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-Hispanic 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 somewhat 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 sexually active declined somewhat; for example, among all black 15–19-year-olds,
this proportion fell from 54% to 47%.
However, none of these changes were statistically significant. Among all black adolescents 15–19 who had ever had intercourse, the proportion currently sexually
active declined from 91% in 1982 to 77%
in 1995 (not shown), a change that was significant (p<.01).
The proportions of Hispanic teenagers
who had ever had sexual intercourse remained virtually unchanged between 1982
and 1988. Hispanic adolescents became
slightly less likely to be currently sexually 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, statistically significant increase among
younger Hispanics in the proportion currently 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 proportion of younger Hispanics who had ever
had sexual intercourse (from 34% to 49%,
p=.09). And during this period, the proportion currently sexually active among
Hispanic 15–19-year-olds who had ever
had intercourse rose from 67% to 80%, although 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
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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 15–19year-olds by race and ethnicity, the difference seen in 1982 in the proportion who
had ever had sexual intercourse (15 percentage points) had narrowed substantially (to about 10 percentage points) by
1995. This resulted primarily from the substantial 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 activity were closer to those of black nonHispanic 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 adolescents, 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 sexually active in the past year.

Discussion
Our analysis of three NSFG surveys spanning 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 upward trend appears to have stabilized between the late 1980s and the mid-1990s.
While a small decline between 1988 and
1995 has been heralded, it is not statistically significant, even at a very weak level
(p<.20). These broad patterns of increase
followed by stabilization characterize the
experience of both never-married adolescent 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 intercourse 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

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 interview, according to year
Measure
and age

1982

1988

1995

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

50.7††
36.2†
70.7†††

Non-Hispanic black
15–19
58.9
15–17
44.1
18–19
79.1

60.8
50.2
78.1

60.4
48.9
78.8

Hispanic
15–19
15–17
18–19

46.7
33.6‡
70.9

56.0
49.4
65.6

49.9
34.4
70.1

% 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
15–17
38.8
18–19
73.9

50.6
39.1
69.3

46.8
34.9
65.6

Hispanic
15–19
15–17
18–19

31.2‡
19.9‡‡‡
52.1

44.9
38.5††
54.3

42.2
22.0
68.3

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**
15–17
9.5*
18–19
10.1

9.0
8.5
9.6

9.3
8.6†
10.0

Hispanic
15–19
15–17
18–19

7.7
6.6
8.7

8.5
7.8†
9.2

8.5
5.8
9.9

*Significantly different from 1988 at p<.10. **Significantly different from 1988 at p<.05. †Significantly different from 1982 at p<.10.
††Significantly different from 1982 at p<.05. †††Significantly different 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.

change in the proportions of female adolescents who were currently sexually active, 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
*Based on a national sample of schools, the YRBS surveys
high school students (those in grades 9–12, who are approximately 14–18 years of age). Interviews are self-administered, and only adolescents attending school are
represented.

217

