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Note: In this article, the term sexually active means vaginal intercourse. It does not mean other 
forms of sexual activity. Teens may be very involved in other forms of sexual activity without 
engaging in vaginal intercourse and thus without being labeled sexually active. 
 
The term committed relationships carries a different meaning for teens than for adults. Adults 
tend to think of committed relationships within a definition of marriage (i.e. long-term), but for 
many high school teens, a romantic relationship lasts about six weeks (i.e. short-term). When we 
look at different age groups we need to be aware of differences in the meaning of the phrase. 
 
A final note: Adults tend to have a more jaded view of teens’ ability to resist sexual temptations 
than teens do. However, teens have historically had tremendous power to change themselves and 
revolutionize their culture. We need to encourage teens — who already make hundreds of good 
choices on a regular basis — that they also have the power to abstain from destructive sexual 
behaviors.  
 
I. Younger teens (12 to 14 years old) 
 
How many are sexually active? 
Five percent of 12-year-olds, 10 percent of 13-year-olds and 20 percent of 14-year-olds are 
sexually active.1 
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When you consider that less than half of 12- to 14-year-olds have ever been on a date, these 
numbers are staggering.2 

 
The numbers are increasing. 
Though the proportion of sexually active girls ages 15 to 19 has decreased, the proportion of 
sexually active girls age 14 and younger has increased.3  

 
They have multiple sex partners. 
More than a quarter of sexually active 12- to 14-year-olds reported multiple sexual partners in 
the past 18 months.4 
 
Those who date people older than themselves are more likely to be sexually active. 
Thirteen percent of relationships between same-age partners include sex, compared to 26 percent 
of relationships with a partner who is two years older, 33 percent of relationships with a partner 
who is three years older and 47 percent of relationships with a partner who is four or more years 
older.5 
 
Twelve percent of 12- to 14-year-olds involved in a romantic relationship are dating someone 
three or more years older.6 
 
Why do they have sex? 
About one-third of 14-year-old boys said they would have sex because of curiosity, and another 
third said they would do so to satisfy sexual desires.7 
 
Ten percent of girls said they would have sex to satisfy curiosity, and another 10 percent said 
they would have sex to satisfy sexual desires.8 
 
Why do they wait to have sex? 
The top reasons among virgin teens for not having sex are:  

• They feel they are too young. 
• They are worried about pregnancy. 
• They are worried about STDs.9 

 
Teens with Christian parents are more likely to abstain from sex for fear of what their parents 
would think than teens with nonreligious parents.10 
 
Girls are more hesitant about sex than boys. 
Girls are more likely than boys to abstain from sex because of: 

• a conscious decision to wait (81% vs. 67%) 
• belief they are too young (82% vs. 67%) 
• fear of pregnancy (77% vs. 71%) 
• fear of STDs (75% vs. 68%) 
• fear of parents’ (71% vs. 59%) or friends’ (28% vs. 13%) reaction 11 
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Even the virgins… 
Twelve percent of virgins have touched under clothes.12 
Six percent of virgins have touched genitals.13 
 
Thirty-six percent of 14-year-old boys and 18 percent of 14-year-old girls said they would 
consider having sex if they had a boyfriend or girlfriend they loved.14 
 
Teen sex is related to drinking, smoking and drugs. 
Sexually active teens are six times more likely to drink regularly than virgins.15  
Sexually active teens are more than five times more likely to smoke regularly than virgins.16 
Sexually active teens are more than four times more likely to try marijuana than virgins.17 
 
II. Older teens (15 to 19 years old) 
 
Almost half of high school students in the United States have had sex.18 
 
Teen boys typically experience sex for the first time before their 17th birthday and teen girls 
before their 18th birthday.19 
 
By their late teens, 75 percent of boys and girls have had sex and more than two-thirds of these 
have had two or more partners.20 
 
Since 1991, the percentage of sexually active teens has decreased from 54 percent to 47 
percent.21 
 
III. Casual Sex 
 
Teens who engage in casual sex usually do so mainly to satisfy sexual desire, but they also do so 
to avoid the complications of a serious relationship.22 
 
IV. Parental awareness and involvement 
 
Parents are more likely to talk about sex with daughters than with sons.23 
 
Parents tend to overestimate how open their children feel they can be with them.24 
 
Twice as many parents as teens claim they have talked about sex with their children.25 
 
Only 30 percent of the parents of sexually active 14-year-olds believe their children have 
ever had sex.26  
 
Though teens talk about sex more with their friends than their parents, they learn the most about 
sex from their parents.27 
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V. Sex on TV 
 
How much TV do teens watch? 
The average teen watches approximately three hours of TV a day.28 TV accounts for more of 
youths’ time than any other medium.29 
 
How much sex is on TV? 
Sexual content appears in two-thirds of all TV programs.30 
 
Programs with sexual content show more than four sex-related scenes an hour.31 
 
Fourteen percent of programs portray sexual intercourse.32 
 
A mere one in seven programs with sexual content include a “safe-sex” message, and most of 
those are inconsequential.33 
 
What’s the result? 
TV encourages teens to become sexually active when it portrays sex as more central to daily life 
than it actually is, a process known as media cultivation.34 
 
Social learning theory predicts that teens who watch portrayals of sex without consequences will 
be more likely to become sexually active.35 
 
The probability of breast and genital touching is 50 percent higher among teens who watch large 
amounts of TV than among those who do not.36 
 
VI. Teens’ thoughts on teenage sex and abstinence 
 
Casual sex is not OK. 
Eighty-five percent of teens think sex should take place only in committed relationships.37 
 
We shouldn’t have sex in high school. 
More than 70 percent of teens don’t think it’s OK to have sex in high school.38 
 
We wish we had waited longer. 
Most sexually active teens wish they had waited longer to have sex.39 
 
Everyone’s doing it. 
More than one-third of 14-year-old boys and over half 14-year-old girls think most of their peers 
are having sex, though only a minority are.40 
 
Society should encourage us to wait. 
More than 90 percent of teens think society should encourage them to wait for sex until after 
high school.41 
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Tell us about the consequences. 
More than eight in 10 teens wish the media talked more about the consequences of sex.42 
 
Contraception doesn’t encourage sex. 
Over two-thirds of teens don’t think that being taught about contraception encourages them to 
have sex.43 
 
Morals are important in discouraging sex. 
More than 60 percent of teens think that morals and values are as important as health information 
in preventing sexual activity, and almost 25 percent think it is more important.44  
 
Older teens are more likely than younger teens to say that morals and values are more 
important.45 
 
Girls are sexually aggressive. 
More than half of teens think girls are as sexually aggressive as boys.46 One in 10 teens think 
girls are more sexually aggressive than boys.47 
 
Girls are told to look sexy. 
More than two-thirds of teen girls think they often receive the message that one of the most 
important things they can do is to attract boys and look sexy.48 
 
VII. Adults’ thoughts on teenage sex and abstinence 
 
Parents 
 
Sex is best in marriage. 
Seventy-nine percent of parents believe that sex should be linked to love, intimacy and 
commitment and that these qualities are most likely to occur within marriage.49 
 
Teen abstinence is best. 
Eighty-five percent of parents believe abstinence from sexual activity is best for teens.50 
 
Teen sex is harmful. 
Fifty-seven percent of parents believe that teen sexual activity is likely to have harmful 
psychological and physical effects.51 
 
Teens don’t wait to have sex. 
Eighty-five percent of parents think waiting to have sex is a good idea but that teens won’t 
actually wait.52 
 
Adults 
 
Society should encourage teens to wait. 
More than 90 percent of adults think society should encourage teens to wait for sex until after 
high school.53 
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Tell teens about the consequences. 
More than 80 percent of adults wish the media talked about the consequences of sex more.54 
 
Contraception doesn’t encourage sex. 
Half of adults don’t believe that teaching teens about contraception encourages teens to have 
sex.55 
 
Girls are told to look sexy. 
Nearly eight in 10 adults think teen girls often receive the message that one of the most 
important things they can do is to attract boys and look sexy.56 
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