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RESULTS

Sample Characteristics
We received 963 usable questionnaires, for a 94% com-
pletion rate. Sixty percent of usable questionnaires were
returned by young women, and 40% by young men* (Table
1). More than one-half of respondents were aged 16 (54%).
The vast majority were white (92%), and the sample was
evenly distributed in terms of socioeconomic status (i.e.,
roughly one-third lived in census wards corresponding to
each of the three levels of social deprivation).

Forty-four percent of the sample reported having had pen-
etrative vaginal intercourse at least once, including 47% of
males and 43% of females (not shown). Roughly one-half
of young people who had ever had sex had their first expe-
rience before their 16th birthday—47% of males and 51%
of females (Table 2). Eighty-eight percent of females and 83%
of males reported using a modern method of contraception
the first time they had sex. However, 42% of men and 27%
of women reported not discussing at all the possibility of
contraceptive use before having sex.

Mean scores on the composite measure of parental warmth
and availability (based on responses to four statements) were
significantly lower among sexually experienced than inex-
perienced respondents during both their primary school years
(means of 22.6 vs. 23.8, out of a possible 28.0) and their early
teenage years (22.1 vs. 23.3). However, social interaction com-
posite scores (based on responses to two statements on friend-
ship patterns) were significantly higher among sexually ex-

perienced than inexperienced respondents in their prima-
ry school years (means of 11.3 vs. 10.9, out of a possible 14.0),
as well as in their early teenage years (8.8 vs. 8.0). There was
no significant difference by sexual experience, however, in
the score that measured parental openness to discussing sex-
ual matters.

Determinants of Contraceptive Use
•Young men. Age at first intercourse had only a marginally
significant impact on the odds of using a modern method
at first intercourse. A young man’s ability to communicate
about contraception significantly increased those odds, how-
ever (Table 3). Although the amount of communication that
took place can be subjective (i.e., one man’s “a little” can
be another’s “a lot”), the results of the logistic regression
emphasize the positive impact that communicating about
contraceptive use before sex has on actual use. For exam-
ple, once all other factors had been accounted for, young
men who discussed contraception “a little” before first hav-
ing sex had significantly elevated odds of using a method
the first time, compared with those who did not discuss
the prospect of use at all (odds ratio, 13.8). Discussing con-
traception “a lot” was only marginally significant in pre-
dicting whether males practiced contraception that first
time, although the numbers in this group were small.

We included scores tallying both intimate and other rea-
sons young people gave for having sex in the regression
analysis; the results were significant only for the intimate
reasons score. Young men who gave one intimate reason
for having sex had significantly higher odds of using a
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TABLE 2. Percentage distribution of sexually experienced
students, by selected characteristics, according to gender

Characteristic Males Females 
(N=178) (N=243)

Age at first sex
<16 46.6 51.4
≥16 53.4 48.6

Duration of relationship before first sex 
≤1 day 27.3 10.9
2 days–4 weeks 26.8 16.4
5–12 weeks 15.1 21.8
13–26 weeks 18.0 32.8
≥27 weeks 12.8 18.1

Used modern method at first sex
Yes 82.8 88.0
No 17.2 12.0

Discussed contraceptive use before first sex
Not at all 42.3 27.0
Sort of 15.4 14.1
A little 26.9 28.2
A lot 15.4 30.7

Visited service provider
Before first sex 12.0 22.5
After first sex 12.0 51.7
Not at all 76.0 25.8

Total 100.0 100.0

Note: Ns are reduced for the duration of relationship variable by six  for males
and five for females.

TABLE 1. Percentage distribution of 16–18-year-old stu-
dents in 13 schools, by selected characteristics, United
Kingdom, 1999

Characteristic %
(N=963)

Sex
Male 40.2
Female 59.8

Age
16 54.4
17 28.9
18 16.7

Race/ethnicity
White 92.1
Black 3.6
Asian 4.3

Social deprivation level
Low 35.7
Medium 31.0
High 33.3

Ever had sex
Yes 43.7
No 56.2

Total 100.0

Note: Ns are reduced for the following variables because of missing observa-
tions: gender (two), ethnicity (19) and social deprivation level (185).

*We obtained this skewed sample because although both single-sex and
mixed-schools were sampled, more girls’ than boys’ schools elected to
participate.


