
Teenagers Who Refrain from Having Sex May
Experience Social, Emotional Consequences

Reports from a sample of California high

school students suggest that over time, teen-

agers increasingly feel negative social or

emotional consequences of refraining from

sexual activity, and their experiences of

positive consequences diminish.1 In a two-

year longitudinal study, changes in reported

consequences of refraining from sexual

activity followed similar patterns regardless

of participants’ sexual experience. Reports

of any consequence were more likely among

females and sexually experienced students

than among males and those who had never

had intercourse.

The study was conducted in two public

schools beginning in fall 2002, when parti-

cipants were in ninth grade. Students were

asked to complete self-administered surveys

every six months for two years; the analy-

ses were based on the 612 teenagers who

answered the baseline survey’s questions

about their sexual experience and any emo-

tional or social consequences they had expe-

rienced because they had refrained from

having vaginal or oral sex. Researchers con-

ducted separate analyses for students who

were sexually inexperienced throughout the

study period, those who had already had sex

at baseline and those who initiated sexual

activity between the first and last survey

waves. They used Cochran’s Q test to assess

differences over time in adolescents’ reports

of consequences of not having sex, and

logistic regression to determine whether re-

ports of consequences were associated with

gender and sexual experience.

At baseline, participants’ average age was

14, and 58%were female; the students came

from diverse racial, ethnic and socioeco-

nomic backgrounds. Fifty-six percent of

participants reported no sexual experience

on any of the surveys; the rest were evenly

divided between those who were sexually

experienced at baseline and those who re-

ported a first sexual experience in a subse-

quent survey wave.

In all three subgroups, the proportions of

participants reporting any positive conse-

quence of refraining from sexual activity

(i.e., they had had a good reputation, their

friends had been proud of them or they had

felt responsible) declined significantly over

the course of the study. For those who were

sexually inexperienced throughout, the pro-

portion fell from 54% to 42%; for those who

were sexually experienced at baseline, from

67% to 52%; and for those who initiated

intercourse during the study period, from

62% to 33%.

Reports of negative consequences (i.e.,

a partner had become angry or participants

had had a bad reputation, felt regret, felt left

out of their group, or felt let down by

apartner) became increasingly frequent over

time. The proportion reporting any negative

consequence rose from 8% to 23% among

sexually inexperienced students, from 38%

to 70% among those who reported sexual

experience on their initial survey and from

24% to 60% among those who first had sex

during ninth or 10th grade.

Similarly, as students progressed through

ninth and 10th grades, they grew less likely

to report only positive consequences of not

having sex and more likely to report only

negative ones.

Analyses controlling for sexual experience

reveal that at each survey, females were

significantly more likely than males to re-

port any positive consequence of refraining

from sexual activity (odds ratios, 4.1–5.9),

any negative consequence (1.6–2.6) and

only positive consequences (2.3–8.6). On

the first three surveys, according to analyses

that controlled for gender, participants who

had been sexually experienced at baseline

were more likely than those who were

sexually inexperienced throughout the

study to report any positive consequence

of not having sex (2.3–3.1); on all four

surveys, they were more likely to report

any negative consequence (4.0–9.0). At the

end of grade 10, sexually inexperienced

students were more likely than those who

had been sexually experienced early in ninth

grade to report only positive consequences

(4.0). The pattern of results was similar

when sexually inexperienced students were

comparedwith teenagerswho initiated inter-

course during the study; the two sexually

experienced groups differed little from

each other.

The researchers note that their results

may not be widely generalizable and that

the limited number of potential consequen-

ces they studied ‘‘may not describe adoles-

cents’ full experiences.’’ Furthermore, they

acknowledge that they cannot determine

whether teenagers who reported refraining

from sexual activity were practicing absti-

nence, selectively rejected sexual encounters

or simply lacked opportunity. Nonetheless,

theyconclude, their findings underscore that

‘‘refraining from sexual behavior has emo-

tional and social consequences.’’ Therefore,

they write, comprehensive sex education

should include instruction that ‘‘may pro-

mote decisions to refrain from sexual activity

that feel rewarding, and decisions to engage

in sexual activity that are based on maturity

and perceived readiness.’’–D. Hollander

REFERENCE
1. Brady SS and Halpern-Felsher BL, Social and
emotional consequences of refraining from sexual
activity among sexually experienced and inexperi-
enced youths in California, American Journal of Public
Health, 2008, 98(1):162–168.

D I G E S T S

118 Perspectives on Sexual and Reproductive Health


