Abstinence Only vs. Comprehensive Sex Education: What are the arguments, What is the evidence?
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Project Description: The Until There's  A Cure Foundation has provided financial support for the UCSF AIDS Policy Research Center since 1998. One of the primary goals of this funding is to research and publish a monograph analyzing an area of current HIV/AIDS public policy.  Last year's monograph was on steps to encourage development and deployment of an AIDS vaccine.   This year’s project, funded by Until There's A Cure Foundation, was designed to evaluate abstinence-only and comprehensive sex education.  The goal of this project was to explore the arguments for both types of sex education, examine the current policy environment, and ground these discussions in the scientific research on the subject.  Virtually everyone agrees that sex education is intended to serve a very practical public health purpose – to reduce STIs, HIV/AIDS, and unintended pregnancy among the country’s young people.  The debate centers on a question of methods (i.e. how to prevent negative health outcomes) and the ancillary goals of advocates on all sides (e.g. teaching particular moral values, or encouraging autonomous decision making).  

Significance: This project is timely because President George Bush and leaders in Congress call for increased funding for federal abstinence programs, and the new Chairperson of the committee appointed to advise the White House on the HIV/AIDS epidemic is a staunch abstinence-only advocate. Federal public health policy is on a collision course with scientific evidence.

This project is important because unprotected sexual activity among young people can have severe personal, social and financial costs.  Unprotected sex among youth results in nearly four million STIs each year, many with serious long term consequences.  The great majority of the 10,000 annual new HIV infections among people under 22 occurs through sexual activity.  The United States still has the highest rates of STIs and teen pregnancy of any industrialized nation. Credible research clearly demonstrates that some comprehensive sex education, or “abstinence-plus,” programs can achieve positive behavioral changes among young people and reduce STIs, and that these programs do not encourage young people to initiate sexual activity earlier or have more sexual partners.

Interesting Findings: We have determined that the abstinence-only approach to sex education is not supported by the extensive body of scientific research on what works to protect young people from HIV/AIDS, sexually transmitted infections (STIs), and unplanned pregnancy.  An assessment of the peer-reviewed, published research reveals no evidence that abstinence-only programs delay sexual initiation or reduce STIs or pregnancy.  By contrast, credible research clearly demonstrates that some comprehensive sex education, or “abstinence-plus,” programs can achieve positive behavioral changes among young people and reduce STIs, and that these programs do not encourage young people to initiate sexual activity earlier or have more sexual partners. 

We are currently finishing the final revisions for a policy monograph on the findings of this study.  The monograph will be distributed to all members of the US Senate and House of Representatives, various AIDS organizations, and other interested groups as well as being available on HIVInsite.

URL: http://hivinsite.ucsf.edu/

