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Infographic
Headlines from 67,166 pupils aged 14-15y 2017-2019; trends from 1,004,685 pupils aged 12-15y 1985-2019
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Summary
This report summarises recent findings from large opportunity samples of secondary-aged young
people surveyed in schools from local authorities across England between 1985 and 2019.
Headlines
Sexual health information sources
27% of pupils say that their main source of sex information is their parents; 34% say it’s their
school. 19% of Year 10 pupils say it is visitors in school lessons.
38% of 7,539 pupils aged 12-15 in 2017-2019 said that parents should be their main source of sex
information (Y8: 42%; Year 10: 33%; M: 35%; F: 41%) while 28% said school.
Sexual health knowledge
Just 84% of 24,549 Year 10 students 2017-19 say they have ever heard of gonorrhoea (39% in Y8).
67% of all 14-15 yo 2017-19 (N=20,607) say that condoms can be relied upon to prevent
pregnancy (M: 70%; F: 64%); the figure for 12-13yo is 54%
63% of all 14-15 yo 2017-19 (N=20,428) say that the Pill can be relied upon to prevent pregnancy
(M: 60%; F: 67%); the figure for 12-13yo is 34%.
70% of 36,584 Year 10 students (aged 14-15yo) think that condoms are reliable to prevent
infections like HIV/AIDS (48% of Y8).
Sexual health services
Just 23% of 20,007 Year 10 students know of a sexual health/advice service for young people
available local to them (9% of Y8).
58% of 40,902 Year 10 students aged 14-15yo said they knew where to get free condoms (36% of
Y8).
Sexual activity
Just under 14% of 23,746 14-15 year-old students in 2017-2019 reported that they have had sex.
Dating relationships
31% of 47,392 Year 10 students aged 14-15yo report that they have ever experienced at least one
of a number of controlling, bullying or aggressive behaviours from a boyfriend or girlfriend (5%
from their current partner).
Worries
26% of 53,682 Year 10 students (aged 14-15yo) say they worry quite a lot or a lot about their
friends (13% of males and 33% of females). The figure for Y8 students (12-13yo) is 23%.
Useful sex education lessons
43% of 32,537 Year 10 students (aged 14-15y) reported that they had had useful lessons about sex
and related topics at school (40% of Y8 students).
Domestic violence
5% of all 31,369 students in the sample report ever experiencing physical aggression at home
between adults or adults and children. 1-2% say they experience this at least weekly.
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Self-efficacy
66% of 34,756 students aged 12-15y say that they can usually or always say no, if a friend asks
them to do something that they don’t want to do.
Summary of headlines and group differences
We can see that students from vulnerable groups were rather more likely to report having sex, but
this was also often associated with better sexual health knowledge and awareness of local services.
Worse knowledge was found with higher rates of sexual activity among students in residential care
and those with low self-esteem.
Vulnerable groups were also more likely to report worry about friends, intimate partner aggression,
domestic violence and lower confidence in refusal.
Comparing sexually active and inactive Year 10s
The minority of year 10 students (14-15yo) who report sexual activity are more likely to show better
sexual health awareness and knowledge than their peers.
Relationships between RSE and other lifestyle topics
Students in Year 10 (14-15yo) who report having had sex, or domestic or partner
aggression/violence, were likely to show significantly higher rates for several criteria that show
additional vulnerability, such as being a young carer, or reporting health-risky behaviour, like use of
drugs.
Students who report good sexual health knowledge and awareness of services are more likely to
report planning to continue in full-time education and are more likely to report being in a singleparent family.
Trends
There was a gradual decline in the proportion of young people who said that parents were their
main source of sex information from 1997-2009; figures from the last decade are generally about
the same level or lower, but samples have been smaller and more variable. It will be interesting to
see if the most recent figures are a blip or the start of a trend.
There was a gradual complementary increase in the proportion of young people who said that
teachers/lessons were their main source of sex information from 1997-2012; figures from the last
few years are rather lower, but samples have been smaller and more variable.
There was a gradual increase in the proportion of young people who said that parents should be
their main source of sex information from 1985-2012; figures from the last two decades are
generally about the same level or higher, but samples have been smaller and more variable.
There was a sharp rise in the proportion of young people who said that teachers/school lessons
should be their main source of sex information from 1992 which soon settled at a new higher level;
figures from the last two decades are generally about the same level, but samples have been
smaller and more variable.
Awareness of gonorrhoea is much higher among Year 10 students than in Y8; it rose to a peak in
about 2,010 which has been fairly stable since.
Understanding that HIV/AIDS can be treated but not cured has declined throughout since 2000.
Confidence that condoms are reliable to stop pregnancy has declined since 2014.
Confidence that The Pill is reliable to stop pregnancy has declined since 2010.
-9-

Relationships and Sex in Young People into 2020

SHEU, Exeter

Confidence that condoms can prevent infections has mostly been stable over the last two decades.
Awareness of a local sexual health/advice services for young people has greatly declined since its
high pint in around 2003.
Awareness of a source of free condoms reached a peak in the 2000s; we have no explanation for
the short dip and recovery during this high period. Figures for the last decade are lower and have
been in decline.
Reports of sexual activity among Year 10 students has been fairly stable in the last decade, at
something over 10%. This figure is consistent with retrospective studies of adults.
We have only a few years’ figures for aggression/controlling by an intimate partner, but findings for
the most recent surveys are among the highest we have seen, so we have no evidence that rates
are declining.
Worrying about friends was steady for many years, but for the last decade has fluctuated around a
higher level. In alternate years, we have a large sample from an area which regularly reports high
levels of concern about friends, and then one from an area where concern is low; minor changes in
wording may have had a larger influence than we hoped. We suspect that the peaks and troughs
are both drifting upwards, and can confirm this using a two-year smoothing of the figures:
Figures for ‘useful school lessons about sex’ have dropped since we started recording in 1999,
when figures for all groups were around 50%, and in some areas are among the lowest we have
recorded (as low as 30% in 2018).
Figures for confidence in saying no rose markedly for the first years of the millennium, but have
been quite steady for the second decade, at least until the last couple of years.
Figures for shouting between adults at home have been steady during the last decade.
Figures for hitting or pushing between adults at home have been steady during the last decade.
Conclusions
Sexual health knowledge and awareness of sexual health services among Year 10 students is fair
but not great.
Sexual health knowledge and awareness of sexual health services among Year 10 students is in
decline.
Risky behaviours like tobacco and drug use may be associated with higher rates of sexual activity.
Vulnerable groups often report higher rates of sexual activity: children in residential care in
particular.
Groups of students with higher rates of sexual activity are often more aware of sexual health
services and sexually active students show better sexual health knowledge than average.
Some groups of young people show higher rates of sexual activity with poorer understanding of
contraception and sexually transmitted infections; they may show other vulnerabilities, like higher
rates of domestic violence in their homes.
Discussion
The overall impressions we have is a decline in young people’s understanding and awareness of
sexual health services and sexual health knowledge. We have no evidence about the causes of this
decline, but it may be because of poorer provision associated with ‘austerity’ cuts and a diversion
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of schools’ attention from PSHE. In this regard, the new guidelines for relationships, health and sex
education due to be implemented in Autumn 2020 are very much to be welcomed.
It can be argued that imperfect sexual health knowledge is not important among young people
who are not having sex; we can see that sexual health knowledge is better but not by much among
those who are having sex and we also believe that an amount of sexual activity among young
people is not planned.
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Introduction

▪

The Schools Health Education Unit
SHEU provides a range of services to those involved in the planning, providing and commissioning
of health and education programmes. The Schools Health Education Unit is part of SHEU and is
involved in the collection of robust baseline data about young people’s health-related behaviour.
The Questionnaire
Most of the work is through surveys in schools using the Health-Related Behaviour Questionnaire
(HRBQ), which has been evolving and developing since 1977.
The primary and secondary versions of the HRBQ have been used in 14,894 separate school
surveys, some schools repeating surveys of their pupils on many occasions, and over two million
pupils between the ages of 9 and 16+ have taken part in the surveys from across the UK.
Pupils complete an anonymous questionnaire with teacher supervision and support, mostly online
but also sometimes using paper booklets. Schools receive a report comparing their results with the
overall local findings. Local authorities usually commission the surveys, and the Council will receive
a report of the aggregate findings and other analysis.
The resulting baseline data identify and confirm priorities for health needs assessment, intervention
programmes, and health education planning. Behaviour changes can also be monitored over time
and compared with local and national trends.
Repeated use of the HRBQ allows intervention programmes to be monitored and evaluated.
Please contact us if you would like to know more about our work, or if you are interested in
carrying out a survey of the young people in your locality.
The SHEU databanks
This continuous survey activity builds up large data sets going back many years. These are unique
in being very large, deep and long-lasting. The ‘opportunity’ nature of the samples, and the local
variability of wording and context, make them less easy to work with than is ideal, but they are a
rich resource for research.
The source of the findings in this report is the archive of aggregate survey data from our work for
local authorities over the last few years, although for trends we looked back to the start of the
millennium and on occasion we reached back to the 1980s.
Is the sample representative?
We have confidence that our data sets can reflect the levels and trends in behaviours going on
nationally. The detailed evidence for this conclusion is presented in our annual reports, the most
recent of which is Young People into 20201 (Balding and Regis, 2020), from which the charts on the
next page have been excerpted.
The composition of the 2019 sample was as below, compared with the group of all English schools:

Balding AD and Regis D (2,020). Young People into 2020. Exeter: SHEU. http://sheu.org.uk/content/youngpeople-2020
1
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Table 1. Percentage
Type of school

Foundation/selective

Federation/Trust

School gender mix

% Boys

Free School Meals

Roll as % capacity

Catchment

Region

◼ All England 2019

◼ SHEU 2019

In many cases in the analysis below, we reach back into the previous decade of reports. All the
sample sizes are appended and the full descriptions of each sample is to be found in the respective
annual reports.
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Patchy samples and the regional rollercoaster
Some questions show notable regional
differences. With a biennial pattern of survey
completion, this produces a ‘regional
rollercoaster’, where the findings are
dominated by one, then another, large
regional survey. We could legitimately reweight or apply other techniques to smooth
out these effects, but prefer to display the
findings ‘warts and all’ at least in the first
instance.

50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%
'91 '93 '95 '97 '99 '01 '03 '05 '07 '09 '11 '13 '15 '17 '19

A focus on older students
Many clients have preferred to ask questions about sex only of older students, so in this report we
have concentrated on the Year 10 sample, aged 14-15 years. Year 8 findings (aged 12-13y) have
occasionally been referred to.

▪

Method and analysis
We have asked various questions relating to relatyionships and sexual health throughout the past
four decades of developing the Health Related Behaviour Questionnaire, with some remaining
unchanged for much of that time.
Some questions are asked in only one or a few parts of the country. We have selected for this
report only questions which either have a long history or wide use, or both. Sometimes questions
started off with a large base of users, and have become more patchy since.
Topic

Longevity

Uptake

Sexual health knowledge

Pre-2002 - 2018

Waning

Sexual health services

Pre-2002 - 2018

Near-universal

Sexual activity

Pre-2002 - 2018

Near-universal

Dating relationships

2,010 - 2018

Common

Domestic violence

Pre-2002 - 2018

Common

Refusal efficacy

Pre-2002 - 2018

Common

Worries

Pre-2002 - 2018

Common

Useful lessons

Pre-2002 - 2018

Common/waning

Domestic violence

Pre-2002 - 2018

Less common
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The headline charts
We have presented headlines and trends for each of these items in the main body of this report.
We have also given some analysis where we focus on differences between groups. These analyses
are shown as charts:
All Year 10 [30]
Males [30]
Females [30]
White UK only [29]
Free school meals [20]
Long-term illness [21]
Live with both parents [32]
Foster parents [16]
Children's home [16]
Gay/Lesbian [17]
Low esteem [26]
Drank last week [14]
Current smoker [11]
Ever tried drugs [16]

The overall Year 10 figure is given in the first bar, and then figures for different groups below.
Where the figure for a group exceeds the overall Year 10 figure, the excess is shown in a different
colour for the remainder of the bar (live with both parents above). Where the figure for a group
falls below the Year 10 figure, the deficit is shown in pastel.
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Headlines

▪

Sexual health information sources

Headlines
27% of pupils say that their main source of sex information is their parents;
34% say it’s their school. 19% of Year 10 pupils say it is visitors in school
lessons.
Variation in Year 10
Figure 1. Percentage of pupils reporting that their main source of sex information is
their parents, by different groups from a range of areas across England over the
period 2017-2019 (N=20,413).
All Year 10 [30]
Males [30]
Females [30]
White UK only [29]
Free school meals [20]
Long-term illness [21]
Live with both parents [32]
Foster parents [16]
Children's home [16]
Gay/Lesbian [17]
Low esteem [26]
Drank last week [14]
Current smoker [11]
Ever tried drugs [16]

 Notes
•

Pupils are asked to pick their main source of sex information from a list,
which includes parents, teachers/school, friends and several other sources.

 Comments
•
•

Year 10 students are slightly more likely to respond that their parents are
their main source of sex information if they are male or if they live with
both parents.
All other selected groups are less likely to report this, especially if they
report that they are a current smoker or if they report drinking alcohol in
the last week.
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Headline
38% of 7,539 pupils aged 12-15 in 2017-2019 said that parents should be their
main source of sex information (Y8: 42%; Year 10: 33%; M: 35%; F: 41%) while
28% said school.
Variation in Year 10
Figure 2. Percentage of pupils responding that they think school should be their
main source of sex information, by different groups from a range of areas across
England over the period 2017-2019 (N=7,539).
All Year 10 [25]
Males [27]
Females [24]
White UK only [27]
Free school meals [12]
Long-term illness [18]
Live with both parents [28]
Foster parents [13]
Children's home [20]
Low esteem [19]
Drank last week [14]
Current smoker [18]

 Notes
•

The combination of local authority questions resulted in a too-small
samples for the groups of students in residential care and those reporting
drug use, so these have been excluded from the analysis.

 Comments
•

Year 10 students are more likely to think that school should be their main
source of sex information if they are male, white or live with both parents.
All other selected groups are less likely to so think than average.
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Sexual health knowledge

Headline
Just 84% of 24,549 Year 10 students 2017-19 say they have ever heard of
gonorrhoea (39% in Y8).
Variation in Year 10
Figure 3. Percentage of 14-15yo pupils reporting that they have ever heard of
gonorrhoea by different groups from a range of areas across England over the
period 2017-2019 (N=24,549).
All Year 10 [84]
Males [84]
Females [84]
White UK only [89]
Free school meals [82]
Long-term illness [78]
Live with both parents [83]
Foster parents [74]
Children's home [80]
Gay/Lesbian [91]
Low esteem [84]
Drank last week [85]
Current smoker [89]
Ever tried drugs [92]

 Notes
•

We ask about students’ knowledge of sexually transmitted infections with a
short list against which they are asked to indicate whether they have never
heard of it, if they have heard of it (bot maybe don’t know much about it),
or are confident to say that the infection can be treated and cured, or
treated but not cured. The figures above are those responding with
anything but ‘never heard of it’.

 Comments
•

All the vulnerable groups show a slightly lower awareness than average
(FSM, LTI, and looked-after children). White students, gay/lesbian students,
and those who are current smokers or have ever tried drugs, are more likely
to have heard of gonorrhoea.
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Headline
87% of 13,193 Year 10 students 2017-19 who expressed an opinion, said that
HIV could be treated but not cured (as opposed to treated and cured).
Variation in Year 10
Figure 4. Percentage of 14-15yo pupils responding that HIV/AIDS can be treated but
not cured, by different groups from a range of areas across England over the period
2017-2019 (N=13,193).
All Year 10 [87]
Males [86]
Females [88]
White UK only [86]
Free school meals [83]
Long-term illness [84]
Live with both parents [88]
Foster parents [77]
Children's home [81]
Gay/Lesbian [90]
Low esteem [86]
Drank last week [83]
Current smoker [89]
Ever tried drugs [74]

 Notes
•

We ask about students’ knowledge of sexually transmitted infections with a
short list against which they are asked to indicate whether they have never
heard of it, if they have heard of it (bot maybe don’t know much about it),
or are confident to say that the infection can be treated and cured, or
treated but not cured. If we just take the last two categories – ‘treated and
cured’ and ‘treated but not cured’ – the proportion of ‘correct’ information
among those expressing a view can be assessed.

 Comments
•

There are several groups who show lower rates of understanding that
HIV/AIDS can be treated but not cured, although the differences are mostly
small. Only gay/lesbian students show a better understanding than
average.
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Headline
67% of all 14-15 yo 2017-19 (N=20,607) say that condoms can be relied upon
to prevent pregnancy (M: 70%; F: 64%); the figure for 12-13yo is 54%
Variation in Year 10
Figure 5. Percentage of 14-15yo pupils reporting that condoms can be relied upon to
prevent pregnancy, by different groups from a range of areas across England over
the period 2017-2019 (N=20,607).
All Year 10 [67]
Males [70]
Females [66]
White UK only [58]
Free school meals [59]
Long-term illness [73]
Live with both parents [67]
Foster parents [75]
Children's home [68]
Gay/Lesbian [76]
Low esteem [51]
Drank last week [66]
Current smoker [77]
Ever tried drugs [81]

 Notes
•

We offer a similar four-fold set of options ofor students to choose from:
‘never heard f it’, ‘heard of it but don’t know much about it’, ‘reliable to
prevent pregnancy’, ‘not reliable to prevent pregnancy’.

 Comments
•

Slightly more males than females in Year 10 think that condoms are reliable
for contraception. There are markedly higher responses from gay/lesbian
students, and from those who are current smokers or those who have ever
tried drugs.
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Headline
63% of all 14-15 yo 2017-19 (N=20,428) say that the Pill can be relied upon to
prevent pregnancy (M: 60%; F: 67%); the figure for 12-13yo is 34%.
Variation in Year 10
Figure 6. Percentage of 14-15yo pupils reporting that the Pill can be relied upon to
prevent pregnancy, by different groups from a range of areas across England over
the period 2017-2019 (N=20,428).
All Year 10 [63]
Males [60]
Females [67]
White UK only [56]
Free school meals [57]
Long-term illness [65]
Live with both parents [58]
Foster parents [67]
Children's home [49]
Gay/Lesbian [79]
Low esteem [48]
Drank last week [67]
Current smoker [79]
Ever tried drugs [81]

 Notes
•

We offer a similar four-fold set of options ofor students to choose from:
‘never heard f it’, ‘heard of it but don’t know much about it’, ‘reliable to
prevent pregnancy’, ‘not reliable to prevent pregnancy’.

 Comments
•

Slightly more females than males in Year 10 think that the Pill is reliable
contraception. There are markedly higher responses from gay/lesbian
students, and from those who are current smokers or those who have ever
tried drugs.
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Headline
70% of 36,584 Year 10 students (aged 14-15yo) think that condoms are reliable
to prevent infections like HIV/AIDS (48% of Y8).
Variation in Year 10
Figure 7. Percentage of pupils responding that they think condoms are reliable to
prevent infections like HIV/AIDS by different groups from a range of areas across
England over the period 2017-2019 (N=36,584).
All Year 10 [70]
Males [72]
Females [71]
White UK only [77]
Free school meals [75]
Long-term illness [69]
Live with both parents [71]
Foster parents [56]
Children's home [73]
Gay/Lesbian [78]
Low esteem [74]
Drank last week [72]
Current smoker [79]
Ever tried drugs [80]

 Notes
•

This is a common follow-up question to the items on contraception.

 Comments
•
•

Greater confidence in the prophylactic function of condoms is expressed by
students who are white, have FSM, gay/lesbian, or if they are current
smokers or have ever tried drugs.
Children of foster parents are rather less confident in condoms in this
regard.
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Sexual health services

Headline
Just 23% of 20,007 Year 10 students know of a sexual health/advice service for
young people available local to them (9% of Y8).
Variation in Year 10
Figure 8. Percentage of pupils responding that they know of a local sexual
health/advice service for young people, by different groups from a range of areas
across England over the period 2017-2019 (N=20,007).
All Year 10 [23]
Males [22]
Females [23]
White UK only [25]
Free school meals [24]
Long-term illness [17]
Live with both parents [21]
Foster parents [31]
Children's home [33]
Gay/Lesbian [34]
Low esteem [28]
Drank last week [48]
Current smoker [15]
Ever tried drugs [50]

 Notes
•

Pupils can say ‘no’ or ‘not sure’; shown are the ‘yes’ responses.

 Comments
•
•

Students were rather more likely to say they knew of a know of a local
sexual health/advice service for young people if they were looked-after, if
they were gay/lesbian, or if they drank last week or had ever tried drugs.
The deficit expressed by current smokers and by those with LTI is curious.
Icon made by ultimatearm
from www.flaticon.com
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Headline
58% of 40,902 Year 10 students aged 14-15yo said they knew where to get free
condoms (36% of Y8).
Variation in Year 10
Figure 9. Percentage of pupils responding that they know where to get free condoms,
by different groups from a range of areas across England over the period 2017-2019
(N=40,902).
All Year 10 [58]
Males [61]
Females [57]
White UK only [55]
Free school meals [59]
Long-term illness [56]
Live with both parents [54]
Foster parents [68]
Children's home [61]
Gay/Lesbian [59]
Low esteem [55]
Drank last week [80]
Current smoker [66]
Ever tried drugs [82]

 Notes
•

We often ask a follow-up ‘if yes, then where?’, and check students’
responses against local information. If this has been done, only those
students giving verified sources are accepted as valid ‘yes’ responses.

 Comments
•

Slightly more males than females in Year 10 say they know where to get
free condoms. Higher rates were reported by students who also said they
drank alcohol last week or who had ever tried drugs. No group has
markedly lower responses.
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Sexual activity

Headline
Just under 14% of 23,746 14-15 year-old students in 2017-2019 reported that
they have had sex.
Variation in Year 10
Figure 10. Percentage of pupils reporting that they had ever had sex, by different
groups from a range of areas across England over the period 2017-2019 (N=23,746).
All Year 10 [14]
Males [14]
Females [13]
White UK only [14]
Free school meals [17]
Long-term illness [18]
Live with both parents [11]
Foster parents [14]
Children's home [30]
Gay/Lesbian [27]
Low esteem [21]
Drank last week [51]
Current smoker [18]
Ever tried drugs [48]

 Notes
•

This relatively new question exists in a variety of forms, some reflecting the
desire of clients to signal to young people that having sex while under 16 is
still a minority practice.

 Comments
•

•
•

Slightly more males (14%) than females (13%) so reported, which is not
what we might expect from their sexual and social development, so there
may be a degree of self-serving over-reporting at work. We hope that the
method keeps this to a minimum.
Groups with notably higher rates include those who are low self-esteem,
free school meals and especially gay/lesbian, children’s home, smokers,
drug triers.
A lower rate is reported by students who live with both parents.
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Dating relationships

Headline
31% of 47,392 Year 10 students aged 14-15yo report that they have ever
experienced at least one of a number of controlling, bullying or aggressive
behaviours from a boyfriend or girlfriend (5% from their current partner).
Variation in Year 10
Figure 11. Percentage of pupils reporting that they have ever experienced at least
one of a number of controlling, bullying or aggressive behaviours from a boyfriend
or girlfriend, by different groups from a range of areas across England over the
period 2017-2019 (N=47,392).
All Year 10 [31]
Males [29]
Females [33]
White UK only [33]
Free school meals [36]
Long-term illness [34]
Live with both parents [27]
Foster parents [44]
Children's home [43]
Gay/Lesbian [46]
Low esteem [50]
Drank last week [69]
Current smoker [48]
Ever tried drugs [65]

 Notes
•

Sometimes this question is preceded by a question, ‘have you now or have
you ever had a boyfriend or girlfriend?’ and sometimes preceded by a
question asking if the listed aggressions are always wrong.

 Comments
•
•

Students are more likely to report controlling or aggression in a dating
relationship if they are looked-after, gay/lesbian, have low self-esteem, or
are users of alcohol, tobacco or drugs.
The higher rates may reflect the greater likelihood that these students had
ever had a boyfriend or girlfriend, and/or more of them.
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Worries

Headline
26% of 53,682 Year 10 students (aged 14-15yo) say they worry quite a lot or a
lot about their friends (13% of males and 33% of females). The figure for Y8
students (12-13yo) is 23%.
Variation in Year 10
Figure 12. Percentage of Year 10 pupils reporting that they worry quite a lot or a lot
about their friends, by different groups from a range of areas across England over
the period 2017-2019 (N=53,682).
All Year 10 [26]
Males [19]
Females [33]
White UK only [28]
Free school meals [29]
Long-term illness [26]
Live with both parents [25]
Foster parents [27]
Children's home [40]
Gay/Lesbian [44]
Low esteem [65]
Drank last week [32]
Current smoker [30]
Ever tried drugs [28]

 Notes
•

This item is given as part of a longer list of issues that young people might
worry about. The list used by each client is customised and can be quite
long.

 Comments
Females in Year 10 are rather more likely to report worrying about their friends
than are males.

•

Students living in a children’s home, students with low self-esteem, and
students who are gay/lesbian are notably more likely to report worrying
about their friends than average.
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Useful sex education lessons

Headline
43% of 32,537 Year 10 students (aged 14-15y) reported that they had had
useful lessons about sex and related topics at school (40% of Y8 students).
Variation in Year 10
Figure 13. Percentage of 14-15yo pupils reporting that they had had useful lessons
about sex at school by different groups from a range of areas across England over
the period 2017-2019 (N=32,537).
All Year 10 [43]
Males [44]
Females [45]
White UK only [39]
Free school meals [40]
Long-term illness [40]
Live with both parents [44]
Foster parents [46]
Children's home [34]
Gay/Lesbian [40]
Low esteem [41]
Drank last week [32]
Current smoker [27]
Ever tried drugs [46]

 Notes
•

The figures for both males and females are slightly above average; pupils
answering neither male nor female contribute a lower positive response to
the overall figure.

 Comments
•

A few groups are slightly above average but three are markedly lower;
students are less likely to report that they have had useful lessons at school
about sex education if they are in residential care, if they drank last week or
if they are a current smoker.
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Domestic violence

Headline
5% of all 31,369 students in the sample report ever experiencing physical
aggression at home between adults or adults and children. 1-2% say they
experience this at least weekly.
Variation in Year 10
Figure 14. Percentage of pupils report ever experiencing physical aggression at
home between adults or adults and children, by different groups from a range of
areas across England over the period 2017-2019 (N=31,369).
All Year 10 [5]
Males [4]
Females [5]
White UK only [7]
Free school meals [9]
Long-term illness [7]
Live with both parents [3]
Foster parents [9]
Gay/Lesbian [16]
Low esteem [17]
Drank last week [16]
Current smoker [8]
Ever tried drugs [10]

 Notes
•

This question has a relatively small base of users.

 Comments
•

Students were more likely to report ever experiencing physical aggression
at home between adults or adults and children if they were in receipt of
FSM, living with foster parents, were gay/lesbian, had low self-esteem or if
they drank last week, smoked or had ever tried drugs.
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Self-efficacy

Headline
66% of 34,756 students aged 12-15y say that they can usually or always say no,
if a friend asks them to do something that they don’t want to do.
Variation in Year 10
Figure 15. Percentage of pupils responding that that they can usually or always say
no, if a friend asks them to do something that they don’t want to do, by different
groups from a range of areas across England over the period 2017-2019 (N=34,756).

All Year 10 [67]
Males [70]
Females [65]
White UK only [65]
Free school meals [61]
Long-term illness [63]
Live with both parents [68]
Foster parents [63]
Children's home [47]
Gay/Lesbian [59]
Low esteem [43]
Drank last week [61]
Current smoker [68]
Ever tried drugs [60]

 Notes
•

We are interested in students’ capacity to refuse, not just unwanted sexual
advances, but also unwanted drug offers and other sorts of peer pressure.

 Comments
•
•

No group shows greater confidence but several show a deficit.
Students are rather less likely to say that they can usually or always say no if
they have low self-esteem or are in residential care.
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Summary of headlines and group differences
This table pulls together all the results previously shown.
Table 2. Percentage of pupils responding to a range of relationships and sexual health questions, by
different groups from a range of areas across England over the period 2017-2019 (N=67,166).

20
28
16
88
67
58
71
11
20
50
39
25
23
4
3
1
68

13
26
77
75
67
56
14
31
61
37
27
34
9
9
1
63

20
19
81
68
49
73
30
14
56
31
40
37
6

47

Ever tried drugs

Live with both parents

26
18
21
84
73
65
69
18
17
50
35
26
28
6
7
2
63

Current smoker

Long-term illness

30
12
17
83
59
57
75
17
24
54
30
29
30
6
9
3
61

Drank last week

Free school meals

21
27
10
86
58
56
77
14
23
51
36
28
28
5
7
2
65

Low esteem

White UK only

24
24
15
88
66
67
71
13
19
53
39
33
28
5
5
1
65

25 19
19
9 15
90 86
76 51
79 48
78 74
27 21
34 28
56 52
37 35
44 65
35 41
11 10
16 17
6 6
59 43

22
14
15
83
66
67
72
51
45
77
28
32
53
16
16
6
61

22
18
10
89
77
79
79
18
15
62
24
30
38
10
8
1
68

19

Gay/Lesbian

Females

20
27
15
86
70
60
72
14
19
54
38
19
24
5
4
1
70

Children's home

Males

22
25
15
87
67
63
70
14
19
52
38
26
26
5
5
1
67

Foster parents

All Year 10
Main source of sex information is parents
Main source of sex information should be school
Never heard of gonorrhoea
HIV/AIDS can be treated but not cured
Condoms reliable to stop pregnancy
Pill reliable to stop pregnancy
Condoms reliable to prevent infections
Had sex
Local young people's sexual health/advice service
Know where to get free condoms
Useful school sex education
Worry about friends
Experienced aggression from BF/GF in the past
Experienced aggression from current BF/GF
Physical violence at home Ever
Physical violence at home Weekly
“I can usually or always say no”

8
74
81
81
80
48
50
81
44
28
50
15
10
4
60

Figures more than 5 percentage points are marked with colour, orange = undesirable.
We can see that students from vulnerable groups were rather more likely to report having sex, but
this was also often associated with better sexual health knowledge and awareness of local services.
Worse knowledge was found with higher rates of sexual activity among students in residential care
and those with low self-esteem.
Vulnerable groups were also more likely to report worry about friends, intimate partner aggression,
domestic violence and lower confidence in refusal.
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Comparing sexually active and inactive Year 10s
We have seen above that groups who are more sexually active are more informed about sexual
health; this can be explored directly, by comparing students who report having had sex with those
that do not, and confirms the inferred association.
Not had sex
20,403

Had sex
3,343

Main source of sex information = parents/carers

22

23

Main source of sex information = Teachers/ school staff/school lessons

34

15

Main source of sex information = School lessons delivered by visitors

18

25

Main source of sex information should = My parents/carers

32

30

Main source of sex information should = School lessons

24

16

Main source of sex information should = Friends

10

20

Gonorrhoea: heard of it

85

91

HIV/AIDS Can be treated but not cured (% of those expressing a view)

87

84

Condoms are reliable to prevent pregnancy

77

82

The Pill is reliable to prevent pregnancy

70

75

Condoms are reliable to prevent infection

76

84

Know of local sexual health service for young people

20

32

Know where to get free condoms

55

72

School sex education useful

47

42

Worry about friends

28

31

Aggression/controlling from BF/GF

32

68

5

10

69

63

N

Domestic violence
I can usually or always say no

The minority of year 10 students (14-15yo) who report sexual activity are more likely to show better
sexual health awareness and knowledge than their peers.
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Relationships between RSE and other lifestyle topics
This dense table reports how the relationships and sexual health questions are related to others.
The first column if numbers shows figures for all Year 10 students; the figures are percentages who
report each of the criteria listed in the left column.
So, 18% of all Year 10 students say they had at least 5 portions of fruit/veg on the day before the
survey. This criterion is positive and is shown in teal. The figure for those Year 10 students who
think that condoms are reliable to stop pregnancy is 16%, a small but statistically significant
difference in the undesirable direction, which is picked out in orange. The percentage for those
Year 10 students who say they can usually or always say no is a positive 21%, shown in blue.
If you can read the first column of figures correctly, then you can try the rest!

3x exercise/week

High self-esteem

Intend FTE after Y11

Young Carer

Children in care

Single-parent family

Free school meals

Ever tried smoking

Drank last week

Ever taken drugs

Bullied at school last year

Worry about career

Worry about school

I know my own targets and I am
helped to meet them

Eat 5-a-day

All 67166

18

23

37

26

4

6

1

18

15

25

23

13

17

13

41

Main=parents 4462

18

23

35

32

7

7

2

21

21

26

24

11

20

11

35

14

24

31

52

0

6

2

17

16

22

22

6

.

0

4

18

26

36

30

9

6

1

20

13

25

26

15

17

17

42

N

Should=teachers

873

Heard of gono 20670
HIVAIDS TNC 11497

18

20

39

35

2

7

1

20

15

25

19

15

16

11

41

Condoms reliable 13891

16

22

38

33

3

7

1

20

16

24

20

13

16

20

42

Pill reliable 12830

18

22

37

32

3

7

1

20

14

24

21

14

16

21

43

Condom OK 4 infection 11938

18

28

37

26

13

6

1

20

14

25

30

15

15

23

44

Local Y FPS 4563

17

26

34

23

10

8

2

21

14

32

31

20

20

18

42

Can say no 10835

21

19

40

28

0

5

1

18

15

26

21

12

16

15

34

Sex ed useful 13975

21

20

39

40

1

5

2

16

14

23

24

11

18

9

36

Had sex 3343

18

19

30

22

1

9

2

21

20

64

30

38

24

14

39

Worry about friends 13787

18

25

16

29

7

8

2

19

16

31

29

16

29

28

62

Dating aggro 14691

16

24

25

30

4

8

2

20

18

44

37

25

26

14

46

18

21

14

18

1

15

3

28

27

48

33

26

28

15

52

Physical DV

705

Students in Year 10 (14-15yo) who report having had sex, or domestic or partner
aggression/violence, were likely to show significantly higher rates for several criteria that show
additional vulnerability, such as being a young carer, or reporting health-risky behaviour, like use of
drugs.
This is shown in the almost uniformly orange block in the lower right of the table.
Students who report good sexual health knowledge and awareness of services are more likely to
report planning to continue in full-time education and are more likely to report being in a singleparent family.

- 33 -

Relationships and Sex in Young People into 2020

SHEU, Exeter

Trends
Sexual health information sources
Figure 16. Percentage of young people who responded that their main source of sex information is
parents, by age and sex, 1984-2019 (N=341,165).
0.60
0.50
0.40
Y8M (12-13y)
Y8F (12-13y)

0.30

Y10M (14-15y)
0.20

Y10F (14-15y)

0.10
0.00
'84 '86 '88 '90 '92 '94 '96 '98 '00 '02 '04 '06 '08 '10 '12 '14 '16 '18

There was a gradual decline in the proportion of young people who said that parents were their
main source of sex information from 1997-2009; figures from the last decade are generally about
the same level or lower, but samples have been smaller and more variable. It will be interesting to
see if the most recent figures are a blip or the start of a trend.
Figure 17. Percentage of young people who responded that their main source of sex information is
teachers/school lessons, by age and sex, 1984-2019 (N=341,165).
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There was a gradual complementary increase in the proportion of young people who said that
teachers/lessons were their main source of sex information from 1997-2012; figures from the last
few years are rather lower, but samples have been smaller and more variable.
Figure 18. Percentage of young people who responded that parents should be their main source of sex
information, by age and sex, 1985-2019 (N=311,700).
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There was a gradual increase in the proportion of young people who said that parents should be
their main source of sex information from 1985-2012; figures from the last two decades are
generally about the same level or higher, but samples have been smaller and more variable.
Figure 19. Percentage of young people who responded that school should be their main source of sex
information, by age and sex, 1993-2019 (N=311,700).
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There was a sharp rise in the proportion of young people who said that teachers/school lessons
should be their main source of sex information from 1992 which soon settled at a new higher level;
figures from the last two decades are generally about the same level, but samples have been
smaller and more variable.
Sexual health knowledge
Figure 20. Percentage of young people who responded that they had heard of gonorrhoea, by age and sex,
2001-2019 (N=425,322).
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Awareness of gonorrhoea is much higher among Year 10 students than in Y8; it rose to a peak in
about 2,010 which has been fairly stable since.
Figure 21. Percentage of young people who responded that HIV/AIDS can be treated but not cured, as a
proportion of all those expressing an opinion, by age and sex, 2001-2019 (N=271,904).
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Understanding that HIV/AIDS can be treated but not cured has declined throughout since 2000.
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Figure 22. Percentage of young people who responded that condoms are reliable to stop pregnancy, by
age and sex, 2001-2019 (N=331,373).
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Confidence that condoms are reliable to stop pregnancy has declined since 2014.
Figure 23. Percentage of young people who responded that the Pill is reliable to stop pregnancy, by age
and sex, 2001-2019 (N=329,429).
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Confidence that The Pill is reliable to stop pregnancy has declined since 2010.
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Figure 24. Percentage of young people who responded that condoms are reliable to prevent infections like
HIV, by age and sex, 2002-2019 (N=253,773).
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Confidence that condoms can prevent infections has mostly been stable over the last two decades.
Sexual health services
Figure 25. Percentage of young people who responded that they know of a local sexual health/advice
service for young people, by age and sex, 1993-2019 (N=596,478).
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Awareness of a local sexual health/advice services for young people has greatly declined since its
high pint in around 2003.
The Government ran a Teenage Pregnancy Prevention Programme between 1999 and 2010
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Figure 26. Percentage of young people who responded that they know where to get free condoms, by age
and sex, 1993-2019 (N=496,969).
90%
80%
70%
60%

Y8M (12-13y)

50%

Y8F (12-13y)

40%

Y10M (14-15y)

30%

Y10F (14-15y)

20%
10%
0%
'93 '94 '95 '96 '97 '98 '99 '00 '01 '02 '03 '04 '05 '06 '07 '08 '09 '10 '11 '12 '13 '14 '15 '16 '17 '18 '19

Awareness of a source of free condoms reached a peak in the 2000s; we have no explanation for
the short dip and recovery during this high period. Figures for the last decade are lower and have
been in decline.
Sexual activity
Figure 27. Percentage of young people who responded that they have had sex, by age and sex, 2009-2019
(N=41,916).
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Reports of sexual activity among Year 10 students has been fairly stable in the last decade, at
something over 10%. This figure is consistent with retrospective studies of adults.
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Dating relationships
Figure 28. Percentage of young people who responded that they have experienced aggressive or
controlling behaviour from a boy-/girl-friend, by age and sex, 2014-2019 (N=145,133).
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We have only a few years’ figures for aggression/controlling by an intimate partner, but findings for
the most recent surveys are among the highest we have seen, so we have no evidence that rates
are declining.
Worries
Figure 29. Percentage of young people who responded that they worry at least ‘quite a lot’ about their
friends, by age and sex, 1991-2019 (N=752,207).
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Worrying about friends was steady for many years, but for the last decade has fluctuated around a
higher level. In alternate years, we have a large sample from an area which regularly reports high
levels of concern about friends, and then one from an area where concern is low; minor changes in
wording may have had a larger influence than we hoped. We suspect that the peaks and troughs
are both drifting upwards, and can confirm this using a two-year smoothing of the figures:
Figure 30. Percentage of young people who responded that they worry at least ‘quite a lot’ about their
friends, by age and sex, 1991-2019 (N=752,207) (two-year smoothing applied).
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Useful lessons
Figure 31. Percentage of young people who responded that they have had useful sex education lessons, by
age and sex, 1999-2019 (N=451,654).
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Figures for ‘useful school lessons about sex’ have dropped since we started recording in 1999,
when figures for all groups were around 50%, and in some areas are among the lowest we have
recorded (as low as 30% in 2018).
If we apply a two-year smoothing to these data, which seems to confirm a decline:
Figure 32. Percentage of young people who responded that they have had useful sex education lessons, by
age and sex, 1999-2019 (N=451,654).(two-year smoothing applied)
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Self-efficacy
Figure 33. Percentage of young people who responded that, if a friend asks them to do something they
don’t want to do, they can usually or always say no, by age and sex, 2003-2019 (N=204,650).
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Figures for confidence in saying no rose markedly for the first years of the millennium, but have
been quite steady for the second decade, at least until the last couple of years.
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Domestic violence
Figure 34. Percentage of young people who responded that they had experienced shouting and arguing by
adults at home that scared them, by age and sex, 2005-2017 (N=53,480).
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Figures for shouting between adults at home have been steady during the last decade.
The figures we had in 2005 were rather higher but represent just a single authority.
Figure 35. Percentage of young people who responded that they had experienced physical aggression
between adults at home, by age and sex, 2005-2019 (N=97,986).
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Figures for hitting or pushing between adults at home have been steady during the last decade.
The figures we had in 2005 were rather higher but represent just the same single authority.
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Conclusions
Sexual health knowledge and awareness of sexual health services among Year 10 students is fair
but far from ideal.
Sexual health knowledge and awareness of sexual health services among Year 10 students is also in
decline.
Risky behaviours like tobacco and drug use may be associated with higher rates of sexual activity.
Vulnerable groups often report higher rates of sexual activity: children in residential care in
particular.
Higher rates of sexual activity are often associated with being more aware of sexual health services
and sexually active students show better sexual health knowledge than average, although the
differences are not great.
Some groups of young people show higher rates of sexual activity with poorer understanding of
contraception and sexually transmitted infections; they may show other vulnerabilities, like
reporting domestic violence in their homes at higher rates.

▪

Discussion
The overall impression we have is a decline in young people’s understanding and awareness of
sexual health services and sexual health knowledge.
We have no evidence about the causes of this decline, but it may be because of poorer provision
associated with ‘austerity’ cuts and a diversion of schools’ attention from PSHE. In this regard, the
new Government guidelines for relationships, health and sex education due to be implemented in
Autumn 2020 are very much to be welcomed.
It can be argued that imperfect sexual health knowledge is not important among young people
who are not having sex; we can see that sexual health knowledge is better but not by much among
those who are having sex and we also believe that an amount of sexual activity among young
people is not planned.
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Appendix: Sample sizes
These are the total available samples in each calendar year, not the numbers responding to any one question.
Table 3. Percentage Complete sample sizes in each annual data set, SHEU 1983-2019
Sample / Yr.
HRBQ Sec.

1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014
8

8&10 8&10 10 10&11 10&11 11&12 11,12,15 15 15&16 16

16 16&17 16,17,18 18&19 19 20&21 21

HRBQ Pri.
Schools

71

43

49

88

116

222

104

131

142

141

171

279

108

130

Primary pupils
Secondary
pupils

21

22

22

22

23

23

23

23

23

*

*

*

*

*

2015

2016

2017

2018

2019

*

*

*

*

*

8

8

8&9

9

9

10

10

11

11

11

11

11

11

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

122

112

181

389

334

499

196

452

310

787

526

1100

783

1199

579

507

619

1070

1097

1038

1199

963

1010

9545 4496 12710 23988 14157 13859 8158 17309 13978 37874 16061 39882 24854 38417 28083 41569 35727 54705 60488 53864 62870 46032 61,967
9083 13890 19180 19834 36116 16174 19906 25741 21773 29186 49382 20089 21842 29005 21236 31182 30276 11575 29190 10804 32973 23954 53557 29400 66352 39343 76583 25965 52059 22513 55987 47635 61026 68090 49722 53,633

All pupils

10674 15205 13890 19759 27628 36116 16174 19906 25741 28070 29186 49382 39511 22067 38550 25732 43892 54264 25732 43049 18962 50282 37932 91431 45461 106234 64650 115000 54058 93628 58242 110692 108123 114930 134216 105308 115,600

Selected
ages

8-9
8-9
8-9
9-11
10-11 10-11 10-11 10-11 10-11 10-11 10-11 10-11 10-11 10-11 10-11 10-11 10-11 10-11 10-11 10-11
12-13
10-11 10-11 10-11
11-16 11-16 11-16 11-16 11-16 11-16 11-16 11-16 12-16 8-15 11-16 11-16 12-13 12-15 9-16
12-13 12-13 12-13 12-13 12-13 12-13 12-13 12-13 12-13 12-13 12-13 12-13 12-13 12-13 12-13 12-13
14-15
12-13 12-13 12-13
14-15
14-15 14-15 14-15 14-15 14-15 14-15 14-15 14-15 14-15 14-15 14-15 14-15 14-15 14-15 14-15 14-15
14-15 14-15 14-15

8-9
10-11
12-13
14-15

8-9
10-11
12-13
14-15

M 8-9 y

9940

7693

10299

6569

12158

F 8-9 y

9683

7590

10363

6370

11880
13064
12889

M 10-11 y

--- 2,315 ---

------ 5,855 -------

2390

468

3175 6511 3367 4067 2422 4947 3373 10339 4549 11363 6491 13373 6470 11091 6068 12644 11768 11824 14350

9808

F 10-11 y

--- 2,314 ---

------- 5,856 ------

2354

398

3160 6391 3425 3938 2300 4870 3336 9910 4348 10952 6215 12970 6321 10823 5746 12506 11380 11700 13830

9972

M 12-13 y*

599 780

715 1585 1516 4285 2588 3152 3837 4222 4464 9377 4804 5288 5203 4282 6807 7180 2553 7075 3101 7553 3028 11682 4464 14211 6842 14273 4662 11078 4605 13515 9999 14459 13608 10074

9939

F 12-13 y*

567 623

825 1614 1479 4231 2487 3231 3241 3947 4280 8957 4727 5240 4708 4240 7225 7548 2249 7057 2891 7427 2664 11933 4646 15133 7253 14819 4750 10754 5041 13770 10683 14927 12513 10135

10013

M 14-15 y*

2731 1836 2493 2119 3322 5945 2113 3948 3562 4328 5070 7993 3683 4446 4933 4899 7971 7034 2219 7533 2474 8782 2691 11987 6762 14079 8067 13790 4487 12308 4412 12909 7867 11900 12360

8694

8638

F 14-15 y*

2222 1388 2476 1907 3046 5789 2227 3822 3437 4274 4606 7582 3497 4374 4394 4800 8518 7409 2088 7480 2448 9220 2651 12644 7393 14810 8168 14499 4664 12540 4838 13107 8900 12100 10363

8404

9253

Total

6,119 4,627 6,509 7,225 9,363 20,250 9,415 14,153 14,077 16,771 18,420 33,909 16,711 19,348 23,982 19,087 36,856 42,073 15,901 37,150 15,636 42,799 17,743 68,494 32,162 80,548 43,014 83,724 31,354 68,594 30,710 78,451 80,220 92,193 100,976 71,368 89,461

* Included in this report
The total is over 2 million cases.
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