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(Table 3). The median age at first inter-
course* for women aged 20–24 ranges
from 17.1 to 17.5 in Canada, Great Britain,
Sweden and the United States, but is
slightly higher (18.0) in France. Compar-
ative data for a larger number of devel-
oped countries also suggest that the tim-
ing of sexual initiation has become
increasingly similar across developed
countries and is similar among young
men and young women as well.12

Although the available measures of sex-
ual experience among 15–19-year-olds are
not completely comparable for the five
focus countries, data for this age-group
suggest that sexual activity among ado-
lescents also varies relatively little across
the five countries. Moreover, the data are
fairly consistent with findings on the pro-
portions of 20–24-year-olds who ever had
sex by age 20. Among all 15–19-year-old
females, the proportion who ever had in-
tercourse ranged from 49% in France to
51% in Canada and the United States but
was substantially higher in Great Britain
(61%, Table 3). The latter finding is partly
due to the slightly older age-group for
whom data are available (those aged
16–19).† The proportion of females aged
15–17 who ever had sexual intercourse is
similar in three countries for which this in-
formation is available (37–38%) and is
somewhat higher in Great Britain (41%),
where the data are for 16–17-year-olds.

There is greater variation across the five
focus countries among teenagers aged
18–19: Sixty-seven percent of French and
71% of U.S. and Canadian 18–19-year-olds
have ever been sexually active, compared
with 79–80% in Great Britain and Sweden.
Overall, while cross-country differences

total pregnancy levels of the other four
study countries.

Teenagers who experience pregnancy
differ across countries in their likelihood
of resolving the pregnancy by abortion
(measured by the abortion ratio, which is
the proportion of pregnancies that end in
abortions, excluding miscarriages). In the
mid-1990s, the abortion ratio for 15–19-
year-olds ranged from 35 abortions per
100 pregnancies in the United States (that
is, 35% of pregnancies to 15–19-year-olds
were resolved by abortion) to 69 per 100
in Sweden (Table 2). The proportion of
teenage pregnancies ending in abortion
in Great Britain is similar to the United
States (39%), while levels in Canada (46%)
and France (51%) are somewhat higher,
but still much lower than the level in Swe-
den. In France, Great Britain and Sweden,
the abortion ratio is substantially higher
among teenagers aged 15–17 than among
those aged 18–19. This indicates that
younger adolescents who become preg-
nant are less likely than those who are
older to want to have a child at that time
and to feel ready to become parents. The
difference in abortion ratio between older
and younger teenagers is small in Cana-
da and minimal in the United States.

Childbearing among unmarried ado-
lescents has attracted policy attention be-
cause of potential consequences to the
young women and their children, as well
as to society. The measure, however, is de-
fined differently across countries, with
some classifying cohabiting teenagers as
unmarried and others grouping married
and cohabiting couples together, consid-
ering only those who are single as un-
married. In the latter case, cohabiting cou-
ples are often socially and legally
considered the equivalent to married cou-
ples and their relationships are often long-
term ones. In France and Sweden, half of
adolescent births are to teenagers who are
either married (17–18%) or cohabiting
(33–35%). By comparison, 13% of adoles-
cent births in Great Britain and 25% in the
United States are to married teenagers (in
both countries, births to women who are
cohabiting are grouped together with
those to unmarried women).

Sexual Activity
In all five countries, the large majority of
young women have first intercourse while
they are teenagers. The proportion of
women aged 20–24 who had first inter-
course before age 20 varies from 75% in
Canada to 86% in Sweden, with the Unit-
ed States (81%), France (83%) and Great
Britain (85%) having intermediate levels

in the proportion of teenagers who have
had sex by age 18 and by age 20 are very
small, a substantially higher proportion
in the United States begin having sex be-
fore age 15 (14%) than do in Canada,
France and Great Britain (4–9%); the U.S.
proportion is only somewhat higher than
that in Sweden (12%).

Data on the proportion of all 18–19-year-
olds who are currently sexually active (i.e.,
who had sex in the last three months) are
available for four countries. The United
States has the lowest proportion (59%),
with France and Great Britain (62–64%)
having somewhat higher levels, and Swe-
den (79%) having the highest level (Table
3). When expressed as a proportion of
those who have ever been sexually active,
these data also provide an indicator of con-
tinuity of adolescent sexual relationships
once intercourse is initiated. Continuity is
higher in France and Sweden (where about
95% of 18–19-year-olds who have initiat-
ed intercourse are currently sexually ac-
tive) than in Great Britain (79%) or the
United States (84%, not shown).

The proportion of sexually active peo-
ple who have had two or more sexual
partners in the past year is often used as
an indicator of potential risk for STDs.

Table 3. Percentage of adolescent females who ever had sexual intercourse, by age; percentage
who had intercourse in the past three months; percentage of 20–24-year-olds who had sex be-
fore age 20, by age; and median age at first intercourse among 20–24 year-olds—all accord-
ing to country

Country % ever had sex % who had intercourse % who had sex   Median age at 
in past 3 months* before given age� Þrst sex�

15�19 15�17 18�19 15 18 20

Sweden� na na 80.3 78.7 12.2 65.2 85.6 17.1
(1996)
France 49.3§ 37.9 67.1 63.9 7.4 50.1 82.5 18.0
(1992,1994)
Canada 50.9** 37.4 70.9 u 9.1 53.4 75.2 17.3
(1996)
Great Britain 61.1�� 40.9�� 78.5 62.2 4.1 63.8 84.8 17.5
(1990�1991)
United States 51.3 38.3 70.7 58.7 14.1 63.1 80.6 17.2
(1995)

*Among 18�19-year-olds. �Among 20�24-year-olds. �Data are available only for 18�19-year-olds; there are no recent data on sexual
activity among 15�17-year-olds. (Source: 1996 National Swedish Population Survey.) §The estimate for 15�19-year-olds is synthetic,
obtained by combining results on 15�17-year-olds from the 1994 Survey of Sexual Behavior of Young People and results on 18�19-
year-olds from the 1992 Survey of Sexual Behavior, and applying these proportions to the 1995 populations for both age-groups. **The
1990 Health Promotion Survey, which had a much smaller sample, shows higher levels of teenage sexual activity (57.4% of 15�19-
year-olds were ever sexually active). ��16�19-year-olds. ��16�17-year-olds. Note: u=unavailable.

*The median age at first intercourse is the age by which
50% of all women aged 20–24 had had intercourse. For
the United States, the current value (17.2) differs from a
previously published estimate—a median of 17.4—which
was calculated from data for 15–19-year-olds (source: The
Alan Guttmacher Institute, Fulfilling the Promise: Public
Policy and U.S. Family Planning Clinics, New York: AGI,
2000, Chart 2, p. 10.)

†The comparable proportion among 16–19-year-olds in
the United States is 58%, still somewhat lower than the
proportion in Great Britain.


