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BACKGROUND
• By age 18, 60% of adolescent girls report having had sexual intercourse
• Adolescent girls are at high risk for sexually transmitted infections (STIs)
• Adolescent girls’ definitions of sex may differ from clinical or research definitions, 

and this may have implications for research on STIs, condom use assessments and 
interventions, and pregnancy prevention

• Limited research has considered how adolescent girls define sex

OBJECTIVE
• To explore adolescent girls’ definitions of sex, including how unique episodes of 

sexual intercourse are distinguished and  when sex begins and ends

METHODS
• Sexually active adolescent girls from an adolescent/young adult medical clinic in the 

Northeast aged 15-19 years (N=19) completed semi-structured interviews as part of 
a follow-up appointment for a longitudinal study of condom effectiveness

• Participants were asked 
• What they considered to be sex
• When they thought sex begins and end

• Interviews were audio recorded and transcribed

DATA ANALYSIS
• Data analyzed using a thematic analysis approach grounded in phenomenology
• Transcripts coded independently by two investigators (CM & LS) using NVIVO 

software (v.8)
• Consensus reached on coded themes 
• Themes then compared with the original interviews to ensure they accurately 

represented the data 

RESULTS
(1) DEFINITIONS OF SEX
• All participants identified penile-vaginal intercourse as sex
• There were substantial differences about whether other types of activities (physical 

interaction/foreplay, oral sex) were sex
• Participants differed most about whether oral sex was sex

(2) CONTEXT
• Participants felt that the definition of sex was subjective and depended on the 

person being asked or the context in which the behavior was occurring

(3) UNIQUE SEX EVENTS
• Time between events was the most common marker used to distinguish between 

unique sex events
• Other markers included different condom, orgasm, and a different erection
• Some participants used the term “rounds” to refer to unique sex events within a 

larger context of sexual activity

(4) START & END OF A SEX EVENT
Start of a sex event End of a sex event
• Foreplay � Penile withdrawal from the vagina
• Vaginal penetration � Orgasm

THEMES REPRESENTATIVE QUOTES
(1) Definition of sex

Penile-vaginal intercourse “When I hear sex, it’s two people doing something to each other- having sex.  The best way to put it is penis in vagina.”

Physical Interaction/ “Like if you’re using your whole body to make the other person feel good, then you can can’t really draw boundaries between ok, ok, well 
foreplay now I’m doing something slightly different.  Like everything kinda melds together”

Oral sex “I don’t really think oral sex is close to intercourse”

(2) Context

Awareness of “It’s like different situations, you know, different sexual lives and you have a different idea of sex you know and you really can translate them 
subjectivity from one situation to another”

Relationship “Sex is not something you do with someone you don’t care about deeply….I don’t consider a one night stand sex.  I consider being with 
context someone for a certain amount of time and having sex with them more than once that’s what I consider sex. ”

“A fling is you don’t plan on doing it again and it just happens. I was drunk, whatever.  Having sex it might happen again.  Making love is 
somebody you really care about.”

(3) Unique sex events

Time between events “I mean if it was an hour or two apart that’s a second one maybe, but if it’s a couple of minutes then no.”

Different condom “I don’t consider it the same sex episode it’s a different one because it’s a different condom, it’s a whole different erection.”

Orgasm “When you climax, you count the number of times you climax and that’s the times you had sex.”

“Rounds” “You have sex once for the first 15-20 minutes and you pause for like 15 minutes and then y’all go at it again and that’s the second round.”

“Like we call it rounds.  If we call it round one, and round two, we don’t say oh we only had sex one time today, I’m counting each one as an 
individual, each one is a different episode.”

(4) Start & end of a sex event
Start

Foreplay “When we started kissing, touching, clothes started coming off like what time did that start because that is all part of the actions of sex.”

Vaginal “I think when the penis hits the vagina, that’s when it is sex.”
Penetration

End
Penile withdrawal “When it comes out and it is not going back in.”
from the vagina

Orgasm “Most likely its when the male nuts or cums or whatever, then that’s it.”

CONCLUSIONS
• Girls in this study discussed how the definition of sex is subjective, may depend on the context of the behavior, and may include behaviors other than penile-vaginal intercourse
• Limitations of this study: small sample size; interviews were designed for process evaluation and not specifically for analyzing adolescents’ definitions of sex  
• Practitioners should seek to understand adolescent girls’ definitions of sex when communicating about sexual health to avoid miscommunication and misclassification of STI/HIV risk. 

For example, discussions about condom use often include a message that a new condom needs to be used “each time that you have sex.” Adolescent girls and practitioners may have 
different understandings about what constitutes sex and when sex starts and ends

• Researchers should also consider variations in definitions of sex when assessing and measuring sexual behavior
• Epidemiological data may over- or under-estimate rates of sexual activity if “sexual intercourse” behavior is not specified
• The way sex is defined in a study may depend on the research question in mind, for example, whether the study is examining sex from a biological or behavioral perspective      
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