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The Sexual Health of Teens
 In Canada, the United Kingdom, and the United States

In assessing the sexual health of U.S. teens, it may 
be useful to compare them to their peers in Canada 
and the United Kingdom, two nations whose his-
tory and culture are, to an extent, similar to that 
of the United States. The data show that, although 
U.S. teens typically initiate sex at around the same 
age compared to their Canadian and U.K. peers, 
U.S. teens have higher birth rates and HIV preva-
lence rates than teens in the other two countries. 

Pregnancy rates
Although U.S. teen pregnancy rates fell by 40% 
from 1990-2005, the rate remained more than twice 
as high as Canada’s.1,2,3,4

Birth rates
In 2005, the United States’ teenage birth rate was 
three times that of Canada and higher than that of 
England/Wales.1,2,3,4

aBortion rates
In 2005, Canada’s abortion rates among teens were 
lower than those of the United States and Eng-
land/Wales. The abortion rate among teens in the 
United States was higher than Canada’s, but lower 
than the rates in England/Wales.1,2,3,4

adolescent and adult hiV 
PreValence rates
In 2009, the estimated HIV prevalence among ado-
lescents and adults in the United States was twice 
that of Canada and three times that of the United 
Kingdom.5
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FIGURE 1 Teen Pregnancy

Pregnancy rates per 1,000 adolescent females, ages 
15-19, 2005.
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FIGURE 2 Teen Birth

Birth rates per 1,000 adolescent females, ages 15-19, 
2005.
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FIGURE 3 Teen Abortion

Abortion rates per 1,000 adolescent females, ages 
15-19, 2005.

15.3

24.2

19.1

0.0 0.1 0.2 0.3 0.4 0.5 0.6

Canada

England/Wales

United States

FIGURE 4 HIV Prevalence

Estimated percent of adult population living with HIV 
or AIDS, 2009.
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tyPical age at First sexual 
intercourse
In 2004, the self-reported age of first sexual inter-
course in all three countries was nearly the same.6 
When comparing the data from 2004 to newer 
data published from the Guttmacher Institute 
in 2011, on average the typical age at first sexual 
intercourse for American youth is still around the 
age of 17.7

ProPortion oF sexually 
exPerienced teens Who used 
contracePtion at Most recent sex 
Regarding condom use, U.S. males and females 
had reported a lower percentage of condom us-
age at most recent sex compared to their Canadi-
an peers. U.S. females were over three times less 
likely than Canadian teens to use oral contracep-
tives at most recent sex.8,9,10,11,12

conclusion
The U.K., Canada, and the United States have all 
struggled both with what kind of sex education 
adolescents should receive, and with issues of 
how to reduce teen pregnancy and ensure ado-
lescent health. By self-report, adolescents in the 
United States initiated sex at around the same 
age compared to Canadian and U.K. teens. Yet, 
the U.S. has a higher HIV rate and higher teen 
birth rates than the other two countries. While no  
direct research into the difference in rates has 
yet been conducted, one fact that cannot be over-
looked is that in the U.K. and Canada, all people  

including young people have confidential, low 
cost or free access to health care, contraception 
and condoms; while in the United States, confi-
dentiality laws vary from state to state and mil-
lions of young people lack health insurance or the 
means to pay for health care. No matter where 
they live, all young people should have access to 
complete information about sexual health, and 
the medical care and supplies they need to pro-
tect themselves from unintended pregnancy, HIV, 
and sexually transmitted diseases.
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FIGURE 6 Contraception Use

Typical age of first sexual intercourse, as assessed by 
self-report, 2004.
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FIGURE 5 Age at First Sexual Intercourse

Typical age of first sexual intercourse, as assessed by 
self-report, 2004.
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