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tive during the 1980s, and this decline was
associated with a decrease in reported use.
In the 1990s, however, drug-related atti-
tudes became permissive, and marijuana
use increased.14 These trends in adolescents’
drug-related attitudes and behaviors are
roughly the reverse of those relating to sex.

Although this analysis shows that atti-
tudes and behaviors are strongly corre-
lated, we cannot ascertain whether the at-
titudinal shifts led to the behavioral
trends, or whether the reverse is true:
While teenagers who disapproved of pre-
marital sex were less likely to engage in
that behavior, those who were sexually ac-
tive were unlikely to express disapproval.
Thus, attitudes about premarital sex pre-
dicted future behaviors, but behaviors also
predicted attitudinal changes.

Because of the reciprocity of attitudes
and behaviors, we only demonstrate that
attitudes and behaviors are strongly as-
sociated, both cross-sectionally and over
time. In all likelihood, factors such as fear
of AIDS, increased public awareness
about teenage pregnancy and other soci-
etal trends are underlying factors in both
the attitudinal and behavioral changes ex-
amined here. Regrettably, the data sources
we used did not contain sufficient infor-
mation to allow us to rigorously examine
all of these possibilities. 

Our research examined self-reported sex-
ual behaviors, which may be prone to mis-
reporting. A reasonable question, then, is
whether these behavioral trends are real.
Even if behaviors are misreported at one
point in time, trends may still be accurate
if the level of over- or underreporting is con-
sistent across time. We found that attitudes
about premarital sex became more liberal
in 1988 and more conservative in 1995. It is
possible that these attitudinal shifts led to
biases that affected behavioral reports.

Vital statistics and epidemiologic data
confirm, however, that adolescent sexual
behaviors became more conservative dur-
ing the 1988–1995 period. For example,
teenage women’s birthrates and pregnan-
cy rates declined during the 1990s,15 and
rates of gonorrhea among both male and fe-
male adolescents decreased as well.16 Atti-
tudinal, behavioral and clinical indicators
are strikingly consistent in demonstrating
that American teenagers moved toward
safer sexual behaviors (reduced sexual ac-
tivity and increased contraceptive and con-
dom use) during the 1990s.

We found that male adolescents are more
likely now than in previous years to identi-
fy marriage and support of the child as their
preferred solution to a nonmarital preg-
nancy. Clearly, though, these opinions do not

response to a nonmarital pregnancy waned
in 1995, religious youths in this cohort
strongly endorsed marriage as the preferred
response to a nonmarital pregnancy. Final-
ly, the significant interaction term for race
and 1979 cohort indicates that black ado-
lescent males were more likely to endorse
marriage in response to a nonmarital preg-
nancy in 1979 than they were in later years.
•Reciprocity between attitudes and behaviors.
Data from the 1991 NSAM follow-up sur-
vey were used to examine whether sexual
attitudes predict behaviors or whether the
reverse is true. Among 15–19-year-old vir-
gins who in 1988 believed that premarital
sex was never okay, 37% became sexually
active by 1991 (not shown). In contrast, 72%
of those who believed that premarital sex
was okay even if the couple do not plan to
marry became sexually active by 1991.
Slightly more than half (56%) of those who
approved of premarital sex if the couple
planned to marry (the intermediate atti-
tude) became sexually active by 1991
(p<.001). In addition, males who became
sexually active between 1988 and 1991 de-
veloped more permissive attitudes: Among
those who had been virgins in 1988 but be-
came sexually active by 1991, 67% had ap-
proved of sex even if the couple did not
plan to marry in the 1988 survey; by 1991,
the proportion was 84%. Males who re-
mained virgins had attitudes in 1991 sim-
ilar to those held in 1988.

Discussion
Teenagers’ sexual behavior has changed
from the 1970s to 1995, paralleling trends in
attitudes. Annual surveys of college fresh-
men, for example, demonstrate that casual
sex has become less acceptable in recent
years among both male and female stu-
dents.13 Moreover, these surveys suggest
that such changes reflect a growing trend
and not merely a unique fluctuation in the
sexual beliefs of American youth.

The results presented here suggest that
shifting attitudes and an increase in edu-
cational efforts targeted toward stemming
the AIDS epidemic are key factors associ-
ated with recent decreases in sexual be-
havior among adolescents. Attitudes to-
ward premarital sex have a strong and
consistent association with sexual activi-
ty: Youths with more conservative attitudes
are less likely to have sex, and are likely to
have fewer acts of intercourse, than are
those with more permissive attitudes. 

Sexual attitudes and behaviors should
not be viewed as all-inclusive indicators of
teenagers’ social or moral values, howev-
er. For example, 12th-graders’ attitudes
about marijuana use grew more conserva-

necessarily mean that teenagers endorse reg-
ular financial child support for out-of-wed-
lock births. Nonetheless, this attitudinal
change is broadly consistent with recent so-
cial movements, represented by groups such
as the Promise Keepers or events like the
Million Man March, which emphasize
greater male responsibility for children, and
which bear promise for public policy efforts
to heighten fathers’ emotional and financial
involvement with their children. 

Our other key finding concerns the re-
lationship between sex education and level
of sexual activity. The receipt of AIDS ed-
ucation was associated with a reduction in
sexual activity, an outcome that replicates
the findings from other research.17 Given
that attendance in sex education classes is
generally required by schools and therefore
not a choice for most students, it is unlike-
ly that less sexual activity among those re-
ceiving risk-reduction education is because
only less-permissive students enroll in
these courses. Certainly, these findings

Table 6. Odds ratio showing likelihood of dis-
approval of premarital sex and of endorsement
of marriage as a resolution for a nonmarital
pregnancy, by selected characteristics of
never-married metropolitan males aged 17–19 

Characteristic Disapproval Endorsement 
of premari- of marriage
tal sex

Cohort year
1979 3.40*** 2.11***
1995 0.19** 0.01***
1988† na na

Sex education
Birth control 1.08 0.62*
AIDS 1.19 1.04
STD 0.69* 1.65*

Personal characteristics
Black 0.71* 2.03
Age in years 0.85* 1.27**
Behind in school 0.81 0.91
Religiosity 1.91*** 1.16
Region of residence

North 0.85 1.07
Midwest 0.90 1.66**
West 1.04 1.29
South† na na

Family background
Family structure growing up

Mother only 0.79 0.69
Mother and other adult 0.54** 1.29
No mother present 0.53** 0.80
Mother and father† na na

Maternal education 0.92 0.92
Maternal education missing 1.19 1.56

Interactions
1995 X religiosity 1.93*** 3.76***
1979 X black na 0.17**
Black X STD education na 0.30*

N 2,051 2,045
Model chi-square 324.96 130.32
df 18 20

*p≤.05. **p≤.01. ***p≤.001.†Reference category. Note: na=not
applicable.


