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Abstract Examiningage, timeperiod,andcohort/generational

changesinsexualexperienceiskeytobetterunderstandingsocio-

cultural influences on sexuality and relationships. Americans

born in the 1980s and 1990s (commonly known asMillennials

and iGen)weremore likely to report havingno sexual partners

as adults compared toGenX’ersborn in the1960s and1970s in

the General Social Survey, a nationally representative sample

ofAmericanadults (N=26,707).Amongthoseaged20–24,more

than twice as many Millennials born in the 1990s (15%) had no

sexual partners since age 18 compared to GenX’ers born in the

1960s (6%). Higher rates of sexual inactivity amongMillennials

and iGen also appeared in analyses using a generalized hierar-

chicallinearmodelingtechniqueknownasage–period–cohortanal-

ysis to control for age and time period effects among adults of all

ages.Americansbornearlyinthe20thcenturyalsoshowedelevated

rates of adult sexual inactivity. The shift towardhigher rates of sex-

ualinactivityamongMillennialsandiGen’erswasmorepronounced

amongwomenandabsentamongBlackAmericansandthosewitha

college education. Contrary to popular media conceptions of a

‘‘hookupgeneration’’morelikelytoengageinfrequentcasualsex,

a higher percentage of Americans in recent cohorts, particularly

MillennialsandiGen’ersborninthe1990s,hadnosexualpartners

after age 18.

Keywords Sexual inactivity �Virginity �Generations �
Birth cohort differences �Millennials � iGen

Introduction

Popularmediasourcesoftenassumethatyoungpeoplearehaving

sexearlier thaninpastgenerations,andthatcasualsexisnowmore

common due to new technology such as Tinder and other dating

websites and apps (e.g., Sales, 2015). Observers theorize that the

new culture of‘‘hooking up’’promotes sex without commitment,

leadingtomoresexualpartners(Stepp,2008).Someempiricalevi-

dence suggests that the perception of earlier sexual experiences

amongmore recent generationsmay bemistaken, at least among

teens. TheYouthRiskBehavior Survey administered by theU.S.

Centers for Disease Control found that the percentage of the U.S.

9th through 12th graders who are virgins (have never had sexual

intercourse) increased between 1991 and 2015, from 46 to 59%

(CDC, 2016; Eaton et al., 2011).

However, it is unclear whether this trend toward less sexual

activityisalsotrueofyoungadults,andifso,whatliesbehindshifts

in sexual inactivity. Behavioral and attitudinal change over time

caninvolvethreedifferentprocesses(Campbelletal.,2015;Schaie,

1986;Yang,2008).First,changecanbeduetoageordevelopment.

The number of peoplewho have had sexwill increasewith age.

Second, change can be due to time period, or a cultural change

that affects people of all ages. Perhaps, fewer (or more) Ameri-

cans of all ages have had sex as adults. Third, changes in sexual

inactivitycouldbeduetocohort(alsoknownasgeneration),acul-

tural change that affects young people the most. Perhaps fewer

young Americans in recent cohorts are sexually active as adults.
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In thisarticle,weseektoexaminegenerational trends insexual

inactivity during adulthood. For example, are Millennials (born

1980–1994) and iGen (born 1995–2012)1more, less, or equally

likelytobesexuallyinactiveasadultscomparedtopreviousgen-

erations at the same age?We draw from the General Social Sur-

vey(GSS), anationally representative sampleofAmericanadults

askingabout sexualpartners sinceage18 in its annualorbiannual

surveys 1989–2014.

What societal trends might impact adult sexual inactivity?

Despite lower levels of teen sexual activity, perhapsMillennials

and iGenquickly beganhaving sex in theyears after they turned

18astheywenttocollegeandenteredtheadultdatingscene.Amer-

icanculturehas shifted tovalue the individual self and self-expres-

sion over social rules (Twenge, 2014), leading to greater accep-

tance of premarital sex (Twenge, Sherman,&Wells 2015;Wells

&Twenge, 2005), suggesting that sexual activity should bemore

common amongMillennials and iGen during early adulthood.

On theother hand, it is also possible thatmoreMillennials and

iGen’ers will be sexually inactive in early adulthood, given their

slowerstartasteens.Withmorelivingwiththeirparentsevenpost-

recession (Pew Research Center, 2015), young adults may have

fewer opportunities to have sex. In addition, marriage is the tra-

ditionaloutlet forsexuality,andonly26%ofMillennialsaged18–

32weremarried as of 2014, compared to 36%ofGenX’ers (born

1965–1979) in 1997 and 48% of Boomers (born 1946–1964) in

1980 (Pew Research Center, 2014). Overall, emerging adults (the

newlabelforyoungadultsaged18–29)areembracingadultrespon-

sibilities at later ages than previous generations did (Arnett, 2005).

A recent analysis showed that Millennials actually had fewer life-

timesexualpartners thanBoomerswhenageandtimeperiodwere

controlled (Twengeet al., 2015), andanother study found fewdif-

ferencesinnumbersofsexualpartnersbetweenthe1990sand2010s

amongyoungpeoplewhoattendedcollege(Monto&Carey,2014).

New technologymayhavecreatedunequal outcomes.While

someyoung adultsmayuse apps such asTinder to hookupwith

manypartners,agrowingminoritymaybeexcludedfromthissys-

tementirely,perhapsduetothepremiumplacedonphysicalappear-

ance on dating websites (e.g., Rudder, 2009, 2014). Further, some

havenotedthathookingupmaylargelyincludenonpenetrativesex-

ual behaviors (such as oral sex) with one study finding that while

81%ofcollegestudentsreportedengaginginsomesexualbehavior

in the context of hookingup, only34%reported sexual intercourse

during a hookup (Reiber&Garcia, 2010). Similarly, in an analysis

of the characteristics of the most recent hookups of 11,532 under-

graduates, Kuperberg and Padgett (2016) found that 45% of men

and 41% of women reported vaginal or anal sex in that hookup.

Furthersupportingtheseestimatesofintercourseinhookups,Fielder

andCarey (2010) found that only 27%of themost recent hookups

of first semester collegewomen involved vaginal sex.

Inaddition,abstinence-onlysexeducationandvirginitypledges

becamemorepopular (andfederally funded)after the1980s, espe-

cially between 1996 and 2009 when abstinence-only programs

received large amounts of federal and state funding (Lerner &

Hawkins, 2016). Most research has concluded that abstinence-

onlyeducationdoesnotdelayfirst intercourse(Kirby,2008;Kohler,

Manhart,&Lafferty,2008;Rosenbaum,2009),thoughsomestud-

ies have founda short delay (Bennett&Assefi, 2005;Brückner&

Bearman,2005;Martino,Elliott,Collins,Kanouse,&Berry,2008).

Nevertheless, it is possible that theseprogramsmayhave increased

sexualinactivityrates.Trendsmayalsodifferacrossgroups,withdif-

ferent standards among racial groups (Sprecher,Treger,&Sakaluk,

2013) and stronger prohibitions against premarital sex among the

religious (Jung,2015;Sheeran,Abrams,Abraham,&Spears, 1993)

thatmay impact the timingofsexual intercourse (Hull,Hennessy,

Bleakley,Fishbein,&Jordan,2011;Rostosky,Regnerus,&Wright,

2003; Sprecher& Treger, 2015; Vazsonyi& Jenkins, 2010).

Foravarietyof reasons, it is critical tounderstand trends insex-

ual inactivity, aswell as demographic distinctions in those trends.

The timing of sexual intercourse has long-term consequences for

sexual health and sexual behavior (Sandfort, Orr, Hirsch, & San-

telli, 2008). For example, early sexual debut is associated with

higherratesofsexualriskbehaviorinadolescence(Finer&Philbin,

2013;Kaplan,Jones,Olson,&Yunzal-Butler,2013)andadulthood

(Magnusson,Masho,&Lapane,2012)and,insomecases,withneg-

ative sexual health outcomes (Heywood, Patrick, Smith, & Pitts,

2015).Assuch,understandingtemporalandgenerationalchangesin

sexual inactivity will help inform public health efforts to address a

whole range of sexual behaviors and outcomes.

The current analysis examines self-reports of sexual partners

afterage18(wepresumethatsurveyitemsaskingabout‘‘sexualpart-

ners’’and‘‘havingsex’’mean intercourse,but someparticipantsmay

interpret the questions differently), focusing on those who report

havingnomaleorfemalepartners.Wetakeatwo-prongedapproach

to examining generational differences in adult sexual inactivity.

First, we compare sexual inactivity rates by birth decade among

20–24yearolds,asthiswastheonlyagerangethatincludedadults

born in the four most recent decades of birth for adults (1960s,

1970s,1980s, and1990s; thoseborn in1969were20 in1989, and

those born in 1990 were 24 in 2014). Second, we perform age–

period–cohort (APC)analysison theentire sampleofadults (ages

18–96). This relatively new statistical technique employs hierar-

chical linear modeling to separate the effects of age, time period,

and cohort/generation (Yang, 2008;Yang&Land, 2013). Thus, it

can provide a view of generational differences in adult sexual

inactivitycontrolledforbothageandtimeperiod.Wealsoexamine

gender, race, education, region, and religiosity as moderators, to

discernwhether anychanges insexual inactivitydiffered fromone

group to another.

1 With thefirst iGen’ers turning18 in 2013,most datasets (including the one

we analyze here) include only the first few birth years of this generation, and

other studies do not include them at all. Thus, some results will refer to

Millennials only, and others toMillennials and iGen.
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Method

Participants

TheGSS is a nationally representative sampleofAmericansover

18, collected inmost years between 1972 and 2014 (N=56,859;

forthevariablesinthecurrentanalysis,N=26,707).TheGSSdata

and codebooks are available online (Smith et al., 2015). As sug-

gestedbytheGSSadministrators,weweightedthedescriptivestatis-

ticsbythevariableWTSSALLtomakethesamplenationallyrepre-

sentativeof individuals rather thanhouseholds.Theweightingvari-

ableprimarily corrects for thegreaterprobabilityof those in smaller

households to be included, as only one person per household is

surveyed.

Measures

Beginning in 1989, GSS asked several items on sexual behavior.

Two questions asked about sexual partners since age 18: ‘‘Now

thinking about the time since your 18th birthday (including the

past12months),howmanyfemalepartnershaveyouhadsexwith?’’

and‘‘Now thinkingabout the time sinceyour18thbirthday (includ-

ing the past 12months), howmanymale partners have youhad sex

with?’’Participantswerecategorizedassexually inactiveasadults if

theyreportedhavingnomaleandnofemalepartners.Codesfor‘‘1or

more, number unknown,’’‘‘several,’’or‘‘many, lots’’were recorded

as having partners. Codes for‘‘dash or slash’’were recorded as no

partners, and codes for ‘‘X,’’ ‘‘garbled text,’’ ‘‘N.A.,’’ ‘‘Refused,’’

‘‘Don’t know,’’and‘‘No answer’’were consideredmissing values.

TheGSSalso includeddemographic variables,making it pos-

sible todetermine ifchanges insexual inactivitydifferedbygroup.

Weanalyzedmoderationbygender(menvs.women),race(White,

Black,andOther),educationlevel (nocollegevs.somecollegeand

above),U.S.region(Northeast,Midwest,South,andWest),andreli-

giousserviceattendance(attendingreligiousservicesonceaweekor

more vs. not).

Procedure

First, we performed anANOVAand effect size calculation com-

paringthepercentofindividualsaged20–24whoreportednosex-

ual partners after age 18 among those born in the 1960s, 1970s,

1980s, and 1990s.We grouped people by birth decade as a com-

promisebetweenbreadthanddepth.Usingalargerspan(forexam-

ple, a20-yeargeneration) risks losingdiscriminatorypower, anda

smaller span (such as 5-year groups) risks low sample size. For

eachbirthdecadecohort,themeanageofparticipantswas22years.

To better separate the effects of age, time period, and cohort,

we performed age, period, cohort (APC) analyses on the entire

sample (those of all ages). Following the recommendations of

Yang and Land (2013), we estimated mixed-effects models

allowing intercepts to vary across time periods (years) and

cohorts. Thus, effectively, an intercept (mean) score was calcu-

lated (using empirical Bayes) for each cohort and each survey

year. Inaddition,afixedintercept(grandmean) isestimatedalong

withfixedlinearandquadraticeffectsofage.2Thismodelhasthree

variancecomponents:oneforvariability in interceptsduetocohorts

(su0),one forvariability in interceptsdue toperiod (sv0), anda resid-
ualtermcontainingunmodeledvariancewithincohortsandperiods.

Variance in the intercepts across timeperiods and cohorts indicates

period and cohort differences, respectively. Effectively, this allows

us to estimate the percentage of sexually inactive participants for

eachyearandcohort thatare independentofeachotherandage.All

APC analyses were conducted using the lme4 package (Bates,

Maechler, Bolker, &Walker, 2014) in R (RCore Team, 2014).

Weusedgeneralizedmixed-effectsmodelsbecausesexualinac-

tivityasanadult (havingnopartners sinceage18vs.havingat least

one partner) is dichotomous. Weighting could not be used for the

mixed-effects analyses because properprobabilityweighting for

variancecomponentestimationrequirestakingintoaccountpair-

wiseselectionprobabilities,whichisnotpossiblewithcurrentsta-

tistical software.

In describing the trends in the text and tables, we will some-

timesemploycommonlabelsforthegenerationssuchastheG.I.or

‘‘Greatest’’ generation (born 1900–1924), Silent (1925–1945),

Boomers (1946–1964; some argue 1943–1960), GenX (1965–

1979 or 1961–1981),Millennials (1980–1994), and iGen (1995–

2012; for reviews, see Strauss & Howe, 1991; Twenge, 2014).

These birth year cutoffs are arbitrary and are not necessarily jus-

tifiedbyempiricalevidence,butareuseful labels for thoseborn in

certain eras.

Results

AmongAmericansaged20–24,Millennialsbornintheearly1990s

were significantlymore likely to report nosexualpartners after age

18 thanGenX’ers born in the late 1960s (seeTable1). Fifteen per-

cent of 20- to 24-year-old Americans born in the 1990s had no

sexual partners since turning 18, compared to 6% of the 1960s

cohort (d= .30).

Thiscouldbecausedbyage ifmoreof the1960scohortwere

23 or 24 andmore of the 1990s cohort were 20, 21, or 22. Thus,

weexamined themeanswithin thoseagegroups,finding that the

generationaldifferenceforthoseaged20–22wasstillstatistically

significant and the dwas reduced only slightly to d= .27. These

results were very similar when examined amongWhite partici-

pants only, with 14% of those born in the early 1990s sexually

inactive compared to 7% of those born in the late 1960s. The

percentageofwomenwhoweresexuallyinactiveasyoungadults

tripled between the 1960s-born cohort to the 1990s-born cohort,

2 We also considered a model including a cubic effect for age, but did not

haveconfidencein its reliabilityduetosmallsamplesizesamongparticipants

over age 82 (when sample sizes by year of age dip below n=100).
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from5%to16%,andnearlydoubled (from8%to14%)among

men.

To more thoroughly control for age, we performed APC

analyses using generalized hierarchical linear modeling on

the entire sample, which includes those aged 18–96 and born

between1900and1996.Theseanalysesallowtheseparationofage,

period, and cohort effects. In terms of fixed effects, both the linear

and quadratic effects of age were statistically significant (Odds

Ratioage= .98, z=-6.60; Odds Ratioage-squared=1.00, z=12.87)

yieldingaconvexU-shapedpattern.Thispatternindicatesthat,con-

trolling for time period and cohort, both very young and very old

participantsweremore likely to report no sexual partners as adults.

Intermsofrandomeffects, therewassizablevarianceinsexual

inactivitysinceage18duetobothtimeperiod(SD= .15)andcohort

(SD= .26; see Fig.1a, b).Cohort demonstrated a curvilinear trend.

Controlling for age and time period effects, the percentage of those

whohadnosexualpartnersafterage18steadilyroseafterthe1960s-

born Boomer/GenX cohort (1960s= 1.8%; 1970s= 2.5%;

1980s=2.9%; 1990s=4.1%). Thus, evenwith age and time per-

iod controlled, 1990s-born Millennials and iGen’ers are more than

twiceas likelytobesexuallyinactiveasadults than1960s-bornGen-

X’ers, and 41%more likely than 1980s-bornMillennials.

Cohortsbornearly inthe20thcenturyalsoshowedahigher rate

of adult sexual inactivity (for example, 3.6%among thoseborn in

the 1920s). This could be due to the stricter adherence to mores

around sex andmarriage in these cohorts. For example (based on

descriptive,notAPC,analyses),62%of those in the1920scohort

whohadneverbeenmarriedhadnosexualpartnersasanadult,com-

paredto8%amongtheunmarriedinthe1960scohort.Thisdoesnot

explain theentiretyof theeffect,however,as the rateof sexual inac-

tivity among thosewhomarriedwas also higher among those born

inthe1900s–1930s(forexample,8%amongmarriedindividualsin

the 1910s cohort, and 4% in the 1920s cohort, compared to 2%or

less among those born 1940 and later).

Wealsoexaminedmoderatorsof thecohort effects in theAPC

analyses.3 The increase in adult sexual inactivity between the

1960s and1990scohortswas largerandsignificantamongwomen

(from2.3to5.4%)butnotamongmen(from1.7to1.9%). Itwas

nonexistent amongBlackAmericans (2.6–2.6%,compared toa

significant jumpfrom1.6 to3.9%amongWhites).The increase

in sexual inactivity was significant only among those without a

college education (jumping from 1.7 to 4.1%) and was nonex-

istent among thosewhoattended college (2.2–2.2%). The trend

was largestandsignificant in theEast (2–4.5%), followedby the

West (1.7–2.7%) andMidwest (2.1–3.2%, not significant), and

nonexistent in the South (2.4–2.4%). The increase was slightly

larger and significant among thosewhoattend religious services

(2.3–4.3%) than among those who do not (1.5–3%, not signif-

icant).Manyof thedifferencesbetweengroups in recentcohorts

were also significant: For example, womenweremore likely to

besexuallyinactivecomparedtomen,WhitesmorethanBlacks,

thosewhodidnotattendcollegemore than thosewhodid, and in

the East more than in theWest.

Discussion

Millennials, especially thoseborn in the1990s,were significantly

more likely tohavenosexualpartnersasadults compared toGen-

X’ersbornin the1960s.This resultheldwhenageandtimeperiod

were controlledusingAPCanalysis,with twice asmanysexually

inactive participants among the 1990s cohort (Millennials and

iGen)versusthe1960scohort(earlyGenX).Mostoftheriseinsex-

ual inactivity was due to cohort rather than time period.

Contrary to popular media conceptions of a‘‘hookup genera-

tion’’morelikelytoengageinfrequentcasualsex,ahigherpercent-

age ofMillennials and iGen’ers reported no sexual partners as

adults. These results demonstrate thatMillennials and iGen’ers,

who were less likely to be sexually active as teenagers than Gen-

X’erswere(CDC,2016),arealsolesslikelytobesexuallyactiveas

young adults. Thus, as well as being more likely to eschew mar-

riage, stable careers, and living independently in their early 20s

(Arnett, 2005), more Millennials and iGen’ers are also forgoing

sex during emerging adulthood.

Americansborninthe1990swere themost likelytobesexually

inactive in their early 20s, and showed a definite breakwith those

borninthe1980sintheAPCanalyses.Thissuggeststhatthoseborn

in the 1990s should not be automatically groupedwith theMillen-

nialsborninthe1980s.Otherfindingsindicatethatthoseborninthe

Table 1 Percentage of American 20 to 24 year olds who report having no sexual partners after age 18, by birth cohort, General Social Survey, 1989–

2014

Born 1965–1969

[% (SD) n]

1970–1979

[% (SD) n]

1980–1989

[% (SD) n]

1990–1994

[% (SD) n]

F t (60s

vs. 90s)

d (60s

vs. 90s)

All ages 20–24 6.31 (.24) 347 11.49 (.32) 1162 11.67 (.32) 966 15.17 (.36) 291 4.39** 3.58*** .30

Ages 20–22 only 7.95 (.27) 183 14.28 (.35) 644 16.28 (.37) 558 16.63 (.37) 214 2.85* 2.69** .27

Ages 23–24 only 4.48 (.21) 164 8.03 (.27) 518 5.38 (.23) 408 11.07 (.32) 77 2.05 1.65 .27

Standard deviations in parentheses, followed by n

*** p\.001; ** p\.01; * p\.05

3 APCanalysesdonotemploy traditional statistical significance testing,

though they can generate 95% confidence intervals. Therefore, where

appropriate,we examinedwhether the 95%confidence intervals for two

different means overlapped or not and used that as the determination of

whether a difference was statistically significant.
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1990saregrowingupmoreslowlythanthoseborninthe1980s(for

example, fewer get a driver’s license or work for pay), also sug-

gestingagenerationalbreakatsomepointinthe1990s(e.g.,Twenge

&Park, 2016).

A variety of factorsmay explain increases in sexual inactivity

inMillennialsandiGen’erscomparedtoearliergenerations.First,

youngadults are livingwith their parents for longer andmarrying

later, both ofwhichmaydelay sexual activity. Second, the rise of

hookupculturemay,paradoxically,helpexplain increasedsexual

inactivity.As others have noted, hooking up involves a variety of

sexual behaviors, with vaginal sex somewhat less frequent than

other sexual activities (Fielder &Carey, 2010; Reiber &Garcia,

2010).Assuch,MillennialsandiGenmayreportmorehookingup

withpartnerstowhomtheyarenotcommitted(orwithwhomthey

Fig. 1 A Percentage of those

having no sexual partners as

adults by birth decade

(cohort/generation), controlled

for age and time period, and B
percentage of having no sexual

partners as adults by year (time

period), controlled for age and

cohort
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arenot interested inpursuingarelationship),but largelyengage in

nonpenetrativebehaviors thatmayactuallymakeiteasier todelay

vaginalsex.Therise insexual inactivitywasdrivenprimarilyby

thosewhodidnotattendcollege,andthusmissed thehookupcul-

tureofmanycollegecampuses.However,sexual inactivityamong

thosewho attended college remained the same rather than declin-

ingasonemightexpect if thehookupculture led tomoresexual

activity.

Second, the HIV epidemic and associated public health mes-

sagingmayhaveimpactedlatergenerationsmore,withmoredelay-

ingsexand/orreducingtheirnumberofpartnersasasafetystrategy.

However, Sprecher and Treger (2015) examined college students

between1990and2012andfound that fearofAIDSasa reasonfor

virginity peaked with those in college 1995–2000 (late GenX),

and thus cannot explain higher rates of sexual inactivity among

Millennials compared to GenX’ers. Third, increased rates of

sexual inactivity in young adulthood may also speak to the

influence of abstinence-focused education and cultural move-

ments (i.e., purity pledges). Some (though certainly not all, i.e.,

Kirby, 2008) studies find delays in first sexual intercourse among

thosewho received abstinence-only education and/or who pledged

to remainvirginsuntilmarriage (Jemmott, Jemmott,&Fong, 2010;

Martino et al., 2008), though some of this literature also indicates

lower or comparable rates of safer sexbehaviors andmorenegative

sexual outcomes (i.e., unintended pregnancy) once sexual activity

commences(Brückner&Bearman,2005;Kohleretal.,2008),likely

negating any potential benefits of delaying sexual intercourse.

It is important tounderstand these trends in thecontextofchang-

ing meanings of sexual inactivity and virginity. Although motiva-

tions for sexual inactivity have not changed considerably over time

(Sprecher&Treger,2015), reactions tofirst sexual intercoursehave

largely becomemore positive, particularly forwomen (Sprecher,

2014).Futureresearchshouldexaminemotivationsforandpredic-

torsofadultsexualinactivityamongMillennialsandiGen’ers,such

assexualnonattraction, asexuality,demographiccharacteristics,or

physical characteristics (e.g., Haydon, Cheng,Herring,McRee,&

Halpern,2014;Hoglund,Jern,Sandnabba,&Santtila,2014)tobet-

ter understand the nature of sexual inactivity in these generations.

Further,attitudesaboutpremaritalsexhavebecomemorepermis-

sive over time (Twenge et al., 2015), which is an interesting con-

trast tomore‘‘conservative’’behavior.Thisdisconnectmayspeak

to rising individualismwherein individuals hold permissive atti-

tudes about a variety of behaviorswhile also feeling less pressure

to conform in their own behavior (Twenge, 2014).

Adult sexual inactivity was also higher in the oldest cohorts.

Thiscouldbecausedbyanumberoffactors.First,thosewhodidnot

marry in these cohorts were more likely to be sexually inactive as

adults compared to the unmarried in later cohorts. However, even

among thosewhomarried, slightlymore in theseolder cohorts still

reportedno sexualpartners as adults.Thesecohortsmarriedearlier

(themedianageforwomenmarryinginthe1950swas20);thus,itis

possible that somemarriedbeforeage18anddidnothave sexwith

their spouseafter age18 (due todeath, divorce, or choice). It is also

possible that these cohortsweremore reluctant to discuss sexwith

theGSS interviewer.However, thiswould have been recordednot

as zero but as‘‘refused’’(whichwas an uncommon response given

by less than .4% of participants). Another possibility is that indi-

viduals in these earlier cohorts whowere gay or lesbianmay have

remained sexually inactive or been reluctant to admit to same-sex

partners in theGSS interviewmore thanmembers of later cohorts,

whowould bemore open about same-sex activity (Twenge, Sher-

man, &Wells, 2016). As an additional possibility, selective mor-

tality may have an impact if the sexually inactive live longer than

the sexually active, as those born in the early decades of the 20th

century were first surveyed as senior citizens (for example, some-

oneborn in1915was74 in1989, thefirstyear thesequestionswere

asked). Finally, it is also possible that these older individuals were

more likely to misunderstand the questions about sexual partners.

Themoderatingeffects forgender, race, region, religiosity,and

education were somewhat consistent with previous research and

somewhat inconsistent.The lackof change in sexual inactivity

rates among Blacks may be due to differential attitudes about

sexual inactivityandpremarital sexualbehavior (Sprecheretal.,

2013). The larger increase in sexual inactivity for women (vs.

men) is inconsistentwithprevious researchfinding thatmenand

women’s sexual behaviors have becomemore similar (Petersen

&Hyde, 2010;Wells&Twenge,2005).On theotherhand,vir-

ginity pledges focusmore on girls/women,which is consistent

with the larger increase in sexual inactivity for women. Reli-

giosity was only a weak moderator, which is somewhat consis-

tent with the paradoxical effects found by Regnerus and Uecker

(2011),withmore conservative attitudes but not necessarilymore

conservative behavior. The smaller increase in sexual inactivity

among those with a college education could reflect the hookup

culture in college settings.

Limitations

Participantsmay interpret the phrase‘‘had sexwith’’in a variety

of ways that may influence their response (Bersamin, Fisher,

Walker,Hill,&Grube,2007;Byers,Herderson,&Hobson,2009).

Whilesomemayusestrictdefinitionsofvaginal–penileintercourse

to answer that question (and perhaps not endorse this item if they

have engaged in anal but not vaginal sex), othersmay interpret sex

much more broadly and respond affirmatively even if they have

onlyengagedinoralsex.Forexample,SandersandReinisch(1999)

found that40%ofAmericans includedoral sex in theirdefinitionof

‘‘hadsex.’’Further,interpretationsofthisquestionmayhavechanged

over time. It is possible that earlier generations counted any sexual

activity as sex, thus increasing their counts of partners, whereas

younger generations, perhaps influencedbyabstinence-focused

educationandpuritypledges,mayseesexas includingonlyvagi-

nal–penile penetration, thus leading them to report lower num-

bers of sexual partners.However, given that alternatives to vagi-

nal intercourse such as oral sex were less common behaviors in

previous eras (e.g., Grunseit et al., 2005), this seems unlikely.
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Conclusions

Contrarytopopularconceptions,moreAmericansinrecentcohorts

are not having sex as adults, with 15% of those born in the 1990s

sexually inactive since age 18 in their early 20s, twice as many as

among those born in the 1960s. This effect remains when age and

timeperiodarecontrolled inanAPCanalysis including thoseofall

ages. Americans are now strikingly more accepting of premarital

sex, butmore of those born in the 1990s in particular are neverthe-

less forgoing sex during young adulthood. The new sexual revo-

lutionhas apparently left behinda larger segmentof thegeneration

than first thought.
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