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ABSTRACT

Background
Sexual and reproductive health are key issues for adolescents and young adults. Detailed national Canadian data about sexual behaviours, condom use and
other contraceptive use by youth are lacking.

Methods
Data from the 2015/2016 Canadian Community Health Survey were used to examine sexual behaviours, condom and other contraceptive use, and reasons
for non-use by selected characteristics.

Results

In 2015/2016, 54.1% of 15- to 24-year-olds reported having had sexual intercourse in the past year. Among those who had intercourse in the previous year,
the percentage of males (42.6%) who had multiple sexual partners was higher than the percentage of females (31.4%). Gay and bisexual males (67.4% and
72.5%, respectively) and bisexual females (47.5%) were more likely to report having had multiple partners than their heterosexual counterparts. Overall, 60.1%
of youth reported using a condom the last time they had sex. This was more common at younger ages, among males and among those who reported having
had sex with more than one partner in the previous year. When asked the reason for not using a condom, monogamy and use of another method, such as oral
contraceptive pills, were each cited by nearly half of non-users. Some reasons for not using a condom also differed by age, sex and number of partners. For
example, youth aged 20 to 24 were more likely to report not using a condom because they disliked them, whereas those aged 15 to 17 were more likely to
report none were available. About one-fifth of 15- to 24-year-olds reported using neither a condom nor another method of contraception the last time they had
sex. One in 10 currently sexually active females reported using emergency contraception in the past year.

Interpretation
A substantial proportion of youth in Canada are at high risk for sexually transmitted infections and unplanned pregnancy, and the findings have implications for
comprehensive sexual health education and related policies and programs.
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exual behaviours, condom use, and protection against un-

wanted pregnancies and sexually transmitted infections

(STIs) are important indicators of sexual and reproductive
health. National data on these indicators can assist the public
health and education sectors in planning and implementing ef-
fective programming to promote sexual health. Data on condom
use are of particular interest because correct and consistent con-
dom use reduces the risk of passing on STIs! and is an effective
method of contraception.? Information on the motivations for
not using condoms or other contraceptives can help govern-
ments and organizations develop policies and initiatives that en-
courage their use. Reported rates of nationally notifiable STIs

Table 1

have increased substantially since 2001, with these infections
disproportionately affecting people younger than 30,2 and there
are an estimated 180,700 unintended pregnancies annually in
Canada,*underscoring the need for data related to sexual health.
Data from the 2015/2016 Canadian Community Health Survey
(CCHS) were used to examine rates of sexual activity, numbers
of intercourse partners, use of condoms or other contraceptives,
and reasons for not using condoms among sexually active 15-
to 24-year-olds.

Number and percentage of currently sexually active 15- to 24-year-olds, and percentage of those
reporting multiple partners, by selected characteristics, household population, Canada, 2015/2016

Total Males Females
95% 95% 95%
confidence confidence confidence
interval interval interval
000' %  from to 000' %  from to 000' % from to

Currently sexually active

Total, 15- to 24-year-olds 2,180.8 54.1 52,6 55.6

Age group (years)
15t0 17 076 206 189 23
18t0 19 466 5247 489 559
20t024" 15166 715 69.2 737

Sexual orientation

Heterosexual' 19882 543 527 559

1,109.0 53.1 509 552 1,071.8 552 532 573

1064 196° 173 221 m2 26t 193 241
B35 540° 489 590 M1 5097 46.2 555
769.1  69.1 658 722 7415 742% T3 710

10359 532 510 555 9523 555 533 576

Gay or lesbian 468 6507 552 737 260 713% 569 824 208 586 450 709
Bisexual 924 611 539 678 221 574 443 69.6 703 623 534 704
Province orTerritory
Newfoundland and Labrador 346 6367 577 692 142 561 457 66.1 04 7027 61 772
Prince Edward Island 106 6397 569 703 50 677% 564 772 56 609 520 69.1
Nova Scotia 631 616° 556 673 350 680° 602 750 281 552* 467 63.4
New Brunswick 49 6127 541 678 195 600 486 703 254 621 533 702
Quebec 5750 622F 593 650 864 605° 564 644 2886 640° 600 677
Ontario 8045 5017 475 528 459 503% 465 541 3786 4997 463 536
Manitoba 683 4457 393 497 312 384F 311 462 372 513% 437 588
Saskatchewan 649 583 529 636 36.7 592 518  66.1 82 573 483 659
Alberta 2428 531 493 5638 1184 515 46.2  56.7 1243 547 494 599
British Columbia 2623 509 471 547 1319 487 84 540 1304 534 480 587
Yukon 28 677F 560 775 15 683 511 816 13 670 515 795
Northwest Territories 35 7147 576 821 1.9 7 49.1  86.2 16 77t 568 83.0
Nunavut 36 591 477 69.6 14 45° 285 617 22 748%™ 623 842
Multiple sexual partners
Total, 15- to 24-year-olds 7994 371 351 391 463.8 42.6 39.7 45.6 3357 314* 289 340
Age group (years)
15t017 751 348 306 394 344 328° 266 398 407 367° 312 425
18t019 166.6  37.9 337 423 893 393 335 455 73 364% 305 47
20t024" 557.8 371 346 397 3401 450 412 488 077 292* 262 323
Sexual orientation
Heterosexual® 7122 362 340 384 4228 M5 385 446 2894 304* 278 332
Gay or leshian B9 510° 374 645 175 6747 487 817 64 306 177 415
Bisexual 488 5357 449 619 160 725° 556 847 328 4757 379 5712
*significantly different from corresponding estimate for males (p<0.05)
" reference category

i significantly different from reference category or the rest of Canada for provincial or territorial comparisons (i.e., each province or territory compared with the rest of

(Canada combined, minus the province or territory) (p<0.05)
Euse with caution (>0.15 to <0.35)

Note: Currently sexually active is defined as having had vaginal or anal intercourse in the past 12 months. The sample size for estimating the prevalence of being
currently sexually active was 11,330. For estimating numbers with multiple sexual partners in the past 12 months, it was 6,034.

Source: 2015/2016 Canadian Community Health Survey.
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Table 2

Condom use during last sexual intercourse among currently sexually active 15- to 24-year-olds, by
number of sexual partners in the past year and selected characteristics, household population, Canada,

2015/2016

Used condom during last sexual intercourse

Total One partner Multiple partners
95% 95%
95% confidence confidence confidence
interval interval interval
% from to %  from to % from  to

Total, 15- to 24-year-olds 60.1 582 62.0 55.9 53.5 583 66.3 * 63.0 69.5
Sex

Female 549 521 576 521% 488 553 609" 557 659

Male" 65.0 62.2 67.8 60.3 56.6 63.9 701 % 65.7 742
Age group (years)

15t017 799% 760 833 81.1% 766 848 774 695 87

18t019 737 @1 73 6547 598 706 69.9 632 758

20t024" 55.1 526 57.6 494 464 524 63.7 * 595 678
Sexual orientation

Heterosexual” 60.2 58.2 62.2 56.1 536 586 66.7 * 632 700

Gay males 50° 308 724 F TR 602°F 312 85

Bisexual 63.7 54.4 72.1 58.0 450 699 68.3 553 789
Province or Territory

Newfoundland and Labrador 61.1 50.7 70.5 63.2 516 734 56.3 ¢ 387 724

Prince Edward Island 65.7 54.8 75.2 61.6 474 740 75.5 581 873

Nova Scotia 67.3 59.3 744 666° 553 763 69.4 553 805

New Brunswick 64.3 54.9 72.7 60.3 478 717 732 564 85.2

Quebec 480° 444 51.7 a6t 371 462 59.1 ™ 525 654

Ontario 67.0° 63.3 70.6 641% 592 687 69.6 63.8 749

Manitoba 66.7 583 742 63.3 534 722 731 59.0 837

Saskatchewan 702} 62.2 771 65.3 550 744 788*% 658 877

Alberta 57.8 526 62.8 534 471 595 67.2 % 583 75.0

British Columbia 60.3 54.7 65.5 58.0 508 648 63.9 542 726

Yukon 64.8 45.2 80.4 620° 385 809 68.0° 389 876

Northwest Territories 70.0 571 80.4 770 613 8717 56.9 ¢ 343 770

Nunavut 57.9 46 726 533° 363 69.6 680° 400 871

... notapplicable
*significantly different from one partner (p<0.05)
" reference category

i significantly different from reference category or the rest of Canada for provincial or territorial comparisons (i.e., each province or territory compared with the rest

of Canada combined, minus the province or territory) (p<0.05)
Euse with caution (>0.15t0 <0.35)
F too unreliable to be published (> 0.35)

Notes: The samples used for estimating the prevalence of condom use during last sex among currently sexually active 15- to 24-year-olds numbered 5,979 overall,
and 5,935 when stratified by the number of sexual partners (one vs. multiple) in the past year. Females who reported last having sex with a female partner were not
asked the condom use question and were therefore excluded from the analysis. Because sexual orientation does not always correlate with behaviour, it is possible
that some lesbian women reported last having sex with a male (this is rare, and therefore explains why the corresponding estimates are unreleasable/not

presented).
Source: 2015/2016 Canadian Community Health Survey.

Methods

Data sources

The CCHS collects information related to health status, health
care use and health determinants for the Canadian population
12 years of age and older living in the provinces and territo-
ries.>¢ Excluded from the study are people living on reserves
and other Aboriginal settlements, people in two health regions
in northern Quebec, full-time members of the Canadian Forces,
the institutionalized population, and youth aged 12 to 17 living
in foster homes. These groups represent about 3% of the target

population.>® Details about the CCHS, including survey frames,
sampling strategy, weighting and questionnaires, are available
elsewhere.5®

Data were collected from January 2015 to December 2016 by
computer-assisted telephone and in-person interviews. Most in-
terviews were conducted by telephone (82%). The overall
2015/2016 response rate for all ages was 59.5%, corresponding
to a final sample of 110,095 respondents.>® The samples used
for the different analyses in the present article included up to
11,330 respondents aged 15 to 24 who completed the CCHS by
self-report. Information about question eligibility and corre-
sponding sample sizes of each analysis is provided in the pre-
sented data table.
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Definitions

The percentage of 15- to 24-year-olds who had had sex at least

once was based on the question: “Have you ever had sex? Please
include vaginal and anal sex.” Respondents who reported ever

having had sex were asked about their sexual partners in the past

year: “In the past 12 months, have you had sex with a female or
a male?” Those who reported having had sex with a female or

that applied: (1) they were pregnant or trying (originally sepa-
rate reasons), (2) they did not think they were at risk of preg-
nancy, (3) they did not think they were at risk of sexually trans-
mitted infections, including human immunodeficiency virus
(HIV), (4) they were in a monogamous relationship, (5) they did
not have a condom or other protection at the time, (6) they used
another method of protection, (7) they did not like condoms, and

(8) other.

Table 3
Reasons for not using a condom during last intercourse among currently sexually active 15- to 24-year-olds, by selected characteristics, household population, Canada,
2015/2016
They wereina They did not think  They were pregnant
monogamous They used another They did not think they They did not like they were at risk of or trying to get They did not have a
relationship method were at risk of an STI condoms pregnancy preg condom available Other reason
95% 95% 95% 95% 95% 95% 95% 95%
confidence confidence confidence confid fid fidence fidence fidence
interval interval interval interval interval interval interval interval
% from to % from to %  from to %  from to %  from to % from to % from to % from to
Total, 15- to 24-year-olds 47.6 44.6 50.6 47.2 441 503 240 215 267 218 19.2 247 182 159 208 6.3 5.0 8.0 105 88 125 40" 29 55
Sex
Female 53.5 * 495 574 48.4 44 525 25.2 217 291 19.6 163 234 174 145 207 85* 64 112 84* 66 10.6 39° 25 6.0
Male" 40.3 356 451 457 409 506 22,5 189 265 245 25 289 193 158 234 36° 25 52 131 101 169 41" 25 66
Age group (years)
15t017 329% 238 45 581 479 67.6 261° 185 355 140° 86 218 19.6° 135 276 F ... 257% 176 358 F
18t019 383 * 315 457 434 36.1 511 23.0 170 303 269 207 341 200° 141 276 35% 19 63 145° 95 214 F
20to 24' 50.5 470 541 473 438 509 241 212 272 212 183 245 117 152 207 73 56 93 8.6 69 108 44" 31 63
Sexual orientation
Heterosexual' 47.6 444 508 48.1 49 513 23.8 212 267 21.8 191 247 183 159 210 6.4 50 82 109 91 14 36° 26 49
Gay males 458° 205 B4 F 51.2° 238 780 F e e F F F
Bisexual 390° 268 530 4001EFE 270 548 209° 121 35 216° 103 396 F ce . F F F
Number of sexual partners
One' 534 498 570 503 466 541 24.5 214 278 193 163 227 16.9 142 199 7.7 62 95 87 67 1.2 30" 19 46
More than one 34.8 * 295 405 40.2 * 347 459 23.1 188 281 27.5* 229 328 214 172 262 144* 110 186 6.2° 38 99

... not applicable

*significantly different from reference category (p<0.05)
" reference category

£ use with caution (>0.15 to <0.35)

F too unreliable to be published (> 0.35)

Notes: This table is based on the question “What are the reasons that you or your partner did NOT use a condom the last time you had sex?” The possible responses were being pregnant (currently) or trying to conceive, not thinking they were at risk of pregnancy,
not thinking they were at risk of sexually transmitted infections (STI), being in a monogamous relationship, not having a condom, using another method of protection, not liking condoms, and other. Respondents could select more than one answer, and, therefore,
total percentages exceed 100%. The sample used for estimating the reasons for not using a condom the last time they had sex among currently sexually active 15- to 24-year-olds numbered 2,382. Males (n=32) who reported last having sex with another male
were not offered pregnancy or trying to get pregnant as reasons for not using a condom. Females who reported last having sex with another female were not asked the question on condom use, nor the following question about reasons for non-use. Because sexual
orientation does not always correlate with behaviour, it is possible that some leshian women reported last having sex with a male (this is rare, and therefore explains why the estimates are unreleasable/not presented).

Source: 2015/2016 Canadian Community Health Survey.

male were asked about how many different (female or male)
partners they had had. Respondents were considered to have had
multiple sexual partners if they reported having had more than
one partner in the past year, regardless of the sex of the partners.

Condom use during the last time the respondent had sex was
based on the question: “Did you or your partner use a condom
the last time you had sex?” Female respondents who reported
last having sex with a female were not asked the question about
condom use. The type of condom was not specified. Respond-
ents who reported not having used a condom the last time they
had sex were asked for the reason. Up to nine reasons were pro-
vided and collapsed to 8 (if applicable—e.g., males who re-
ported last having had sex with another male were not asked
about pregnancy) and respondents could select all responses

Use of other contraceptives was based on the question: “What
other methods of protection did you and your partner use the
last time you had sex?”” Up to 12 categories were provided and
collapsed into 6 groups to minimize cell suppression: (1) oral
contraceptive pill (OCP); (2) withdrawal or pulling out; (3) in-
trauterine device (IUD) or long-acting reversible contraceptive
(LARC); (4) other hormonal methods, such as injection, im-
plant, vaginal contraceptive ring or patch; (5) other methods,
such as vasectomy or tubal sterilization, spermicidal foam or
jelly, rhythm, or other; and (6) none (derived from other re-
sponses). Respondents could select more than one method.

Female respondents who reported last having had sex with a fe-
male were not asked the questions about condom use, the reason
for not using a condom, or other contraception. Only males who

Statistics Canada, Catalogue no. 82-003-X
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reported last having had sex with a female and females who re-
ported last having had sex with a male were included in the con-
traceptive methods analysis.

Estimates of past-year use of emergency contraception (EC)
among sexually active 15- to 24-year-old females who reported
having had sex with a male partner were based on the question:
“In the past 12 months, did you use the emergency contracep-
tive pill?”

Table 4

Analytical technique

Weighted frequencies and cross-tabulations were calculated to
examine, by selected characteristics, estimates of current sexual
activity, condom and other contraceptive use (including EC
use), and reasons for non-use. To account for survey design ef-
fects, coefficients of variation and 95% confidence intervals
were estimated using the bootstrap technique.? Differences be-
tween prevalence estimates were calculated with t-tests, and re-

Percentage of currently sexually active 15- to 24-year-olds at risk of pregnancy and using different methods of protection exclusively or with a
condom (dual use) the last time they had sexual intercourse, by selected characteristics, household population, Canada, 2015/2016

Intrauterine device

(1UD) or long-acting Other hormonal Other (unspecified,
Oral contraceptive pill ~ Withd, | or pulling reversible methods (patch, ring,  rhythm, spermicide
(0CP) out contraceptive (LARC) injection orimplant)  products or surgery) None of these methods
95% 95% 95% 95% 95% 95%
confidence confidence confidence confidence confidence confidence
interval interval interval interval interval interval
% from to % from to % from to %  from to % from to % from to
Total, 15- to 24-year-olds 48.3 46.4 503 4.8 39 58 3.6 30 43 33 28 40 11 E 08 1.5 408 389 42.8
Sex
Female 517 % 489 544 49 38 64 46* 37 57 39 31 50 12°F 08 18 354* 327 382
Male" 45.0 423 478 46 35 60 27°F 19 36 27% 20 37 10f 06 18 462 434 490
Age group (years)
15t0 17 53.7 % 49.0 583 3.0 B 18 48 F 22" 13 37 F 41.6 371 463
18t019 529 * 486 572 54° 36 80 19% 1231 37% 24 57 F cee . 367* 0 327 410
20t0 24" 46.2 38 487 49 39 61 45 37 54 34 27 42 14°f 1.0 20 419 395 443
Dual use (each method with a condom)
Total 51.9 49.0 548 35.1 263 451 188° 13.6 254 332 253 422 408° 268 564 77.1 742 19.7
Sex
Female’ 50.3 465 540 329 N5 468 B8° 164 330 330° 235 440 399° 236 588 709 663 751
Male 53.8 494 582 374 5.1 516 103%™ 56 181 336° 212 487 418° 206 665 81.8* 780 850
Age group (years)
15t017 723 * 664 775 358 174 596 F L. 539% 278 781 813 B 315 976 935%* 892 962
18t019 64.9 * 590 705 392 213 60.7 F e 258 136 85 740%™ 334 92 794 726 848
20t0 24" 44.0 404 478 337 B4 457 172°F 19 241 337° 241 49 3B0° 203 532 741 705 774

... not applicable

* significantly different from reference category (p<0.05)
" reference category

 use with caution (>0.15 to <0.35)

F too unreliable to be published (> 0.35)

Notes: This table is based on responses to two questions: "What other methods of protection did you and your partner use the last time you had sex?" and "Did you or your partner use a condom the last time you had sex?".
Respondents could select more than one answer for the methods of protection question; therefore, total percentages exceed 100%. The sample used for estimating the use of other contraceptive methods the last time the
respondent had sex among currently sexually active 15- to 24-year-olds who are at risk of pregnancy (i.e., males who reported having had sex with a female and females who reported having had sex with a male) numbered
5,836. Estimates of dual use, which refers to the use of any contraceptive method in combination with a condom, used samples ranging from 86 (other) to 2,784 (oral contraceptive pill).

Source: 2015/2016 Canadian Community Health Survey.

Respondent sex was assessed by asking whether the respondent
was male or female; these were the only two response catego-
ries, but subsequent CCHS cycles include gender identity.”

Sexual orientation was assessed by asking respondents whether
they considered themselves to be heterosexual (described as
“sexual relations with people of the opposite sex™), lesbian or
gay (“sexual relations with people of your own sex”), or bisex-
ual (“sexual relations with people of both sexes”).

sults at the p < 0.05 level were considered statistically signifi-
cant. Bootstrap weights were applied using SAS-callable SU-
DAAN 11.0 to account for underestimation of standard errors
given the complex survey design.®
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Results

Sexual activity

According to the 2015/2016 CCHS, about 2.2 million 15- to
24-year-olds in Canada (or more than half, 54.1%) reported
having had sexual intercourse (vaginal or anal) in the past 12
months (Table 1). Overall, 59.6% reported ever having had sex,
but for some it was not in the past 12 months (data not shown).
Among those aged 20 to 24, 78.3% reported that they had expe-
rienced intercourse, higher than the percentages for 18- to 19-
(57.6%) and 15- to 17-year-olds (23.3%) (data not shown).

The likelihood of having had intercourse in the past 12 months
also increased with age (Table 1). At ages 20 to 24, 71.5% re-
ported having had sex in the past 12 months, compared to 52.4%

Table 5

of 18- to 19-year-olds and 20.6% of those aged 15 to 17. Being
currently sexually active was also more common among gay
males (71.3%) than among heterosexual males (53.2%). For fe-
males, the percentages of those who reported being sexually ac-
tive were comparable regardless of orientation (55.5% of heter-
osexual females, 58.6% of lesbian females and 62.3% of bisex-
ual females)—equating to about 55 in 100 females being sex-
ually active.

In the Atlantic provinces (61.2% to 63.9%) and Quebec
(62.2%), 6 in 10 youth reported having had intercourse in the
previous 12 months, while in Yukon (67.7%) and the Northwest
Territories (71.4%), this proportion increased to 7 in 10 youth.
These estimates are significantly higher than those for the rest

Number and percentage of currently sexually active females at risk of pregnancy
aged 15 to 24 who reported using emergency contraception in the past year, by
selected characteristics, household population, Canada, 2015/2016

95%
confidence
interval
000' %  from to

Total, 15- to 24-year-olds

Age group (years)
15t017
18019
20t024"

Province or Territory
Newfoundland and Labrador
Prince Edward Island
Nova Scotia
New Brunswick
Quebec
Ontario
Manitoba
Saskatchewan
Alberta
British Columbia
Yukon
Northwest Territories
Nunavut

Number of partners in past year
One'

Multiple

110.6 10.6 9.1 123

Used some method of contraception or condom the last time they had sex

Dual use (condom with another method)
Condom only1

Other method (not a condom)

No contraception or condom

126 16" 83 159
27.2 1305 94 178
708 9.8 80 119

F F
F F U
23 85° 43 161
38 1545 80 275
32 83F 61 14
35 18t 87 157
F F V.
38 1B8Y 72 250
120 99°F 71 136
144 13t 79 160

F F

F F

F F
58.5 82 67 100
515 158% 125 198
284 92 69 120
309 18t 85 162
403 12 85 145
10.0 93F 60 143

... not applicable
 reference category

* significantly different from reference category or province/territory significantly different from the rest of Canada (i.e., each province
or territory compared with the rest of Canada combined, minus the province or territory)

Euse with caution (>0.15 to <0.35)
F too unreliable to be published (> 0.35)

Note: The sample used for estimating past-year use of emergency contraception among currently sexually active females who are at
risk of pregnancy (i.e., those who reported having had sex with a male in the past year) numbered 3,107.

Source: 2015/2016 Canadian Community Health Survey.
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of Canada (other provinces and territories combined). In con-
trast, youth in Manitoba (44.5%) and Ontario (50.1%) were less
likely to have had intercourse than youth in the rest of Canada.

Multiple partners

In 2015/2016, an estimated 37.1% of the 15- to 24-year-olds
who were currently sexually active reported having had more
than one partner in the previous 12 months (Table 1). It was
more prevalent among males than females to have had multiple
sexual partners (42.6% compared with 31.4%, respectively).
For males, it was more common to have had sex with more than
one partner at older ages. For example, 45.0% of males aged 20
to 24 reported having had multiple sexual partners in the past
year, compared with 32.8% of males aged 15 to 17. Among fe-
males, the opposite was true. Younger females were more likely
to report having had multiple sexual partners in the past year
(e.g. 36.7% among females aged 15 to 17, compared with 29.2%
among females aged 20 to 24). Over two-thirds of gay males
(67.4%) and nearly three-quarters of bisexual males (72.5%) re-
ported having had sex with more than one partner, significantly
higher than the estimate for heterosexual males (41.5%). In con-
trast, the numbers of sexual partners reported by heterosexual
and lesbian females were comparable (30.4% and 30.6%, re-
spectively). Among females who identify as bisexual, having
multiple partners was more common (47.5%).

Condom use

Among 15- to 24-year-olds who were currently sexually active,
60.1% reported using a condom the last time they had inter-
course (Table 2). Males were more likely than females to have
used a condom (65.0% compared with 54.9%, respectively).
The likelihood of using a condom also decreased with age, from
79.9% among 15- to 17-year-olds to 55.1% among 20- to 24-
year-olds. Condom use did not differ by sexual orientation. The
prevalence of condom use was higher in Ontario (67.0%) and
Saskatchewan (70.2%) than in the rest of Canada, and lower in
Quebec (48.0%). Condom use was also more common among
those with multiple partners in the past 12 months (66.3%) than
it was among those with one partner (55.9%).

Individuals who reported not using a condom the last time they
had sex were asked to identify their reasons: 47.6% reported be-
ing in a monogamous relationship and 47.2% reported using an-
other method of contraception (Table 3). About one-quarter
(24.0%) of non-users thought they were not at risk of an STI
while about one in five reported not liking them (21.8%) or
thinking they were not at risk of pregnancy (18.2%). No statis-
tically significant differences in rates of condom use were iden-
tified by sexual orientation. Males and females also tended to
select similar reasons for not using condoms, with some excep-
tions. Females were more likely to identify monogamy or preg-
nancy (including trying to conceive) as reasons for not using
condoms, whereas males were more likely to select not having
one available. The reasons for not using a condom sometimes
differed by age or number of sexual partners. For example, just

over half (50.5%) of 20- to 24-year-olds cited being in a mo-
nogamous relationship as a reason for not using a condom, sig-
nificantly higher than the one-third (32.9%) of 15- to 17-year-
olds or the 38.3% of 18- to 19-year-olds who selected this rea-
son. A higher percentage of youth aged 20 to 24 identified preg-
nancy or trying to conceive as reasons for not using condoms
than their younger counterparts.

Not liking condoms as a reason for non-use was more com-
monly reported by people with multiple partners (27.5%, com-
pared to 19.3% with one sex partner). The rates of not using a
condom because one was unavailable were nearly three times
higher among 15- to 17-year-olds (25.7%) than among youth
aged 20 to 24 (8.6%), and this was also more often selected by
youth reporting multiple sex partners (14.4%, compared with
8.7% of youth with one sexual partner).

Other contraceptive methods, overall and used in
combination with a condom (dual use)

Nearly half (48.3%) of currently sexually active 15- to 24-year-
olds reported that they or their partner were using OCPs the last
time they had intercourse (Table 4). Use of other contraceptive
methods, including withdrawal, IUDs or LARCs, other hormo-
nal contraceptives, like patches or rings, and others, was less
common (5% or less). OCP use declined with age, from 53.7%
atages 15 to 17 to 46.2% among those aged 20 to 24. In contrast,
use of IUDs or LARCs increased with age. Younger OCP users
were also more likely than their older OCP-using counterparts
to have also used a condom (72.3% compared with 44.0%, re-
spectively).

Overall, more than one-fifth (22.9%) of 15- to 24-year-olds who
were at risk for pregnancy were estimated to have used no con-
dom or other contraceptive method the last time they had sex.
Males (18.2%) and 15- to 17-year-olds (6.5%) were less likely
to report not using any form of contraception.

Emergency contraception

According to the CCHS, 1 in 10 (10.6%) sexually active fe-
males aged 15 to 24 reported having used EC in the past 12
months (Table 5). EC use did not differ significantly by age,
geography, use of condoms, or use of other methods of contra-
ception. Conversely, females who reported having had more
than one partner in the past 12 months were nearly twice as
likely to have used EC (15.8%) as those who reported having
had one partner (8.2%).

Discussion

The present study used a population-based sample and is gener-
alizable to the Canadian population in 2015/2016. It provides
updated information about several key sexual health indicators.

According to the 2015/2016 CCHS, more than half of 15- to 24-
year-olds were currently sexually active (54.1%), nearly two-
thirds reported using a condom the last time they had sex
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(60.1%), nearly half reported using OCPs (48.3%), and just over
one-third reported having had multiple sexual partners during
the past 12 months (37.1%). This updated information can help
governments and organizations to identify at-risk subpopula-
tions and develop initiatives to encourage safer-sex behaviours.

The 2015/2016 CCHS cycle may not be comparable to earlier
CCHS cycles because of changes in collection mode, sampling
frames, eligibility for some questions and terminology.® The
2015/2016 survey also defined sexual intercourse as “vaginal
and anal sex,” whereas earlier cycles did not provide a defini-
tion. As a result of these changes, differences in the percentages
of 15- to 24 year-olds reporting having ever had sex (59.6% in
2015/2016 compared with 66%° in 2009/2010), using a con-
dom (60.1% compared with 67.9%'), or having had multiple
sexual partners (37.1% compared with 32.5%%) are difficult to
interpret.

Several of this study’s findings, including that condom use de-
clines with age and is less likely among females and persons
who reported having had fewer sexual partners, are consistent
with the literature.'-*® Despite the diversity of contraceptive op-
tions, condoms and OCPs are, by a large margin, the most com-
monly used contraceptive methods reported in the CCHS, and
this is also consistent with other research using Canadian sam-
ples.* According to the CCHS, about half of OCP users (or
their partners) reported also using a condom the last time they
had sex. This rate of dual use—using other contraceptive meth-
ods in combination with a condom—is higher in the present
study than reported in other studies, but variation in study de-
sign, populations included and definitions may explain some or
all of these differences.!* It should be noted that non-barrier
contraceptives, such as OCPs, do not offer protection against
STls, which is why dual use remains important.®

For individuals in monogamous relationships, there can be a
perception that the risk of STls is reduced and condom use is,
therefore, unnecessary.*®'7 In the CCHS, nearly half of non-
condom users reported monogamy as a reason for not using con-
doms. This reasoning can put individuals at increased risk for
STIs, since other research has indicated that monogamy is often
not an effective STI-prevention strategy.'"8

In 2015/2016, more than one-fifth of sexually active 15- to 24-
year-olds at risk of pregnancy reported not using a condom or
any other contraceptive method the last time they had sex. Preg-
nancy or trying to conceive are not likely the reasons for the
majority of these unprotected sexual encounters.

About 1 in 10 sexually active females in Canada reported using
EC in the past year. This is likely higher than the 11% lifetime
EC use reported in the United States, assuming that longer ref-
erence periods are correlated with higher estimates.*® Although
there were no differences in EC use by age according to the
CCHS data, a non-probability pilot study conducted in Ontario
indicated that EC use was more common among people aged 20
to 29 than among either younger or older females. The leading
reasons for needing EC were related to condoms breaking and

not using another method of birth control.2° Other Canadian es-
timates could not be found.

Limitations

Although quality assurance measures were applied at each stage
of data collection and processing, and interviewers had exten-
sive training, data from the 2015/2016 CCHS have several lim-
itations. The information is self-reported and subject to social
desirability and recall biases. Social desirability is the tendency
to modify answers to present a more favourable image. In par-
ticular, an unwillingness to disclose sexual orientation on a sur-
vey may result in misclassification bias.?* Additionally, sexual
orientation identities beyond heterosexual, gay, lesbian and bi-
sexual were not ascertained, and “other” was not a response cat-
egory.?? How these limitations affect estimates of sexual be-
haviour or orientation remains difficult to quantify, and the per-
ception of what is “desirable” may differ depending on the re-
spondent’s age, sex or other characteristics.?

In an ongoing effort to maintain relevance and quality, the
CCHS was redesigned for the 2015/2016 cycle, with changes
affecting content, methodology, survey frames and collection
strategies. Therefore, comparisons to earlier CCHS cycles are
difficult to interpret.® The data are cross-sectional and thereby
permit the observation of associations between variables at only
one point in time. Smaller sample sizes in some parts of the
analysis may also have reduced the ability to reach statistical
significance.

Conclusion

Surveys that collect data about sexual behaviour, contraception
and condom use remain important for informing and supporting
health promotion and surveillance programs. Substantial num-
bers of youth in Canada are sexually active and not taking ap-
propriate actions to reduce outcomes that may negatively im-
pact their sexual and reproductive health. The COVID-19 pan-
demic continues to affect Canadians in wide-ranging and some-
times unexpected ways. In this case, because access to testing
and treatment of STIs may be limited because of COVID-19,
further emphasis on the importance of practising safe sex may
be required. Results from the 2015/2016 CCHS suggest that
large proportions of sexually active youth in Canada are at high
risk for unintended pregnancy or STIs.
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