
  

 

Penny for your thoughts: 

 

Young people and finance 
 
 

 

 

Sex Factor: 
 

Young people and sexual health 
 

February 2009 
 
 
 



   

 

 
Prepared by YouthNet, February 2009 Page 2 of 35 

 

Contents 

Executive Summary ................................................................................................................. 3 

Introduction .............................................................................................................................. 4 

Demographic profile ................................................................................................................. 5 
1.1 Age and Gender ................................................................................................................................. 5 
1.2 Ethnicity .............................................................................................................................................. 6 
1.3 Geographical location ....................................................................................................................... 6 
1.4 Working and educational status ...................................................................................................... 8 
1.5 Disability ............................................................................................................................................. 9 
1.6 Sexual orientation ...........................................................................................................................10 

Sexual activity ........................................................................................................................ 11 
2.1 Whether sexually active ..................................................................................................................11 
2.2 Number of sexual partners .............................................................................................................12 
2.3 The first time ....................................................................................................................................13 
2.3.1 Age virginity was lost ......................................................................................................................13 
2.3.2 Ideal age to lose virginity ................................................................................................................14 
2.3.3 Whether happy with when virginity was lost ................................................................................14 
2.3.4 Reasons for unhappiness with how virginity was lost ................................................................14 
2.4 Before the first time .........................................................................................................................16 

Alcohol and sex ...................................................................................................................... 19 

Sexual health .......................................................................................................................... 21 
4.1 Use of protection .............................................................................................................................21 
4.1.1 Frequency of use .............................................................................................................................21 
4.1.2 Reason for not always using contraception or protection .........................................................23 
4.2 Awareness and knowledge of STIs ...............................................................................................25 

Information and advice about sex and sexual health .......................................................... 28 
5.1 Attitudes towards STIs and seeking related treatment and information ...................................28 
5.2 Sources of STI-related information used or considered .............................................................30 

Sex education ......................................................................................................................... 32 
6.1 Responsibility for sex education ...................................................................................................32 
6.2 Experience of sex education ..........................................................................................................33 

Conclusion .............................................................................................................................. 35 



   

 

 
Prepared by YouthNet, February 2009 Page 3 of 35 

 

Executive Summary 
 

 Between 16
th
 and 22

nd
 September 2008, 2042 respondents aged 16 to 24 and living in the UK completed a 

survey conducted by YouthNet which explored young peopleôs attitudes towards sexual health, including their 

awareness and knowledge of sexually transmitted diseases.  

 More than nine in ten (92%) respondents were sexually active. While the majority (62%) had had no more 

than five sexual partners, 17% had had more than ten. 

 The average age at which respondents who were sexually active had lost their virginity was 16 years and 2 

months, and two thirds (67%) were happy with the circumstances in which they did. 

 A third (35%) of respondents who had not had sex felt pressured to lose their virginity and only two in ten 

(22%) said they could talk openly with their parents about sex. 

 More than three in ten (32%) respondents had had unprotected sex, 22% had been home with a stranger, 

and 17% had woken up somewhere they hadnôt remembered because they were drunk. 

 While the majority (53%) of sexually active respondents always use protection, more than one in ten (12%) 

said they only sometimes, 4% rarely, and 2% never do.  

 The sexually transmitted infection (STI) most likely to be recognised was HIV and AIDS, followed by 

Chlamydia, pubic lice and gonorrhea. A significant proportion of respondents had heard of some STIs in 

name only and knew nothing about the infections. 

 More than half (55%) of respondents worry about contracting an STI. Eight in ten (80%) said they would go 

for treatment straight away if they suspected they had contracted an infection, despite 56% saying they 

would be embarrassed to do so. 

 A quarter (26%) of respondents disagreed that there is enough information available for young people about 

STIs, and only 28% said they would go to their parents for such information. 

 The internet was the source of sexual health-related information most likely to have been consulted, followed 

by friends and GPs.  

 Experience of sex education was varied. Only four in ten (42%) respondents thought they were taught 

enough about sexual health at school, and only half (50%) trusted the information and advice given to them 

by teachers. 
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Introduction  
 

Between 1991 and 2001, the number of new cases of sexually transmitted infections (STIs) seen in 

Genitourinary Medicine (GUM) clinics doubled, and diagnosis rates have continued to rise throughout the first 

decade of the twenty-first century. Young people are particularly at risk, accounting for 65% of all chlamydia, 

50% of all genital warts and 50% of all gonorrhoea infections diagnosed across the UK in 2007.  

 

The increase in STI prevalence reflects more testing and improved diagnostic methods, but also indicates an 

increased level of unsafe sexual activity, particularly amongst those aged 16 to 24. To prevent rates increasing 

further, educating and informing young people of the risks of unprotected sex in an easily accessible and 

appropriate way is of paramount importance.     

 

Between 16
th
 and 22

nd
 September 2008, 2042 young people aged 16 to 24 from the UK completed a survey 

called óSex Factor: Young people and sexual healthô hosted on YouthNetôs website, TheSite.org. Incentivised 

with a free pack of condoms, the survey explored young peopleôs experience of and attitudes towards sex, 

their awareness and knowledge of STIs, and their experience of information sources and sex education.  
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1. Demographic profile 
 

This section shows the demographic profile of those who completed the óSex Factorô survey. The sample was 

self-selecting and there were no quotas added, so this is the natural demographic profile of respondents.  

 

It is common practice to óweightô data to correct for sample bias i.e. a sample not being a true reflection of the 

population it was taken from. If, for example, there were an equal number of males and females in a 

population, yet a sample taken from that population contained more females than males, responses from 

males would be weighted up so they have a greater impact on percentages, and responses from females 

weighted down to reduce their impact on percentages.  

 

There was no weighting applied to the data for this survey.  

 

1.1 Age and Gender  

 
Eligibility questions were included at the beginning of the questionnaire in order to screen out those younger 

than 16 years of age or older than 24. The age profile of those completing the survey ï all aged between 16 

and 24 - is shown below in chart 1.1.1. 

 

Chart 1.1.1 Age of respondents - Banded 
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All ages between 16 and 24 were represented within the sample.  As shown in chart 1.1.1, respondents were 

most likely to be between 19 and 21 years of age. They were more likely to be older than younger, with more 

than a third (36%) aged between 22 and 24, and only a quarter (24%) aged between 16 and 18.  

 

Traditionally, YouthNet surveys tend to attract a younger audience than this. The fact that those who 

responded to óSex Factorô tended towards the older end of TheSite.orgôs target age range, may be a 

consequence of older users feeling more comfortable discussing the subjects of sex and sexual health. 

 

Males and females were equally represented in the sample, with 48% male and 51% female. As shown in 

table 1.1.2, this was also true within each age group. 

 

 Base Total 16 ï 18 19 ï 21 22 ï 24 

Base 2042 2042 499 798 745 

Male 975 48% 51% 46% 48% 

Female 1046 51% 49% 53% 51% 

 

1.2 Ethnicity 

 
When asked their ethnicity, nearly nine in ten (87%) respondents described themselves as white. One in ten 

(10%) were from an ethnic minority, with 7% describing themselves as Asian, and 3% as Black. Ethnic 

minorities were slightly overrepresented in the sample - in 2001, 7.9% of the British population were non-

white
1
. 

 

1.3 Geographical location 

 

Further eligibility questions screened out respondents from outside the UK. Chart 1.3.1 shows where in the UK 

respondents lived alongside the actual population split
2
.   

 

 

                                                      
1
 Census 2001 - http://www.statistics.gov.uk 

2
 Census 2001 - http://www.statistics.gov.uk 
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Chart 1.3.1 Geographical location 

 
Unsurprisingly, the vast majority of respondents (85%) were from England. However, all areas of the UK were 

represented in the sample. The geographical split of respondents matched the split of the actual population 

almost exactly.  

 

Chart 1.3.2 shows a breakdown of the sample from England by region. 
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Chart 1.3.2 Regional breakdown ï Those living in England 

 
Almost a third (29%) of respondents from England lived in Greater London (10%) or elsewhere in the South 

East. This is unsurprising considering these are the most densely populated regions of the country. Of all other 

regions, respondents were most likely to be from the North West (12%), followed by the West Midlands (12%) 

and East Midlands (10%). Respondents were least likely to be from the North East (9%) or East Anglia (6%). 

 

 

1.4 Working and educational status 

 
As shown in chart 1.4.1, the vast majority of respondents were either in full time education or employment. 
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Chart 1.4.1 Working and educational status 

 
Two thirds of respondents were either in full-time education (33%) or had a full-time job (33%), and a further 

one in ten (9%) had a part-time job. While 17% were unemployed, only 8% of all respondents were actually 

looking for work ï 7% were homemakers and 2% were not looking for employment for some other reason. 

 

Respondents who were not in full-time education were asked if they were on a training scheme or 

apprenticeship of any kind ï just over one in ten (12%) were. Fourteen per cent of all respondents were in 

neither working nor in education or training. 

 

1.5 Disability 

 
One in twenty (5%) young people that completed the survey classified themselves as disabled. This proportion 

was similar across both genders and all age groups.  

 

  


