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Executive summary 
 
Background & objectives 
 
Progressive undertook research on behalf of Glasgow’s Young People’s Sexual Health 
Steering Group to gain an understanding of the opinions and attitudes that 13 to 19 year 
olds in the city have towards sexual health and relationships.   
 
The research was qualitative in nature and carried on from a previously commissioned 
quantitative survey commissioned in 2005.  This survey examined attitudes and behaviour of 
young people in Glasgow towards:  
 
• Sexual health and relationships 
• Self-perception, control and self-esteem  
• Perceived abilities in dealing with sexual health and relationship issues 
• Extent and effectiveness of sources of information on these matters available to young 

people  
• Opinions of sexual health and relationship education available to young people 
• Experiences of parental/ carer support in relation to sexual health and relationships 
 
The qualitative research conducted by Progressive aimed to provide deeper insight into key 
areas highlighted in the quantitative survey, with particular reference to the following: 
 
• Where young people get information and advice about sexual health and relationships 
• Gaining a better understanding of issues surrounding the responsibility and actions 

involved in using contraception/protection 
• Understanding the decision making process amongst young people in both engaging 

and not engaging in sexual behaviour and the place sexual behaviour has in a young 
person’s life 

 
Specific objectives were as follows: 
 
1. Exploring young people’s opinions and attitudes towards sexual health and relationships, 

including: 
• The loss of virginity, sexual behaviour, societal views, peer pressure and self-

esteem 
• The role of alcohol and drugs in relation to sexual behaviour 
• Issues of contraception/ protection – that is awareness, attitudes towards using 

contraception/protection, barriers to use, responsibilities between sexes, 
pregnancy and sexually transmitted infections (STIs) 

• Key differences between sexes and age groups 
 
2. Investigating sources of information and advice, including: 

• Examining perceptions towards and opinions of organisations and individuals 
who provide information on sexual health and relationship to young people – e.g. 
school teachers, parents, carers, friends, health workers 

• Understand the perceived role and influence of information providers 
• Gauge the effectiveness of each of the various sources of information and advice 

available 
• Identify any gaps in the provision of information relating to sexual health and 

relationships 
 
3. Evaluating young people’s perceptions of school based provision of sexual health and 

relationship education 
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• Investigate views and attitudes towards current sexual health and relationship 
education in schools across content, applicability, relevance, acceptance and 
perceived accuracy 

• Explore young people’s perceptions of how sexual health and relationship 
education is/was delivered in their school setting 

• Investigate the main methods of delivery of sexual health and relationship 
education in schools 

• Determine young people’s views on the overall effectiveness of current sexual 
health and relationship education in schools and identify areas for improvement 

 
Methodology 
 
The methodology involved three stages: 
 
• Briefing sessions with participants from each segment of the target audience 
• Participants consulting with friends to gather a wealth of knowledge 
• Twelve mini-group discussions consisting of 4 participants in each 
 
Progressive recruited 48 participants aged between 13 to 19, who were assigned the task of 
‘interviewing’ their peers using a simple, semi-structured questionnaire.  Armed with this 
wealth of knowledge they then took part in mini-group discussions.  Participants were given 
an incentive of £40 (or the equivalent value in vouchers if they were under 16) for 
participating.  
 
This approach allowed for participants to gather information pertaining to a wide range of 
young people.  Furthermore, the findings were reported back in the mini-groups in the third 
person, saving any awkwardness or embarrassment for the individual, given the potentially 
sensitive subject matter.   
 
Recruitment of the young people was conducted in accordance with MRS Guidelines 
regarding the recruiting of minors.  With regards to those under the age of 16 years, 
approval was obtained from parents, carers or guardians, who were all provided with 
information detailing the purpose of the research and what it would entail. 
 
Participants were initially briefed as to their task before being provided with questionnaires 
with which to consult with their peers.  Mini groups were then held on the 4th, 6th, 10th and 
12th July 2006. 
 
All mini groups comprised of respondents of the same sex to encourage open-ness and 
honesty.  Furthermore, for this same reason, moderators were also of the same sex as 
respondents.   
 
Groups were also set up so respondents were only with others who were of a similar age.  
Furthermore, six mini groups were held for those who attended denominational schools and 
six for those in non-denominational schools.   
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KEY FINDINGS 
 
Attitudes towards sexual health and relationships 
 
The role of sexual behaviour in a young person’s life 
 
In determining attitudes towards sexual health and relationships it was important to ascertain 
where and why sexual behaviour fitted into the lives of young people.  The research 
gathered that this role differed between males and females. 
 
Young males tended to feel that being sexually active increased their standing and the level 
to which they were respected by friends and peers.  Amongst younger respondents this is a 
particular driver in the need to lose their virginity.  The status of being sexually active and the 
resulting pressure meant that most saw the loss of virginity as a ‘rite of passage’ into being 
more grown up.  This pressure also resulted in young males prioritising the status of losing 
virginity above other important aspects of sexual behaviour – such as contraception/ 
protection or choice of partner.  
 
Secondly, young males saw regular engagement in sexual behaviour as a means of gaining 
sexual experience and ‘prowess’.  Indeed the idea of having numerous sexual partners was 
attractive in that it may better prepare them for a long-term partner they have an emotional 
relationship with.  Further to this, young males did not see having multiple partners as having 
any adverse effects on future, more meaningful relationships.  Indeed abstinence from 
sexual behaviour until marriage, whilst respected for others, was not an attractive 
proposition.    
 
Females on the other hand, were more inclined to see sexual behaviour as an expression of 
love and feelings.  The desire to lose virginity was somewhat more considered with factors 
such as the need for an emotional connection with their partner, as well as a fear of 
pregnancy, causing them to be more careful and reserved.   
 
Further to this, females were not impressed by their own sex having multiple partners.  The 
general consensus was that females behaving in this way were ‘slappers’ or ‘slags’.  The 
shame in being referred to in such a way resulted in most females being more selective of 
whom they engaged in sexual behaviour with and when they engaged in this behaviour.   
 
Amongst both males and females alcohol played a significant part in their social and sexual 
lives.  Alcohol is an important part of their social gathering, as well as a means to lower 
inhibitions and encourage contact with the opposite sex.  Females, specifically, can 
sometimes see alcohol as providing them with an excuse to engage in sexual behaviour, 
meaning they can be ‘acquitted’ of acting in a way that could have them branded a ‘slapper’ 
or ‘slag’ on the basis that they were drunk at the time.  Young men did not feel the need for 
such an excuse. 
 
Young people and contraception 
 
The research found that there was still a lack of awareness amongst young people of the 
complete range of contraception/protection available.  Whilst awareness of condoms and 
their qualities is high, other forms are less well understood – particularly amongst males. 
 
With regards to being prepared for sexual behaviour, most males carried condoms in case 
an opportunity for sexual behaviour arose.  Females, on the other hand were reticent to 
acquire or indeed carry condoms for fear that they will be termed “promiscuous.”     
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With regards to having responsibility for and instigating the use of condoms, an area of 
concern is that both males and females appear reticent to use condoms.  This is largely due 
to the fact that young people recognise only pregnancy as a major adverse effect of 
unprotected sexual behaviour – something that many females will protect against via the Pill.  
STI on the other hand are not top-of-mind and a presumption that ‘it won’t happen to me’ or 
‘if it does, I’ll get cured’ prevails.   
 
Young males tend to see pregnancy as very much a ‘problem’ that only affects the female 
and therefore protecting against this as the female’s responsibility.  Furthermore, instigating 
the use of condoms is therefore also seen as the female’s task.  Females are aware of this 
and therefore use alternative forms of contraception, however only to protect against 
pregnancy.   
 
Ultimately a lack of understanding and respect exists in which males feel that they have no 
responsibility in instigating the use of contraception/protection, or in dealing with the long-
term consequences of an unwanted pregnancy or STI.  Further to this the role of sexual 
behaviour amongst males – status, achievement and fun – is not conducive to allowing 
elements of responsibility to become priorities. 
 
Subsequently a need exists to better cultivate within young people an understanding of their 
short and long-term responsibilities in relation to sexual behaviour and 
contraception/protection.  Underlying this is a need to develop greater respect between the 
sexes with regards to the physical and emotional aspects of sexual behaviour.   
 
Amongst males in particular, the communication of the role of sexual behaviour as being 
beyond personal fun and status, as well as including responsibility and respect, is certainly 
required in some cases. 
 
Sources of information and advice on sexual health and relationships 
 
Seeking advice 
 
When wishing to attain information or advice on sexual health and relationships, young 
people tend to speak to friends first and foremost.  The role of friends was to provide 
sources of humour and intrigue as well as emotional support.  
 
Parents or carers on the other hand were not spoken to readily.  Indeed it was only if 
something serious had occurred – such as a pregnancy scare or catching a particularly 
serious STI – that parents were consulted.  On the whole discussions, particularly with 
fathers, were considered to be fraught with awkwardness and embarrassment. 
 
The research found that communicating with teachers or community based youth workers 
was not welcome due to a lack of trust as to confidentiality.   
 
School-led sexual health and relationship education 
 
The general attitude towards school-based sexual health and relationship education is that it 
is somewhat boring, with opportunities for moments of humour.  Furthermore, other than 
basic biological facts, it is not considered to provide any meaningful information that is not 
already known.  Ultimately it was not felt to be of major importance or value.   
 
An area of attention is that the content, format, frequency and tone of sexual health and 
relationship education were inconsistent across different schools.  This was evident across 
all schools, regardless of whether they were denominational or non-denominational.   
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In providing relevant and meaningful education, young people expressed a desire to learn 
more about the experiences of the opposite sex in terms of biological aspects of sexual 
development as well as the emotional aspects.  Indeed many felt ‘kept in the dark’ in relation 
to the opposite sex’s sexual development.  Many also felt that greater emphasis on the 
social and relationship aspects of sexual relationships would be valuable.  The moral and 
legal responsibilities of young people engaging in sexual behaviour were also welcome.  
 
The delivery of sexual health and relationship education was also investigated in the 
research.  Important aspects mentioned included: 
 
• Presenting information in a non-judgemental and factual way 
• Delivering lessons to smaller single-sex groups – this would lead to a more receptive and 

open scenario where males or females would be less reticent to ask more sensitive 
questions 

• Being taught lessons by experienced and trained staff who was independent of the 
school – this would again encourage greater involvement and open-ness amongst pupils 

 
Recommendations 
 
Drawing on the main findings from the research, the following suggestions are offered to 
assist in addressing the key issues emerging from the research.  
 
There needs to be a change in the way sexual health matters are discussed with young 
people.  Effective practice should incorporate the following elements: 
 
• It should encourage young people to re-evaluate the role they see sexual behaviour 

playing in their lives  
• It should empower young people to make their own decisions irrespective of external 

pressures they may face regarding engaging in sexual behaviour 
• It should inform young people about the societal, legal and moral aspects of sexual 

behaviour and relationships, as well as issues of responsibility 
• It should challenge deep-rooted gendered expectations amongst both males and 

females and encourage respect between the sexes.   
• Information and advice is best received by young people when it is delivered in a non-

judgemental, factual way 
• Within in a school setting there needs to be consistency in content, timing and delivery 

across all schools 
• The mode of delivery of school based education needs to be considered.  Young people 

looked favourably on information being delivered within smaller, same-sex groups and by 
independent experienced and trained staff. 

• Young people need to be made aware of the value and accessibility of advice and 
information sources available 

 
For those young people who are sexually active (and those considering being sexually 
active) considerable work is required around issues relating to contraception and protection.  
The discussions with young people highlighted the need to: 
 
• Address some fundamental gendered expectations that prevent the effective use of 

contraception and protection  
• Improve education on the short and long-term consequences of unprotected sexual 

behaviour 
• Emphasise the fact that protection against STIs should be used as well as methods to 

prevent pregnancy.  
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It is evident that the prevalence of alcohol abuse amongst young people is having a major 
influence on their decision-making regarding sexual health and relationships.  Therefore, 
when working with young people on sexual issues, programmes should include: 
 
• Information about the potentially negative effects of engaging in sexual activity whilst 

under the influence of alcohol 
• The need to address issues of self-esteem and confidence, in particular exploring 

alternative methods of achieving well-being and intimacy, other than through excessive 
alcohol use. 

• Encouraging young people to take a more mature approach to their sexual behaviour, 
seeing it as something that should be soberly considered, rather than through excessive 
alcohol use 

• The need to address societal prejudices against females being sexually assertive. 
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