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The dramatic progress made in reducing rates of pregnancy among teens in the United States has been
widely noted and justifiably celebrated.  This research brief makes clear, however, that the proportion of
sexually experienced teens who get pregnant or cause a pregnancy remains startlingly high. 

As a general matter, the vast majority of teen pregnancy rates presented in the press and in various reports and arti-
cles are based on data collected from all teens aged 15-19 (often girls only) regardless of their sexual experience.
While this is certainly useful and important research—for example, work in this area has made clear that heartening
decreases in teen pregnancy and childbearing are due to both more teens delaying sex and more consistent contra-
ceptive use among those who are sexually experience—limiting the examination of teen pregnancy to those teens
known to be sexually experienced allows for a more focused analysis.  

Almost one third (31%) of sexu-
ally experienced teen girls have
been pregnant.

More than one in eight sexually
experienced teen boys (13%)
have caused a pregnancy.  

Over half of sexually experi-
enced Hispanic teen girls (52%)
have been pregnant compared to
40% of sexually experienced
Non-Hispanic black teen girls
and 23% of sexually experienced
non-Hispanic white teen girls.  

Almost half of teen girls who first
have sex before age 15 report
having been pregnant compared to
only one quarter of those girls
who wait to have sex until later. 

Girls with three or more sexual
partners are more likely to report
having been pregnant than girls
who have had one or two part-
ners.

Girls who used contraception the
first time they had sex were less
likely than those who did not to
report having ever been pregnant.

Highlights:

This report presents statistics on teen pregnancy from the 2002 National Survey of Family Growth (NSFG) for both
boys and girls aged 15-19.  Researchers have long noted that pregnancy is often underreported in surveys, especial-
ly among teens.  Therefore, the data presented here are subject to underreporting bias and may very well be a con-
servative estimate of how many teens actually do become pregnant or cause a pregnancy.1 This underreporting
bias may be particularly acute for certain racial/ethnic, age and gender population subgroups.2,3 Nonetheless, using
data from the NSFG does permit examination of teen pregnancy rates by a number of variables—such as age of
first sex, contraceptive use at first sex, and number of sexual partners—that would not be possible using vital statis-
tics data.  The estimates presented here can be used as a guideline for determining the risk of pregnancy among
sexually experienced teens along some important dimensions.  It is strongly suggested that the reader also refer to
the teen pregnancy rate published by either the National Center for Health Statistics (www.cdc.gov/nchs) or the
Guttmacher Institute (www.guttmacher.org) for specific rates and numbers of teen pregnancies in the United States.4

Almost one-third of sexually
experienced teen girls (31%)
report having been pregnant. 

More than one in eight sexually
experienced teen boys (13%)
report having been involved in a
pregnancy.  

Details:

Many sexually experi-
enced teens report being
involved in a pregnancy
(Figure 1).
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FIGURE 1: Percentage of teens (aged 15-19) who
report being involved in a pregnancy, 2002
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FIGURE 2: The proportion of sexually experienced teens (aged 15-19) who have
ever been involved in a pregnancy by age group and race/ethnicity, 2002
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By way of comparison, among all
teens, one in seven girls (14%)
report having been pregnant and
one in 16 boys (6%) report causing
a pregnancy. 

By age: Sexually experi-
enced older teens (aged 18-
19) are significantly more
likely than younger teens
(aged 15-17) to have been
involved in a pregnancy
(Figure 2).

Almost one quarter of sexually
experienced girls aged 15-17
(24%) report having been pregnant
compared to over one third (35%)
of sexually experienced girls aged 
18-19.

Among sexually experienced teen
boys, 9% of boys aged 15-17
report having been involved in a
pregnancy compared to 16% of
boys aged 18-19.  These age differ-
ences are statistically significant
for both girls and boys.5
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By age—more: Teens who
first have sex at a very
young age are significantly
more likely to have been
involved in a pregnancy
than teens who delay first
sex (Figure 3).

Almost half of sexually experi-
enced teen girls who first have sex
before the age of 15 report having
ever been pregnant (46%) com-
pared to one quarter of girls who
first have sex at age 15 or older
(25%).  
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By race/ethnicity: Sexually
experienced non-Hispanic
white teens are less likely
than sexually experienced
Hispanic and non-Hispanic
black teens to be involved
in a pregnancy (Figure 2). 

More than half of sexually experi-
enced Hispanic teen girls (52%)
have been pregnant compared to
four in ten sexually experienced
non-Hispanic black teen girls
(40%) and about one quarter of
sexually experienced non-Hispanic
white teen girls (23%).

ception the first time they had sex
report having been pregnant com-
pared to 27% of those who did use
a method of contraception the first
time they had sex.  This difference
is statistically significant. 

Almost one in five sexually experi-
enced teen boys (18%) who did
not use any method of contracep-
tion the first time they had sex
have been involved in a pregnancy
compared to 12% of those who did
use a method of contraception at
first sex.  This difference is not
statistically significant.

More than one in five sexually
experienced teen boys (22%) who
first have sex before the age of 15
have been involved in a pregnancy
compared to less than one in ten
(9%) who first have sex at age 15
or older.  The differences according
to age at sexual initiation are statis-
tically significant for both boys and
girls.

Among sexually experienced non-
Hispanic white teen boys, 9%
report causing a pregnancy com-
pared to approximately one in five
sexually experienced Hispanic
(21%) and non-Hispanic black
(19%) teen boys. 

The difference in the proportion of
teens who report being involved in 

By number of sexual part-
ners: Sexually experienced
teens who have had three
or more sexual partners
are significantly more like-
ly to report being involved
in a pregnancy than those
who have had two or fewer
sexual partners (Figure 3).

More than one in three sexually
experienced teen girls (37%) who
have had three or more sexual
partners have been pregnant com-
pared to one in four sexually expe-
rienced girls (25%) who have had
two or fewer sexual partners.  

Almost one in five sexually experi-
enced teen boys (18%) who have
had three or more sexual partners
have been involved in a pregnancy
compared to 9% of sexually expe-
rienced teen boys with two or
fewer partners. The differences
reported in this section are statisti-
cally significant.

FIGURE 3: The proportion of sexually experienced
teens (aged 15-19) who have ever been involved
in a pregnancy by sexual risk behavior, 2002
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a pregnancy is statistically signifi-
cant for both boys and girls.

By use of contraception:
Sexually experienced teens
who used a method of con-
traception the first time
they had sex are less likely
to report being involved in
a pregnancy than those
who did not (Figure 3).

More than four in ten sexually
experienced teen girls (43%) who
did not use any method of contra-  

Discussion:

As has been widely reported, the
teen pregnancy rate among all
teens has been decreasing since
1990.  Research suggests that these
heartening decreases are because
more teens are delaying sex and  
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those who are having sex are using
contraception more consistently.6

Still, as the data in this research
brief make clear, the risk of preg-
nancy remains very high among
sexually experienced teens, espe-
cially those in some racial/ethnic
groups, among younger teens, and
among teens with more than one or
two partners. 

More young people need to be
convinced about the value of
delaying sexual activity.
Consistent with findings in this
report and previous research,
teens who have sex at a young
age are more likely to have
multiple partners and are at
higher risk for pregnancy during
their teen years.7 Therefore we
need to continue increasing the
proportion of teens who are not
sexually experienced.  We also
need to talk to teens who are
sexually experienced about
postponing additional sexual
activity.

At the same time, those young
people who are sexually active
and are likely to remain so
need to be encouraged to use
contraception consistently and
carefully. Letting teens know
about the high risk of pregnancy
among those who are sexually
experienced—nearly one-third
of teen girls who have ever had
sex say they have been preg-
nant—might help motivate
young people to make more
cautious decisions about sex. 

The impressive progress the
nation has made in reducing
teen pregnancy and births
overall may have inadvertent-
ly convinced policymakers
and others who decide how
resources are allocated that
preventing teen pregnancy is
no longer a priority.  Clearly,
however, these data on the high
proportion of sexually experi-
enced teens who are involved in 

This research brief was written by
National Campaign staff members
Katherine Suellentrop, and
Christine Flanigan.
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All statistics for 2002 were generat-
ed with data from the National
Survey of Family Growth (NSFG)
Cycle 6, a periodic national survey
of fertility-related issues conducted
by the National Center for Health
Statistics, Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention, U.S.
Department of Health and Human
Services (HHS).  NSFG data sets
on CD-ROM are available free of
charge from NCHS: visit
www.cdc.gov/nchs/nsfg.htm, call
(301) 458-4222, or e-mail
nsfg@cdc.gov for more information.  

The NSFG has typically been con-
ducted about every 7 years.
According to NCHS, it plans to
change to continuous data collec-
tion in 2006, interviewing about
4,000 people each year. With con-
tinuous interviewing, adequate data
for analysis will be available for
populations such as teens after two
years of data collection. NCHS
expects that by late 2008 or early
2009, data for about 1,500 to 1,600
teens will be available for research
and analysis. Data for an additional
800 teens will be available by late
2009, bringing the sample size for
teenagers to 2,400, compared with
about 2,300 in the 2002 NSFG.
With continuous interviewing, larger
samples of teens can be combined
for more in-depth analysis, and
data will be available more fre-
quently.
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a pregnancy show that major
efforts are needed to help young
people postpone pregnancy.  

The difference in the proportion of
teen girls versus teen boys who
report being involved in a pregnan-
cy is generally attributed to the fact
that, on average, teenage mothers
are 3.3 years younger than the men
who father their children.8 This
means that 65% of girls aged 15-19
become pregnant from men who
are over the age of 20.9 For this
analysis, all boy-girl differences are
statistically significant. 
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The term “statistical signifi-
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between groups (boys versus
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