
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.


