 15 (very often or often vs.
never or sometimes); lifestyle is frequency of discos at 14 - 15 (Sometimes or often vs. never).
(*) Calculated with Kaplan-Maier life table technique, in order to considering censored cases.
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Table V. Gender dynamics at first sexual intercourse in nine countries. Column %.

Australia Bulgaria France Italy Japan Poland Romania Russia USA 
(Brown) (N. Carol).

He asks, she agrees 
Immediately

16 13 30 14 40 14 17 15 13 13

He asks, she agrees 
after a lag (GSB)

12 45 25 44 26 31 37 35 21 32

She asks, he agrees 
immediately

32 10 22 9 6 11 15 8 23 14

She asks, 
he agrees after a lag

4 4 1 3 1 3 4 3 10 6

Do not know / 
Together

6 23 19 25 24 35 23 32 32 29

Missing
30 5 3 5 3 6 4 7 1 6

TOT 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

(No. of non-virgin
 respondents)

(262) (951) (244) (3,083) (575) (685) (754) (1,275) (673) (227)

Note. Sexual intercourse is the first for the respondent, but we have not information for the partner. We did not ask if the
partner was a virgin, as the answer could be less reliable.
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Figure I. Relationship at macro-level between the prevalence of GSB at first sexual
intercourse and gender-related development indexes in nine countries
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Figure II. Relationship at macro-level between the prevalence of GSB at first sexual
intercourse and median age at first sexual intercourse in nine countries among university

students
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