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Abstract. The present article challenges the assumption that later timing of sexual experiences is unequivocally associated with higher
psychosocial adjustment. Data from two representative cross-sectional German studies conducted in 1996 and 2005 were analyzed to examine the
psychosocial adjustment of young adults (age 20–29) who had their first sexual experiences early (before age 16), at an average age (between age
16 and 18), or late (later than age 18 or not yet). Early timing of sexual experiences was associated with lower educational attainment. Late timing
of sexual experiences was associated with poorer social relations. Early and late timing of sexual experiences were associated with lower
subjective well-being. Results were replicated across the two studies and controlled for sociodemographic characteristics and (in Study 1) early
adversities, parental involvement, and pubertal timing. These findings show that not only early but also late timing of first sexual experiences can
be associated with lower psychosocial adjustment in selected domains in young adulthood. Further research is needed to understand maladaptive
correlates of late sexual timing.
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The belief that delaying sexual experiences in adolescence is
beneficial is widely popular and at the core of public policy
efforts to promote sexual abstinence among adolescents
(Santelli et al., 2006). Many studies show that early timing
of sexual experiences is linked to lower adjustment in many
life domains (for a review see Zimmer-Gembeck & Helfand,
2008). Is later timing of sexual experiences hence unequiv-
ocally associated with higher adjustment?

Psychological and sociological theories of lifespan
development suggest that not only early but also late timing
in resolving developmental tasks can be maladaptive (e.g.,
Havighurst, 1976; Heckhausen, 1999; Heckhausen, Wrosch,
& Schulz, 2010; Neugarten & Neugarten, 1996; Settersten,
2009). These theories contrast the implications of being ‘‘on
time’’ and being ‘‘off time’’ and suggest that being ‘‘off
time,’’ whether early or late, is associated with lower adjust-
ment. One prominent psychological framework is the moti-
vational theory of lifespan development (e.g., Heckhausen,
1999; Heckhausen et al., 2010). The theory postulates that
being off time with regard to developmental tasks may be

maladaptive because individuals are out of sync with age-
graded opportunities for engaging in these tasks. If we think
about the timing of sexual experiences, early timing may be
maladaptive because adolescents lack biological, cognitive,
and psychosocial maturity (Steinberg, 2008) and may get
distracted from other developmental tasks that are important
in adolescence (Havighurst, 1976). This suggests lower
adjustment in domains such as education (see also Haase,
Tomasik, & Silbereisen, 2008). In contrast, late timing of
sexual experiences may be maladaptive because adolescents
delay what has been labeled a major developmental task of
adolescence and forego opportunities for exploration and
intimacy (Diamond & Savin-Williams, 2009; Zimmer-
Gembeck & Helfand, 2008). This suggests lower adjustment
in the social domain. Finally, being off time, whether early
or late, may take its toll on subjective well-being.

Early, average, and late timing are relative and can be
defined drawing from statistical, legal, or conventional
criteria. As for statistical criteria, researchers have taken
the lower and upper 25% of the sample distribution as
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cut-off ages to define early and late sexual timing (e.g.,
Sandfort, Orr, Hirsch, & Santelli, 2008). As for legal criteria,
one may consider the age of sexual consent as a cut-off age
for early sexual timing and the age of majority as a cut-off
age for late sexual timing. As for conventional criteria, many
researchers define sexual intercourse occurring before age
16 as early and sexual intercourse occurring later than age
18 as late as evidenced in the latest review of adolescent
sexual behavior (Zimmer-Gembeck & Helfand, 2008).

This latest review, which focused on research conducted
in the US (Zimmer-Gembeck & Helfand, 2008), shows that
the vast majority of studies has linked early sexual timing to
lower adjustment in many life domains; and studies con-
ducted in European countries portray a similar picture
(e.g., Magnusson & Trost, 2006; Meschke & Silbereisen,
1997). We briefly review previous research, focusing on
associations between sexual timing and outcomes in the
realm of education, social relations, and well-being. Early
sexual intercourse is associated with lower academic moti-
vation and achievement in the short run (Bingham &
Crockett, 1996; Martin et al., 2005) as well as lower educa-
tional attainment in the long run (Magnusson & Trost, 2006;
Spriggs & Halpern, 2008b). The effects appear to be small,
for men even more so than for women (Spriggs & Halpern,
2008b). Regarding social relations, early sexual intercourse
is linked to lower relationship quality with parents but not
peers (Bingham & Crockett, 1996), spending more time
with friends and partying (Meschke & Silbereisen, 1997),
and, among boys, having peers with low achievement orien-
tation (Meschke, Zweig, Barber, & Eccles, 2000). Regard-
ing well-being, early sexual intercourse is associated with
higher future pessimism and depressive symptoms (e.g.,
Longmore, Manning, Giordano, & Rudolph, 2004; Martin
et al., 2005). Notably, some of these studies show that the
association between early sexual intercourse and low well-
being is bidirectional and may vanish over time (e.g.,
Spriggs & Halpern, 2008a).

Empirical evidence that not only early but also late sex-
ual timing could be associated with lower psychosocial
adjustment is sparse. One reason is that nonlinear associa-
tions between sexual timing (contrasting early, average,
and late timing) and psychosocial adjustment have rarely
been studied. Moreover, maladjustment may present itself
not only as a presence of negative aspects (often the focus
in previous studies) but also as an absence of positive
aspects (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). For example,
whereas many studies have investigated associations
between sexual timing and depressive symptoms (e.g.,
Longmore et al., 2004; Martin et al., 2005), only few have
examined positive affect although both negative and
(inverse) positive affect are important aspects (Diener,
2000). Yet, some findings provide initial hints that late
sexual timing may be associated with lower psychosocial
adjustment. Late sexual intercourse is associated with poor
relationships with peers (Bingham & Crockett, 1996) and,
among boys, with higher anxiety (Capaldi, Crosby, &
Stoolmiller, 1996). Moreover, drawing from a large repre-
sentative cross-sectional study conducted in the US,
Sandfort et al. (2008) showed that both early as well as late

sexual intercourse are associated with poorer sexual health
in adulthood.

If we turn to other developmental tasks and transitions,
substantial evidence indicates that both early and late timing
can be maladaptive. This has been demonstrated by research
on pubertal timing (Weichold, Silbereisen, & Schmitt-
Rodermund, 2003). Moreover, studies drawing from the
motivational theory of lifespan development show that
being off time with regard to developmental tasks such as
having children (Heckhausen, Wrosch, & Fleeson, 2001)
or finding a partner (Wrosch & Heckhausen, 1999) is mal-
adaptive (for a review see Heckhausen et al., 2010).

When studying associations between sexual timing and
psychosocial adjustment, confounding variables need to be
considered. The present article examines sociodemographic
characteristics and early antecedents. As for sociodemo-
graphic characteristics, we focus on age, gender, the pres-
ence of own children, geographic region, and parental
education (cf. Zimmer-Gembeck & Helfand, 2008). As for
early antecedents, we focus on early childhood adversities,
parental involvement in childhood, and pubertal timing
drawing from the evolutionary theory by Belsky, Steinberg,
and Draper (1991). Belsky et al. (1991) postulate that chil-
dren whose parents show little involvement and who expe-
rience early adversities such as the death of a parent or
parental divorce adopt a so-called quantitative reproduction
strategy. The evolutionary argument is that these early life
experiences convey to the developing child that others do
not care and that adversity is likely to strike, making it evo-
lutionary imperative to have own offspring rather sooner
than later – before oneself dies. Belsky et al. (1991) assume
that early adversities lead to earlier physical maturation,
which in turn leads to earlier sexual timing. Sexual timing
in turn is expected to predict further adjustment over and
above earlier experiences following the logic of a cumula-
tive risk model (Belsky et al., 1991). Longitudinal findings
support core propositions of the theory (e.g., Belsky,
Steinberg, Houts, & Halpern-Felsher, 2010).

Finally, despite the scientific and public interest,
few studies on sexual timing have been replicated
(Zimmer-Gembeck & Helfand, 2008). A largely unexam-
ined question is whether associations between sexual timing
and psychosocial adjustment remain stable across cohorts.
This is surprising given that sexual behaviors and attitudes
have become increasingly lenient over the last decades
(e.g., Wells & Twenge, 2005), which raises the possibility
that the timing of sexual experiences increasingly loses sig-
nificance in younger cohorts (cf. Settersten, 2009). Recent
studies show that sexual timing continues to matter for psy-
chosocial adjustment (Zimmer-Gembeck & Helfand, 2008),
but systematic attempts to replicate findings across cohorts
are missing.

The Present Studies

The present article examines associations between the tim-
ing of first sexual experiences in adolescence and psychoso-
cial adjustment among young adults in Germany. We
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challenge the assumption that later sexual timing is unequiv-
ocally associated with higher psychosocial adjustment.

The present studies examine the timing of ‘‘first sexual
experiences’’ (Meschke & Silbereisen, 1997), which may
refer to a variety of sexual behaviors such as cuddling, kiss-
ing, petting, oral sex, and sexual intercourse (cf. Gute,
Eshbaugh, & Wiersma, 2008; Sanders & Reinisch, 1999)
and which we conceive as an indicator of the end of sexual
abstinence. Individuals themselves (see, e.g., Sanders &
Reinisch, 1999) and researchers (see, e.g., Blinn-Pike,
Berger, Hewett, & Oleson, 2004) often define sexual absti-
nence as abstinence from sexual intercourse specifically.
Yet, abstinence programs may define sexual abstinence as
abstinence from a wide range of sexual experiences includ-
ing ‘‘touching, kissing, mutual masturbation, oral sex, and
anal sex’’ (Santelli et al., 2006, p. 73). In this article, we
follow the definition of abstinence used by these abstinence
programs as our goal is to challenge a central assumption
put forth by these programs that later timing of sexual expe-
riences (entailing all kinds of sexual behaviors) is unequiv-
ocally associated with higher psychosocial adjustment. To
define early, average, and late timing of sexual experiences,
statistical, legal, and conventional criteria were considered
and showed sufficient convergence. Similar to many states
in the US (Zimmer-Gembeck & Helfand, 2008), 16 is the
age of sexual consent and 18 is the age of majority in
Germany. The present studies for the most part involved
individuals born in the 1970s (see Method section) where
the average age of first sexual experiences was about age
17 (Meschke & Silbereisen, 1997). Note that, in accordance
with many other studies that have found earlier sexual tim-
ing among younger cohorts (Wells & Twenge, 2005),
among Germans born in the 1990s about 65% already had
their first sexual intercourse by age 17 (BZgA, 2010). Thus,
for the present studies, first sexual experiences before age 16
were defined as early and first sexual experiences later than
age 18 or not yet were defined as late. As we will show
below, using these cut-off ages, the majority of participants
was assigned to the average timing group.

We examined psychosocial adjustment in three domains
– educational attainment, social relations, and well-being.
As indicators of social relations, we studied whether individ-
uals had a romantic partner and a true friend. As indicators
of well-being, we examined positive affect and depressive
symptoms (Diener, 2000). The present paper focuses on
psychosocial adjustment among young adults in their third
decade of life for whom adjustment in these domains is
important in and of themselves. Moreover, adjustment in
these domains predicts adjustment in other domains such
as career success and physical health (Furnée, Groot, &
van den Brink, 2008; House, Landis, & Umberson, 1988;
Lyubomirsky, King, & Diener, 2005).

Hypotheses

We expected early as well as late sexual timing in adoles-
cence to be associated with lower psychosocial adjustment
in young adulthood. Specifically, we expected early sexual

timing to be associated with lower educational attainment.
In contrast, we expected late sexual timing to be associated
with poorer social relations indicated by a lower likelihood
to have a romantic partner and a true friend. Both early and
late sexual timing were expected to be associated with lower
subjective well-being indicated by lower positive affect
and higher depressive symptoms. We expected these
associations to hold over and above a number of covariates.
Specifically, we included sociodemographic characteristics
(i.e., age, gender, children, region, (in Study 1) parental
education) and (in Study 1) early antecedents (i.e., early
adversities in childhood, parental involvement in childhood,
and pubertal timing) as covariates. In addition, we expected
associations for one domain of psychosocial adjustment
(e.g., educational attainment) to remain stable when control-
ling for psychosocial adjustment in the other domains (e.g.,
social relations and subjective well-being). We did not have
hypotheses for associations between late sexual timing and
educational attainment or between early sexual timing and
social relations but we explored these associations. More-
over, we explored interaction effects between sexual timing
and gender.

The hypotheses were examined using data from two
large representative cross-sectional German studies follow-
ing the example of other representative cross-sectional stud-
ies (Martin et al., 2005; Sandfort et al., 2008). We sought to
replicate the findings across the two studies, which were
launched about one decade apart, to test the robustness of
the findings across cohorts.

Method

Participants

Data from two large representative cross-sectional German
studies were analyzed. The large sample sizes provided suf-
ficient statistical power to detect the supposedly small timing
effects (cf. Spriggs & Halpern, 2008b). In both studies,
trained interviewers fromprofessional field research institutes
collected the data in standardized face-to-face interviews.
Participation was voluntary. No compensation was paid.

Study 1 was conducted in 1996. The sample was a
nationally representative quota sample collected from East
and West German adolescents and young adults. Quota sam-
pling ensures relative sample representativeness (Henry,
1990). First, an overall sample size was established (N =
3,275) following typical sample sizes for nationally repre-
sentative youth studies in Germany (cf. Deutsche Shell,
2002). Then, the sample was stratified to match the popula-
tion of German adolescents and young adults based on the
sociodemographic characteristics of federal state, commu-
nity size, age, education, and gender. Finally, interviewers
from regions across Germany received specific sociodemo-
graphic profiles based on these stratification variables and
recruited four to eight individuals per profile through various
community contacts. More detailed information on the sam-
ple and procedure can be found in Silbereisen and Zinnecker
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(1999). As quota sampling was used, a response rate was
not available. All young adults in their third decade of life
(age 20–29) were selected for the present analyses from
the total sample of 2,861 participants, which encompassed
a wider age range (age 13–29). By virtue of the selection
criterion, participants selected for the present analyses (age
20–29) and participants not selected for the present analyses
(age 13–19) differed in age; and sociodemographic and psy-
chosocial differences between selected and nonselected par-
ticipants reflected sociodemographic and psychosocial
differences associated with age. For example, the mean
age of first sexual experiences was different as older individ-
uals reported a higher mean age of first sexual experiences
(Cox regression: Exp(B) = .99, p < .01). The final size of
the selected sample was 1,828 (age: M = 24.68, SD =
2.87, range = 20–29; born between 1967 and 1976;
51.9% females).

Study 2 was conducted in 2005. The sample was a rep-
resentative random route sample collected from adolescents
and adults from two federal states in the East and two fed-
eral states in the West of Germany. The sample was stratified
by county and community size. Representative sampling
points were selected based on census data and participants
were subsequently identified based on a random route pro-
cedure. The sample showed good representativeness regard-
ing major sociodemographic characteristics including age,
education, and gender. More detailed information on the
sample and procedure can be found in Silbereisen and
Pinquart (2008). The response rate of Study 2 was 77%.
All young adults in their third decade of life (age 20–29)
were selected for the present analyses from the total sample
of 2,861 participants, which encompassed a wider age range
(age 16–43). Again, by virtue of the selection criterion, par-
ticipants selected for the present analyses (age 20–29) and
participants not selected for the present analyses (age 16–
19 and 30–43) differed in age; and sociodemographic and
psychosocial differences between selected and nonselected
participants reflected sociodemographic and psychosocial
differences associated with age. For example, again, the
mean age of first sexual experiences was different as older
individuals reported a higher mean age of first sexual expe-
riences (Cox regression: Exp(B) = .99, p < .001). Among the
selected participants (age 20–29) 63 participants did not pro-
vide data on sexual timing and were not included in the final
analyses. These participants and participants included in the
final analyses did not differ on any of the study variables (all
p values > .05) with one exception: Participants with miss-
ing sexual timing data were more likely to come from West
Germany (r = �.09, p < .05). The final size of the selected
sample was 777 (age:M = 24.94, SD = 2.78, range = 20–29;
born between 1976 and 1985; 52.3% females).

Measures

Timing of First Sexual Experiences

The present studies used a measure of sexual timing follow-
ing the example of the Shell Youth Studies (Deutsche Shell,

2002), a series of representative German studies on develop-
ment in adolescence and young adulthood, which has a long
tradition spanning several decades (for studies drawing from
these data see, e.g., Haase, Silbereisen, & Reitzle, 2008;
Meschke& Silbereisen, 1997; Silbereisen, 2005). Due to eth-
ical concerns about the appropriate wording in a survey for
young people, the Shell Youth Studies traditionally assess
the timing of ‘‘first sexual experiences’’ without further spec-
ifying the kind of sexual behavior. Following the example of
the Shell Youth Studies, the present studies also assessed the
timing of ‘‘first sexual experiences’’ as they included partic-
ipants from wide age ranges including very young ones
(Study 1: age 13–29; Study 2: age 16–43; see above). The
measure of ‘‘first sexual experiences’’ had been used in a pre-
vious study (Meschke & Silbereisen, 1997) and served as an
indicator of the end of sexual abstinence (cf. Santelli et al.,
2006). As in many previous studies, sexual timing was mea-
sured retrospectively (Zimmer-Gembeck & Helfand, 2008).

The mean age of first sexual experiences was 17.28
years in Study 1 (1996) and 16.64 years in Study 2
(2005). Individuals who had their first sexual experiences
before age 16 were assigned to the early timing group
(Study 1: 25.4%; Study 2: 25.2%). Individuals who had
their first sexual experiences later than age 18 or not yet
were assigned to the late timing group (Study 1: 17.6%;
Study 2: 11.7%). The majority of young adults had their first
sexual experiences between age 16 and 18 and were
assigned to the average timing group (Study 1: 57.1%;
Study 2: 55.6%). In Study 1, all participants provided sexual
timing data. In Study 2, 63 participants did not provide data
on sexual timing and were not included in the present anal-
yses (see above).

Educational Attainment

Educational attainment was assessed by a recoded census
item (‘‘What is your highest education level?’’; 1 = eight
or less years of education, lower-tier school track; 2 = 10
years of education, middle-tier school track; 3 = 12 or 13
years of education, higher-tier school track).

Social Relations

Having a romantic partner was measured by a census item
(‘‘What is your current partnership situation?’’). Answers
were recoded into a dichotomous variable indicating
whether participants had a romantic partner irrespective of
legal status or not. Having no romantic partner (0) was
coded when individuals were single without a partner (Study
1: 34.0%; Study 2: 43.8%) or divorced without a partner
(Study 1: .8%; Study 2: .8%). Having a romantic partner
irrespective of legal status (1) was coded when individuals
had a partner and were not cohabitating (Study 1: 24.0%;
Study 2: 17.5%), had a partner and were cohabitating (Study
1: 19.8%; Study 2: 21.3%), were married (Study 1: 19%;
Study 2: 15.7%), were married but separated (Study 1:
.9%; Study 2: .4%), or were divorced and had a new partner
(Study 1: 1.3%; Study 2: .5%).
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Having a true friend of the same gender was assessed by
one item (‘‘Do you have a true male friend?’’ (men); ‘‘Do
you have a true female friend?’’ (women); 0 = no; 1 =
yes). This measure was only available in Study 1.

Subjective Well-Being

In Study 1, the German 15-item version of the Center for
Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale (CESD, Radloff,
1991) was administered, which measured affective states
experienced during the last week. Positive affect was mea-
sured by the positive affect subscale of the CESD (Pressman
& Cohen, 2005; Sheehan, Fifield, Reisine, & Tennen, 1995)
(e.g., ‘‘I was in a joyful mood.’’; 2 items; a = .69). Depres-
sive symptoms were measured by the remaining CESD items
(e.g., ‘‘I was sad.’’; 13 items; a = .89).

In Study 2, positive affect during the last month was
measured by the joy subscale (Egloff, Schmukle, Burns,
Kohlmann, & Hock, 2003) of the Positive and Negative
Affect Schedule (Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988) (e.g.,
‘‘enthusiastic’’; 3 items; a = .77). Depressive symptoms dur-
ing the last month were measured by the depression subscale
of the Brief Symptom Inventory (Derogatis, 1993) (e.g.,
‘‘feeling hopeless about the future’’; 6 items; a = .88).

Covariates

The following measures of sociodemographic characteristics
were used. Age was measured in years. Gender was coded
as male (0) or female (1). Having children was coded as
having no children (0) or at least one child (1). Geographic
region was coded as West (0) or East (1) Germany. Parental
education was measured by two items indicating the highest
education attained by mother and father using a recoded
census item (‘‘What is your mother’s (father’s) highest edu-
cation level?’’; 1 = eight or less years of education, lower-
tier school track; 2 = 10 years of education, middle-tier
school track; 3 = 12 or 13 years of education, higher-tier
school track). Parental education was only assessed in
Study 1.

Moreover, the following measures of early antecedents
were available in Study 1. Early adversities in childhood
were measured using a count variable of 10 stressful life
events (adapted from Brugha, Bebbington, Tennant, &
Hurry, 1985) experienced before age 10 (e.g., death of a par-
ent, parental divorce, and serious illness). Parental involve-
ment in childhood (referring to age 6–12) was measured by
eight items (e.g., ‘‘My parents regularly helped me with my
homework.’’; 1 = completely disagree; 4 = completely
agree; a = .77). Subjective pubertal timing was measured
by an item adapted from Dubas, Graber, and Petersen
(1991) (‘‘When you think back to your body development
when you were about 13 or 14 years old, that is, in 7th or
8th grade, how did it compare to your classmates?’’; 1 = a
lot earlier; 5 = a lot later). Two dummy variables were
derived indicating early subjective pubertal timing (answer
categories 1 or 2) and late subjective pubertal timing
(answer categories 4 or 5). Physical pubertal timing was

measured by the age at growth spurt (in height) adapted
from the Pubertal Development Scale (Petersen, Crockett,
Richards, & Boxer, 1988) (i.e., ‘‘How old were you when
you had your growth spurt?’’; in full years). According to
Petersen et al. (1988), age at growth spurt is ‘‘especially rel-
evant as a measure of pubertal timing’’ (p. 126). Average
physical pubertal timing was coded when the growth spurt
occurred between age 11 and 13 (girls) or between age 12
and 14 (boys). Two dummy variables were derived indicat-
ing early physical pubertal timing (age at growth spurt
before age 11 for girls/age 12 for boys) and late physical
pubertal timing (age at growth spurt later than age 13 for
girls/age 14 for boys).

Statistical Analyses

Data were analyzed using SPSS. Various preliminary analy-
ses were conducted including an analysis of the correlations
between sexual timing and the covariates.

To test the hypotheses, hierarchical linear or logistic
regression analyses were conducted to predict psychosocial
adjustment (i.e., educational attainment, social relations, and
subjective well-being) by the timing of sexual experiences.
For educational attainment and subjective well-being, hierar-
chical linear regression analyses were used. For social
relations, logistic regression analyses were used. For
these analyses, odds ratios (Exp(B)) are reported. Odds
ratios > 1 indicate a higher likelihood and odds ratios
< 1 indicate a lower likelihood to have a romantic partner
or a true friend, respectively.

The regression analyses proceeded in four steps. Predic-
tors were included blockwise in these four steps using the
SPSS enter command. In the first step, covariates (i.e., soci-
odemographic characteristics and early antecedents) were
included as predictors. In the second step, the two dummy
variables indicating early and late sexual timing were
included to examine whether sexual timing predicted psy-
chosocial adjustment over and above the covariates. In the
third step, the dependent variables from the two other
domains of psychosocial adjustment were included to test
the stability of the results. Thus, when predicting educa-
tional attainment, social relations and subjective well-being
were added. When predicting social relations, educational
attainment and subjective well-being were added. When pre-
dicting subjective well-being, educational attainment, and
social relations were added. In the fourth step, interaction
terms between sexual timing and gender were included to
examine whether gender moderated associations between
sexual timing and psychosocial adjustment. Due to space
constraints, results for the first two steps are reported in
the tables; results for the third and fourth steps are reported
in the text.

Results

The correlation analyses showed that the timing of first sexual
experiences was associated with select sociodemographic
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characteristics and early antecedents. In Study 1, early
sexual timing was correlated with male gender (r = �.06,
p < .05), higher early adversities (r = .10, p < .001), and
lower parental involvement in childhood (r = �.07, p <
.01). Moreover, early sexual timing was positively correlated
with early subjective (r = .12, p < .001) and early physical
(r = .05, p < .05) pubertal timing and was negatively corre-
lated with late subjective (r = �.09, p < .001) and late phys-
ical (r = �.10, p < .001) pubertal timing. Late sexual timing
was negatively correlated with early subjective (r = �.06, p
< .05) pubertal timing and was positively correlated with
late subjective (r = .10, p < .001) and late physical (r =
.08, p < .01) pubertal timing. In Study 2, late sexual timing
was correlated with male gender (r = �.07, p < .05) and a
lower likelihood to have children (r = �.09, p < .05). Cor-
relations were small, which indicated that no multicollinear-
ity was present in the following regression analyses.

Timing of First Sexual Experiences and
Educational Attainment in Young Adulthood

Table 1 presents the results for covariates and timing of first
sexual experiences as predictors of educational attainment in
young adulthood. Figure 1 presents an overview on the
effect sizes. In sum, early sexual timing predicted lower edu-
cational attainment over and above the covariates. This find-
ing was replicated across Study 1 and Study 2.

When controlling for social relations and subjective
well-being, the results remained stable. In Study 1, these
variables did not predict additional variance in educational
attainment (Study 1: DR2 = .003, p = .157). In Study 2, they

did (DR2 = .011, p < .05), but early sexual timing continued
to predict lower educational attainment (b =�.16, p < .001).
No interaction effects between gender and sexual timing
were found.

Timing of First Sexual Experiences
and Social Relations in Young Adulthood

Tables 2 and 3 present the results for covariates and timing
of first sexual experiences as predictors of having a romantic
partner (Table 2) and a true friend (Table 3) in young
adulthood. Figure 1 presents an overview on the effect sizes.
In sum, late sexual timing predicted poorer social relations
over and above the covariates. Specifically, late sexual tim-
ing predicted a lower likelihood to have a romantic partner.
This finding was replicated across Study 1 and Study 2.
Moreover, late sexual timing predicted a lower likelihood
to have a true friend in Study 1 (this measure was only avail-
able in Study 1).

When controlling for educational attainment and subjec-
tive well-being, the results remained stable. For partnership
status, these variables predicted additional variance
(Study 1: Dv2(3) = 10.66, p < .05; Study 2: Dv2(3) =
13.27, p < .01), but late sexual timing continued to predict
a lower likelihood to have a romantic partner (Study 1:
Exp(B) = .66, p < .01; Study 2: Exp(B) = .53, p = .05; inter-
action terms between gender and sexual timing included).
For friendship status, educational attainment and subjective
well-being did not predict additional variance (Study 1:
Dv2(3) = 3.49, p = .322). No interaction effects between
gender and sexual timing were found.

Table 1. Educational attainment in young adulthood predicted by covariates and timing of first sexual experiences

Study 1 (1996) Study 2 (2005)

Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2

B SE(B) b B SE(B) b B SE(B) b B SE(B) b

Age .03 .01 .12*** .03 .01 .12*** .01 .01 .05 .01 .01 .04
Gender .07 .03 .05* .06 .03 .04 .32 .05 .22*** .31 .05 .21***
Children �.19 .04 �.11*** �.19 .04 �.11*** �.44 .06 �.27*** �.42 .06 �.25***
Region �.09 .03 �.06** �.09 .03 �.07** .16 .05 .11** .15 .05 .10**
Mother’s educationa .17 .03 .18*** .17 .03 .18*** – – – – – –
Father’s educationa .22 .03 .25*** .22 .03 .25*** – – – – – –
Early adversitiesa �.04 .02 �.05* �.04 .02 �.04 – – – – – –
Parental involvementa .16 .03 .12*** .15 .03 .11*** – – – – – –
Early subjective PTa .05 .04 .02 .06 .04 .03 – – – – – –
Late subjective PTa .06 .04 .03 .06 .04 .03 – – – – – –
Early physical PTa .07 .04 .04 .07 .04 .04 – – – – – –
Late physical PTa .01 .03 .01 .01 .03 .01 – – – – – –
Early sexual timing – – – �.13 .04 �.08*** – – – �.27 .06 �.16***
Late sexual timing – – – �.05 .04 �.03 – – – �.05 .08 �.03
R2 .21 .22 .09 .11

Notes. PT = pubertal timing. aMeasure available only in Study 1.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Timing of First Sexual Experiences and
Subjective Well-Being in Young Adulthood

Tables 4 and 5 present the results for covariates and timing
of first sexual experiences as predictors of positive affect
(Table 4) and depressive symptoms (Table 5) in young
adulthood. Figure 1 presents an overview on the effect sizes.
In sum, both early and late sexual timing predicted lower
subjective well-being over and above the covariates. Specif-
ically, late sexual timing predicted lower positive affect. This
finding was replicated across Study 1 and Study 2. Early
sexual timing predicted higher depressive symptoms. This
finding was also replicated across Study 1 and Study 2.

Moreover, late sexual timing predicted higher depressive
symptoms in Study 2.

When controlling for educational attainment and social
relations, the results remained stable. For positive affect,
these variables did not predict additional variance in
Study 1 (DR2 = .003, p = .157). In Study 2, they did
(DR2 = .015, p < .01), but late sexual timing continued to
predict lower positive affect (b = �.11, p < .01). For depres-
sive symptoms, educational attainment and social relations
predicted additional variance (Study 1: DR2 = .007, p <
.01; Study 2: DR2 = .023, p < .001), but early sexual timing
continued to predict higher depressive symptoms (Study 1:
b = .13, p < .001; Study 2: b = .08, p < .05). In addition,

Table 2. Presence of romantic partner in young adulthood predicted by covariates and timing of first sexual experiences

Study 1 (1996) Study 2 (2005)

Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2

B SE(B) Exp(B) B SE(B) Exp(B) B SE(B) Exp(B) B SE(B) Exp(B)

Age .05 .02 1.05* .05 .02 1.06** .11 .03 1.11*** .11 .03 1.12***
Gender .43 .11 1.54*** .43 .11 1.54*** .31 .16 1.37* .30 .16 1.35
Children 1.78 .20 5.95*** 1.74 .20 5.70*** 1.43 .21 4.19*** 1.40 .21 4.04***
Region .12 .11 1.12 .11 .11 1.11 .12 .16 1.12 .14 .16 1.15
Mother’s educationa �.22 .10 .80* �.22 .10 .80* – – – – – –
Father’s educationa �.01 .09 .99 �.02 .09 .98 – – – – – –
Early adversitiesa �.13 .07 .88 �.14 .07 .87* – – – – – –
Parental involvementa .03 .11 1.03 .03 .11 1.03 – – – – – –
Early subjective PTa �.03 .16 .97 �.05 .16 .95 – – – – – –
Late subjective PTa �.01 .15 1.00 .05 .15 1.05 – – – – – –
Early physical PTa .06 .15 1.06 .05 .15 1.05 – – – – – –
Late physical PTa �.47 .12 .62*** �.45 .12 .64*** – – – – – –
Early sexual timing – – – .09 .13 1.09 – – – .09 .18 1.10
Late sexual timing – – – �.43 .14 .65** – – – �.47 .24 .62*
Nagelkerke’s R2 .17 .18 .17 .17

Notes. PT = pubertal timing. aMeasure available only in Study 1.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Figure 1. Timing of sexual experiences and psychosocial adjustment in young adulthood: Effect sizes in comparison to
average sexual timing. Results are based on Step 2 of regression analyses (i.e., controlled for sociodemographic
characteristics and (in Study 1) early adversities, parental involvement, and pubertal timing). *p < .05.**p < .01. ***p <
.001.
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late sexual timing continued to predict higher depressive
symptoms in Study 2 (b = .08, p < .05). No interaction
effects between gender and sexual timing were found.

Covariates and Psychosocial Adjustment
in Young Adulthood

Various associations between covariates and aspects of psy-
chosocial adjustment were observed. We do not provide a
detailed overview here. Instead, the reader is referred to

the Tables for an overview. Overall, results were in accor-
dance with prior research (e.g., Nolen-Hoeksema, 2001;
Silbereisen, 2005; Strenze, 2007).

Discussion

We showed that both early and late timing of first sexual
experiences were linked to lower psychosocial adjustment
in young adulthood drawing from two large representative

Table 3. Presence of true friend in young adulthood predicted by covariates and timing of first sexual experiences

Study 1 (1996)

Step 1 Step 2

B SE(B) Exp(B) B SE(B) Exp(B)

Age �.08 .02 .92*** �.08 .02 .93**
Gender �.06 .12 .95 �.08 .12 .93
Children �.24 .15 .79 �.28 .15 .76
Region �.20 .12 .82 �.22 .12 .80
Mother’s educationa �.03 .11 .97 �.03 .11 .97
Father’s educationa .11 .10 1.12 .11 .11 1.12
Early adversitiesa .11 .08 1.12 .12 .08 1.13
Parental involvementa .31 .12 1.36** .31 .12 1.36*
Early subjective PTa �.01 .17 .99 �.01 .17 .99
Late subjective PTa �.20 .16 .82 �.17 .16 .85
Early physical PTa �.28 .16 .76 �.30 .16 .74
Late physical PTa �.28 .13 .76* �.27 .13 .77*
Early sexual timing – – – �.18 .15 .83
Late sexual timing – – – �.51 .16 .60**
R2 .05 .06

Notes. PT = pubertal timing. aMeasure available only in Study 1.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Table 4. Positive affect in young adulthood predicted by covariates and timing of first sexual experiences

Study 1 (1996) Study 2 (2005)

Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2

B SE(B) b B SE(B) b B SE(B) b B SE(B) b

Age �.01 .01 �.05* �.01 .01 �.05 .00 .02 �.00 .00 .02 .01
Gender �.01 .04 �.00 �.00 .04 �.00 .13 .09 .06 .12 .09 .05
Children �.06 .05 �.04 �.08 .05 �.04 .13 .10 .05 .10 .10 .04
Region �.12 .04 �.08** �.12 .04 �.09** �.02 .09 �.01 .00 .09 .00
Mother’s educationa �.02 .03 �.02 �.02 .03 �.02 – – – – – –
Father’s educationa .03 .03 .03 .02 .03 .03 – – – – – –
Early adversitiesa �.00 .02 �.00 �.01 .02 �.01 – – – – – –
Parental involvementa .14 .03 .10*** .14 .03 .10*** – – – – – –
Early subjective PTa .00 .05 .00 �.01 .05 �.00 – – – – – –
Late subjective PTa �.01 .05 �.00 .01 .05 .00 – – – – – –
Early physical PTa .02 .05 .01 .01 .05 .01 – – – – – –
Late physical PTa �.02 .04 �.02 �.02 .04 �.01 – – – – – –
Early sexual timing – – – .05 .04 .03 – – – .05 .10 .02
Late sexual timing – – – �.10 .05 �.05* – – – �.40 .13 �.11**
R2 .02 .03 .01 .02

Notes. PT = pubertal timing. aMeasure available only in Study 1.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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cross-sectional German studies launched about one decade
apart. The majority of young adults had their first sexual
experiences between age 16 and 18. What were the implica-
tions of being ‘‘off time’’?

Early and Late Sexual Timing: Associations
With Lower Psychosocial Adjustment

First, early timing of sexual experiences was linked to
lower educational attainment in young adulthood. This find-
ing, which is in accordance with longitudinal findings
(Magnusson & Trost, 2006; Spriggs & Halpern, 2008b),
supports the idea that having sexual experiences early, when
many adolescents lack biological, cognitive, and psychoso-
cial maturity (Steinberg, 2008), may interfere with other
developmental tasks including education. As educational
attainment is linked to many other life outcomes including
health (Furnée et al., 2008), this suggests a potential for
long-term vulnerability. Late sexual timing, in contrast,
was not linked to lower educational attainment.

Second, late timing of sexual experiences was linked to
poorer social relations in young adulthood indicated by a
lower likelihood to have a romantic partner and a true friend.
Thus, late sexual timing was associated with possibly lower
satisfaction of the ‘‘need to belong’’ (Baumeister & Leary,
1995) converging with previous findings, which show that
late sexual timing is associated with poor peer relations
(Bingham & Crockett, 1996). Given the cross-sectional
design of the studies, it is possible that poorer social rela-
tions existed before (and were even responsible) for late sex-
ual timing or that late sexual timing led to difficulties with
finding a romantic partner or true friend later on – or that
both explanations hold as a cumulative risk model would

suggest (Belsky et al., 1991). In any case, this finding dem-
onstrated maladjustment associated with late sexual timing
in a domain where the early timing group did not have
difficulties.

Third, both early and late timing of sexual experiences
were linked to lower subjective well-being. Thus, being
off time, whether early or late, was linked to lower adjust-
ment on the subjective level. Early sexual timing was linked
to higher depressive symptoms converging with previous
research (e.g., Longmore et al., 2004; Martin et al., 2005)
whereas late sexual timing was associated with lower posi-
tive affect (and higher depressive symptoms in Study 2).
Few researchers would debate that depressive symptoms
are undesirable. Yet, attenuations in positive affect should
not be underestimated (see Fredrickson, 2001; Lyubomirsky
et al., 2005).

Results were controlled for a wide range of covariates
including sociodemographic characteristics as well as early
antecedents. Although the cross-sectional study design war-
rants caution, the correlations between early antecedents and
sexual timing converge with Belsky et al.’s (1991) theory
linking childhood experiences and sexual behavior (Belsky
et al., 2010). Specifically, early sexual timing was associated
with early adversities, low parental involvement in child-
hood, and early pubertal timing. Yet, the timing of sexual
experiences had an effect over and above the covariates
including early antecedents, in accordance with the cumula-
tive risk model by Belsky et al. (1991).

Finally, the findings were replicated across two studies
launched about one decade apart, which supports their
robustness across cohorts. As noted in the latest review,
few studies on adolescent sexual behavior have been repli-
cated (Zimmer-Gembeck & Helfand, 2008). We found that
the mean age of first sexual experiences dropped over half
a year from 1996 to 2005 converging with historical trends

Table 5. Depressive symptoms in young adulthood predicted by covariates and timing of first sexual experiences

Study 1 (1996) Study 2 (2005)

Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2

B SE(B) b B SE(B) b B SE(B) b B SE(B) b

Age .00 .00 .01 .00 .00 .01 .01 .02 .02 .01 .02 .02
Gender .04 .02 .04 .05 .02 .05* .05 .08 .02 .06 .08 .03
Children �.02 .03 �.02 �.03 .03 �.02 �.04 .10 �.02 �.04 .10 �.02
Region .03 .02 .03 .04 .02 .04 .18 .08 .08* .18 .08 .08*
Mother’s educationa �.01 .02 �.02 �.01 .02 �.02 – – – – – –
Father’s educationa .02 .03 .04 .02 .02 .03 – – – – – –
Early adversitiesa .01 .01 .02 .01 .01 .01 – – – – – –
Parental involvementa �.04 .02 �.05 �.03 .02 �.04 – – – – – –
Early subjective PTa .08 .03 .06* .06 .03 .05* – – – – – –
Late subjective PTa .10 .03 .08** .11 .03 .09*** – – – – – –
Early physical PTa �.03 .03 �.02 �.03 .03 �.02 – – – – – –
Late physical PTa �.00 .03 �.00 .00 .03 .00 – – – – – –
Early sexual timing – – – .14 .03 .13*** – – – .21 .09 .09*
Late sexual timing – – – .04 .03 .03 – – – .29 .12 .09*
R2 .01 .03 .01 .02

Notes. PT = pubertal timing. aMeasure available only in Study 1.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

C. M. Haase et al.: Early, Average, and Late Timing of Sexual Experiences 207

� 2011 Hogrefe Publishing European Psychologist 2012; Vol. 17(3):199–212

Th
is

 d
oc

um
en

t i
s c

op
yr

ig
ht

ed
 b

y 
th

e 
A

m
er

ic
an

 P
sy

ch
ol

og
ic

al
 A

ss
oc

ia
tio

n 
or

 o
ne

 o
f i

ts
 a

lli
ed

 p
ub

lis
he

rs
.  

Th
is

 a
rti

cl
e 

is
 in

te
nd

ed
 so

le
ly

 fo
r t

he
 p

er
so

na
l u

se
 o

f t
he

 in
di

vi
du

al
 u

se
r a

nd
 is

 n
ot

 to
 b

e 
di

ss
em

in
at

ed
 b

ro
ad

ly
.



toward increasing leniency in sexual attitudes and behavior
among younger cohorts (Wells & Twenge, 2005). Conse-
quently, the early sexual timing group was a bit larger in
2005 – but not large enough to justify a modified cut-off
age. Yet, findings were largely replicated across the two
studies. Thus, the timing of sexual experiences continues
to matter for psychosocial adjustment in younger cohorts.

In sum, the present studies showed that both early as
well as late sexual timing were associated with lower psy-
chosocial adjustment in selected domains in young adult-
hood. These findings converge with predictions by the
motivational theory of lifespan development, which pro-
poses that engaging in developmental tasks (too) early or
(too) late may be linked to lower psychosocial adjustment
(Heckhausen et al., 2010). Windows of opportunity for
engaging in developmental tasks wax and wane across the
lifespan; and the factors that shape them range from biolog-
ical, cognitive, and psychosocial to socionormative influ-
ences. Not only the motivational theory of lifespan
development emphasizes the importance of timing. Similar
ideas, although not referring to the timing of sexual experi-
ences, have been put forth by sociological approaches (e.g.,
Settersten, 2009) as well as the founder generation of life-
span developmental theorists (e.g., Havighurst, 1976). Previ-
ous research has predominantly focused on the link between
early sexual timing and lower psychosocial adjustment
(Zimmer-Gembeck & Helfand, 2008). However, associa-
tions between sexual timing and adjustment are not neces-
sarily linear. Converging with a growing body of
empirical evidence (e.g., Sandfort et al., 2008), the present
findings show that late sexual timing can be associated with
lower adjustment, too, characterized perhaps not so much by
a presence of negative but a lack of positive aspects (cf.
Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000).

Limitations and Implications
for Future Research

The present studies have limitations. First, following the
example of other studies (Martin et al., 2005; Sandfort
et al., 2008), we analyzed data from two large representative
studies, which allowed for detecting the small timing effects
(cf. Spriggs & Halpern, 2008b). However, the cross-sec-
tional study designs do not allow for directional or causal
conclusions. It is possible that differences in psychosocial
adjustment existed before (and were even responsible) for
the timing of sexual experiences. However, this limitation
does not challenge our main conclusion that associations
between sexual timing and psychosocial adjustment are
not necessarily linear.

Second, we examined the timing of ‘‘first sexual experi-
ences’’ (cf.Meschke&Silbereisen, 1997),whichwe conceive
as an indicator of the end of sexual abstinence following the
definition of various abstinence programs (Santelli et al.,
2006). The use of this measure was dictated by necessity
and its lack of specificity remains a limitation as sexual expe-
riencesmay encompass a variety of sexual experiences with a
partner (cf. Prinstein, Meade, & Cohen, 2003).

Yet, some hints indicate that participants might have
interpreted sexual experiences as referring to rather
advanced sexual behaviors with a partner, possibly even
sexual intercourse. First, the mean ages of first sexual expe-
riences found in the present studies were similar to or even
higher than mean ages reported for first sexual intercourse in
the US and in Germany (cf. Meschke & Silbereisen, 1997;
Wells & Twenge, 2005; Zimmer-Gembeck & Helfand,
2008). A second hint comes from US studies showing that
young adults agreed that sexual intercourse counted as
‘‘having sex’’ whereas about 60% did not even classify oral
sex as ‘‘having sex’’ (Gute et al., 2008; Sanders & Reinisch,
1999). Assuming that German young adults hold similar
conceptions, this suggests that participants were thinking
of rather advanced sexual behaviors (i.e., intercourse) when
reporting on their first sexual experiences. However, a more
specific measure of sexual experiences would have certainly
been desirable.

Third, we used a retrospective measure of sexual tim-
ing. While many studies use retrospective measures of sex-
ual timing (Zimmer-Gembeck & Helfand, 2008), the time
interval in the present studies was larger than in most pre-
vious studies (but see Sandfort et al., 2008). Retrospective
reports can be reliable when referring to specific events
(Rutter, Maughan, Pickles, & Simonoff, 1998), particularly
during adolescence (Conway, Wang, Hanyu, & Haque,
2005). However, studies have repeatedly found inconsis-
tencies regarding retrospective reports of the status and
timing of sexual experiences (e.g., Alexander, Somerfield,
Ensminger, Johnson, & Kim, 1993; Palen et al., 2008;
Upchurch, Lillard, Aneshensel, & Li, 2002). In view of
these inconsistencies, Alexander et al. (1993) recom-
mended that ‘‘designating an adolescent as early, norma-
tive, or late in the onset of sexual intercourse would
seem to provide greater accuracy than using a specific
year’’ (p. 467). We followed this approach in the present
paper. Importantly, Upchurch et al. (2002) concluded that
‘‘although teens may have difficulty providing consistent
information regarding their sexual experience, it appears that
these reporting problems are largely random and that they
have little impact on the substantive conclusions’’ (p. 205).
Note also that we used a retrospective assessment of pubertal
timing. Yet, research indicates that retrospective self-reports
may reflect reliable and valid individual differences in puber-
tal timing (Gilger, Geary, & Eisele, 1991). Moreover, we
focused on age at growth spurt, which appears to be an espe-
cially relevant indicator of physical pubertal timing (Petersen
et al., 1988). However, as there are various additional indica-
tors of physical maturation (e.g., Petersen et al., 1988), we
need to note the exclusive reliance on this particular indicator
as another limitation.Note thatwhenwe repeated the analyses
without this measure, all results remained stable (see below).
On a side note, in the present studies, age was assessed in full
years, and a more precise measurement would have been
desirable.

Fourth, further measurement limitations need to be
noted. The measures were assessed by self-report and they
were not fully comparable across studies. Study 2 included
only a subset of covariates available in Study 1; and not
all dependent measures were the same across studies (i.e.,
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having a true friend, positive affect, depressive symptoms).
Ideally, we would have wished for completely comparable
measures. However, the data sets that were available to us
included only partly comparable measures. Faced with the
decision to either drop one of the studies entirely or to
accept some measurement incomparability, we decided for
the latter option as we believe that replication is important
for empirical research. We acknowledge that it is possible
that the measurement incomparabilities led to some errone-
ous conclusions and took several remedies to address this
concern. First, we repeated the analyses for Study 1 includ-
ing only covariates also available in Study 2 and found that
the results remained entirely stable.1 Second, the measure of
having a true friend was only available in Study 1 and the
results for this measure hence could not be replicated in
Study 2. However, findings regarding partnership status,
the other measure of social relations, were replicated. More-
over, although the particular measures for positive affect and
depressive symptoms were not the same across studies, they
were all designed to assess the same constructs. Thus, the
fact that the results could be replicated across different mea-
sures of the same construct might not only be seen as a
weakness but also as a strength of the present studies. In
addition, we would like to point out that a number of mea-
sures were not available such as the context and quality of
first sexual experiences, and other variables associated with
late sexual timing including high parental control. It is also
important to note that our self-report measure of having a
‘‘true friend’’ did not reveal anything about the reciprocity
of the friendship (e.g., Brendgen, Little, & Krappmann,
2000), which would have been better assessed with peer
nominations. Some of these measurement shortcomings
might have contributed to the rather small effect sizes.

Finally, the results are basedon two studies fromGermany
and call for investigations in other countries. Sandfort et al.
(2008) showed that early and late timing of sexual experiences
were associated with lower adjustment (i.e., poorer sexual
health) in theUS. This finding suggests that late sexual timing
may also be associated with lower adjustment in other coun-
tries and underscores the need for further research.

Taken together, these limitations emphasize the need for
further research, ideally prospective, using improved mea-
sures including a more specific measure of sexual experi-
ences, assessing moderator variables, studying other
aspects of psychosocial adjustment, and examining other
countries. In view of the few empirical studies, more
research is particularly needed to understand maladaptive
correlates of late sexual timing. Longitudinal studies will
be crucial to examine both consequences of late sexual tim-
ing for future adjustment as well as its developmental ante-
cedents. Overcontrolling parents or an overcontrolled
personality (cf. Shedler & Block, 1990) come to mind as
possible candidates for the latter.

Conclusion

Previous research and public policy has often equated later
timing of sexual experiences with higher psychosocial
adjustment. The resulting ‘‘problem focus’’ on adolescent
sexuality has received substantial criticism (e.g., Diamond
& Savin-Williams, 2009; Sandfort et al., 2008; Santelli
et al., 2006). We showed that late sexual timing carried
its own adjustment risks regarding social relations and
well-being. These findings contribute to a growing body
of research on maladaptive correlates of late sexual timing
(e.g., Sandfort et al., 2008); and we should add that not only
delaying or abstaining from sexual activity but also other
forms of ‘‘problem behavior’’ in adolescence may be linked
to lower adjustment (Shedler & Block, 1990).

The effect sizes we and others (Spriggs & Halpern,
2008b) have found are not large. Thus, being ‘‘off time’’
is by no means disastrous. Yet, even very small effect sizes
can have tremendous practical implications (Rosenthal,
1990). This appears to be certainly true if one considers
the public policy efforts to promote sexual abstinence
among adolescents in the US and other countries, which
appear to not even have the intended effects as studies have
repeatedly shown (Kirby, 2008; Santelli et al., 2006).

In sum, we showed that not only early but also late tim-
ing of sexual experiences was associated with lower psycho-
social adjustment in young adulthood. Before formulating
implications for applications, more research is needed. In
view of the widespread problem focus on adolescent sexual-
ity in scientific research and the public policy efforts to pro-
mote sexual abstinence among adolescents, we hope to
encourage a more balanced view of adolescent sexuality.

Acknowledgments

Analyses presented in this article are based on data from two
studies (PI: Rainer K. Silbereisen) funded by the German
Research Foundation (Study 1: Si 296/14-4; Study 2: Col-
laborative Research Center SFB 580-04-C6). Data files from
Study 1 were translated into English and archived by the
Department of Developmental Psychology at the University
of Jena and the ZA (Zentralarchiv für Empirische Sozialfors-
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