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Highlights:
■ The majority of teens disapprove

of unmarried 16-year-olds having
sex.

■ Disapproval of teens having sex
at an early age is widespread.
Teens young and old—and of
all racial/ethnic groups—
generally do not think it is
appropriate for unmarried 
16-year-olds to have sex. 

■ Virgins are much more likely
than those who are sexually
experienced to disapprove of
sexual activity among 
unmarried teens. 

■ As a general matter, teens are
less likely to disapprove of
unmarried 18-year-olds having
sex.  

Most teens disapprove of
sexual activity among
unmarried 16-year-olds.
About two-thirds of boys (62.4%)
and girls (67.5%) aged 15-19 

disagreed with the statement, “It is
all right for unmarried 16-year-olds
to have sexual intercourse if they
have strong affection for each
other” (Figure 1).   

Younger and older teens 
have similar attitudes 
toward sex among 
unmarried 16-year-olds.
Disapproval of sexual activity 
among unmarried 16-year-olds was

The National Survey of Family Growth (NSFG) is the premier source of national 
information on teen sexual behavior, contraceptive use, and pregnancy. This Science Says
issue brief uses the most recent round of the NSFG, collected in 2002, to examine teens’
attitudes about sexual activity outside of marriage. 

FIGURE 1: Agreement with the statement,“It is all right 
for unmarried 16-year-olds to have sexual intercourse if they
have strong affection for each other,” teens aged 15–19
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consistently high among both older
and younger teens. For example, well
over half of 15- to 17-year-old
(59.0%) and 18- to 19-year-old boys
(66.8%) disapproved of sex among
unmarried 16-year-olds. Rates of dis-
approval among 15- to 17-year-old
(66.2%) and 18- to 19-year-old girls
(69.5%) were also quite similar. 

Teens of different racial/
ethnic groups generally 
hold similar attitudes 
toward sex among 
unmarried 16-year-olds.
Nearly seven in ten Hispanic
(69.1%) and non-Hispanic Black
(69.0%) girls and 66.8% of non-
Hispanic White girls disapproved of
unmarried 16-year-olds having sex.
Levels of disapproval among teen
boys were similar—62.1% of
Hispanic, 54.9% of non-Hispanic
Black, and 63.3% of non-Hispanic
White teen boys disapproved of sex
among unmarried 16-year-olds
(Figure 2). (Differences between
boys and girls were statistically sig-
nificant1 only among non-Hispanic
Blacks.)

Virgins are more likely than
sexually experienced teens2

to disapprove of sex among
young, unmarried teens.
More specifically, among virgin boys
aged 15-19, 78.4% disapproved of
unmarried 16-year-olds having sex;
by contrast, among sexually experi-
enced boys aged 15-19, 43.7% 
disapproved. Among virgin girls
aged 15-19, 82.0% disapproved of
unmarried 16-year-olds having sex,
compared to 51.0% of sexually
experienced girls aged 15-19 
(Figure 3.) 
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FIGURE 2: Percentage of Teens Aged 15–19 Who Disapprove
of Sexual Activity Among Unmarried 16-Year-Olds,
by Race/Ethnicity
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FIGURE 3: Percentage of Teens Aged 15–19 Who Disapprove 
of Sexual Activity Among Unmarried Teens at a Given Age,
Virgins vs. Sexually Experienced Teens
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Fewer teens disapprove of
older adolescents having sex.
While nearly two-thirds of teens
aged 15-19 do not approve of teens

16 and younger having sex, smaller
percentages disapprove of unmar-
ried 18-year-olds having sex. Still,
over one third of teen boys (34.1%)

and girls (37.1%) disagreed with
the statement, “It is all right for
unmarried 18-year-olds to have sex-
ual intercourse if they have strong
affection for each other” (Figure 4).

When asked if they disapproved of
sex among unmarried 18-year-olds,
younger teen girls (43.6%) were
more likely to disapprove than older
teen girls (27.6%), and were also
more likely to disapprove than teen
boys of the same age (35.9%). The
proportion of older teen boys who
disapproved of sex among unmar-
ried 18-year-olds (31.6%) was simi-
lar to the rate of disapproval among
younger teen boys, and same-aged
teen girls (Figure 5).

Among teen boys, 29.7% of
Hispanics, 34.8% of non-Hispanic
Whites, and 29.6% of non-
Hispanic Blacks disapproved of sex
among unmarried 18-year-olds.
Higher percentages of teen girls—
38.5% of Hispanics, 36.8% of non-
Hispanic Whites, and 35.1% of
non-Hispanic Blacks—disapproved
of sex among unmarried 18-year-
olds (although differences between
boys and girls were not statistically
significant).

As with sex among younger,
unmarried teens, virgins are
much more likely than sexu-
ally experienced teens to dis-
approve of sex among unmar-
ried 18-year-olds.
When asked if it is okay for unmar-
ried 18-year-olds to have sex,
52.5% of virgin boys and 54.4% of
virgin girls said they disapproved,
compared to only 12.3% of sexually
experienced teen boys and 17.4%
of sexually experienced teen girls
(Figure 3). (Readers should note
that differences between males and
females were close to being “statisti-

FIGURE 5: Percentage of Teens Aged 15–19 Who Disapprove 
of Sexual Activity Among Unmarried 18-Year-Olds, by Age 
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FIGURE 4: Agreement with the statement,“It is all right 
for unmarried 18-year-olds to have sexual intercourse if they
have strong affection for each other,” teens 15–19 
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cally significant”—p=.06 in both
cases—for both the question about
16-year-olds and the question about
18-year-olds.)

Discussion

This analysis of the NSFG data
suggests that messages encouraging
young adolescents to delay sexual
activity are in line with the beliefs
of the majority of teens—as noted
above, about two-thirds of teens
aged 15-19 disapprove of young
teens having sex. The research pre-
sented here also suggests that atti-
tudes about sex line up closely with
behavior. That is, teens who have
not had sex are far more likely to
disapprove of sex among unmarried
teens than those teens who are sex-
ually experienced. 
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Notes

1 For those unfamiliar with the term

“statistical significance,” this refers to

the results of statistical testing to

measure whether observed differences

between groups (boys versus girls,

older versus younger teens, etc.) are

true difference in attitudes/behavior, or

are due to the particular teens includ-

ed in the survey, which is meant to be

representative of the U.S. teen popula-

tion. For the purposes of these analy-

ses, the threshold for statistical signifi-

cance is 0.05.That is, results are consid-

ered significant if the “p value” (or

probability of the difference being just

a random occurrence) is equal to or

less than 5%.

2 For boys, being “sexually experienced”

is defined as having  been married,

having cohabited with a female, or hav-

ing answered yes to the following

question: “have you ever had sexual

intercourse with a female (sometimes

this is called making love, having sex, or

going all the way)?” For girls, being

“sexually experienced” is defined as

having been married, having cohabited

with a male, having been pregnant, or

having answered yes to the following

question: “at any time in your life, have

you ever had sexual intercourse with a

man, that is, made love, had sex, or

gone all the way?” “Virgins” are those

who have never married, never 

cohabited, never been pregnant (girls

only) and answered no to the question

regarding having had sexual intercourse.
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