
Nonmarital Sexual Intercourse 
Much sexual intercourse among never-
married adolescents is sporadic. In set-
tings where young men frequent com-
mercial sex workers, where teenagers
change partners with some regularity or
where young migrant workers have sex-
ual relationships wherever they happen
to be living, young people’s sexual activ-
ity likely occurs at widely spaced intervals
or with a number of short-term partners. 

Although relatively high proportions
of never-married teenagers and young

be that the expectation of early marriage
is lower for urban than for rural women,
and that in many settings, urban women
may be expected to complete secondary
school before marrying. On the other hand,
men may have more opportunities for en-
tering nonmarital relationships, and in
both urban and rural settings, they are al-
most equally unlikely to marry before age
20. The proportion of women who become
sexually active within marriage is sub-
stantially higher among rural than among
urban women in all but three countries for
which these data are available.

Some young people do not become pre-
maritally sexually active before age 20, but
follow other paths. Some 20–24-year-old
survey respondents became sexually active
within marriage and before age 20; some,
within marriage but after age 20. Others en-
tered into premarital sexual relationships
after age 20, while some were still unmar-
ried and sexually inexperienced.

Each of these groups has different re-
productive health and education needs. For
example, young men and women who
begin sexual intercourse as adolescents and
before marriage—a substantial group in al-
most all countries, and a majority in sev-
eral—have an urgent need for contracep-
tive services. Married adolescent women
who begin childbearing soon after mar-
riage need prenatal and maternity services.

adults have had sex, much lower propor-
tions are currently in a sexual relationship.
For example, in Ghana, where 49% of
never-married adolescent women have
ever had sexual relations, only 23% have
done so in the past month (Table 4). In fact,
the proportion of adolescent females who
are currently sexually active generally rep-
resents only about one-third to one-half
of all those who have initiated sex.

Sporadic sexual intercourse also ap-
pears to be common among never-mar-
ried men aged 15–19. In many developing
countries, the proportion in this age-group
who are currently sexually active is half—
or even less—the proportion who have
had some sexual experience.

A pattern of sporadic sexual activity
characterizes young adults in their early
20s as well, especially in developing wre-
gions. No more than about one-third 
of never-married sexually experienced
women aged 20–24 are currently sexual-
ly active in six of 12 countries with this in-
formation. By comparison, about half or
more of sexually experienced young men
are currently sexually active in nine of the
11 countries with information.

The Partner Relations (PR) surveys, car-
ried out by the World Health Organiza-
tion, also measured current sexual inter-
course among never-married adolescents;
while the measure used in these surveys
is not strictly comparable to the measure
we used, the results in countries includ-
ed in our analysis show very similar pat-
terns.* For example, according to the PR
survey in Thailand, 29% of never-married
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Table 3. Percentage of 20–24-year-olds who first had intercourse before age 20, by country, ac-
cording to gender, marital status at first intercourse and urban-rural residence

Region and country Women Men

Before marriage Within marriage Before marriage Within marriage

Total Rural Urban Total Rural Urban Total Rural Urban Total Rural Urban

Sub-Saharan Africa
Ghana 58 56 61 30 35 23 66 67 66 4 5 3
Mali 25 19 36 69 77 53 56 43 72 9 12 4
Tanzania 44 43 47 37 41 30 73 72 78 4 5 3
Zimbabwe 27 30 24 39 44 30 67 69 67 4 5 4

Asia
Philippines 4 5 5 23 29 19 26 20 31 6 6 5
Thailand 6 5 9 34 37 19 54 53 58 4 4 3

Latin America & Caribbean
Brazil 40 28 42 23 30 21 88 85 88 3 3 2
Costa Rica 27 27 27 30 37 21 68 66 68 2 3 2
Dominican Republic 15 14 16 45 57 40 76 73 77 7 8 5
Haiti 38 41 35 24 25 24 72 66 79 3 1 5
Jamaica 86 88 83 1 1 1 92 92 93 0 0 0
Peru 32 38 30 22 35 17 75 66 78 5 8 4

Developed countries
Great Britain 86 u u 2 u u u u u u u u
United States 75 79 74 6 6 7 u u u u u u

Note: u=unavailable.

Table 4. Percentage of never-married women and men who have ever had sex and percentage
who are currently sexually active, by country, according to gender and age-group 

Region and country Women 15–19 Men 15–19 Women 20–24 Men 20–24

Ever had Sexually Ever had Sexually Ever had Sexually Ever had Sexually
sex active sex active sex active sex active

Sub-Saharan Africa
Ghana 49 23 32 16 88 41 82 43
Mali 34 17 34 14 81 37 71 37
Tanzania 33 18 40 27 77 37 83 49
Zimbabwe 14 4 32 14 54 19 82 36

Asia
Philippines 1 0 12 3 7 1 41 9
Thailand 3 u 27 u 15 u 68 u

Latin America & Caribbean
Brazil 22 12 63 31 51 29 93 61
Costa Rica 15 6 42 19 34 11 78 38
Dominican Republic 13 5 48 19 44 16 85 48
Haiti 17 7 46 21 48 11 79 40
Jamaica 37 17 65 25 65 22 89 46
Peru 10 3 45 26 36 11 84 56

Developed countries
Great Britain 58 u 63 u 84 u 88 u
United States 45 33 55 u 75 57 90 u

Notes: Currently sexually active is defined as having had intercourse in the last month, except for U.S. women, for whom it reflects in-
tercourse in the last three months. u=unavailable.

*The PR estimates measure the proportion of young men
and women aged 15–19 who have never married and
who have had sexual intercourse within the past 12
months. Our study measures sexual activity within the
past month, so the levels are likely to be lower.




