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Abstinence & Marriage:  A Clear Link
A 2008 study by Dr. Bradford Wilcox, Ph.D., entitled, “A Scientific Review of Abstinence and Abstinence Programs,” provides
clear and compelling research which supports the central theme of Aspire: namely that abstinence is not merely about avoiding
pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases, but more significantly it is about helping teens prepare for a future marriage
and family. The study further argues that abstinence is a necessary social norm for the overall health and well being of
the nation. On the following page are five features of successful programs identified by the study which Aspire seeks to effectively
employ. The following excerpt is from: W. Bradford Wilcox, Ph.D., “A Scientific Review of Abstinence and Abstinence Programs.”*

Abstinence before marriage is linked to stronger and more satisfying families, according to a growing body of research.  
Specifically, adolescents and adults who abstain from sex before marriage are more likely to enjoy better family relationships, 
and are also more likely to provide a good family life to any children that they bring into the world. Furthermore, research 
on the collective consequences of the sexual revolution for families in the United States and Europe strongly suggests that a 
social norm of abstinence until marriage is likely to improve the strength of marriage and family life in the United States.  

Abstinence before marriage appears to increase solidarity between adolescents and their parents, and between married 
spouses. As noted above, adolescents who have sex as teenagers, especially at early ages, are significantly more likely than 
virgins to distance themselves from their parents, both by rejecting their parents’ norms and by spending less time with 
them.26 By contrast, virgins are more likely to maintain close ties with their parents, and to abide by their values.27

When it comes to marriage, adults who succeed in reserving sex and a shared domicile for marriage are more likely to 
enjoy happy and stable marriages. By contrast, couples who have sex before marriage, especially couples who cohabit, 
are more likely to experience difficulties in their marriage.28  For instance, one study of 2,034 married adults found that 
those who had cohabited prior to marriage reported less marital happiness and more marital conflict, compared to similar 
couples who did not cohabit.29 Abstinence before marriage is also linked to greater marital stability. For instance, studies 
almost always find that cohabitation is associated with an increased divorce risk, with estimates ranging from as low as a 
33 percent increased divorce risk to a 151 percent increased risk of dissolution.30 Studies also indicate that men and women 
who marry as virgins are significantly less likely to divorce.31 For instance, a study relying on the National Health and Social 
Life Survey found that men who marry as virgins are 37 percent less likely to divorce than other men, and that women who 
marry as virgins are 24 percent less likely to divorce than other women.32 Thus, adults who remain abstinent until marriage 
are more likely to enjoy a satisfying and stable marriage.  

What accounts for the links between premarital sex and marital difficulties? University of Chicago sociologist Edward 
Laumann and his colleagues suggest that people who acquire a taste for sexual activity at an early age, and who have multiple 
partners, are less likely “to be sexually exclusive over the remainder of their life, with the result that divorce is a more likely 
outcome for them.”33  Cohabitation and premarital sex have also been linked to a shift towards more individualistic and 
less marriage oriented norms and values. That is, the experience of engaging in sex or cohabitation seems to make persons 
more likely to adopt attitudes that place a priority on individual expression and de-emphasize the value of marriage and 
marital permanency; in turn, such individuals are more likely to adopt beliefs and behaviors that are incompatible with 
interdependent marital roles, and they are less likely to invest in their marriages.34

Children born to unmarried mothers are significantly more likely than children born to married parents to suffer from 
poverty, physical and sexual abuse and neglect, psychological problems such as depression, delinquency and criminal 
activity, and educational failure.36 For instance, one study found that boys raised outside of an intact, married home were 
2 to 3 times more likely to end up in prison as young adults.37 Another study found that children raised in single-parent 
families are about twice as likely to drop out of high school and to have a teenage pregnancy later in life.38 After surveying 
the literature on family structure, Penn State sociologist Paul Amato concluded, “Research clearly demonstrates that 
children growing up with two continuously married parents are less likely than other children to experience a wide range 
of cognitive, emotional, and social problems, not only during childhood, but also in adulthood.”39

Of course, over the last 40 years, more children have been born and reared outside a married home at least in part because the 
sexual revolution undercut the norm of premarital sexual abstinence. Most scholars who have studied the nation’s recent retreat 
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SCHOOL:  INSTRUC TOR:

1. If someone were to ask you what “abstinence” is, what would you say?:

2. Why are healthy marriages beneficial for children and society?:

GRADE: ¡ MALE ¡ FEMALE DATE: LAST 4-DIGITS OF PHONE #:

1. Abstinence is the only 100% eff ective protection from the possible physical,
mental, and social consequences of sex before marriage.

2. Even when two people love each other, they should wait for marriage to have sex.

3. I am able to say “no” to sexual activity even when my friends disagree.

4. A teenager who has been sexually active in the past can still choose abstinence
until marriage in the future.

5. I believe my chances of having a better future are stronger if I choose to abstain from
sex, drugs, and alcohol in my teen years.

6. I will (or have) set sexual limits for myself.

7. Movies, TV, videos, music, advertising and the internet can infl uence teen sexual behavior.

8. My parents and I can talk about behaviors like sex, drugs, and alcohol.

9. Choosing abstinence can help make my future marriage stronger.

10. Any type of sexual activity can spread sexually transmitted diseases.

11. I plan to save sexual activity for marriage.

STRONGLY
DISAGREE

STRONGLY
AGREE

NO
OPINIONDISAGREE AGREE
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Life Hike
Activity: Page 8

Materials
1. Life hike cards – print on white cardstock and laminate

Instructions
1. Invite 6 students to the front of the room to hold each of the cards.

2. Have them spread out equally spaced in a line across the room.

3. Explain to the students that each mountain represents different stages of their lives.

Discussion
1. What stage will you make the most important decisions of your life?

2. How did you come to that conclusion?

3. What kind of decisions will you make during this time?

4. When you look over the span of a lifetime, how do you think these decisions will affect
your entire life?

Explain
The decisions you make today will either positively or negatively impact your entire future. Look at 
the span of your life. It makes sense to spend some thought on where you want to end up and what 
decisions will need to be made to get there. What kind of decisions will you make today?



Sec1:B

Life Hike with a Meter Stick
Activity: Page 8

Materials
• Meter Stick

Instructions
1. In addition to the Life Hike activity, you may want to use a meter stick for further demonstration.

2. Using the centimeters as a gauge for each year of a person’s life, put your fingers over ages 13-19 
to show how small the teenage years are in comparison to their whole life. 

Sex within the Boundaries of Marriage
Activity: Page 11

Materials
• 2 pie dishes
• Whip cream or shaving cream
• Spoon
• Newspaper or something to cover the table
• Towel

Instructions
1. Ask two students to come to the front to make a pie

2. Ask one student to spray the cream in the pie pan and the other student to spray the other pie 
pan that is upside down.

Discussion
1. If these were actual pies with all the ingredients, and you put them in the oven to
    cook, what would happen to each one?

2. Why wouldn’t the second pie be the same? It has the exact same ingredients and pie pan?

Explain
You may have heard that sex is okay when you find the right person or feel in love. As you can see here, 
both pies have all the same ingredients, but one will be better. The first pie will work because it has 
boundaries. The first pie represents sex within marriage. Sex is wonderful inside the boundaries of 
marriage because you have a solid commitment. I understand in a class this size, we have people from 
very different backgrounds. Some of you have already committed to abstinence until marriage. The 
next several classes are for you to be encouraged on your decision. Some of you may not have had sex, 
but have not decided if you are going to wait until marriage or not. This is a very important decision 
you are going to make for your present and your future, so please listen to all the reasons for waiting. 
Some of you may have already had sex and I am not here to judge you about your past. Today is a new 
day. I am asking that while we talk about abstinence that you at least be open to hearing the benefits 
of abstinence before making the choice to have sex again. You can always start over. (As you say this 
part, use the spoon and scrap the whip cream into the trash. Clean off the bottom of the pan and turn it 
over.) Ultimately, it is YOUR CHOICE, but before you make your choice, make sure that you are informed 
of the benefits of remaining abstinent until marriage.
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