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1 in 5 Teenagers 
Has Sex Before 15, 
Study Finds 
By TAMAR LEWIN  
 

bout 20 percent of 
adolescents have had 

sexual intercourse before their 
15th birthday — and one in 
seven of the sexually 
experienced 14-year-old girls 
has been pregnant, according to 
a report released yesterday by 
the National Campaign to Prevent Teen Pregnancy. 

The report, an analysis of seven studies conducted in the late 
1990's, offers a comprehensive look at the sexual activities of 
12- to 14-year-olds, a group often overlooked in discussions of 
adolescent sexuality. 

"These are not new data sets, but I think this is the first time 
we've put together all these numbers in a way that tells the 
story about young people this age," said Sarah Brown, director 
of the campaign, a nonprofit, nonpartisan group based in 
Washington. "Remember, a lot of researchers, as well as a lot 
of people who fund research, are reluctant to ask questions 
about sexual behavior to very young people, so there's not an 
enormous amount of information about this age group."  

She added: "This is a wake-up call that the efforts that we make 
toward young people have to start early, that teachers looking 
at a class of 13-year-olds can't assume they're in a state of 
latent innocence."  

Ms. Brown and others said there was reason to believe that in 
the years since the data was collected, fewer young teenagers 
had been having sex. For those 14 and younger, according to 
federal data, the birthrate declined 43 percent from 1991 to 
2001, while the decline for older teenagers was 27 percent. And 
according to information released this month by the Alan 
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Guttmacher Institute, the pregnancy rate for 12- to 14-year-olds 
dropped 40 percent from 1990 to 1999.  

The study found that only about a third of parents of sexually 
experienced 14-year-olds knew that their children were having 
sex — and while most parents said they had spoken to their 
young adolescent children about sex, far fewer teenagers 
reported having had such conversations with their parents.  

In addition to the obvious concerns about pregnancy and 
sexually transmitted diseases, the report found that young 
adolescents who were sexually experienced were far more 
likely than virgins to engage in other risky behaviors, like 
smoking, drinking and using drugs.  

For example, 18 percent of the sexually experienced young 
people reported drinking regularly, compared with 3 percent of 
the virgins. Similarly 29 percent of the sexually experienced 
adolescents said they had smoked regularly, and 43 percent had 
used marijuana, compared with 8 percent and 10 percent of the 
virgins.  

The report found that young teenagers have ample opportunity 
to have sex. About half of 14-year-olds have attended a party 
with no adult supervision, and about a third said that within the 
last three months, they had lain on a bed or couch alone with 
someone they liked. From half to three-quarters of the 
experienced 12- to 14-year-olds said they had used 
contraception the first time they had sex. 

About a quarter of the 12- to 14-years-olds had dated or had a 
romantic relationship with someone at least two years older — 
and the greater the age difference, the more likely the 
relationship was to have included sexual intercourse, the study 
found.  

"When parents ask me what they can do, I tell them two 
things," Ms. Brown said. "First, discourage early one-on-one 
dating, and, second, be very, very leery of significant age 
differences."  

According to the report, many of those who lose their virginity 
before age 15 have had sex sporadically. One of the studies 
found that 4 in 10 of the sexually experienced young people 
had had sex in the 18 months preceding the survey, and another 
found that half of those who were no longer virgins had 
engaged in intercourse twice or less in the last year.  

The data in the report comes from three federally financed 
surveys of young people — the National Survey of Family  
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Growth, the National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent 
Health and the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth — and 
four smaller data sets.  
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