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Youth and sexuality
If the sexual revolution of the 1960s unveiled changes in the sexual behaviour of young

people that had silently begun in the previous decades, recent years have seen new and

relevant changes, spurred by social media and the web propagating easy-going lifestyles,

even in countries where such transformation proceeds at a slower pace (Barbagli, 2013;

Bozon & Kontula, 1998; Inchley et al., 2020; Treas, 2002; Wellings, Palmer, Machiyama,

& Slaymaker, 2019).

Today’s young people are the grandchildren of men and women born in the 1940s

and 1950s, who were the main actors in the sexual revolution. They are the “heirs of

the sexual revolution”—as advanced by Billari, Caltabiano, and Dalla-Zuanna (2007)—

growing up in a more liberal and permissive family environment compared to their

parents and grandparents.

The changes in sexual behaviour that characterised the last 50 years are related to a

more general process of transformation, involving transition to adulthood, union for-

mation and dissolution, and reproductive behaviour, which started in Northern and

Western Europe between the 1960s and 1970s. This change slowly diffused elsewhere

and was defined as the Second Demographic Transition (SDT) to distinguish it from

the First Demographic Transition, which was the passage from a regime of high mor-

tality and fertility to a low mortality and fertility one (Lesthaeghe & Van de Kaa, 1986;

Van de Kaa, 1987; for a recent global update, see Lesthaeghe, 2020).

These new features of contemporary societies have been interpreted mainly as conse-

quences of a profound cultural change, with the emergence of new ideas and values

that influence people’s choices. Regarding sexual behaviour, two aspects are prominent:

an increased emphasis placed on individual autonomy, including in sexual lifestyle, and

the rejection of social control and rules (operated by the family, the church, the state,

or other social institutions). Thus, premarital and extramarital sexual intercourse,

extramarital fertility, and homosexual relationships have become more and more pub-

licly disclosed and institutionalised. This radical change has also been powered by the
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contraceptive revolution, which was accompanied by the legalisation and subsequent

diffusion of the contraceptive pill. This revolution has ultimately allowed for a separation

of sexuality from reproduction, a more gender-equal role-set between partners, and

generalised sexual freedom for women as well as men (Giddens, 1992; Goldscheider,

Bernhardt, & Lappegård, 2015; Gross, 2005).

An aspect of the SDT that is markedly related to changes in the sexual behaviour

of young people is the de-structuration of life courses (Hagestad & Dykstra, 2016;

Liefbroer, 1999; Rindfuss, 1991). The passage to adulthood was traditionally subject

to rigid and gender-differentiated normative regulations. In particular, the entrance

into adult sexual life for women coincided with marriage or was experienced with

the husband-to-be some months before the wedding (even if marriages in which

the bride was pregnant were not rare). For men, there was usually much more

freedom, and many had premarital intercourse with older women and/or prosti-

tutes (Caltabiano & Dalla-Zuanna, 2013). Moreover, the difference in age at mar-

riage (higher for men than for women) allowed men 4 to 5 years of opportunity

for premarital intercourse, compared to no more than 1 or 2 years for women

(Billari et al., 2007). Finally, the postponement of sexual intercourse for young

women was a means to limit non-marital pregnancies at a time when effective

contraceptive methods were scarce or not available.

The SDT broke this rigid normative system, leading, on the one hand, to a fragmenta-

tion made of multiple and differentiated paths of passage to adulthood and on the other

hand, to a convergence of behaviour among young men and women (Bertone, 2010).

Concerning the beginning of sexual life, the main changes are (1) sexual experiences

can precede, for both men and women, not only marriage but also a stable couple rela-

tionship—giving place to an extended explorative phase where young people gradually

discover and build their adult sexuality (Boislard, van de Bongardt, & Blais, 2016; Kar,

Choudhury, & Singh, 2015; Vasilenko, Kreager, & Lefkowitz, 2015); (2) first intercourse

is experienced at a lower and lower age (Inchley et al., 2020; WHO, 2016): a remarkable

percentage of young boys and especially girls experiencing it before the age of 15 in

several developed countries, with an increased risk of sexually transmitted diseases and

unwanted pregnancies; (3) age at first intercourse tends to converge between men and

women, with men having intercourse with a woman of the same age, often in the con-

text of a steady relationship (Caltabiano, 2005; Lewis et al., 2017).

Many individual characteristics and contextual factors influence young people’s be-

haviour delaying, accelerating, and more generally shaping the early phases of youths’

sexual lives (Billari et al., 2007; Caltabiano, Meggiolaro, & Tocchioni, 2018). Among

these determinants, parental family, school, and religion are especially influential, as

found in different countries and cultures (Burdette, Hill, & Myers, 2015; Cheshire,

Kaestle, & Miyazaki, 2019; Guilamo-Ramos et al., 2012; Landor, Simons, Simons, Brody,

& Gibbons, 2011; Pedersen, 2014; Poulin, 2011; Regnerus, 2005; Vivancos, Abubakar,

Phillips-Howard, & Hunter, 2013; White & Warner, 2015; Widman, Choukas-Bradley,

Noar, Nesi, & Garrett, 2016). Young people who adhere to the rules set by these trad-

itional actors of socialisation usually delay the sexual debut, take less risky behaviours,

and follow a more “traditional” path of entry into adult life. Gender is another key fac-

tor: if the path of sexual debut is converging between males and females, this often has

not meant true gender equality, as reflected by the pervasive diffusion of sexual
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harassment (Basile, D’Inverno, & Wang, 2020; Elliott, Shui Ying Mok, & Briere, 2004;

Moore & Mennicke, 2020), the differences in sexual practices, or the number of sexual

partners (Lewis et al., 2017; Mercer et al., 2013). Indeed, sexual behaviour is still char-

acterised by a double standard model in many Western societies (Allison & Risman,

2013; Kreager, Staff, Gauthier, Lefkowitz, & Feinberg, 2016; Sagebin Bordini & Sperb,

2013).

Notwithstanding the importance of these behavioural changes and the need to

deepen the driving factors, data on the sexuality of young people are scarce (Billari

et al., 2007). If in some Western and Northern European countries there is a long trad-

ition of research in this field (Bozon, 2003; Wellings et al., 2006) and in some others,

this topic emerged in the early 1990s in response to the alarming spread of HIV, for

many others, such as Southern and Eastern European countries, only fragmented stud-

ies (i.e. covering a limited time frame, specific issues, or particular groups of people)

are available (Kontula & Haavio-Mannila, 1995). Moreover, in several countries, sexual-

ity is considered a too sensitive topic, for religious or cultural reasons, to be investi-

gated by means of surveys or interviews (for example, in Muslim or Far Eastern

countries). Consequently, contemporary research on youth sexuality, and sexuality in

general, continues to be less thought through and detailed than the study of other as-

pects of family and reproductive behaviour, such as partnership dynamics and fertility.

Finally, data on sexual behaviour collected in large surveys (see, for example, the

HBSC—Health Behaviour in School-aged Children—survey on youth promoted by the

European Regional Office of the WHO and many fertility and/or reproductive health

surveys in developing countries) do not allow us to conduct meaningful analyses; after

all, these surveys are designed to cover different topics, such as young people’s risk be-

haviours or women’s reproductive health.

In Italy, a recent survey called Selfy (Sexual and Emotional LiFe of Youths, waves

2000 and 2017) investigated affective and sexual attitudes and behaviours among uni-

versity students by means of the accurate reconstruction of retrospective biographies

(Minello et al., 2020). The novelty of Selfy inspired this Thematic Series and can be a

stimulus for other countries where little is known about recent changes among young

people.

On this backdrop, we perceived the opportunity to expand our knowledge on the sex-

ual behaviour of young people, including specific aspects such as at-risk behaviours,

contraception, virginity, sexually transmitted diseases, sexual satisfaction, sexual harass-

ment, sexuality and peers, sexuality and age norms, and non-heterosexual orientation

and behaviours, as well as problems related to data collection and methods of analysis.

The purpose of the present paper collection is to provide new empirical evidence on

this subject.

The thematic series “Changes in the sexual behaviour of young people”
This Thematic Series consists of thirteen articles that address the most important

changes in young people’s sexual behaviours. Many of them use the data of Selfy and

concern different facets of sexual behaviour of Italian youth. They are accompanied by

two articles concerning other European countries: the Netherlands—one of the coun-

tries where the sexual revolution began earlier—and Poland, an Eastern European

country characterised by a strong role of religion in influencing the lives of young
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people. Finally, one last article concerns Indonesia, an Asian Muslim country where re-

search on sexuality is particularly challenging as far as data and methods of analysis are

concerned. Most of the papers follow a life course perspective, and all of them take

gender dynamics into account.

The first paper, by Minello, Caltabiano, Dalla-Zuanna, and Vignoli (2020), provides

general insights into the sexual behaviour and opinions of young Italians, comparing

the results of the two Selfy surveys conducted in 2000 and 2017. Overall, the views and

behaviours of males and females are getting closer. The authors observed a “feminisa-

tion” of male opinions and behaviour within couples, which is to say that men are more

likely to experience first intercourse with a young woman of roughly the same age

while in a stable relationship and are more faithful than in the past. Similarly, the

authors found a “masculinisation” of female opinions and behaviour—for example, an

increase in the number of occasional partners, a doubling of the acceptance of casual

sex, and a net drop in virginity as a taboo. Important gender differences remain, how-

ever, especially concerning sexual double standards: young men and women are still

subject to different rules guiding their sexual behaviour.

Migheli and Pronzato (2020) explicitly disentangled patterns of double standards,

intended as standards of good behaviour that some people are expected to follow but

others are not. They found that double standards persist among Italian university

students, in that more males than females express their disapproval of a series of sexual

behaviours when peers of either gender participate in those behaviours. They also

found that the cultural context matters more than the family in shaping students’

beliefs.

Double standards also influence the timing and context of sexual debut. From the

same Italian university students’ data, Carella, García-Pereiro, Pace, and Paterno (2020)

showed that women tend to choose an older partner to have their first sexual experi-

ence with and are less likely than men to be involved in a first sexual relationship with

a younger partner. Age at sexual debut tends to occur earlier in a relationship with an

older partner. However, things are changing: between 2000 and 2017, the frequency of

those who have sexual intercourse with partners of the same age has increased.

As a result of an increasingly precocious sexual debut, a reduction between the two

Selfy surveys of both male and female students who reported not having had complete

vaginal/penile intercourse at the time of the interview is observed. The theme of virgin-

ity has been deepened by Stranges and Vignoli (2020), who detected the salience of sev-

eral demographic-, family-, interpersonal-, bodily-, and health-related factors associated

with virginity status. They also showed that, although religiosity is still important to the

sexual lives of Italian youths, its relevance is weakening over time.

Indeed, the Catholic religion plays an important role in shaping the sexual behaviour

of young people in other European countries: based on comparable survey data on

Polish university students (waves 2001 and 2013), Wróblewska (2020) showed that re-

ligiosity is a relevant differentiating factor for the risk of first intercourse before the age

of eighteen in Poland. She also found that religiosity acts as a significant predictor of

sexual abstinence only if a young person regards religion as particularly important;

again, there are important gender differences, with young males transitioning to sex

earlier than young females. As happens in Italy, these gender-specific differences appear

to reduce with time.
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The sexual experience, and the related satisfaction, has been examined in the paper

of Terzera, Rimoldi, and Barbiano di Belgiojoso (2020), who presented an analysis of

the 2017 Selfy data. They showed that the sexual satisfaction of Italian university stu-

dents is positively associated with the frequency of intercourse within a stable relation-

ship. Furthermore, the results highlighted the essential role of all transitions, sexual and

sentimental, in enhancing sexual satisfaction.

When dealing with young people’s sexual behaviour, a crucial aspect to be addressed

is its potential riskiness in terms of health, academic performance, or aggressive behav-

iour. These aspects have been detailed in the three papers that follow. Using the 2017

Selfy data, Pirani and Matera (2020) found that some risky sexual behaviours (i.e. re-

duced use of the condom, especially with casual partners, and sexual intercourse with

unknown persons) are quite diffused among Italian young people and more among

males than females. Moreover, they showed that some psychological characteristics,

such as body satisfaction, sensation seeking, and self-esteem, are important drivers of

these unsafe behaviours, especially among men. Lanari, Mangiavacchi, and Pasqualini

(2020) estimated the effect of sexual activity during adolescence on the academic per-

formance of high school students in Italy. Their results suggested a negative relation-

ship between sexual activity and the grade obtained in the high school final

examination. Finally, Ortensi and Farina (2020) dealt with the very delicate issue of sex-

ual violence and found results that go beyond the “simple” abuse of women by men:

foreign students and sexual minorities are at a higher risk of sexual violence victimisa-

tion compared to peer Italian students and heterosexual ones.

A systematic comparison between the affective and sexual behaviours of Italian native

students and those with a migratory background was offered by Gabrielli, Paterno, and

Strozza (2020). Their results showed that male students not born in Italy have a greater

inclination for liberal attitudes towards sex than their native counterparts, while there

are no notable differences between foreign-born and native women. Moreover, the as-

sociation between sex-related behaviours and risky lifestyles (such as alcohol drinking,

drug taking, or fast driving) shows no difference by migratory status.

An important protective role against an adolescent’s risky behaviours is played by the

family of origin. Namely, parental involvement in sex education and the quality of par-

ent–child communication about romantic feelings appear to have a protective effect on

adolescent sexual behaviours. Pasqualini and De-Rose (2020) explored this topic with

the Selfy data. They found that boys are generally less likely to talk to parents than girls

and that those who have grown up with at least one older, same-gender sibling main-

tain a lower level of talk with parents about romantic sentiments, sexual matters, and

contraception.

The prevention of unintended pregnancy through effective contraception is pivotal

for adolescents’ and young adults’ well-being. This topic is explored by Marra, Meijer,

and de Graaf (2020) with reference to a high-contraceptive country, the Netherlands.

They assessed trends in the contraceptive methods used by young women aged be-

tween 12 and 25 years and found that the proportion of young women using SARC

(short-acting reversible contraceptive) is decreasing, while LARC (long-acting reversible

contraceptive) use increased remarkably between 2005 and 2017. These trends varied

by religious groups and educational level, emphasising the potential for tailored pre-

ventative measures for these groups.
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For the final paper, we travelled to South Asia to address another important topic for

this Thematic Series, which is the issue of data collection and methods of analysis.

O’Donnell, Utomo, and McDonald (2020) explored the under-reporting of the preva-

lence of premarital sex amongst young adults in Greater Jakarta due to social taboos

and stigmas about sexuality. By using the 2010 Greater Jakarta Transition to Adulthood

Survey (GJTAS), they estimated evidence of under-reported premarital pregnancies

based on discrepancies reported in the timing of marriage, first birth, first sexual inter-

course, and sexual activities. They also showed how survival and life table analyses can

be applied to identify individual, societal, and cultural predictors of premarital sex and

its (under)reporting.

Conclusions
The articles presented in this Thematic Series not only provide a timely and vivid over-

view of the main transformations of young people’s sexual behaviour, but also propose

novel facets and approaches which, although largely based on data relating to university

students in Italy, allow for more general reflections on the young people’s universe.

First, gender differences appear as a prominent issue. Men and women are becoming

more and more similar: in Italy, as well as in Poland, age at first sexual intercourse is

decreasing for both genders, and the gap between boys and girls is closing. Many other

behaviours are converging. For example, while young males increasingly experience

their first sexual intercourse within a stable relationship, female students are ap-

proaching male students in that respect. Gender differences are also weakening with re-

gard to the number of sexual partners and casual sexual intercourse. Sexual

satisfaction, when experienced within couple relationships, is increasingly desired by

both males and females. On the one hand, these results appear to dispel the prejudice

that sexual satisfaction is an issue that does not concern women; on the other hand,

they emphasise the importance, even for men, of being in an affective relationship as

an essential condition of enhancing the quality of their own sexuality. These results

show an important step in the sexual revolution: the achievement of pleasure is now a

central aspect of sexual life not only for men but for women and more generally for the

well-being of the couple (Leiblum, 2002).

Differences between genders persist; some specific behaviours (such as the number of

sexual partners, casual sex, the use of pornography, and masturbation) remain more

diffused among males. Besides, for men, a high frequency of intercourse is still consid-

ered a means for sexual satisfaction and, perhaps, proof of a “good performance”. Most

importantly, culturally rooted differences in opinions regarding sex and, above all, the

double standards persist even among young people.

Second, the (changing) relationship of students with their parents also appears as a

central issue, especially in a context characterised by strong intergenerational ties and

the late exit from the parental family, such as in Italy. On the one hand, the influence

of parents in shaping the opinions of their children is not as strong as in the past, at

least regarding the differences in the sexual behaviours of males and females; on the

other hand, the level of exchanges on emotional relationships and on the use of contra-

ception is increasing within the family, both with mothers and fathers—even after a di-

vorce—and with siblings (see also the comparative research in Madkour, Farhat,

Halpern, Gabhainn, & Godeau, 2012).
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Third, the old-fashioned link between religion and the sexual behaviours of young

people is still topical. This Thematic Series offers interesting insights for those contexts

strongly characterised by the Catholic religion. Although adherence to (Catholic) reli-

gion still plays a protective role on the age of first sexual intercourse—stronger in

Poland than in Italy—in both countries its importance is decreasing, and it is limited to

young people who manifest an active adhesion to religion. Overall, we are observing a

convergence of behaviours between religious and non-religious persons, a process very

similar to that observed for other aspects of the SDT, such as the spread of

cohabitation, out of wedlock births, and divorces (Goldscheider, 2006; Lesthaeghe &

Surkyn, 1988; Vignoli & Salvini, 2014; Westoff & Jones, 1979).

Policy implications
Although no article claims to demonstrate causal links, much of the research presented

here offers food for thought and proposals for policy interventions aimed at preventing

the dangerous consequences and discomfort linked to sexuality, which are absolutely

topical even among the “heirs of the sexual revolution”.

In drawing preventative measures tailored to young people important aspects should

be considered, such as the differences according to the level of education, adherence to

religion, place of birth, the cultural and economic milieu in which one lives, and, above

all, gender differences. The topics which are usually included in the standard sex educa-

tion programmes (such as anatomy and reproductive health, information about contra-

ception, childbirth, and sexually transmitted infections, including HIV) cannot be taken

for granted. Selfy data show, for example, that many young people in Italy underesti-

mate the risks associated with casual relationships, with sex with unknown partners, or

with the lack of dialogue between partners on contraception. The Dutch data not only

show us greater awareness and diffusion of long-active reversible contraceptives but

also remind us that strong surveillance is needed: moving towards greater use of effect-

ive contraception must not lower the attention towards new dangers, especially those

related to sexually transmitted diseases. It is not enough to offer sex education pro-

grammes. Specific strategies dealing more broadly with young people that also take into

account psychological and personality characteristics—namely body satisfaction, self-

esteem, and sensation seeking—can be of strong support in the face of psychological

distress among adolescents and their risky behaviours (Blashill & Safren, 2015; Gillen,

Lefkowitz, & Shearer, 2006; Potard, Lancelot, & Courtois, 2019).

This Thematic Series also pays attention to issues regarding the treatment and re-

spect of minorities (namely by migratory background or sexual orientation). These is-

sues should be included in young people’s educational programmes as the basis of

effective preventative actions against any forms of violence and discrimination.

An indispensable premise for any intervention is a correct knowledge of behaviours

and opinions, which needs reliable and updated data sources. The Selfy project, despite

the limitations of population selection, constitutes an opportunity, especially in light of

its large sample size and the possibility to operate a straightforward comparison be-

tween the 2000 and 2017 waves. As the article on Greater Jakarta amply demonstrates,

such a sensitive topic as sexual behaviour must be addressed with attention, compe-

tence, and respect of the different cultural contexts, and this requires proper data and

adequate methods of analysis.
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