
able for Canada, Great
Britain and the United
States. The findings are
similar to those for edu-
cational attainment: In
all three countries,
young women aged
20–24 who were contin-
uing their education
were less likely to have
begun sexual activity be-
fore age 20 than those
who were working only
or who were neither
working nor in school.

Variations in young
women’s initiation of
sexual activity according
to race and ethnicity and
immigrant status also
are substantial. In Cana-
da, nonwhite women

aged 20–24 are much less likely than white
women to have become sexually active be-
fore age 20 (38% vs. 80%); the differential
between foreign-born women and native
Canadians is about the same (42% vs.
79%). In Great Britain, the differences are
in the same direction: Nonwhite and for-
eign-born women are less likely to have
become sexually active by age 20 (62% and
67%, respectively) than are white and na-
tive-born women (86% and 85%, respec-
tively). Differences in the United States are
smaller: The proportion of young women
who had sexual intercourse before age 20
ranges from 74% among Hispanics to 81%
among whites and 89% among blacks;
similarly, 70% of foreign-born and 82% of
native-born women were sexually active
as adolescents.

Contraceptive Use
In both Great Britain and the United
States, economic disadvantage is linked
to a low level of contraceptive use at first
intercourse. Seventy percent of the most
disadvantaged sexually experienced
16–19-year-olds in Great Britain and
15–19-year-olds in the United States used
a method on this occasion, compared with
81–86% of better-off groups in Great
Britain and 78% in the United States.

Data on French 15–18-year-olds’ con-
traceptive use at first intercourse indicate
no difference according to educational
level; at all three levels of education,
88–90% used a method. However, in the
United States, 72% of 15–19-year-olds who
have less than a high school education
used contraceptives at first intercourse,
compared with 80–83% of adolescents who
have at least completed high school. In

Sexual Activity
Four countries have data on timing of first
intercourse according to economic status.
In Canada, Great Britain and, especially,
the United States, differences in the initi-
ation of sexual activity according to eco-
nomic status are relatively small, and
women in the lowest economic group are
somewhat more likely than those of high-
er economic status to have initiated in-
tercourse before age 20 (Figure 3, page
255). By contrast, in France, a larger pro-
portion of women in the highest income
group than in the lowest-income group
became sexually active before age 20. The
small sample size of the highest income
group in France may explain this unex-
pected finding, especially considering that
the opposite pattern is found according 
to educational attainment (discussed
below).*

Differences in initiation of sexual ac-
tivity across levels of educational attain-
ment are large and are consistent in the
two countries with relevant data (Table 2).
In the United States, 95% of 20–24-year-
old women with less than a high school
education became sexually active before
age 20, compared with 72% of those with
some postsecondary education. In France,
the proportion was 91% among those with
the least education and 79–80% among
those who had completed high school or
who had some postsecondary education. 

Data on young women’s sexual activi-
ty before age 20 according to their current
school and employment status are avail-

Great Britain, differences by level of edu-
cational attainment are even larger: Forty-
nine percent of 20–24-year-olds with low
levels of educational attainment used a
method at first intercourse, compared with
80% of those with high levels of attainment.

Differences in current or recent contra-
ceptive use within each country accord-
ing to socioeconomic status are smaller
than for use at first intercourse. Howev-
er, British adolescents at all income levels
are much less likely to not use contracep-
tives than are their American counter-
parts. In Great Britain, 5% of currently sex-
ually active 16–19-year-old women of the
lowest socioeconomic status, 4% of mid-
dle status and virtually none of the high-
est status did not use a method at last in-
tercourse (Figure 4). In the United States,
20% of the poorest sexually active 15–19-
year-old women and 17–23% of those in
the two higher-income groups used no
method at last intercourse.

In Canada, data are available only on
condom use at last intercourse. They in-
dicate that lower-income adolescent
women are somewhat more likely than
their better-off peers to use condoms.
Among lowest-income, single, sexually
experienced 15–19-year-old women, 81%
used a condom at last intercourse, com-
pared with 76% of those in the highest-
income households.28

Great Britain and the United States are
the only countries with national data on
contraceptive use at last intercourse ac-
cording to adolescents’ school and em-
ployment status. In Great Britain, only 2%
of all sexually active adolescent women
who are in school full-time and 1% of
those who are working did not use a con-
traceptive method at last intercourse,
while 12% of those engaged in neither of
these activities did not use a method (Fig-
ure 4). In the United States, those who are
neither working nor in school also are the
most likely to have used no method at last
intercourse.

Comparable data are not available for
Canadian adolescents. However, among
single, sexually experienced 15–19-year-
old women participating in a national sur-
vey, those who were in school only or
were in school and working were more
likely to report having used a condom at
last intercourse (70–80%) than those who
were not in school (a group that included
adolescents who were working only as
well as neither in school nor working—
61%).29

Finally, white and nonwhite adolescents
in Great Britain are equally likely to report
using no method at last intercourse (4%—
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Table 2. Percentage of 20–24-year-olds who began sexual activi-
ty before age 20, by various measures of disadvantage

Measure France Canada Great Britain United States

Educational attainment
Low 91.4 u u 95.3
Medium 78.8 u u 89.0
High 80.3 u u 71.8

School/employment*
In school only u 55.2 76.3 70.3
In school and employed u 66.3 u 70.8
Employed only u 80.2 83.3 82.6
Neither u 89.6 90.3 92.2

Race/ethnicity†
White u 80.1 86.2 81.1
Hispanic u na na 74.2
Nonwhite u 38.4 62.3 89.2

Immigrant status
Foreign-born u 42.2 67.0 70.1
Native-born u 79.0 85.4 81.7

*Educational and school/employment categories are defined in Table 1, page 253. †For the
United States, “nonwhite” signifies black non-Hispanic. Notes: u=unavailable. na=not applica-
ble.

*The number of unweighted cases at the highest income

category was 66 women. The sample size for the two low-

est education groups combined was 99 women.




