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Aseries of national surveys con-
ducted by researchers at the Johns
Hopkins University charted a

steady rise during the 1970s in the pro-
portion of U.S. women aged 15–19 who
had ever had sexual intercourse before
marriage.1 In 1982, the federal government
fully incorporated young women aged
15–19 into its National Survey of Family
Growth (NSFG). The 1982 NSFG con-
firmed that levels of premarital sexual in-
tercourse had risen steadily, from 32% in
1971 to 38% in 1976, 43% in 1979 and 45%
in 1982. However, the 1982 NSFG analy-
sis suggested that by the early 1980s, the
earlier rise in the level of premarital sex-
ual experience had leveled off among
white adolescents, and that a decrease had
occurred among black teenagers.2

The 1988 NSFG, however, revealed an-
other large increase in the proportion of
all American adolescent women who had
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had premarital sexual intercourse, from
45% in 1982 to 52% in 1988.3 The newly
available national trend data also showed
that the proportion of all 15–19-year-old
women who had ever had sexual inter-
course had increased during the 1980s,
from 47% in 1982 to 53% in 1988.4

For several reasons, this general increase
in sexual experience among adolescents
has attracted societal attention.5 It has
given rise to fears of declines in morals and
values; worries about rising rates of sexu-
ally transmitted diseases (STDs); and con-
cern about other negative consequences,
such as unwanted pregnancy and the po-
tential public and private costs of child-
bearing by unmarried adolescents.

At the same time, this broad trend is
known to characterize most developed
countries.6 Thus, it is increasingly ac-
knowledged that sexually active unmar-
ried youth need comprehensive sexuality
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education and that such education should
begin at younger ages than is now the case,
so that adolescents have the knowledge
and skills they need to make and carry out
decisions concerning their sexual behav-
ior. Moreover, it is also recognized that sex-
ually active adolescents need ready access
to services for the prevention of STDs and
unwanted pregnancy.7

This has led to the formulation of poli-
cies and programs, both public and private
and in a variety of settings, to try to meet
these needs. Recent examples are the in-
creased provision of HIV and AIDS edu-
cation, an increased emphasis on teaching
abstinence within sexuality education pro-
grams, and implementation by most states
of abstinence-only education programs (as
part of states’ response to the 1996 welfare
reform law).8

Given the heightened importance of
trends and levels of adolescent sexual be-
havior for public policies and programs,
up-to-date information on trends is great-
ly needed. With the most recent NSFG
(carried out in 1995), it is now possible to
follow these trends into the mid-1990s. By
comparing the new 1995 data with infor-
mation from 1982 and 1988, we can ex-
amine changes in the sexual experiences
of American teenage women over a 13-
year time period, using data collected in
similar ways over the entire time period.

As with earlier studies, this article exam-
ines trends and differentials in sexual inter-
course across various racial and ethnic
groups and among younger and older ado-
lescents. We also look at differences by the

Context: The formulation of policies and development of programs regarding adolescent sex-
ual and reproductive health requires up-to-date information on levels of and trends in teenage
sexual activity. 

Methods: Analysis of three NSFG surveys, carried out in 1982, 1988 and 1995, allows exami-
nation of the sexual behavior of teenage women over a 13-year time period, using comparable
data for the entire time period.

Results: The proportion of adolescent women who ever had sexual intercourse increased some-
what during the 1980s, but this upward trend stabilized between the late 1980s and the mid-
1990s. Throughout the period, there has been little change in the proportion currently sexually
active: In each of the surveys, about 40% of all 15–19-year-olds had had sexual intercourse in
the last three months. The average number of months in the past year in which sexually expe-
rienced teenagers had had intercourse declined during the 1980s, with no change in the conti-
nuity of sexual intercourse taking place between 1988 and 1995, when the mean remained at
8.6 months. Differences in teenage sexual behavior across poverty and racial and ethnic sub-
groups were large in the early 1980s, but narrowed over the 13-year period. 

Conclusions: Only continued monitoring will tell whether the patterns observed during 1988–1995
signify a temporary leveling off in the trend toward increasing adolescent sexual activity, stabil-
ity in behavior or the beginnings of a decline. Nevertheless, the sustained level of initiation of
sexual activity during adolescence is by now a recognized pattern of behavior, and is an impor-
tant characteristic of the transition to adulthood in the United States.
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large, nationally representative samples
of women aged 15–44 who were living in
households, including all females aged
15–19, both those in school and those not
in school.*

The basic measures that we use in this
article are comparable across surveys. All
three surveys used similar questions to ob-
tain information on when first intercourse
took place and the respondent’s age at that
time. However, in the 1995 round of the
NSFG only, questions on intercourse more
clearly defined intercourse as heterosex-
ual by including the phrase “with a man.”
(In 1995, the question used was: “Think
back to the very first time in your life that
you ever had sexual intercourse with a
man. In what month and year was that?”)
Also, in the 1995 survey, the interviewer
was directed not to count oral sex, anal
sex, sex with a female partner, heavy pet-
ting or other forms of sexual activity that
did not involve vaginal penetration. 

The definition of teenage sexual behav-
ior used in this article has some limitations,
particularly in measuring risk for STDs.
With a focus on understanding exposure
to pregnancy, the 1982 and 1988 NSFGs
imply that “intercourse” should be inter-
preted to mean heterosexual vaginal in-
tercourse, and the 1995 NSFG clearly de-
fines it as such (i.e., that “intercourse”
excludes oral and anal sex). Although the
prevalence of homosexual relationships
may be relatively low, the level of genital
sexual activities among adolescent females
who have never had vaginal intercourse
has been found to be about 10%.11 The re-
sults presented here therefore provide only
a minimum estimate of sexual behavior
that puts adolescents at risk for STDs.

A second variation across surveys is
that in measuring the timing of first in-
tercourse, both the 1982 and the 1988 sur-
veys excluded intercourse before menar-
che, while the 1995 survey did not. (The
question asked in 1982 and 1988 was:
“Thinking back, after your first menstru-
al period, when did you have sexual in-
tercourse for the first time—what month

economic level of the young woman’s fam-
ily. Indeed, economic status has been shown
to be a strong predictor of adolescent preg-
nancy and childbearing, and of negative
consequences for young women in terms of
health, education and employment.9 While
it is difficult to measure, it is probably more
relevant than race or ethnicity to young
women’s opportunities and risk behaviors.

This article presents findings on the pro-
portion of teenagers who have ever had and
who are currently having sexual intercourse,
and on the mean number of months in the
past year during which adolescents had in-
tercourse. Each of these measures describes
a different aspect of adolescent sexual be-
havior; using all three yields a more com-
prehensive (although not complete) picture
of the sexual behavior of adolescent women.

The proportion who have ever had in-
tercourse is a broad measure of the extent
of sexual initiation during the adolescent
years, and provides an indicator of expo-
sure to pregnancy and STDs, as well as of
the need for related health services. How-
ever, more current or point-in-time mea-
sures are needed because, in the early ado-
lescent years, sexual relationships are
unlikely to be long-lasting. In fact, studies
show that more than half of adolescents
who have ever had sexual intercourse have
been in at least two sexual relationships,
often with some time between them.10

For these reasons, the proportion cur-
rently in a sexual relationship (measured
as the percentage who had intercourse in
the three-month period before interview)
is a useful additional measure, providing
a minimum indicator of the extent of risk
for pregnancy and STDs and of the need
for health services. The number of months
of sexual activity in the past year describes
another dimension—the extent of conti-
nuity in sexual intercourse, once a teen-
ager has become sexually active.

Data and Methods
The data for most of the analysis come
from the 1982, 1988 and 1995 cycles of the
NSFG. All three surveys interviewed

and year was that?”) In addition, the 1995
survey obtained new information on
whether first intercourse was voluntary;
the earlier surveys did not collect this in-
formation. To maintain comparability
across all three surveys, we defined first
intercourse to exclude intercourse prior
to menarche, and to include any experi-
ence of intercourse after menarche, re-
gardless of whether it was voluntary. Be-
cause in 1995 those who only ever had
involuntary sex were not asked about sex-
ual activity in the three months before the
1995 survey, we assumed that the 0.4% of
all teenagers who only ever had involun-
tary intercourse did not have sex in the last
three months.†

To maintain comparability across sur-
veys, our analyses use the respondent’s
age at the time of the actual interview, not
at the estimated midpoint of the data col-
lection period—the point in time that was
used in the two most recent surveys to se-
lect women into the sample. We consider
age at the time of the interview the more
appropriate of the two measures. In light
of the steep increase in the likelihood of
sexual debut as adolescents age, even
small differences between surveys in how
age is measured could affect the propor-
tion reported to be sexually active at given
ages, and could result in an inaccurate de-
piction of trends over time. The results
presented here differ slightly from previ-
ously published estimates for both 1988
and 1995 largely because of the difference
in measurement of age.12 However, dif-
ferences in the definition of sexual inter-
course (inclusion or exclusion of those
adolescents who had only had involun-
tary intercourse or who had only had in-
tercourse before menarche) can also affect
estimates.‡

To examine the effect of changes in the
age composition of teenagers over the pe-
riod 1982–1995, we standardized the data
for selected basic measures (such as the
proportion of 15–19-year-olds who had
ever had intercourse), using the 1990 cen-
sus distribution of 15–19-year-olds by sin-

*Although a telephone survey was conducted in 1990 to
reinterview women who had been interviewed in the
1988 NSFG (as well as an added subsample of 15–17-year-
olds), the 1990 survey data are not analyzed here. This
is because of the especially low response rate in the 1990
sample for younger teenagers (53%), compared with that
among women aged 17–44 (68%). (Source: Peterson LS,
Contraceptive use in the United States: 1982–90, Advance
Data, 1995, No. 260, Feb. 14, 1995, technical notes, p. 12.)
In addition, the interviews were short and conducted by
telephone, which may affect response on the sensitive
topic of sexual behavior, particularly among adolescents.

†This is in agreement with the recoded variable provid-
ed by NCHS on the 1995 NSFG data file. It is also large-

ly supported by analysis of month-by-month reporting
over the past year: Eighty percent of this small group of
women were not sexually active throughout most or all
of the year (60% did not have intercourse in any of the
last 12 months, and 20% did not do so in nine of the last
12 months).

‡In the 1988 NSFG, the proportion of participants aged
15–19 who had ever had intercourse after menarche var-
ied depending on how age was defined. This proportion
was estimated to be 52.9% when age was based on the
women’s age at the date used to determine the sample
(March 15, 1988—approximately the midpoint of the pe-
riod in which the survey was fielded). In comparison, this
proportion was 52.6% when based on respondents’ age

at the actual date of interview. In the 1995 NSFG, the pro-
portion of 15–19-year-olds who had ever had intercourse
after menarche (including those who had had only in-
voluntary intercourse postmenarche) was 50.6% when
age was based on the sample date (April 1, 1995), but was
51.5% when age was based on women’s actual age at in-
terview (source: special tabulations). In 1988, inclusion
of those who only had had intercourse prior to menar-
che increased the proportion by 0.3% (source: reference
4), while in 1995, such an approach adds 0.2% (source:
special tabulations). For 1995, using the postmenarche
definition and excluding those who had had involuntary
intercourse only would reduce the proportion who had
ever had intercourse among those aged 15–19 at inter-
view by 0.4% (source: reference 12).



groups—Hispanic, non-Hispanic white
and non-Hispanic black.

All percentages reported in this article
are weighted national estimates. Un-
weighted sample sizes are shown in Table
1 to give an indication of the potential re-
liability of the estimates. Non-Hispanic
adolescents of races other than white and
black are excluded from subgroup analy-
ses because of the small size of this group,
although they are included in the totals.

As can be seen in Table 1, despite the large
total samples used in the NSFG, the num-
bers of respondents in some subgroups are
small (fewer than 100 among some His-
panic subgroups, for example). Thus, we
may be unable to identify some differences
as being statistically significant, even when
absolute differences appear large.

Some changes at the national level may
also prove not to be statistically significant,
even when the change appears substan-
tial. For example, the proportion of 18–19-
year-olds who ever had sexual intercourse
increased between 1982 and 1988; this
change was not statistically significant at
the standard level of p<.05, although it
was weakly significant (at p<.10). The abil-
ity to have a 90% power to detect change
at a 5% level of significance between 1982
and 1988 would have required a slightly
larger number of respondents. Any small-
er change that might have occurred would
have required a much larger sample of re-
spondents to detect with confidence
whether it was statistically significant.

As a result, in this article we present in-
formation on levels of significance in four
categories: at the 5–10% level (p<.10); at the
1–5% level (p<.05); at the 0.1–1% level
(p<.01); and lower than 0.1% (p<.001). We
discuss some findings even if they are sig-
nificant at relatively weak levels (5–10%),
because with small sample sizes, these
findings may indicate differences that
might prove to be statistically significant
if the sample were larger. However, we
place greater confidence in findings that
are statistically significant at p=.05 or less. 

We assessed statistical significance be-
tween percentages using two-tailed t-tests.
For all three surveys, we estimated stan-
dard errors using approaches that take the
surveys’ complex sample designs into ac-
count, following procedures recom-
mended by the National Center for Health
Statistics, the government agency in
charge of the NSFG.14

While these and other surveys have used
similar definitions and questions for three
decades, it is nevertheless possible that any
of the three surveys may actually under-
estimate levels of sexual intercourse, given

gle year of age as the standard. However,
changes in age composition accounted for
little of the time trend. As a result, the ac-
tual unstandardized results are present-
ed in this article.

Never-married adolescents exclude
both those who had ever been formally
married and those who had ever been in
a cohabiting union.* However, data limi-
tations lead the results to be inconsistent
across surveys: The NSFG data for 1988
and 1995 fully identified past marital and
cohabiting unions, whereas the 1982
NSFG obtained current cohabiting status
but did not obtain information on cohab-
iting unions that had ended. The number
of never-married adolescents who were
formerly in a cohabiting union is likely to
be smaller in 1982 than it was by the mid-
1990s, given the overall upward trend in
cohabitation as a type of union during the
1980s.13 We expect that the net effect
should not introduce any substantial ele-
ment of noncomparability into the analy-
ses of trends in sexual activity levels
among the never-married or of trends in
the proportion who had ever had pre-
marital intercourse. In fact, the proportion
of all adolescent women who have ever
been in a marital or cohabiting union has
changed very little between 1982 and 1995,
and remains quite low, as can be seen
below:
Status 1982 1988 1995
Married 6.4 3.1 4.0
Cohabiting 1.5 3.7 4.2
Formerly married 0.8 0.1 0.6
Never-married 91.3 93.1 91.2

Formerly cohabited na 3.7 3.2
Never cohabited na 89.4 88.0

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0

Because of the importance of econom-
ic status, we present differentials by in-
come group. However, classifying ado-
lescents according to what they say their
families earn is somewhat unreliable:
Many teenagers may report family income
incorrectly because they simply are un-
likely to have this information, and thus
give approximate answers. To minimize
potential error, we used a dichotomy, di-
viding adolescents into those with a fam-
ily income below 200% of the federally
designated poverty level and those with
an income at or above 200% of the pover-
ty level. In addition, we present differ-
ences according to racial and ethnic sub-

the fact that women are sometimes reluc-
tant to report their sexual activity. (Males,
on the other hand, are believed to overre-
port their sexual behavior.15) There is, how-
ever, little research examining adolescents’
tendencies to underreport or overreport
whether they have had sexual intercourse
while still single. Neither is there any doc-
umentation of whether younger teenagers
are likely to report less accurately than
older adolescents are, or whether the like-
lihood of accurate reporting has changed
over time in response to changing sexual
attitudes and mores.

A related question is whether the trends
reported in the NSFG measure actual
changes in behavior or reflect differences
in young women’s comfort in reporting
their behavior. Adolescents’ willingness to
report sexual activity could have increased
during the 1980s, as society became more
accepting of nonmarital sex; in addition, al-
though there is no hard information on this
issue, such willingness to report may have
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*Premarital sexual activity is defined to include married
and cohabiting women who first had intercourse at least
one month prior to the month in which they married or
started to cohabit, as well as all never-married women
who had initiated sexual activity.

Table 1. Unweighted number of adolescent re-
spondents interviewed in the National Survey
of Family Growth (NSFG), by age at interview
and selected characteristics, according to
year

Age at interview 1982 1988 1995
and characteristic

Total
15–19 1,888 1,231 1,396
15–17 939 713 815
18–19 949 518 581

Never married/never cohabited
15–19 1,711 1,097 1,231
15–17 909 687 776
18–19 802 410 455

Income <200% of poverty
15–19 1,001 634 574
15–17 471 383 330
18–19 530 251 244

Income ≥200% of poverty
15–19 887 597 822
15–17 468 330 485
18–19 419 267 337

Non-Hispanic white
15–19 1,120 711 842
15–17 511 397 474
18–19 609 314 368

Non-Hispanic black
15–19 562 368 289
15–17 320 224 177
18–19 242 144 112

Non-Hispanic other†
15–19 37 34 55
15–17 16 24 41
18–19 21 10 14

Hispanic
15–19 169 118 210
15–17 92 68 123
18–19 77 50 87

†Analyses are not presented for this subgroup because of its small
sample size.
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proportion who were sexually active pre-
maritally increased significantly between
1982 and 1988, both among all adolescents
and especially among 18–19-year-olds
(Table 2). This is not surprising, since al-
most all women who begin intercourse in
their adolescence do so before marriage
or cohabitation—93.6% in 1982, 99.8% in
1988 and 98.3% in 1995 (not shown). 

Current Sexual Activity
The proportion of all American women
aged 15–19 who were currently sexually
active—that is, who had had intercourse
at some time during the three months pre-
ceding the survey—showed no significant
change between 1982 and 1988 (Table 2).
Although the increase among those aged
18–19 was large in absolute terms (from
55% to 63%), it was not statistically sig-
nificant (p=.12). Likewise, none of the
other changes in the proportion current-
ly sexually active, whether among ado-
lescents aged 15–17 or among all 15–19-
year-olds, were statistically significant. 

Over the period 1988–1995, the same
pattern of stability observed in the pro-
portion who had ever had sexual inter-
course can also be seen in the proportion
currently sexually active. Among all
young women aged 15–19, the proportion
currently sexually active in 1995 was 40%,
slightly but not significantly less than in
1988 (43%). Similarly, change was mini-
mal among adolescents aged 15–17, while
a small, nonsignificant decline occurred
among those aged 18–19. 

Continuity of Sexual Intercourse 
Among all those who had ever had sex,
the proportion currently in a sexual rela-
tionship declined over the 13-year peri-
od, from 85% in 1982 to 81% in 1988 and
79% in 1995 (not shown). The decline be-
tween 1982 and 1995 was marginally sta-
tistically significant (at p=.06), while the
declines in the periods 1982–1988 and
1988–1995 were not. This trend suggests
that although adolescent women are now
more likely to begin having intercourse
during their teenage years than was the
case in the early 1980s, those who do so are
somewhat less likely to be continuously
sexually active than their counterparts in
the early 1980s.

In 1982, the average sexually experi-
enced adolescent had had sex during 9.1
months in the year before the interview;
this average had declined significantly (to
8.6 months) by 1988, but remained un-
changed between 1988 and 1995 (Table 2).*
This trend suggests decreasing continu-
ity of sexual activity since 1982, which is

lessened through the 1990s, with the in-
creased emphasis on the teaching of absti-
nence in sexuality education.16

As a check on the 1982–1988 trends, we
constructed retrospective cohort estimates
of the proportion of women sexually ac-
tive by age 20 in 1982 and 1988 from all
three NSFG surveys. The results of the co-
hort analysis indicate a trend similar to
that derived from the cross-sectional mea-
sures over the period of the 1980s (not
shown). Although there are small incon-
sistencies, the retrospective cohort esti-
mates are very close to, and serve to con-
firm, the point-in-time estimates derived
from the 1982 and 1988 NSFGs. This com-
parison, therefore, basically supports the
validity of reported age of onset of sexu-
al intercourse. However, these results do
not mean that period differences in the re-
porting of current sexual activity did not
occur, at least among the unmarried.

Results
Proportion Who Ever Had Sex
Between 1982 and 1988, the proportion of
all adolescent women aged 15–19 who
had ever had sexual intercourse increased
from 47% to 53% (Table 2). In absolute
terms, the increase between 1982 and 1988
was twice as large among women aged
18–19 (from 64% to 74%) as it was among
those aged 15–17 (from 32% to 38%). Dur-
ing this same period, there were substan-
tial increases in this measure among ado-
lescents at every single year of age,
although these changes were not statisti-
cally significant (not shown).

There was little change between 1988
and 1995 in the proportion of all adoles-
cents who had ever had sexual intercourse
(Table 2), and while trends were some-
what different for younger and older ado-
lescents, none were statistically significant
at p<.05. Among women aged 15–17, the
proportion sexually experienced increased
slightly, while among those aged 18–19 it
decreased somewhat.

If the age composition of 15–19-year-
olds had been the same in 1988 as it was
in 1982, the increase in the proportion of
young women who had ever had sexual
intercourse over the period 1982–1988
would actually have been slightly greater.
However, age-composition did not con-
tribute to the observed pattern of stabili-
ty between 1988 and 1995 (not shown). 

Trends in the proportions of women
15–19 who have ever had premarital sex-
ual intercourse—that is, who first had in-
tercourse before marriage or cohabita-
tion—essentially paralleled those in the
proportion who ever had intercourse. The

consistent with the drop in the proportion
of sexually experienced teenagers cur-
rently in a sexual relationship. It reflects
the fact that teenage sexual relationships
tend to be short-term and sporadic. In-
deed, one-quarter of sexually active ado-
lescents have intercourse in fewer than six
months out of a year.17

Sex Among Adolescents Never in a Union
The level of sexual activity among ado-
lescent women who have never married
and never cohabited (referred to as
“never-married” subsequently) is of spe-
cial interest to policy makers and service
providers because of this group’s height-
ened risk of STDs,18 childbearing outside

*In 1982, the recoded variable on the number of months
sexually active in the year before interview did not pro-
vide this information for currently pregnant women.
Pregnant teenagers constituted 4.8% of all adolescents
in 1982. Data from 1988 and 1995 show that the mean
number of months sexually active in the past year is
somewhat higher among pregnant teenagers than among
other sexually experienced teenagers, suggesting that the
1982 estimate of mean number of months sexually active
in the past year was slightly understated.

Table 2. Selected measures of current and life-
time sexual activity among women aged
15–19, by age at interview, according to year

Measure 1982 1988 1995

ALL ADOLESCENTS
% who ever had intercourse
15–19 46.9* 52.6 51.5
15–17 32.2 37.6 38.5
18–19 64.1* 74.3 70.8†

% who ever had premarital intercourse‡
15–19 43.9**** 52.2 50.6††††
15–17 31.1* 37.5 38.3†††
18–19 58.6**** 73.7 69.0††††

% who had intercourse in past 3 months
15–19 40.0 42.6 40.3
15–17 26.8 28.5 28.0
18–19 55.2 63.0 58.7

Mean no. of months in past year in which 
sexually experienced women had sex
15–19 9.1* 8.6 8.6††
15–17 8.7 8.2 8.0†
18–19 9.2 8.9 9.1

NEVER-MARRIED ADOLESCENTS§
% who ever had intercourse
15–19 41.8* 47.0 44.9
15–17 30.0 35.3 35.6†
18–19 57.6* 67.7 62.2

% who had intercourse in past 3 months
15–19 34.3 36.6 32.9
15–17 24.4 26.3 24.6
18–19 47.4 54.9 48.3

*Significantly different from 1988 at p<.10. ****Significantly differ-
ent from 1988 at p<.001. †Significantly different from 1982 at
p<.10.††Significantly different from 1982 at p<.05. †††Significantly
different from 1982 at p<.01. ††††Significantly different from 1982
at p<.001. ‡Those who first had sex one month or more prior to
the month they first married or cohabited. §Excludes those who
have been married and those who have ever cohabited. Note: No
differences between 1988 and 1995 were statistically significant
at p<.10.



teenage women had ever had intercourse,
compared with 52% of all 15–19-year-olds.

Trends in the proportion of never-mar-
ried 15–19-year-olds who had ever had sex
were similar to trends among all adoles-
cent women: Small, weakly significant in-
creases occurred between 1982 and 1988.
Trends between 1988 and 1995 in the pro-
portions of never-married women who
had ever had intercourse were also simi-
lar to those among all adolescent women,
and not statistically significant.

In 1995, the proportion of never-mar-
ried adolescents who were currently sex-
ually active remained moderately high, at
33% of 15–19-year-olds, 25% of 15–17-
year-olds and 48% of 18–19-year-olds.
Over the entire period 1982–1995, there
was little change in the proportion of
never-married adolescents currently sex-
ually active. Only among 15–17-year-old
never-married adolescents was an in-
crease over this period in the proportion
who had ever had intercourse even mar-
ginally significant (p=.06). Marginally sig-
nificant increases between 1982 and 1988
in the proportion of never-married 18–19-
year-olds who had ever had intercourse
were paralleled by nonsignificant in-
creases in the proportion currently sexu-
ally active at these ages.

The decline between 1982 and 1995 in
the proportion of all sexually experienced
adolescent women who were currently in
a sexual relationship was also seen among
never-married women, with this propor-
tion decreasing from 82% of never-mar-
ried 15–19-year-olds in 1982 to 73% in 1995
(p<.01, not shown).

Trends by Income 
Overall, there were no statistically signif-
icant changes during the period 1982–1995
in the proportion of lower income ado-
lescents who had ever had sex or were
currently sexually active. However, some-
what erratic and opposing trends occurred
among younger and older lower income
adolescents (Table 3). Although none of
these changes were significant, the pro-
portion of lower-income 15–17-year-olds
who had ever had sex decreased between
1982 and 1988 and increased from 1988 to
1995. In contrast, among 18–19-year-olds,
levels of sexual activity rose and then fell.

Among adolescents from higher income
families, however, the proportions who
had ever had intercourse and who were
currently sexually active increased signif-
icantly between 1982 and 1988: Among all
15–19-year-olds, the proportion who were
sexually experienced increased from 39%
to 50%, and the proportion currently sex-

of a union and abortion.19 Policies and pro-
grams to motivate and support youth to
be abstinent until marriage have chiefly
focused on this group.20 Overall, the pro-
portions ever sexually active and currently
sexually active would be expected to be
slightly lower among never-married teen-
agers than among all teenagers. Other-
wise, because the vast majority of ado-
lescent women have never been married,
most measures for this group would be ex-
pected to closely parallel those for all ado-
lescent women.

As expected, the proportion of never-
married adolescent women who have ever
had intercourse and the proportion cur-
rently in a sexual relationship are slightly
lower among never-married teenagers
than among all adolescents (Table 2). For
example, in 1995, 45% of never-married

ually active increased from 32% to 41%.
Between 1988 and 1995, as was true in the

general population, there was no change
among higher income teenagers in the pro-
portion who ever had sex, and there was a
small, nonsignificant decrease in the pro-
portion currently sexually active. Changes
among the two age-groups were generally
similar and not statistically significant.

The net result was that between 1982
and 1995, the proportions who had ever
had sex or who were currently sexually ac-
tive increased sharply among all higher
income teenagers and among young high-
er income adolescents.

Because levels of sexual activity stayed
fairly stable among lower income teen-
agers but rose during the period
1982–1988 among those with a higher in-
come, differentials between these sub-
groups narrowed over time. For example,
among 15–19-year-old females, the dif-
ference between the two income groups
in the proportion who had ever had sex-
ual intercourse was 16 percentage points
in 1982 and nine percentage points in 1995.

Nevertheless, both among young ado-
lescents and among all 15–19-year-olds,
lower income adolescents still were sig-
nificantly more likely to have ever had or
to be currently having sexual intercourse
than were higher income adolescents. By
late adolescence, however, lower income
and higher income teenagers were about
equally likely to have ever had intercourse
or to be currently sexually active.

Among higher income adolescents who
had had intercourse, there was relatively
little change in the mean number of
months in the past year in which they had
been sexually active. On the other hand,
among lower income teenagers, the num-
ber of months spent sexually active de-
clined significantly from 1982 to 1988, but
rose only slightly and nonsignificantly be-
tween 1988 and 1995.

Racial and Ethnic Trends 
Trends in levels of sexual activity among
white adolescents were very similar to the
national pattern and to that seen among
higher income adolescents. This is not un-
expected, given that white teenagers rep-
resent the largest population subgroup
and that most are above poverty level.*
Over the period 1982–1988, the propor-
tions of non-Hispanic white adolescents
aged 15–19 and aged 18–19 who had ever
had intercourse increased significantly
(Table 4). Similarly, the proportion of
18–19-year-old white adolescents who
were currently sexually active increased
significantly. However, trends among
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Table 3. Percentage of women aged 15–19 who
ever had sexual intercourse, percentage who
had intercourse in the past three months and
mean number of months in the past year in
which sexually experienced adolescents had
sex, by poverty status and age at interview,
according to year

Measure 1982 1988 1995
and age

% WHO EVER HAD INTERCOURSE
<200% of poverty
15–19 55.4 55.5 57.0
15–17 45.4 40.4 45.6
18–19 65.0* 80.1 72.7

≥200% of poverty
15–19 39.4*** 49.7 48.0††††
15–17 22.5*** 34.8 34.3††††
18–19 63.0 69.5 69.5

% WHO HAD INTERCOURSE IN PAST 3 MONTHS
<200% of poverty
15–19 49.2 44.5 45.3
15–17 38.5 30.4 34.7
18–19 59.5 67.3 60.1

≥200% of poverty
15–19 31.8** 40.7 37.1†
15–17 18.3** 26.6 23.9†
18–19 50.7 59.4 57.8

MEAN NO. OF MONTHS IN PAST YEAR IN WHICH
SEXUALLY EXPERIENCED WOMEN HAD SEX 
<200% of poverty
15–19 9.4**** 8.5 8.9†
15–17 9.1* 8.2 8.3
18–19 9.6* 8.8 9.4

≥200% of poverty
15–19 8.7 8.7 8.4
15–17 8.3 8.2 7.7
18–19 8.9 9.0 8.9

*Significantly different from 1988 at p<.10. **Significantly differ-
ent from 1988 at p<.05. ***Significantly different from 1988 at p<.01.
****Significantly different from 1988 at p<.001. †Significantly dif-
ferent from 1982 at p<.10. ††††Significantly different from 1982
at p<.001. Note: No differences between 1988 and 1995 were
statistically significant at p<.10.

*“White” includes only non-Hispanic whites. Non-His-
panic women of other backgrounds are excluded from
Table 4 and from this discussion, but they are included
in the totals.
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adolescents experienced substantial
change—a trend toward increased levels
of sexual activity between 1988 and 1995.

The net result of these changes is that
by 1995, racial and ethnic differences had
narrowed: Across subgroups of 15–19-
year-olds by race and ethnicity, the dif-
ference seen in 1982 in the proportion who
had ever had sexual intercourse (15 per-
centage points) had narrowed substan-
tially (to about 10 percentage points) by
1995. This resulted primarily from the sub-
stantial rise in the proportion of white
teenagers who had had sex, combined
with little change among black teenagers.
While Hispanic adolescents were more
similar to white non-Hispanic teenagers
in 1982, by 1995 their levels of sexual ac-
tivity were closer to those of black non-
Hispanic adolescents.

There was relatively little change among
sexually experienced non-Hispanic white
teenagers in the mean number of months
in the past year that were spent sexually
active. Among young Hispanic adoles-
cents, the mean rose substantially, from 5.8
months in 1982 to 7.8 months in 1995, but
this increase was only weakly significant.
However, non-Hispanic black teenagers
reported significant declines from 1982 to
1988 in the mean number of months sex-
ually active in the past year.

Discussion
Our analysis of three NSFG surveys span-
ning the period 1982–1995 confirms that
the proportion of adolescent women who
had ever had sexual intercourse increased
during the 1980s, a continuation of the
trend observed during the 1970s. This up-
ward trend appears to have stabilized be-
tween the late 1980s and the mid-1990s.
While a small decline between 1988 and
1995 has been heralded, it is not statisti-
cally significant, even at a very weak level
(p<.20). These broad patterns of increase
followed by stabilization characterize the
experience of both never-married ado-
lescent females and all teenage women.

The trends identified in the NSFG are
supported by findings from the Youth
Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS).* The YRBS
shows that the proportion of female high
school students who had ever had inter-
course increased somewhat between 1990
and 1995 (from 48% to 52%), but this
change was not statistically significant.21

Thus, both surveys essentially show no
significant change during the early 1990s
in the proportion of adolescent women
who had ever had intercourse.

In contrast, over the entire period
1982–1995, the NSFG data show little

white adolescents in the period 1988–1995
were similar to those found among all
adolescent women: Essentially, little
change occurred, except for nonsignificant
small declines among older teenagers.

In contrast to the experience of non-His-
panic white adolescents, the proportion
of black teenagers aged 15–19 who had
ever had intercourse changed little
throughout the whole period 1982–1995.
Although this proportion increased some-
what among young black adolescents
from 1982 to 1988 (from 44% to 50%), the
change was not statistically significant. 

From 1982 to 1995, the proportion of
black adolescents who were currently sex-
ually active declined somewhat; for ex-
ample, among all black 15–19-year-olds,
this proportion fell from 54% to 47%.
However, none of these changes were sta-
tistically significant. Among all black ado-
lescents 15–19 who had ever had inter-
course, the proportion currently sexually
active declined from 91% in 1982 to 77%
in 1995 (not shown), a change that was sig-
nificant (p<.01).

The proportions of Hispanic teenagers
who had ever had sexual intercourse re-
mained virtually unchanged between 1982
and 1988. Hispanic adolescents became
slightly less likely to be currently sexual-
ly active between 1982 and 1988, but this
change was not statistically significant.
Among Hispanic teenagers who had ever
had intercourse, the proportion currently
sexually active dropped from 85% in 1982
to 66% in 1988, yet this decline, although
large, was not statistically significant.

During the period 1988–1995, trends
among Hispanic adolescents differed from
the overall pattern: There was a large, sta-
tistically significant increase among
younger Hispanics in the proportion cur-
rently sexually active (from 20% to 39%),
and a marginally significant increase
among all Hispanic 15–19-year-olds (from
31% to 45%, p=.06). Similarly, there was a
marginally significant rise in the propor-
tion of younger Hispanics who had ever
had sexual intercourse (from 34% to 49%,
p=.09). And during this period, the pro-
portion currently sexually active among
Hispanic 15–19-year-olds who had ever
had intercourse rose from 67% to 80%, al-
though this increase was not statistically
significant. The wide variations observed
over time in measures of sexual activity
among Hispanic teenagers clearly are
mainly a result of the small samples on
which these results are based (Table 1).
The lack of statistical significance for
trends in all groups except 15–17-year-olds
suggests that only these younger Hispanic

change in the proportions of female ado-
lescents who were currently sexually ac-
tive, with about 40% of all 15–19-year-olds
reporting that they had had intercourse in
the most recent three months. The YRBS
yields a similar result for female high
school students: Although there appeared

Table 4. Percentage of women aged 15–19 who
have ever had sexual intercourse, percentage
who had intercourse in the past three months
and mean number of months in the past year
in which sexually experienced adolescents
had sex, by race or ethnicity and age at inter-
view, according to year

Measure 1982 1988 1995
and age

% WHO EVER HAD INTERCOURSE
Non-Hispanic white§
15–19 44.4** 52.2 50.7††
15–17 29.7 35.6 36.2†
18–19 60.5** 74.5 70.7†††

Non-Hispanic black
15–19 58.9 60.8 60.4
15–17 44.1 50.2 48.9
18–19 79.1 78.1 78.8

Hispanic
15–19 49.9 46.7 56.0
15–17 34.4 33.6‡ 49.4
18–19 70.1 70.9 65.6

% WHO HAD INTERCOURSE IN PAST 3 MONTHS
Non-Hispanic white§
15–19 37.1 43.2 39.9
15–17 25.2 27.6 26.2
18–19 50.3** 63.6 58.8††

Non-Hispanic black
15–19 53.6 50.6 46.8
15–17 38.8 39.1 34.9
18–19 73.9 69.3 65.6

Hispanic
15–19 42.2 31.2‡ 44.9
15–17 22.0 19.9‡‡‡ 38.5††
18–19 68.3 52.1 54.3

MEAN NO. OF MONTHS IN PAST YEAR IN WHICH
SEXUALLY EXPERIENCED WOMEN HAD SEX 
Non-Hispanic white§
15–19 8.9 8.7 8.5
15–17 8.8 8.5 7.9†
18–19 9.0 8.8 8.9

Non-Hispanic black
15–19 9.8** 9.0 9.3
15–17 9.5* 8.5 8.6†
18–19 10.1 9.6 10.0

Hispanic
15–19 8.5 7.7 8.5
15–17 5.8 6.6 7.8†
18–19 9.9 8.7 9.2

*Significantly different from 1988 at p<.10. **Significantly differ-
ent from 1988 at p<.05. †Significantly different from 1982 at p<.10.
††Significantly different from 1982 at p<.05. †††Significantly dif-
ferent from 1982 at p<.01. ‡Significantly different from 1995 at
p<.10. ‡‡‡Significantly different from 1995 at p<.01. §The small
subgroup consisting of non-Hispanic respondents of other races
is excluded.

*Based on a national sample of schools, the YRBS surveys
high school students (those in grades 9–12, who are ap-
proximately 14–18 years of age). Interviews are self-ad-
ministered, and only adolescents attending school are
represented.



the 1980s among those who had lower
rates at the beginning of the 1980s (such
as higher income teenagers and non-His-
panic whites).

The net result of these trends is that for-
merly large differences among population
subgroups appear to have narrowed. In the
case of the proportion of teenagers who
were currently sexually active (which hard-
ly changed among all teenagers through-
out the period), there were significant in-
creases during the 1980s among teenagers
with an income above 200% of poverty and
among non-Hispanic white adolescents
aged 18–19. During the period 1988–1995,
younger Hispanic teenagers also seem to
have experienced significant increases in
both the proportion currently sexually ac-
tive and the proportion who had ever had
intercourse. The proportion of all Hispan-
ic adolescents 15–19 who were currently
sexually active also increased.

However, the number of respondents
to the NSFG surveys limits the extent to
which changes over time and differences
between subgroups can be analyzed, es-
pecially for population subgroups. Even
though these national surveys are very
large, ranging from 8,000 to 10,800 re-
spondents per survey, the limited number
of teenagers in the sample provides little
statistical power to identify even relatively
sizable changes as being statistically sig-
nificant. Plans for the next NSFG cycle (ex-
pected to be conducted in the year 2001)
include oversampling adolescents to in-
crease the number of female respondents
aged 15–19 from 1,400 (in the 1995 survey)
to 2,500. While this will not solve the lim-
itations of small sample size for all popu-
lation subgroups, it will greatly enhance
efforts to identify differences between
major subgroups and across time periods.

In most subgroups and for both mea-
sures, the level of sexual activity among
adolescent women in 1995 is higher than
it was in 1982, and in some cases it is sig-
nificantly higher. By 1995, about half of all
15–19-year-old adolescent women had al-
ready had sexual intercourse, and 40%
were currently sexually active. Overall,
relatively few very young adolescents are
sexually active: In 1995, about 14% of
20–24-year-olds reported that they had in-
tercourse before age 15. Nevertheless, 81%
had done so before their 20th birthday.22

A central aspect of long-term trends in
sexual activity is that the increase occurred
almost wholly among unmarried adoles-
cents. In contrast, the proportion of ado-
lescents who were either married or co-
habiting showed little change in this same
period, although cohabitation increased

to be a small increase between 1990 and
1995 in the proportion currently sexually
active (from 36% to 40%), it was not sta-
tistically significant.

The fact that both the YRBS and the
NSFG show approximately the same pro-
portion currently sexually active in 1995
(40%) may be interpreted as evidence of
inconsistency between the two surveys:
The YRBS represents a younger age-group
(students in grades 9–12, who were ap-
proximately ages 14–18) than the NSFG
(all 15–19-year-olds). Given this, we
would expect the YRBS to show a lower
proportion of adolescents sexually active
than the NSFG.

Possible explanations for the higher
than expected level of sexual activity in the
YRBS include differences in how the ques-
tions on sexual behavior were asked. The
question used in the YRBS is: “Have you
ever had sexual intercourse?” There is no
further elaboration. In all questions con-
cerning sexual behavior in the 1995 NSFG,
homosexual relationships, oral and anal
sex, heavy petting or any other form of
sexual activity that did not involve vagi-
nal penetration were specifically exclud-
ed. In addition, the YRBS measured cur-
rent sexual activity based on the question:
“During the past three months, with how
many people did you have sexual inter-
course?” In contrast, the 1995 NSFG used
a more specific and detailed approach,
and asked a series of questions on the
dates of periods in which intercourse did
not take place.

Increases between 1982 and 1988 in the
percentage of teenagers who had ever had
sex, but stability in the percentage who had
had sex in the past three months, reflect a
reduction in the continuity of sexual rela-
tionships among those who had ever had
intercourse. Thus, while the proportion of
teenagers who had initiated intercourse in-
creased from 1982 to 1988, the mean num-
ber of months in the past year during
which sexually experienced adolescents
had sex decreased. However, there was no
change in the mean number of months sex-
ually active between 1988 and 1995.

Patterns of change were generally sim-
ilar across ages—that is, we saw similar
trends among younger and older adoles-
cents. However, in some cases, trends by
income and race or ethnicity differed from
the overall trend. In the subgroups that in
the early 1980s were most likely ever to
have had intercourse (lower income teen-
agers and black teenagers), the proportion
who had done so remained more or less
stable between 1982 and 1988. Converse-
ly, levels of sexual experience rose during

and marriage declined over the 13-year
period. The proportion whose first expe-
rience of intercourse occurred within mar-
riage or cohabitation actually declined
slightly.23 Throughout the period studied
here, the large majority of adolescent
women who were in a current sexual re-
lationship were unmarried. 

The tendency over recent decades for
adolescent women to begin their sexual
lives at ever earlier ages and before mar-
riage or cohabitation—a trend observed in
most developed countries—reflects greater
tolerance of sexual activity among the un-
married and the delinking of sex and mar-
riage. The proportion of all never-married
adult U.S. women who had ever had in-
tercourse also increased over the period
1982–1995. For example, among 20–24-
year-olds who had never legally married,
the proportion who were currently sexu-
ally active increased from 54% in 1982 to
58% in 1988 and to 62% in 1995.24

However, social and political respons-
es to this general societal trend show wide
variation within the United States and re-
flect a range of values concerning sexual
activity among adolescents, especially the
timing of initiation of sexual intercourse.
Some are concerned about the urgent need
to minimize the potential for negative con-
sequences, such as by providing compre-
hensive sexuality education and contra-
ceptive and STD education and services.
But while educating adolescents to make
informed and responsible decisions about
sex has long been a common goal of sex-
uality education, more attention has re-
cently been focused on abstinence-only
education and on programs aimed at con-
vincing young people not to have sex, pro-
viding social support to those who abstain
and taking some direct policy actions,
such as tightening enforcement of statu-
tory rape laws.25

It is not clear what effects such efforts
will have. For example, will an increase
or a decline follow the stabilization of sex-
ual activity levels among adolescent
women between 1990–1995? One factor
suggesting that young women may ex-
perience a decline is the fact that a signif-
icant decline has occurred in the propor-
tion of adolescent men who have ever had
intercourse.26 On the other hand, a sharp
decrease seen in the YRBS between 1995
and 1997 in the proportion of female high
school students who had ever had inter-
course (from 52% to 48%) was not statis-
tically significant. The large size of this de-
crease over such a short time period
suggests that measurement or sample
fluctuations may account for at least some
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ing, report prepared for the National Campaign to Pre-
vent Teen Pregnancy, Washington, DC, Feb. 1998;
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ters for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), Premar-
ital sexual experience among adolescent women, Unit-
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Report, 1991, 39(51 & 52):929–932; and AGI, Teenage Preg-
nancy: The Problem That Hasn’t Gone Away, New York: AGI,
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6. Jones EF et al., Teenage Pregnancy in Industrialized Coun-
tries, New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1986.

7. Kirby D, No Easy Answers: Research Findings on Pro-
grams to Reduce Teen Pregnancy, Washington, DC: National
Campaign to Prevent Teen Pregnancy, 1997; and Frost JJ
and Forrest JD, Understanding the impact of effective
teenage pregnancy prevention programs, Family Plan-
ning Perspectives, 1995, 27(5):188–195.

8. Donovan P, School-based sexuality education: the is-
sues and challenges, Family Planning Perspectives, 1998,
30(4):188–193; and Donovan P, The ‘illegitimacy bonus’
and state efforts to reduce out-of-wedlock births, Fami-
ly Planning Perspectives, 1999, 31(2):94–97.

9. AGI, 1994, op. cit. (see reference 5).

10. Kost K and Forrest JD, American women’s sexual be-
havior and exposure to risk of sexually transmitted dis-
eases, Family Planning Perspectives, 1992, 24(6):244–254.

11. Michael RT et al., Private sexual behavior, public
opinion and public health policy related to sexually trans-
mitted diseases: a U.S.–British comparison, American Jour-
nal of Public Health, 1998, 88(5):749–754; and Schuster MA,
Bell RM and Kanouse DE, The sexual practices of ado-
lescent virgins: genital sexual activities of high school
students who have never had vaginal intercourse, Amer-
ican Journal of Public Health, 1996, 86(11):1570–1576.

12. Abma JA et al., Fertility, family planning, and
women’s health: new data from the 1995 National Sur-
vey of Family Growth, Vital and Health Statistics, Series
23, No. 19, 1997, Table 19, p. 30, and Table 24, p. 35.

13. Bumpass LL, Sweet JA and Cherlin A, The role of co-
habitation in declining rates of marriage, Journal of Mar-
riage and the Family, 1991, 53(4):913–927.

14. National Center for Health Statistics (NCHS), Na-
tional Survey of Family Growth, Cycle III: tape contents
manual, mimeo report, Hyattsville, MD: NCHS, undat-
ed; NCHS, Public Use Data Tape Documentation: National
Survey of Family Growth, Cycle IV, 1988, Hyattsville, MD:
NCHS, 1990; and Potter FJ et. al, Sample design, sampling
weights, imputation and variance estimation in the 1995

of the change. Only further analyses of
data that will be collected over the next
few years will indicate whether this
change was a short-term fluctuation or the
beginning of a downward trend. 

Should a decrease occur, and if it is com-
bined with vigorous efforts to expand in-
formation, education and health services,
for both pregnancy prevention and pro-
tection against STDs, some negative con-
sequences will be ameliorated and the
drop in teenage pregnancy that has been
recently observed is likely to continue, and
may proceed at a more rapid pace.27 How-
ever, the limitations of available data on
adolescent sexual behavior must be borne
in mind, and efforts are needed to achieve
more comprehensive and more accurate
measurement of sexual behavior.

Our findings suggest that trends in lev-
els of sexual activity among American
adolescents must be viewed from a longer
term perspective. Focusing on short-run
fluctuations may lead to incorrect con-
clusions. Only continued monitoring of
change over the next years will tell us
whether the patterns observed during
1988–1995 signify a new stability, a tem-
porary leveling off in a generally upward
trend in levels of adolescent sexual activ-
ity or the precursor of a decline. Never-
theless, the sustained level of initiation of
sexual activity during adolescence over
the past decade and one-half is by now a
recognized pattern of behavior, and is an
important characteristic of the transition
to adulthood in the United States.
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