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Abstract
Abstinence from sexual intercourse is an important behavioral strategy for preventing
human immunodeficiency virus (HIV), other sexually transmitted infections (ST Is), and
pregnancy among adolescents. Many adolescents, including most younger adolescents,
have not initiated sexual intercourse and many sexually experienced adolescents and
young adults are abstinent for varying periods of time. T here is broad support for
abstinence as a necessary and appropriate part of sexuality education. Controversy arises
when abstinence is provided to adolescents as a sole choice and where health
information on other choices is restricted or misrepresented. Although abstinence is
theoretically fully effective, in actual practice abstinence often fails to protect against
pregnancy and ST Is. Few Americans remain abstinent until marriage; many do not or
cannot marry, and most initiate sexual intercourse and other sexual behaviors as

adolescents. Although abstinence is a healthy behavioral option for teens, abstinence as
a sole option for adolescents is scientifically and ethically problematic. A recent emphasis
on abstinence-only programs and policies appears to be undermining more
comprehensive sexuality education and other government-sponsored programs. We
believe that abstinence-only education programs, as defined by federal funding
requirements, are morally problematic, by withholding information and promoting
questionable and inaccurate opinions. Abstinence-only programs threaten fundamental
human rights to health, information, and life.
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