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The Emotional Dangers
of Premature Sexual Involvement

By Thomas Lickona

You didn’t get pregnant. You didn't get AIDS. So
why do you feel so bad? -
—Leslie Unrah, abstinence educator

There is no condom for the heart.
—Sign at a sex education conference

In discussion of teen sex, much is said about the
dangers of pregnarcy and disease—far less about the
. emotional hazards. That’s a problem, because the

 destructive psychological consequences of temporary

- sexual relationships are very real. -Being ‘aware of
them car help a young person make and stick to the
decision to-avoid premature sexual involvement.
“That’s not to say we should. downplay the phys:cal
- dangers of uncommitted sex. Prégnancy is a life-
‘chaniging ~event. - Sexually transmitted *discase
~ (STD)—and there are now more than 20 STDs-—can
rob-you of your health and even your life: Condoms
 don’t remove these dangers. Condoms have an
“anmual failure rate of 10 percent to 30 percent in
" preventing pregnancy because of human error in
“using them and because they sometimes leak, break,
" or slip off.’ Condoms reduce but by no means
eliminate the risk of AIDS. Ina 1993 analysis of 11
-different medical studies, condoms were found to
have a 31 percent average failure rate in preventing
" the sexual transmission of the AIDS virus. Finally,
- condoms do little or nothing to prevent against the
two STDs infecting at least one-third of sexually
_ active teepage girls: human papilloma virus . (the
leading cause of cervical cancer)-and chlamydia ( the
leading cause of infertility), both of which can be
‘tranisthitted by skin-to-skin . cositact in the entire
_'gemtal-arm, only z smal[ part of wlnch is covered by
* the condon.
_ Whylsttsonmchhardertodlsmsssexand
emotional hurt—to name and talk about the
damaging psychological effects that can come from
premature sexual involvement? For one thing, most
of us have never heard this aspect of sex discussed.
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Our parents didn’t talk to us about it. The media
doesn’t/didn’t talk to us about it. And the heated
debate about condoms in schools typically doesn’t
say much about the fact that condoms do nothing to
make sex emotionally safe. When it comes to trying
to explain how early sexuality can do harm to one’s
personality and character as well as to one’s health,

many adults are simply at a loss for words, or

reduced to vague genenalities such as “you’re too
young™.or “you’re not mature enough.”

This relative silence about the emotional side of
sex is ironic, because the emotional dimension of sex
is what makes it distinctively bnman.

What in fact are the emotional or psychologicat

- consequences of premature, uncominitted sex? These

consequences vary among individuals. Some emo-
tional consequences are short-term but still serious.
Some of them last a long time, sometimes even into

‘marriage and parenting: Many of these psychological

consequences are hard to imagine until they’ve been
expericnced.  In all cases, the emotional con-
sequences of sexual experiences are not to. be taken
lightly. A moment’s reflection reminds. us that
emotional problems can have dainaging, even
arippling, effects on a person’s ability to lead a happy
and productive [ife.

Let’s look at 10 negative psychological con-
sequences of premature sexual involvement.

1. Worry About Pregnancy and ATDS

For many sexually active young people, the fear-
of becoming pregnant or getting - -AIDS IS a major
emotional stress. :

Russell Henke, health education coordmaxor in the
Montgomery County (Marylaud) Public Schools,
says, “I see kids going 16 the nurse in schools, crying
a day after their ﬁrstsexual experience, and wanting
to be tested ‘for AIDS. They have done it and now
they are terrified. For some of them, that’s enough.
They say, “I don’t want to have to go through that

' experience anynore.”




worried and so distracied every month, afraid that
they might be pregnant. It’s relief to me to be a
virgin,”

2. Regret and Self-Recrimination

Girls, especially, need to know in advance the
sharp regret that so many young women feel afier
becoming sexually involved.

Says one high school girl: “I.get upset when I see
my friends losing their virginity to some guy they just
met. Later, after the guy’s dumped them they come
to me and say, “I wish I hadn’t done it.” A ninth-
grade girl who slept with eight boys in junior bigh
says “F'm young, but I feel old.”

Girls dre more vulnerable than boys because girls
are more likely-to think of sex as a way to “show you
care.” They're more likely to see sex as a-sign of
commitment in the relationship. :

M a girl expects a sexual interlude to be loving,
she may very well feel cheated and used when the
boy doesn’t show a greater romantic interest after the

‘event.  As one 15-year-old girl - describes her’
expenience: “I don’t expect the guy to marry me, but
I never expected him to avoid me in school.”

Bob Bartlett, who teaches a freshman sexuality
class .in Richficld, MN, high school, shares the
following story of regret on the part of one of his
students (we’lf call her Sandy): '

Sandy, a bright and pretty girl, asked to

see Mr. Bartlett during her lunch period. She

explained that she had never had 2 boyfriend

50 she was excited when a senior asked her

out.

After they dated for several weeks, the

boy asked her to have sex with him. ‘ She was

‘reluctant; he was persistent. She was afraid

of appearing immature and-losing him, so she

consented. -

~ “Did it work?” Mr. Bartlett asked. “Did
you keep him?” o 7
- Sandy replied: “For another week. We

had sex again; and then he dropped me. He said

I'wasn’t good enough. There was no spark.”

"I kmow what you’re going to say. I take

your class. I know now that he didn’t really

love me. I feel so stupid, so cheap.” '
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Sandy hoped, naively, that sex would keep the
. guy- Here is-another high school girl; writing to an
advice column about a different kind of regret. She
- wishes ‘she could lose the guy. she’s.ikvolved with,
but she feels trapped by their sexual relationship.
T'am 16, 2 junior in high school, and kike
. : ~mearly all the other girls here, I have already lost
A high school girl told a nurse: “ see some of my my virginity. Although most peoplée consider
friends buying home pregnancy tests, and they are so ~ this subjéct very personal. I feel the need to share
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this part of my life with girls who are.trying 1o
decide whether to have séx for the. first time,
Sex does not live up to the glowmg reports
and hype you see in the movies. It’s no'big deal.
In fact, it’s pretty disappointing.
I truly regret that my first fime was witha- - -
guy that I didn’t care that much about. I am still
going out with him, which is getting to be a
problem. I'd fike to end this relationship and date
others, but after bemg 50 mtn:nate it’s awfu]]y
tough. :
Since the first night, he expects scx on every
date, like we are married or something. When !
don’t feel like it, we end up in an argument. It’s
. hkclowe:ttohxm Idon tthmkdnsguynsm
deep down ﬁmt I am not i love with h1m cither,
and this makes me feel sort of cheap.

I realize now that this is a very big step in a
girl’s life. After you’ve dene it, things are never
the same. It changes everything.

My advice is, don’t be in such arush. If’sa
headache and a worry. (Could I be pregnant?) Sex
is not for entcrtainment. ¥ should be a commit-
ment. Be smart and save yourself for someone
you wouldn’t mind spending the rest of your life
with.

—Sorry I Didn’t And Wish I Could
i Takc It Back
Regret over uncommxtted sexual relahonshjps can
last for years. [ recently received a Jetter from a 33-

year old woman, now a psychxalnst, who is; very _

much concerned about the sexual pressures and temp-
tations facing young people today. She wanted to
share the lessons she had learned about sex the hard
way. After high school, she says, she spent a year
abroad as an exchange student:

[ was a virgin when I left, but I felt ] was
protected. I had gotten an [UD so I could make
my own decisions if and when | wanfed. I steeled
myself against commitment. I was never going to
marry and have children; X was going to have a
career. During that year abroad, from 17 % to
18 %2, I was very promiscuous

But the fact is, it caused me to be separated
from myself. The longest-standing and deepest
wound ] gave myself was heartfelt. That sick,
used feeling of having given a precious part of

‘myself—my soul—to so many and for nothing,
still aches. I never imagined I’d pay so dcar{y and
for so long,

has'a good sexual relationship with her husband. But
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she still carrjes the emotional- scar-of thoge early:

..sexual experiences.. She wants, young, people to know.

that “sex without commitment is very risky for the
heart.”
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Guilt is a special form of regret—a strong sense of

- ... having .done somethmg morally. wrong. ., Guilt;is a

normal and healthy moral response, a sign that one’s
‘ conscmnce is working.

"' In'kiis book for teenagers, Love Datmg, and Se,t,
George Eager tells the story of a well-known speaker
who was addressing a high school assembly.  The
speaker was asked, “What do you most regret about
your high school days?” . ..

" He answcted, “The' thing I miost regrct about high

school is thie time Y $ingle-havdedly destroyed a girl.”

Eager offers this advice to young men: “When the
breakup comes, it’s usually a lot tougher on the girls
than it is on the guys. It’s not something you want

. Yqur conscienco-—that you caused.a girl to, have decp
‘emofional problems.”

One 16-year old boy says he stopped having
with girls when he saw and felt guilty about the 311
he was causing: “You see them crying and confu: -

- Theyisay they love.you, but yowdor’t love;them.”

Even at an age of sexual liberation, a lot of peopis
who are having sex nevertheless have a guilty .
science about it. “The guilt may come, as in the ¢

** -of the young mian jist qitdted, Trom" sceing fthie bt

you’ve caused other people.
The guilt may come from knowing that jo

- parents would be.upset if they knew. you,were havi:,
" sex. Or it may stem from your religious conwchons

Christianity, Judaism, and Islam, for examplc “all
teach that sex is a gift from God rescrved for
marriage and that sexual rélations outside mamage
are morally wrong; , - .

Sometimes guilt about thelr sexual past ends up
crippling people when they become parents by
kecping them from adwsmg their own children not to
become sexuallyinivolved. According’ to ‘cotmselor
Dr. Carson Daly: “Because these parents can’t bear to
be considered hypocrites or to copsider themselves

. ._.hypocntes they don’t give their children the scxua!
guidance they very much need.” -

4. Loss of Self-Respéct and Sélf-Esteém

Many people suffer a loss of self-esteem when
they find: qut- they- have “at:5exually *transniitted
discase.- For example, according to the :Austin, Téxas
based Medical Institute for Sexual Health, more than
80 percent of people w;lh he:p% say thcy focl “less

| s 3"conﬁd i du d m'ab! xual
"This woman is happily married now, shesays, and:.. .. oot an lﬂss T }y

;‘_




But even if a person is fortunate enough to escape
sexually transmitted disease, temporary sexual
relationships can lower the self-respect of both the
user and the used.

Sometimes casual sex lowers sclf-esteem, leading
a person into further casual sex, which leads to
further loss of self-esteem in an oppressive cycle
from which it may be hard to break free. This pattern
is described by a college senior, a young woman who
works as a residence hall director:

There are girls in our dorm who had

multiple pregnancies and multiple abortions.

They tend to be filled with self-loathing. But

because they have so little self-esteem, they

will settle for any kind of attention from guys.

So they keep going back to the same kind of

destructive situations and relationships that

got them into trouble in the first place.

Ou both sides of dehumanized sex, there is a loss
of dignity and self-worth. One 20 year-old college
male confides: “You feel pretty crummy when you
get drunk at a party and have sex with some girl, and
then the next moming you can’t even remember who
she was.”

Another college student describes the loss of self-
respect that followed his first sexual “conquest™;

1 finally got a girl into bed—actually it was in a
car-—when I was 17. [ thought it was the hottest
thing there was but then she started saying she
loved me and getting clingy.

I figured out that there had probably been a
dozen guys before me who thought they had
“conquered” her, but who were really just objects
of her need for security. That realization took all

" the wind out of my sails. I couldn’t respect
someone who gave in as casily as she did.

I'was amazed to find that after four weeks of
having sex as often as I wanted, T was tired of her.
I didn’t see any point in continuing the relation-
ship. I finally dumped her, which made me feel
even worse, because [ could see that she was
hurting. I felt pretty low.

- People aren’t things. When we treat them as if

.they were, we not only hurt them; we lose respect for

ourselves,

5. The Corruption of Character and the
Debasement of Sex _

When people treat others as sexual objects and
exploit them for their own pleasure, they not only
lose self-respect; they corrupt their characters and
debase their sexuality in the process:
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Good character consists of virtues such as respect,
responsibility, honesty, faimess, caring, and self-
control. With regard to sex, the character trait of
self~control is particularly crucial.” The breakdown of
sexual self-control is a big factor in many of the sex-
related problems that plague our society: rape,
promiscuity, pornography, addiction to sex, sexual
harassment, the sexual abuse of children, sexual
infidelity in marriage, and the serious damage to
families many of these problems cause. It was Freud
who said—and it is now obvious how right he was —
that sexual self-control is essential for civilization.

Sex frequently corrupts character by leading
peopie to tel! lies in order to pet sex. The Medical
Institute for Sexual Health reports: “Almost all
studies show that many sexually active people will lie
if they think it will help them have sex.” Common
lies: “I love you” and “F've never had a sexually
transmifted disease.”

Because sex is powerful, once sexual restraint is
set aside, it easily takes over individuals and
relationships. Consider the highly sexualized
atmosphere that now characterizes many high
schools. A high school teacher in Indiana says, “{'he
air is thick with sex talk. Kids in the halls will say--—
boy to girl, girl to boy—°I want to ***#* you.””

In a 1993 study by the American Association of
University Women, four of five high school
students—85 percent of girls and 75 percent of
boys—said they have experienced “unwelcome
sexual behavior that interferes with my life” in
school. An example: A boy backs a 14-year-old giri
up against her locker, day after day. Says Nan Stein,
a Wellesley College researcher; “There’s a Tailhook
happening in every school. Egregious behavior is
going on.”

Another recently reported example of this
corruption of character is the Spur Passe Club at
Lakewood High School in suburban Los Angeles.
Members of this club competed to see how many
girls they could sleep with; one claimed he had slept
with 63. Sadly, elementary school-age children are
beginning to mimic such behavior.  In a suburb of
Pittsburgh, an assistant superintendent reports that
sixth-grade boys were found playing a sexual con-

 tact game; the object of the game was to earn points

by touching girls in private parts, the most points
being awarded for “going all the way.”

In this sex-out-of-control environment, many
young people judge even rape permissible. In a 1988
survey of students in grades six through nine, the
Rhode Island Rape Crisis Center found that two of
three boys and 49 percent of the girls said it was
“acceptable for 2 man to force sex on a woman if
they have been dating for six months or more.” In
view of aftitudes like these, it’s easy to understand
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why date rape has become such a widespread
problem.

In short, sex that isn’t tied to love and
commitment undermines character by subverting
self-control, respect, and responsibility. Unchecked,
sexual desires and impulses easily ran amok and lead
to habits of hedopism and using others for onc’s
personal pleasure. In the process, sexual intercourse
loses its meaning, beauty, and specialness: istead of
being a loving commitment to each other sex is
trivialized and degraded.

6. Shaken Yrust and Fear of Commitment

Young people who feel used or betrayed afier the
break-up of a sexual relationship may experience
difficulty in future relationships.

Some sexually exploited people, as we’ve seen,
developed such low selfesteem that they seek any
kind of attention, even if it's another short-lived and
demeaning sexual relationship. But other people,
once burned, withdraw. They bave trouble trusting;
they don’t want to get burned again.

Usually this happens to the girl. She begins to see

£uays as interested in just onc thing: Sex. Says.one

young woman: “Besides feeling. cheap [after several
sexual relationships], I began to wonder if there
waould ever be anyone who would love and acéept me
without demanding thiat I do something with my body
16 eamn with fove.” _ .

- However, boys can also experience loss of trust
and. fear of commitrzent as a result of a broken
relationship that involved sex. Brian;, a collepe
senior; tells how this happened to him:

I first hiad intercourse with my girl friend
when we were 15. I'd been going with her
for almost a year, and I loved her very much.
She was friendly, outgoing, and charismatic,
We’d done everything but have intercourse,
and then one night she asked if we could 2o
all the way.

A few days later, we broke up. It was the
most painful time of my life. Ihad opened
myscif up to her more than even my pareats.

. I'was depressed, moody, nervous. My
. friends dropped me because I'was so bummed
out. 1 felt like a fajlore. I dropped ot of
sports. My grades weren't temrific. ~
I didn’t go out again until I got to college. -
¥'ve had mostly one-night stands in the last
~couple of years. . '
P’m afraid of falling in love.

.more the young person is likely to ipves:

- pression. The depression, in turn, mav i
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Sometimes the emotional reaction to being
“dumped” isn’t just a lack of trust or fear of
commitment. It’s rage.

Every so often, the media carries a story about «
person who had this rage reaction and then com
mitted an act of violence against the former bov
friend.or girlfriend. Read these accomnis, and yor't:
find that sex was almost always a part of ihe brokes
relationship.

Of course, people often feel angry when some.
body breaks up with them, even if sex has not beer
involved. But the sénse of betrayal is usually mnch
greater if sex has been part of the relationship. Sex
can be emotional dynamite. It can lead a person to
think that the relationship is really serious, that botk:

- people really love each other. It can create a very

strong emotional bond that hurts temribly when it’s
ruptured-—especially if it seems that the other porsan
never had the same commitment. The resuiting sense
of betrayal can give rise to rage even vioience.

8.  Depression and Suicide
- In Sex and the Teenager, Kicran Sawver wites
“The more the relationship seems like rea? 15+

[T

4 tho
decper the pain and hurt if the relationship broaks by,
Somctimes the cmotional turmoil canscd hy the
rupture of a sexual relationship leads o Jdoes do-

people to take their own lives.
Iin the past 25 years, teen suicide has mwipled. fu»

- 1988 survey by the U. S. Department of Hesith; ams

Human Services, one in five adolesceny givk i
they have tried to kill themselves (the figure & bave
was one in 10).

- This is the same period during which the rutc of
teenage sexual activity had sharply increased
especially for girls. No doubt, the riss in wouth
suicide has multiple causes, but gives what we fnow
about the emotional aftermath of broken sexual rela-
tionships, it is reasonable to suspect that the pain

{rom such break-ups is a factor in the suicide deaths
.of some young people.

9. Ruined Relationships-

Sex can have another kind of emoticaal con.
sequence. It can tum a good refationship bad. Othes
dimensions of the relationship stop developing,
Pretty soon, megative emotions enter the picture.
Eventually, they poison thé relationship and what had
been a caring relationship comes to a bitter end.

.. One young woman shares her story, which

After all the pressurisig the possibility of

“TTTT T having sex became more convinging. After




all, we did love each other. Within two months,
I gave in, because I had justified the whole
thing. Over the next six months, sex be-
came the center of our relationship. ..

At the same time, some new things
entered our relationship—things like anger,
impatience, jealousy, and selfishness. We
Just couldn’t talk anymore. We grew bored
with each other. Idesperately wanted a
change.”

A young man who identified himself as a 22-year-
old virgin echoes this warning about the damage pre-
mature sex can do to 2 relationship:

I've seen too many of my fiiends break up
after their relationship turned physical. The
emotional wreckage is horrendous because

‘they have already shared something so powerful,
When you use sex too early, it will block other
means of communication love and can stunt the
balanced growtih of a relationship. :

10. Stunting Personal Development

Premature sexval involvement not only can stunt
- the development of a relationship; it also can stunt
-one’s development as a person. :

Just as some young people handle anxicties by

turning to drugs and alcohol, others handle them by
‘tuming to sex.  Sex becomes an escape. They aren’t
-learning how to cope with life’s pressures.

~ . Teenagers who are absorbed in an intense sexual
 relationship are tuming ioward on one thing at the
very time in their lives when they should be reaching
out—forming new friendships, joining clubs and
teams, developing their interests and skills, taking on
bigger social responsibilities.

All of these are important nutrients for a
teenager’s development as a person. This period of
life is special because young people have both the
time and the opportunities to develop their falents and
~ interests. ' The growing they do during these years

- will affect them all their lives. If young people don’t
put these years to good use, they may never develop
their full potential. -~ : o
, Theriskappearstobegreaxerforgidswhogei
-“sexually involved and in so doing close the door on
. other interests and relationships. Says New York
"~ psychiatrist Samuel Kaufman: .

A girl who enters into a serious relationship
with a boy very early in life may find out later
thit her individuality was thwarted. She
became part of him and failed to develop her

- own interests, her sense of independent identity.
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Reflecting on her long éxperience in -counseling
college students and others about sexual matters, Dr.
Carson Daly comments:

I don’t think T ever met a student who was
sorry he or she had postponed sexual activity,
but I certainly met many who decply regretted
their sexual involvements. Time and time again,
T have seen the long-term emotional and spirit-
ual desolation that results from casual sex and
promiscuity. It sometimes takes years to
recover from the effects of these sexual in-
‘volvernents—if-one ever fully recovers.

Sex certainly can be a source of great pleastre and
Joy. But it should be-amply clear—and youngsters
need our help and guidance in understanding this—
sex also can be the source of deep wounds and
suffering. What makes the difference is the relation-
ship within which it occurs. Sex is most joyfut and
fulfilling—most emotionally safe as well as’ phy-
sically safe—when it occurs within a loving, total,
and binding commitment. Historicilly, we have
called that mamriage, Sexual umion is then part of
something bigger——the union of two person’s lives.




