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Abstract

Based on data from the 2003 and 2009/2010
Canadian Community Health Survey (CCHS),
this article provides current information about
the sexual behaviours and condom use of 15- to
24-year-olds and examines changes since 2003.
Between 2003 and 2009/2010, the percentage
of 15- to 24-year-olds who had had sexual
intercourse at least once remained stable, as did
the percentages who reported becoming sexually
active at an early age and having multiple sexual
partners. Condom use increased between

2003 and 2009/2010, particularly among people
reporting that they had just one sexual partner.
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exual behaviour is a major determinant of
S sexual and reproductive health.*? Early sexual
intercourse, unprotected sex, and having multiple
sexual partners put youth at risk of HIV and other
sexually transmitted infections (STIs)*® and of
unplanned pregnancy.”® Individuals aged 15 to 24
experience some of the highest rates of STls.%!

Based on results of the 2003 and
2009/2010 Canadian Community Health
Survey (CCHS), this article examines
whether the sexual behaviour and
condom use of 15- to 24-year-olds has
changed since 2003 (the earliest years
for which comparable national data are
available).

Sexual activity

In 2009/2010, 66% of 15- to 24-year-olds
reported having had sexual intercourse at
least once, which was not significantly
different from 2003 (data not shown).
The likelihood of being sexually active
rose with age. At ages 15 to 17, 30%
reported having had sex, compared with
68% of 18- to 19-year-olds and 86% of
20- to 24-year-olds. The 2003 figures
were 30%, 68%, and 85%, respectively
(data not shown).

Early sexual intercourse

In 2009/2010, 9% of 15- to 24-year-
olds reported that they first had sexual

intercourse when they were younger
than 15, and about 25% had had
intercourse for the first time at age 15
or 16 (Table 1). These results were
not significantly different from 2003.
However, in 2003, similar percentages
of males and females reported having
had intercourse before age 15, but in
2009/2010, this was less common among
females (8%) than males (10%).

Multiple partners

In 2009/2010, about one-third of sexually
active 15- to 24-year-olds reported
having had sexual intercourse with
more than one partner in the previous 12
months, unchanged from 2003 (Table 2).
A larger percentage of sexually active
males than females had had intercourse
with more than one partner: 39%
compared with 25%. The percentage
reporting more than one sexual partner
was higher among 15- to 17-year-olds
than among 20- to 24-year-olds (35%
versus 30%).
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Table 1 The percentages reporting multiple
Number and percentage of 15- to 24-year-olds who had first sexual intercourse sexual partners were fairly consistent
before age 17, by sex, household population, Canada, 2003 and 2009/2010 across the country. The exception was
2003 2009/2010 Yukon, where 54% of 15- to 24-year-
95% 95% olds reported having had intercourse with
confidence confidence  more than one partner in the past year,
interval interval . -
Number Number compared with the Canadian average
Age at first intercourse ’000 % from to ’000 % from to of 32%. In Alberta, the percentage
Total reporting multiple partners had been
Younger than 15 3758 96 89 103 3768 90 83 97 e national fi in 2003. but
150r 16 9729 248 237 259 10722 257 246 268 elow the national Tigure In » U
by 2009/2010, the percentages were not
Sex significantly different.
Males
Younger than 15 1950 98 88 109 2100 97 87 108
150r 16 4913 248 232 263 5704 265 248 281 ~ condom use
Females In 2009/10, 68% of sexually active 15- to
Younger than 15 1808 93 84 103 1668  82° 74 91 24-year olds reported using condoms the
150r16 4816 248 234 262 5018 248 233 263 |ast time they had intercourse, compared
* significantly different from males younger than 15 (p<0.05) with 62% in 2003 (Table 2) As in 2003
Note: Based on sexually active and inactive 15- to- 24-year-olds. ) ’
Sources: 2003 and 2009/2010 Canadian Community Health Survey. condom use was more common among
The data

Data from the 2003 and 2009/2010 Canadian Community Health Survey (CCHS) were used to estimate the prevalence of sexual activity, the number of sexual
partners, and condom use among 15- to 24-year-olds. Data for the 2003 CCHS were collected from January through December. In 2007, the survey changed
to continuous collection; the data for 2009/2010 were collected from January 2009 through December 2010. The response rate for 2003 was 81%, and for
2009/2010, 72%. Most interviews—70% in 2003 and 62% in 2009/2010—were by telephone. The samples used for the analyses in this article numbered
18,084 and 15,966 respondents aged 15 to 24, weighted to represent populations of approximately 4.2 million in 2003 and 4.4 million in 2009/2010. Details
about the survey design and sampling techniques have been published elsewhere.?

All differences were tested to ensure statistical significance at the 0.05 level. To account for survey design effects, standard errors and coefficients of
variation were estimated using the bootstrap technique.

The percentage of 15- to 24-year-olds who had had sexual intercourse at least once was based on “yes/no” responses to the question, “ Have you ever had
sexual intercourse?”

Estimates of the percentages of 15- to 24-year-olds who became sexually active before age 15 or at ages 15 or 16 were calculated from responses to the
question: “How old were you the first time?”

Respondents who reported ever having had sexual intercourse were asked, “In the past 12 months, have you had sexual intercourse?” Those who replied
affirmatively were asked, “With how many different partners?”

Condom use was calculated among sexually active 15- to 24-year-olds who had been with multiple partners in the previous 12 months and/or who were not
married or in a common-law relationship. The estimates were based on responses to: “Did you use a condom the last time you had intercourse?” Because
condom use pertained to the most recent sexual encounter, it may not reflect typical behaviour. However, reports of condom use at the last sexual contact have
been shown to approximate usual behaviour."

The data about sexual behaviour in this article are self-reported, and so are subject to social desirability and recall biases. Social desirability is the tendency
to modify answers to present a more favourable image. The impact of this phenomenon on estimates of sexual behaviour is difficult to quantify because the
perception of what is “desirable” may differ depending on the respondent’s age, sex and socio-economic status. Some individuals may give socially acceptable
answers (under-report) to questions about sexual behaviour; others may exaggerate their sexual experience. Establishing the veracity of reported sexual
activity remains a challenge, as no universally accepted means of validation exists.” However, studies that have used test-retest reliability methodology to
verify self-reported sexual activity,'®'” condom use, ' and age of first sex' find that adolescent reports are generally reliable. Moreover, the CCHS questions
were developed through expert consultations and tested extensively to help ensure data accuracy and relevance.”

Because the CCHS is a household survey, the results can be generalized to the Canadian household population. This is an advantage over school-based
surveys, which are often used to collect data about the sexual behaviour of young people, but which exclude youth no longer in school, a population that could
be at high risk of contracting sexually transmitted infections and the Human Immunodeficiency Virus (STI/HIV).

Some information that would help to better understand the sexual habits of youth are not available on the CCHS, including relationship status and sexual
partner characteristics. As well, the term “sexual intercourse” was not defined in the CCHS, so it is possible that some respondents may have misinterpreted
the question.?
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Multiple partners and condom use of sexually active 15- to 24-year olds, by sex, age group and province/territory, Canada,

household population, 2003 and 2009/2010

Multiple partners in past year

2003 2009/2010
95% 95%
confidence confidence
Sex/Age group/ Number interval Number interval Number
Province/Territory ’000 % from to ’000 % from to ’000
Total 739.6 309 295 324 8184 325 30.8 34.1 1,268.2
Sex
Malest 4360 367 344 389 508.6 39.0 367 413 720.0
Females 303.6 253" 235 27.0 309.8 254* 234 274 548.2
Age group
15t0 17* 1080 351 318 383 1106 347 312 382 239.0
1810 19 1647 349 319 379 1941 394 36.0 428 304.3
20to 24 466.9 29.0¢ 27.1 309 513.8  30.0* 28.0 32.1 725.0
Province/Territory
Newfoundland and Labrador 117 268 192 344 135 311 249 372 27.9
Prince Edward Island 39 366 269 464 33 361 244 478 6.7
Nova Scotia 227 313 244 382 198 287 215 359 455
New Brunswick 19.0 315 248 383 175 332 271 393 316
Quebec 2074 318 286 349 2244 343 311 375 304.0
Ontario 2737 310 285 335 2753 304 276 332 504.9
Manitoba 227 270 203 33.8 249 326 251 402 46.3
Saskatchewan 204 287 235 339 257 323 267 379 37.9
Alberta 634 26.9* 233 305 1133 34.8¢ 299 396 1121
British Columbia 910 342 295 389 968 326 280 372 146.5
Yukon 10 390 254 525 15 54.0° 427 652 1.5
Northwest territories 16 3828 266 49.7 15 386 27.6 495 21
Nunavut (10 largest communitiess) 09 364 268 46.0 09 366 265 46.8 1.2

T reference category

*

+ significantly different from 2003 (p<0.05)

significantly different from reference category or from rest of Canada in same year (p<0.05)

§ lqaluit, Cambridge Bay, Baker Lake, Arviat, Rankin Inlet, Kugluktuk, Pond Inlet, Cape Dorset, Pangnirtung, Igloolik

E use with caution

Sources: 2003 and 2009/2010 Canadian Community Health Survey.

males than females—in 2009/2010, 73%
of males, compared with 63% of females,
reported using condoms the last time
they had intercourse.

As was the case in 2003, the
2009/2010 results indicate that condom
use declined with age from 80% among
15- to 17-year-olds to 63% among 20-
to 24-year-olds (Table 2). This pattern
prevailed among both sexes (data not
shown). It may reflect the tendency to
use other forms of birth control, such
as oral contraceptives, at older ages.**
Furthermore, older individuals are more
likely to be in longer-term, monogamous
relationships in which partners perceive
less risk of contracting HIV/STI and the
use of condoms to be less important.?2*

In 2003, 15- to 24-year-olds with one
sexual partner in the past year were less
likely than those with more than one
partner to report using a condom: 59%
versus 68% (Table 3). By 2009/2010,
the prevalence of condom use did not
differ by the number of sexual partners:
67% (one partner) and 69% (more than
one partner) (Table 3).

Regional differences

In 2009/2010, the prevalence of condom
use was above the national average in
Ontario (73%), Alberta (73%), Northwest
Territories (78%) and Nunavut (79%),
and below the average in Quebec (60%)
and Manitoba (65%) (Table 3). In
New Brunswick, Ontario and Alberta,
the percentages reporting condom use

Condom used at last sexual intercourse

2003 2009/2010
95% 95%
confidence confidence
interval interval
Number

% from to ’000 % from to
62.2 60.4 63.9 1,416.3 67.9' 66.2 69.6
67.3 648 69.8 8174 725¢ 702 747
56.5* 54.1 58.9 5989 62.5*% 60.1 65.0
785 757 813 2526 799 769 829
67.6* 64.7 704 3493  73.7*% 708 76.7
56.4* 54.0 58.8 8143 62.8* 604 653
70.4* 630 77.8 259 700 624 777
725 618 83.3 57 683 576 789
714 638 79.1 377 668 59.0 747
611 537 68.6 301 73.1% 66.2 80.0
55.7* 519 59.6 3260 59.9* 56.2 636
65.1* 62.0 68.3 5512  72.6* 70.0 752
636 556 71.5 433 649* 57.8 721
66.1 59.3 72.9 423 689 620 758
59.6* 54.1 65.1 1902 725% 682 76.7
63.7 59.3 68.1 1584 655 602 70.9
734 584 883 17 712 601 823
66.8 53.5 80.2 25 784* 692 877
727 549 90.6 14 79.1% 632 95.1

increased significantly between 2003 and
2009/2010. Condom use did not decline
inany province or territory.

Geographic variations in condom
use may reflect differences in the
effectiveness of campaigns to promote
their use® and in the accessibility and/or
affordability of other contraceptives.?*?5%
In Quebec, for example, the province’s
drug insurance plan® reimburses the cost
of some contraceptives, such as birth
control pills.

Conclusion

Accordingtoself-reportstothe 2009/2010
CCHS, two-thirds of 15- to 24-year-olds
had had sexual intercourse at least once;
a third of the age group had first done
so when they were younger than 17. A
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Table 3

Number and percentage of sexually active 15- to 24-year-olds who used condom at last sexual intercourse, by number of
sexual partners in past year and age group, household population, Canada, 2003 and 2009/2010

2003 2009/2010
One partner Multiple partners One partner Multiple partners

95% 95% 95% 95%
co_nfidence cqnfidence co_nfidence cqnfidence

Number interval Number interval Number interval Number interval
'000 % from to '000 % from to ’000 % from to '000 % from to
Total 766.3 59.0 56.6 61.3 5001 67.7* 65.1 70.2 850.5 67.2¢ 65.1 69.3 563.7 689 66.3 71.4

Age group

151017 1549 789 752 822 840 778 728 821 166.7 812 77.3 846 85.6 775 722 820
18 to19 1909 66.8" 629 705 1134 68.8" 64.2 73.1 202.8 727% 68.8 764 1458 75.1% 704 79.3
20t0 24 4205 5147 481 54.7 3027 65.0* 612 685 481.0 616" 585 64.6 3323 6471 61.0 68.3

*

significantly different from individuals with one partner (p<0.05)
1 significantly different from 15- to 17-year-olds (p<0.05)
* significantly different from 2003 (p<0.05)

Sources: 2003 and 2009/2010 Canadian Community Health Survey.

third of those who were sexually active
had had more than one partner in the past
year. Condom use increased between
2003 and 2009/2010, particularly among
people reporting just one sexual partner.
Despite this increase, more than three in
ten young adults did not use condoms the
last time they had intercourse. Condom

use was lower than the national average
in Quebec and Manitoba, and higher in
Ontario, Alberta, Northwest Territories,
and Nunavut. Surveys that collect data
about the sexual behaviour and condom
use of young adults remain important
in informing and supporting health
promotion and surveillance programs.
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