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ABSTINENCE: THE CONTROVERSY
Is it that important to stay pure sexually until marriage?

In 1997 an estimated 896,000 U.S. teenagers became
pregnant.  In 2000, 11 percent of all U.S. births were to teens
and 28 percent of all non-marital births were to teens.  Out-of-
wedlock births are of particular concern to our nation because
of the implications of poverty, children being raised without
fathers, and an escalation of child abuse, in addition to
economic costs.  The Robin Hood Foundation estimates that
adolescent childbearing costs the U.S. taxpayer about $6.9
billion per year.  Research shows that teens who give birth are
less likely to complete high school or go on to college,
increasing the likelihood that tax-paid services will be needed.
The children of these teens are more likely to experience
problems in school, are more likely to drop out of high school
and are more likely to repeat the cycle of teenage pregnancy.
The high volume of teen-age pregnancies has been attributed
to a more liberal view of sex and the availability of
contraception.  This relaxed attitude toward sex results in more
risky behavior with more contraceptive failure.  Growing up
without a father is also seen as a factor in teen pregnancy,
along with welfare programs that seemed to encourage young
women to start more families without fathers in order to get
government assistance.  Since 1991, however, there has been
a steady decline in teen pregnancy, abortion and birth rates.
The overall pregnancy rate for teenagers is down 19 percent.
This would be good news except for the fact that this rate is
higher than other industrialized nations.  A report in 1999 found
that 39 percent of ninth graders reported that they had
experienced sexual intercourse with 47 percent of tenth
graders, 53 percent of eleventh graders and 65 percent for
twelfth graders. [U.S. Dept. of HHS, Trends in the Well-Being of America’s
Children and Youth---2000.  Produced by Westat. P. 267, 269]

Statistics are people
The declining teenage pregnancy rate is good news; why it is
declining is tougher to ascertain.  Many “comprehensive sex”
advocates claim that their message of “safer sex “is working,
while those who claim that the best message is “abstinence
until marriage” are getting through to our teens, accounting for
the drop in teen pregnancies.  If teen pregnancies were the
only problem, we could afford to argue our differing points of
view forever, but that is not the only statistic that has
significance.  In the U.S. more than 65 million people are
currently living with an incurable sexually transmitted disease
(STD).  An additional 15 million people become infected with
one or more STDs each year.  Roughly half of these new
infections are lifelong diseases.  To give an idea of the
magnitude of the problem both in human misery and in dollars
the CDC reports that:
• 3 million new cases per year of Chlamydia, a leading cause of

infertility in women with 2 million currently infected.  Infected
women appear to be at an increased risk of developing cervical

cancer according to European researchers.  Some speculate
that a woman’s immunity is altered by Chlamydia making her
more susceptible to HPV, a known cause of cervical cancer. The
estimated cost $2.013 Billion in 1994.

• 650,000 new cases of gonorrhea are reported each year.
Gonorrhea is treatable with antibiotics, but many of the newer
cases are a resistant strain of gonorrhea.  Gonorrhea costs
society $1,051 billion in 1994.

• One million new cases of herpes are reported each year with 45
million people already infected.  One in five Americans has
herpes.  From 1970 to 1994, herpes prevalence increased 30
percent. Herpes is a lifelong viral infection with recurrences in
stressful situations.  The annual cost in 1994 was $237 million.

• HPV (human papilloma virus) had 5.5 million new cases with 20
million people already infected.  HPV is a lifelong STD and is the
leading cause of cervical cancer in women and penile cancer in
men.  The typical prevalence of HPV for women under the age
of 25 is between 28 and 46 percent.  HPV infection also
increases the chance for obtaining the AIDS virus and vice
versa. The cost to society in 1994 was $3,827,000,000.

The most serious STDS in women are Chlamydia and
gonorrhea, which cause ectopic pregnancies and infertility due
to narrowing of the Fallopian tubes.  Chlamydia often causes
no symptoms (75 percent).  HPV also causes serious
consequences for women with certain strains of the virus
directly linked to cervical cancer. It is estimated that 75 percent
of the reproductive-age population has been infected with
sexually transmitted HPV (Koutsky, 1997).  According to the CDC,
abstinence is the most effective strategy to prevent HPV
infection.  Condoms do not effectively protect against HPV
because it is passed by skin contact.
Teens and STDs
Teens are at especially high risk for STDS because they are
more likely to have multiple sex partners, multiple infections of
different STDs, and are most likely to have unprotected sex.
Teenage girls have an immature ectropion, the membrane
lining the vaginal tract and cervix that is more permeable to
STDs than in more mature women.  [Tracking the Hidden Epidemics:
Trends in STDs in the United States 2000. CDC]

Condoms . . . do they work?
Studies show that if condoms are used consistently and
correctly, 100 percent of the time, without slippage or
breakage, they do reduce the risk of HIV but their effectiveness
in other STDs is still unclear.  Condoms do not effectively
protect against HPV. The risk of acquiring HIV from a single
episode of vaginal intercourse with an infected person is very
low if a condom is used.  However, if other STDs are present,
such as gonorrhea or Chlamydia the risk is much higher. High
concentrations of viral particles are required to infect, so the
fact that there are larger-sized holes in latex than the virus
makes it possible for HIV infection to occur, although unlikely.
[Medical Institute of Sexual Health. Sexual Health Update. Fall 2000]
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