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Abstract

O
bjective: The objective of this study was to explore adolescent practices related to the construction of sexual identity. The term sexual identity was meant to cover all behaviors and ideologies locally salient for young people’s views of themselves as sexual beings. 

Methods: A sub-sample of 93 children from a 1982 epidemiological birth cohort was selected randomly from eight census districts. Unstructured methods (participant observation, unstructured yet guided interviewing, and semi-structured observation) were used repeatedly with each adolescent from December 1997 to August 1998. During the research period, children’s ages ranged from 14 to 16 years of age.

Results: Few adolescents had already lost their virginity at the beginning of this research. General narratives of sexuality among these children focused heavily on the social aspects of finding and establishing partnerships, be they short term (one event) or longer term over the course of a few weeks, and even months. The establishing of intimacy for children of this age (which for the large majority of adolescents and of sexual encounters consisted of kissing and petting) substantially modifies a series of other non-intimate relationships (e.g. with friends and parents). In addition, the making and breaking of intimacy touched on delicate emotions such as trust and betrayal, giving each “sexual” encounter, no matter how brief, a highly charged social and personal element. The “practicing” of sexual intimacy, therefore, was also about the “practicing” of gender roles, independence from parents, financial autonomy, access to other “adult” practices (e.g. smoking and drinking), and psychological maturation in general. As such, differential patterns of how children mature are reflected in specific aspects of sexual behaviors. 

Conclusions: For adolescents, possibly more than for adults, sexual intimacy is more public in nature and motivated more heavily by the social negotiation for independence. As such, public health campaigns would do well to address not only sexual education per se, but adolescents’ underlying concerns and struggles with gender roles, social validation and cultural difference
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