Trends in Sexual Activity Among Adolescent Women
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
and age

1982

1988

1995

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

57.0
45.6
72.7

≥200% of poverty
15–19
15–17
18–19

48.0††††
34.3††††
69.5

39.4***
22.5***
63.0

49.7
34.8
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
15–17
18–19

31.8**
18.3**
50.7

40.7
26.6
59.4

37.1†
23.9†
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
15–17
18–19

8.7
8.3
8.9

8.7
8.2
9.0

8.4
7.7
8.9

*Significantly different from 1988 at p<.10. **Significantly different from 1988 at p<.05. ***Significantly different from 1988 at p<.01.
****Significantly different from 1988 at p<.001. †Significantly different 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.

of a union and abortion.19 Policies and programs to motivate and support youth to
be abstinent until marriage have chiefly
focused on this group.20 Overall, the proportions ever sexually active and currently
sexually active would be expected to be
slightly lower among never-married teenagers than among all teenagers. Otherwise, because the vast majority of adolescent women have never been married,
most measures for this group would be expected to closely parallel those for all adolescent women.
As expected, the proportion of nevermarried adolescent women who have ever
had intercourse and the proportion currently 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
*“White” includes only non-Hispanic whites. Non-Hispanic women of other backgrounds are excluded from
Table 4 and from this discussion, but they are included
in the totals.
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teenage women had ever had intercourse,
compared with 52% of all 15–19-year-olds.
Trends in the proportion of never-married 15–19-year-olds who had ever had sex
were similar to trends among all adolescent women: Small, weakly significant increases occurred between 1982 and 1988.
Trends between 1988 and 1995 in the proportions of never-married women who
had ever had intercourse were also similar to those among all adolescent women,
and not statistically significant.
In 1995, the proportion of never-married adolescents who were currently sexually active remained moderately high, at
33% of 15–19-year-olds, 25% of 15–17year-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 sexually active. Only among 15–17-year-old
never-married adolescents was an increase over this period in the proportion
who had ever had intercourse even marginally significant (p=.06). Marginally significant increases between 1982 and 1988
in the proportion of never-married 18–19year-olds who had ever had intercourse
were paralleled by nonsignificant increases in the proportion currently sexually 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 proportion decreasing from 82% of never-married 15–19-year-olds in 1982 to 73% in 1995
(p<.01, not shown).
Trends by Income
Overall, there were no statistically significant changes during the period 1982–1995
in the proportion of lower income adolescents who had ever had sex or were
currently sexually active. However, somewhat erratic and opposing trends occurred
among younger and older lower income
adolescents (Table 3). Although none of
these changes were significant, the proportion 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 significantly 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-

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 proportion who ever had sex, and there was a
small, nonsignificant decrease in the proportion 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 active increased sharply among all higher
income teenagers and among young higher income adolescents.
Because levels of sexual activity stayed
fairly stable among lower income teenagers but rose during the period
1982–1988 among those with a higher income, differentials between these subgroups narrowed over time. For example,
among 15–19-year-old females, the difference between the two income groups
in the proportion who had ever had sexual intercourse was 16 percentage points
in 1982 and nine percentage points in 1995.
Nevertheless, both among young adolescents and among all 15–19-year-olds,
lower income adolescents still were significantly 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 number of months spent sexually active declined significantly from 1982 to 1988, but
rose only slightly and nonsignificantly between 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 unexpected, given that white teenagers represent the largest population subgroup
and that most are above poverty level.*
Over the period 1982–1988, the proportions 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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