lessened through the 1990s, with the increased emphasis on the teaching of abstinence in sexuality education.16
As a check on the 1982–1988 trends, we
constructed retrospective cohort estimates
of the proportion of women sexually active by age 20 in 1982 and 1988 from all
three NSFG surveys. The results of the cohort analysis indicate a trend similar to
that derived from the cross-sectional measures over the period of the 1980s (not
shown). Although there are small inconsistencies, the retrospective cohort estimates are very close to, and serve to confirm, the point-in-time estimates derived
from the 1982 and 1988 NSFGs. This comparison, therefore, basically supports the
validity of reported age of onset of sexual intercourse. However, these results do
not mean that period differences in the reporting 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%). During this same period, there were substantial increases in this measure among adolescents at every single year of age,
although these changes were not statistically significant (not shown).
There was little change between 1988
and 1995 in the proportion of all adolescents who had ever had sexual intercourse
(Table 2), and while trends were somewhat different for younger and older adolescents, 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-yearolds 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 contribute to the observed pattern of stability between 1988 and 1995 (not shown).
Trends in the proportions of women
15–19 who have ever had premarital sexual intercourse—that is, who first had intercourse before marriage or cohabitation—essentially paralleled those in the
proportion who ever had intercourse. The
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proportion who were sexually active premaritally increased significantly between
1982 and 1988, both among all adolescents
and especially among 18–19-year-olds
(Table 2). This is not surprising, since almost 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 preceding 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 significant (p=.12). Likewise, none of the
other changes in the proportion currently sexually active, whether among adolescents aged 15–17 or among all 15–19year-olds, were statistically significant.
Over the period 1988–1995, the same
pattern of stability observed in the proportion who had ever had sexual intercourse 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 minimal 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 relationship declined over the 13-year period, from 85% in 1982 to 81% in 1988 and
79% in 1995 (not shown). The decline between 1982 and 1995 was marginally statistically 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 experienced 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 unchanged between 1988 and 1995 (Table 2).*
This trend suggests decreasing continuity of sexual activity since 1982, which is

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

1982

1988

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

1995

51.5
38.5
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
15–17
30.0
35.3
18–19
57.6*
67.7

44.9
35.6†
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 different 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.

consistent with the drop in the proportion
of sexually experienced teenagers currently in a sexual relationship. It reflects
the fact that teenage sexual relationships
tend to be short-term and sporadic. Indeed, one-quarter of sexually active adolescents 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 adolescent women who have never married
and never cohabited (referred to as
“never-married” subsequently) is of special interest to policy makers and service
providers because of this group’s heightened 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 provide 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.
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