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formal education during this developmental period, enrolling in college part-time or 
full-time, and delay living totally independently for at least several more years. 
Regardless of the trajectory toward adulthood, however, this is the period when young 
people are expected to assert greater autonomy, become more self-reliant, and engage 
in more self-directed decision making. It is also the time when young people become 
involved in romantic relationships with opposite-sex or same-sex peers. Indeed, for 
most youth, adolescence and emerging adulthood is a period of active sexual explora-
tion, and often, intense emotional interactions.

On national surveys, about one-third to more than one-half of 12- to 18-year-olds 
in the United States report some type of romantic or dating experience (Bouchey & 
Furman, 2003; Lenhart, Smith, & Page, 2015). While most of these youth do not label 
their romantic relationships as “serious” (Lenhart et al., 2015), many of them are sex-
ually active. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) reports that 
among high school students surveyed in 2013 as part of the Youth Risk Behavior 
Surveillance (YRBS) study, nearly half (47%) said they had ever had sexual intercourse, 
and 15 percent of these young people had had sex with four or more different partners 
so far during their lives (Kann et al., 2014; see Table 7.2). Not surprisingly, older teens, 
aged 18–19, are more likely to report having ever had sex (64.7% of males and 70.6% 
of females); nevertheless, about one-third of teens aged 15–17 also report having had 
sex (31.6% of males and 30% of females) (CDC, 2009b).

Adolescents and young adults see their intimate partners as a major source of 
social and emotional support. In one study of 10th graders, for instance, romantic 
partners tied with respondents’ mothers for second place in a ranking of support fig-
ures in their lives (Furman & Buhrmester, 1992). Among college students, males report 
their romantic partners are the most supportive people in their lives. Females do not 
rank their romantic partners first in terms of support, but nevertheless consider them 

Currently Sexually Active (%)* Sexual Intercourse With > 4 Partners, Lifetime (%)

Grade Males Females Males Females

  9 19.3 19.8   9.1   4.4

10 27.0 31.8 14.5 10.7

11 39.6 40.7 19.1 17.9

12 47.8 50.7 25.7 21.1

Table 7.2 � U.S. High School Students Who Are Sexually Active, by Sex and Grade, 2013

*Currently sexually active: had sexual intercourse with at least one person during the three months before the survey.

SOURCE: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance—United States, 2013. 
Retrieved from http://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/pdf/ss/ss6304.pdf.


