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Abstract
Using data from the 2013 through 2021 waves of the Panel Study of Income 
Dynamics Transition into Adulthood Supplement (PSID-TAS), this study examines 
the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on sexual activity among young adults. Par-
ticular attention is given to the mechanisms that might explain the decline in sexual 
activity during the pandemic. We find that fewer young adults report having had 
recent sexual intercourse during the COVID-19 pandemic relative to what would 
have been expected in the absence of a pandemic. However, we do not find a sig-
nificant decline in the frequency of sexual intercourse among young adults who did 
have sex. A pandemic-induced decline in the likelihood of being in a romantic rela-
tionship, a decrease in the frequency of alcohol consumption, and an increase in 
parental coresidence explain the bulk of the decline in young adult sexual activity 
during the pandemic. In contrast, changes in young adults’ employment and college 
attendance, self-rated health, and psychological distress do not explain the reduced 
sexual activity during the pandemic.

Keywords  Sexual activity · Young adulthood · COVID-19 · Romantic relationships · 
Alcohol consumption

The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted social life in countless ways. One dimension of 
social life thought to be impacted by the pandemic is sexual behavior, particularly 
among adolescents and young adults (Lindberg et  al., 2020). The initial phase of 
the pandemic often involved lockdowns, campus closings, and social distancing, all 
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of which likely inhibited the formation of romantic relationships and limited sexual 
encounters (Herbenick et al., 2022a). In all stages of the pandemic, changes in young 
adults’ living arrangements and economic self-sufficiency, as well as increases in 
psychological distress, may have impeded the development of sexual partnerships.

A rough consensus appears to be emerging that, among adults in general, the 
COVID-19 pandemic reduced the frequency of sexual activity (e.g., Arafat et  al., 
2022; Delcea et al., 2021; Masoudi et al., 2022). This decline has been thought to 
have been particularly pronounced among young, unpartnered persons (Mercer 
et  al., 2022), even though many youths continued to engage in sexual intercourse 
during the pandemic period (Trent et al., 2023; Yarger et al., 2021). Yet, the con-
clusion that young adult sexual activity declined during the COVID-19 pandemic 
rests on a somewhat shaky foundation. Some of the studies generating this conclu-
sion use only surveys taken during the pandemic, with no direct comparisons to pre-
pandemic behavioral data (e.g., Gleason et al., 2021; Lehmiller et al. 2021; Wignall 
et al., 2021). Other studies are based on small, non-nationally-representative sam-
ples (e.g., Firkey et al., 2022). Even studies that do directly compare pre-pandemic 
and pandemic patterns of sexual activity (e.g., Mercer et al., 2022; Rushmore et al., 
2022) fail to consider that sexual activity had been declining even before the pan-
demic (Twenge et al., 2017a, b; Ueda et al., 2020), raising the possibility that the 
apparently lower frequency of sexual activity observed during the pandemic era is 
simply a continuation of pre-pandemic trends and not a consequence of the pan-
demic per se. Perhaps most importantly, few if any of these studies have rigorously 
explored the reasons for the apparent decline in young adult sexual activity during 
the COVID-19 pandemic.

The purpose of this paper is to examine trends in young adult sexual activity 
from before to during the COVID-19 pandemic and to explore some of the possible 
reasons for the decline. Analytically, our study builds on several population-based 
studies of trends in sexual activity prior to the COVID-19 pandemic. Twenge et al. 
(2017a) use data from the 1989 to 2014 waves of the General Social Survey (GSS) 
to examine trends in the number of times respondents ages 18 and older report hav-
ing sexual intercourse in the prior year. They find broad declines in sexual frequency 
across gender, race, region, and socioeconomic status categories, and report that 
some of the decline can be attributed to increases in the number of  nonpartnered 
individuals among the adult population. Twenge et  al. (2017b) use data from the 
1972 to 2014 waves of the General Social Survey (GSS) to examine the contribu-
tion of both cohort and period changes to the increase in sexual inactivity among 
adults, measured by the absence of a reported sexual partner since age 18. Focusing 
on the period from 1980 to 2014, Twenge et al. (2017b) find significant effects of 
both cohort and period, with especially high rates of sexual inactivity among young 
adults born between 1990 and 1996 (the most recent birth cohort included).

Ueda et  al. (2020) use data from the GSS from 2000 to 2018, measuring sex-
ual activity by the reported frequency of sex in the prior year and the number of 
reported sexual partners. Ueda et  al. (2020) find an increase in sexual inactivity 
among men ages 18 to 24 and among both women and men ages 25 to 34 over this 
period. Similarly, Herbenik et al. (2022b), using data from the National Survey of 
Sexual Health and Behavior (NSSHB) report a decline from 2009 to 2018 in the 
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percentage of adults who report having engaged in penile–vaginal intercourse in the 
12 months preceding each survey wave.

Bozick (2021) uses data from the 2006 to 2019 waves of the National Survey 
of Family Growth (NSFG) to examine trends in men’s sexual behavior, measuring 
sexual (in)activity using questions on whether the respondent ever had (vaginal) 
intercourse and whether they had had vaginal intercourse in the past year. In con-
trast to the findings of Twenge et al. (2017a, b) and Ueda et al. (2020), Bozick finds 
no trend in the percentage of men who are sexually inactive, although men born 
between 2000 and 2014 reported significantly higher rates of sexual inactivity com-
pared to previous cohorts. Although it is unclear why trends and cohort variation in 
sexual inactivity measured in the GSS (and NSSHB) and NSFG appear to diverge, 
Bozick suggests that, among other reasons, the NSFG questions on sexual behavior 
contain less measurement error than the GSS questions. The fact that Bozick (2021) 
controls for several factors that could explain any trend in sexual activity, including 
changes in marital status, living arrangements, and employment, could also conceiv-
ably explain the divergent findings.

Lei and South (2021; see also South and Lei 2021) use data from the Transition 
to Adulthood supplement to the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID-TAS) to 
examine trends in sexual activity among young adults ages 18 to 23 between 2007 
and 2017. Lei and South (2021) measure sexual activity by respondents’ reports 
of whether they have had sexual intercourse in the 4  weeks preceding each bien-
nial interview, which may help to minimize measurement error relative to the con-
siderably longer recall periods used in the GSS and NSFG. Lei and South (2021) 
find a decline in the percentage of young adults who were sexually active in the 
4 weeks preceding each interview, and that this decline could be attributed in part 
to declines in the formation of romantic relationships and the frequency of alcohol 
consumption.

Our study builds on these investigations in several ways. First, we extend the 
study by Lei and South (2021) to include an observation year (2021) since the onset 
of the COVID-19 pandemic in March of 2020. This addition allows us to deter-
mine whether young adult sexual activity during the COVID-19 pandemic changed 
beyond what would have been expected based on pre-pandemic trends. Then, draw-
ing partly on the reasons for the apparent pre-pandemic decline in young adult 
sexual activity proposed by Twenge et al. (2017a), Ueda et al. (2020), and Lei and 
South (2021), we examine some of the possible sources of the apparent decline in 
sexual activity during the COVID-19 pandemic. We focus especially on the con-
tributions of changes in the formation of romantic partnerships, coresidence with 
parents, employment, college attendance, alcohol consumption, and psychological 
distress. We go beyond existing studies of the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic 
on young adult sexual activity both by presenting a more compelling evaluation of 
changes in sexual activity incurred by the pandemic and by documenting some of 
the sources of these changes.
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Theoretical Framework

Several pandemic-induced changes in young adults’ life circumstances could help 
to account for any effect of the COVID-19 pandemic on sexual activity. One pos-
sible explanation for a decline in young adult sexual activity during the COVID-
19 pandemic is a reduction in youths’ ability to form romantic relationships. 
Lockdowns and social distancing policies instituted during the initial stages of 
the pandemic likely impeded the formation of relationships—especially informal 
dating relationships—in which much young adult sexual activity occurs (Glea-
son et al., 2023; Yarger et al., 2021). The closing of many college campuses may 
have had a similar effect and may also have undermined the stability of existing 
relationships (Herbenick et al., 2022a). Although little is known about the impact 
of the COVID-19 pandemic on the formation of informal romantic relationships, 
the pandemic appears to have reduced marriage rates, at least in most states, if 
only temporarily (Manning & Payne, 2021; Westrick-Payne et al., 2022). Lei and 
South (2021) find that much of the pre-pandemic decline in the likelihood that 
young adults are sexually active can be attributed to a decline in the formation of 
romantic partnerships, particularly informal non-cohabiting dating relationships. 
The disruptions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic likely accelerated the decline 
in these types of romantic relationships.

Another possible reason for a pandemic-induced decline in young adult sexual 
activity is a change in living arrangements. Some observers have suggested that 
the economic and schooling disruptions accompanying the COVID-19 pandemic 
led many young adults to return to the parental home (e.g., Fry et  al., 2020). 
Similarly, the deficit of economic and educational opportunities imposed by the 
pandemic may have dissuaded many young adults from leaving home (Lei and 
South 2023). In turn, parental monitoring of young adults living at home, along 
with a more general lack of situational opportunities to engage in sexual inter-
course, may limit young adults’ sexual activity (Lindberg et al., 2020). South and 
Lei (2021) find that a nontrivial proportion of the pre-pandemic decline in casual 
sexual activity can be attributed to an increase in young adult’s co-residence with 
their parents.

The COVID-19 pandemic might also have led to a reduction in young adult 
sexual activity by increasing their economic precarity and disrupting their aca-
demic careers. The pandemic led to many business failures and company shut-
downs, increasing unemployment and decreasing earnings among working 
young adults. Many young adults either dropped out of college or opted to delay 
matriculation. This dearth of economic and educational prospects may have led 
many young adults to be perceived as less desirable romantic and sexual part-
ners. Financial strains and difficulties may also have prohibited young adults from 
engaging in the types of social activities, such as going to bars, parties, and con-
certs, that might provide opportunities to meet—and perhaps “hook up” with—
potential sexual partners.

One of the most important reasons for the pre-pandemic decline in young adult 
sexual activity is a decline in alcohol consumption (Lei and South, 2021). Alcohol 
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consumption not only lowers sexual inhibitions (Vander Ven & Beck, 2009) but, 
in the aggregate, high levels of alcohol consumption likely signal the congrega-
tion of youth in social settings such as parties from which casual sexual partners 
may be chosen. Although young adult alcohol consumption had been declining 
in the pre-pandemic years (NIDA, 2018), it is less clear whether it continued to 
decline during the COVID-19 pandemic, although drug use in general did tend 
to decline during the early stages of the pandemic (Compton et al., 2023). In this 
analysis we test whether the decline in young adult sexual activity during the 
COVID-19 pandemic can be explained by a decline in alcohol consumption.

Finally, a reduction in young adult sexual activity during the COVID-19 pan-
demic could be due to an increase in psychological distress caused by the pandemic. 
The stress associated with the pandemic appears to have reduced the desire for sex, 
at least after the initial stages of the pandemic (Balzarini et al., 2022). A perceived 
deterioration in mental health appears to underlie some of the pandemic-related 
decline in sexual activity among adults in general (Gleason et al., 2023), with sex-
ual intercourse being perceived as especially risky in the presence of widespread 
COVID-19 infection (Bowling et al., 2022). Accordingly, we examine the degree to 
which a decline in the frequency of young adult sexual activity during the COVID-
19 pandemic can be attributed to concomitant changes in youth psychological dis-
tress, as well as their health more generally.

Data and Methods

Data Data for this analysis comes from the 2013 to 2021 waves of the Panel Study 
of Income Dynamics’ Transition (PSID) into Adulthood Supplement (PSID-TAS). 
Begun in 1968, the main, or core, PSID is a long-running, nationally-representative 
panel study of American families. The PSID began with a sample of about 5000 
families (Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID), 2016). The heads of these fami-
lies were interviewed annually until 1997 and have been interviewed biennially since 
then. The offspring from these families who split off to form their own households 
become new PSID panel members, as do the children of these offspring.

Recognizing a need to better understand the stage of the life course when older 
adolescents and young adults begin their separation from their origin families, in 
2005 the PSID initiated the Transition into Adulthood Supplement. The PSID-TAS 
originally followed children who were interviewed in the PSID’s Child Develop-
ment Supplement, which began in 1997, but recent waves have collected data on all 
young adults from families who participated in the main PSID. The PSID-TAS col-
lects data on core PSID panel members between the ages of 18 and 28. A strength of 
the PSID-TAS is the ability to link information collected from these young adults to 
information collected directly from their parents and other family members who par-
ticipated in the main PSID. The initial sample of 745 respondents in 2005 has grown 
as children of the core PSID turn age 18 and become eligible for the PSID-TAS. 
The PSID-TAS interviews eligible sample members every 2 years, either in-person 
or via a web-based system, with the most recent available data being for the 2021 
interview.
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Sample Our sample consists of all PSID-TAS respondents who were interviewed 
in the 2013 through 2021 waves. These 4692 respondents contribute 10767 person-
years to the analysis. Respondents can be interviewed multiple times between 2013 
and 2021. New respondents are included in the PSID-TAS when they reach age 18 
and existing respondents “age out” of the PSID-TAS when they reach age 28.

Measures Our main dependent variable is derived from responses to PSID-TAS 
questions asking respondents “Have you ever had sexual intercourse” and, if so, 
“About how many times have you had sexual intercourse in the past four weeks?” 
Respondents replied with an actual count of times. For the primary analyses we con-
struct a binary indicator of whether respondents had engaged in sexual intercourse 
in the past 4 weeks preceding each interview. In supplemental analyses we model 
the actual count of times respondents reported having had sexual intercourse.

Our main independent variables are a continuous variable indicating the survey 
year and a dummy variable for interview year during the COVID pandemic. Because 
the study period (2013–2021) contains five survey waves, we scaled the survey year 
from 1 (2013) to 5 (2021). The dummy variable for the COVID year is coded 1 for 
the 2021 wave and 0 for all previous survey waves.

We include several background characteristics as predictors in all models. Age 
is measured in years and a second-order polynomial is included to capture non-
linear effects. Gender is a dichotomous variable with females coded 1. Respond-
ents’ race and ethnicity are captured by a categorical variable distinguishing non-
Hispanic Whites, non-Hispanic Blacks, Hispanics, and other racial–ethnic groups. 
Religious attendance is measured by respondents’ reported frequency of attending 
religious services in the 12 months prior to the interview, with categories ranging 
from “never” to “more than once a week.” The PSID-TAS respondents also reported 
at each interview the years of education their mother had completed.

Our focus is on the degree to which changes in several groups of explanatory fac-
tors might help to explain any decline in the frequency of sexual intercourse since 
the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. All the potential mediators are time-varying 
variables reflecting respondents’ status at each survey wave. Respondents’ relation-
ship status is measured by a three-category variable contrasting respondents who are 
(1) not in a romantic relationship; (2) married or cohabiting; or (3) in a non-cohab-
iting romantic relationship. PSID-TAS respondents reported their main residence 
during the fall and winter before each interview. Based on their response, we meas-
ure coresidence with parents using an indicator of whether respondents live in the 
parental home versus all other living arrangements, including living in an apartment 
or house rented or owned by the respondent or her parents, a college dormitory, or 
a college fraternity or sorority. Employment status is measured by a dummy vari-
able distinguishing respondents who are working from those who are not working 
at the time of each interview. To capture both respondents’ educational attainment 
and their enrollment in college, we construct an enrollment status variable catego-
rizing respondents into three groups: (1) those who are not enrolled in college and 
not graduated from college; (2) college graduates who are not currently enrolled in 
college; and (3) current college students. Respondents’ drinking behavior is meas-
ured by their frequency of alcohol consumption in the previous year on a scale 
from 1 (“never”) to 7 (“every day”). Finally, we include measures of respondents’ 
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psychological distress and physical health. Respondents’ psychological distress is 
captured by summing six items regarding the frequency with which the respondent 
felt “nervous,” “hopeless,” “restless,” “everything is an effort,” “extreme sadness,” 
and “worthless” in the month prior to each interview. Each item is rated on a scale 
from 0 (“none of the time”) to 4 (“all of the time”). Respondents’ self-rated health is 
measured on a scale from 1 (“poor”) to 5 (“excellent”).

Analytic Strategy

Employing longitudinal data from 2013 to 2021, we estimate random-effects logis-
tic regression models to analyze the trend in the likelihood that respondents have 
had sexual intercourse during the 4  weeks preceding each interview. The random 
intercept in the model captures unexplained correlation among multiple observa-
tions of the same respondent. Identifying an effect of the COVID-19 pandemic on 
young adults’ sexual activity requires positing a counterfactual—that is, what the 
likelihood of sexual activity would have been had the pandemic not occurred. As 
noted above, given the apparent decline in sexual activity prior to the onset of the 
pandemic, simply assuming that this counterfactual is the likelihood of intercourse 
observed in the immediate past years, as is tacitly done in prior studies, may not be 
reasonable. To establish the counterfactual likelihood of sexual activity, we first fit 
a model describing the trend in sexual activity among young adults during the years 
prior to the COVID-19 pandemic. In light of evidence that the decline in sexual 
activity has plateaued in recent years (Wolfinger, 2023), we include a second-order 
polynomial of year to accommodate the possible nonlinear change in the rate of 
sexual intercourse. A likelihood ratio test indicates that a model with a curvilinear 
year effect fits the pre-pandemic data better than a model with only a linear year 
effect. We then compare the rate of sexual activity in the COVID-19 year to the rate 
of sexual activity that would have occurred had the trend established by the pre-
pandemic period continued to the COVID year. Thus, the models include as predic-
tors both a linear and a quadratic term for year of the survey (2013 = 1; 2015 = 2; 
2017 = 3; 2019 = 4; 2021 = 5) and a dummy variable for the COVID-19 interview 
year of 2021.

Although previous studies have found cohort differences in sexual activity 
(Twenge et al., 2017a, b), it is unlikely that cohort replacement plays a substantial 
role in explaining COVID-19 related changes in sexual activity in our sample given 
the little cohort succession that occurred during our study period of 2013–2021. 
Preliminary analyses tested for but did not find significant effects of birth cohort on 
the likelihood of having sexual intercourse.

Once having determined whether the rate of sexual activity declined during the 
COVID-19 pandemic beyond what would have been expected based on the pre-
pandemic trend, we then perform a mediation analysis to determine which coinci-
dent changes in young adults’ lives help to explain this decline. After estimating a 
baseline model that includes the trend, the dummy variable for the 2021 interview, 
and the background predictors, we then enter serially the factors that might explain, 
or mediate, the change in sexual activity during the COVID-19  year: relationship 
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status, parental co-residence; employment status; enrollment status; frequency of 
drinking; psychological distress; and self-reported physical health. Our focus is on 
the degree to which the coefficient for the dummy variable for COVID-19 interview 
year changes with the addition to the model of these potential explanations for the 
decline in sexual activity in the 2021 interview year.

It is not straightforward to compare coefficients across logistic regression models 
because of the rescaling of the model when new covariates are included (Karlson 
et al., 2012). Thus, we also conduct formal statistical tests of how much the potential 
mediating factors explain the effect of the COVID-19 year on sexual activity using 
the procedure developed by Karlson et al. (2012) and implemented using the Stata 
command khb (Kohler et al., 2011).

In addition to the analysis of whether respondents had any sexual intercourse in 
the past 4  weeks, we also explore whether the frequency of sexual activities has 
changed during the COVID-19 pandemic among those young adults who did have 
sex. We estimate a hurdle model (Heilbron, 1994; Mullahy, 1986) consisting of two 
parts: a Probit model for whether the respondent had any sexual intercourse and a 
count model for the number of sexual intercourse occasions for those who had sex. 
We include a linear and a quadratic term of year, an indicator of the COVID-19 year, 
and the background variables in both parts of the model. The coefficient for COVID-
19  year in the second part of the model reveals whether the frequency of sexual 
activity for youth who had sex has been impacted by the pandemic. Although these 
models do not include a random intercept, we compute robust standard errors to 
adjust for the clustering of person-year observations within respondents.

The variables included in the analysis contain small amounts of missing values. 
On average, about 2% of their values are missing for each of the covariates. We 
conducted multiple imputation for missing values and generated ten synthetic data-
sets using Stata. All the descriptive and multivariate analyses are based on multiply 
imputed data and the results are combined using Rubin’s rule.

Results

Figure  1 graphs the trend from 2013 to 2021 in the percentage of the PSID-TAS 
respondents who reported having had sexual intercourse in the 4 weeks preceding 
each interview. In the 2013 wave, 65.63% of respondents reported having had inter-
course in the prior month; this figure drops several percentage points during each of 
the subsequent two waves but then plateaus from 2017 to 2019. The percentage then 
drops rather sharply—from 60.58 to 55.59%—between 2019 and 2021, suggest-
ing that the COVID-19 pandemic may have impeded sexual activity among young 
adults.

Table  1 presents descriptive statistics for all variables used in the analysis. 
Among all the person-year observations, 61% of the respondents reported having 
had sexual intercourse in the past 4  weeks. The mean frequency of sexual inter-
course over the past 4 weeks is 4.72 times, or just slightly more than once per week. 
Regarding the background characteristics, the sample members are on average about 
22 years old and about evenly divided between women and men. About 43% of the 
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sample members identify as non-Hispanic white, 42% as non-Hispanic Black, 11% 
as Hispanic, and 3% as some other race/ethnicity. About half of the respondents 
never attended religious services in the prior year. The respondents’ mothers had 
completed between 2 and 3 years of college on average.

About half of the respondents were not in any type of romantic relationship at the 
time of the interview, with the others evenly divided between being married or non-
maritally cohabiting (27%) or in a noncohabiting dating relationship (26%). Slightly 
less than half of the respondents (44%) live with their parents. About two-thirds of 
the respondents (63%) are employed. In terms of enrollment status, 53% of respond-
ents are not enrolled and have not graduated from college, 18% have graduated, and 
29% are currently enrolled in college. The mean frequency of drinking alcohol dur-
ing the prior year (2.59) falls between “about once a month” and “several times a 
month.” With a possible range from 0 to 24, the mean value of psychological dis-
tress (5.66) suggests a fairly low level of mental strain among these respondents. 
With a mean of 3.67, respondents typically rated their physical health as between 
“good” and “very good.”

Table  2 presents descriptive statistics for the measures of sexual activity and 
the possible mediators separately for the aggregated pre-pandemic interview years 
(2013–2019) and for the COVID-19 interview year (2021). Consistent with Fig. 1, 
the data reveal a significant drop in the percentage of young adults who had sexual 
intercourse in the past 4 weeks, from 62.5% over the 2013–2019 period to 55.6% in 
2021 (p < 0.001). The frequency of sexual intercourse among all respondents dur-
ing the 4 weeks prior to each interview also dropped, from 4.97 instances averaged 
over the 2013–2019 waves to 3.85 instances in 2021 (p < 0.001). At a descriptive 
level, then, the data are consistent with the hypothesis that the COVID-19 pandemic 
reduced the likelihood and frequency of sexual intercourse among young adults.

Table 2 also shows changes in some of the characteristics and behaviors that 
have been hypothesized to account for the pandemic’s impact on the frequency 
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Fig. 1   Trend in the percentage of young adults who had sexual intercourse in the past 4 weeks
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of sexual intercourse. For example, there was a slight increase in the percent-
age of respondents who were not in a romantic relationship (46% to 49.7%) and 
a small decline in the percentage of respondents who were in a non-cohabiting 
dating relationship (from 26.8 to 24.5%). A χ2 test indicates a significant differ-
ence in the distribution of relationship status from before and to during COVID 
(p < 0.01). In 2021, 42.1% of respondents lived with their parents, which is 
lower than the parental coresidence level during 2013–2019 as a whole (44.5%, 
p < 0.05) but actually an increase when compared with the 2019 rate of parental 
coresidence (40.7%, not shown in the table).

As expected, the PSID-TAS respondents were less likely to be employed at the 
time of the 2021 interview (57.6%) than prior to the onset of the COVID-19 pan-
demic (64.3%), a significant difference (p < 0.001). Fewer of the respondents were 
enrolled in college in the 2021 wave than in prior years (23.3% versus 30.3%, 
p < 0.001). Pandemic-induced changes in employment and school enrollment are 
thus viable candidates for explaining the apparent decline in young adult sexual 
activity during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Table 2 also shows that the PSID-TAS respondents consumed alcohol less fre-
quently in the year preceding the 2021 interview (mean = 1.78, or about “about once 
a month”) than in the pre-pandemic years (mean = 2.82, or about “several times a 
month”, p < 0.001). At the same time, the respondents reported an increase in symp-
toms of psychological distress (from 5.36 to 6.75, p < 0.001). There was also a slight 

Table 2   Sexual activity and potential mediators before and during the COVID pandemic

+ p < 0.1, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. p values are from two-tailed t-tests or χ2 tests comparing 
statistics before and during COVID

Before COVID (2013–2019) During COVID (2021)

Mean/prop SD Mean/prop SD

Had sexual intercourse .625 .556***
Frequency of sexual intercourse 4.974 8.829 3.851*** 7.660
Relationship status **
 Not in a romantic relationship .460 .497
 Married or cohabiting .272 .258
 In a romantic relationship .268 .245

Coresidence with parents .445 .421*
Employed .643 .576***
Education status ***
 Not enrolled, no collage degree .512 .593
 Not enrolled, college graduate .184 .174
 Enrolled in college .303 .233

Drinking frequency 2.820 1.784 1.778*** 1.456
Psychological distress 5.356 4.446 6.753*** 5.742
Self-rated health 3.680 0.960 3.625* 0.996
Number of persons 4103 2362
Number of person-years 8405 2362
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but statistically significant drop in respondents’ self-rated physical health (from 3.68 
to 3.63, p < 0.05).

Table  3 presents a series of multilevel logistic regression models designed to 
examine both the trend in the likelihood of having sexual intercourse and the degree 
to which the hypothesized mediators can account for this trend. Model 1 of Table 3 
is a baseline model that includes as predictors the linear and quadratic terms for 
year, a dummy variable for the COVID-19 interview year, and the background char-
acteristics. The coefficients for the year-related variables show a generally downward 
but nonlinear trend in the frequency of sexual intercourse but also a significant drop 
in the odds of sexual activity in the 2021 interview beyond what would have been 
expected based on the pre-pandemic trend (b for COVID year =  − .408, OR = .66, 
p < .05). Thus, as hypothesized, it appears that young adults became less likely to 
have sex during the COVID-19 period compared to a plausible counterfactual. Of 
the background characteristics, the odds of having sexual intercourse increase sig-
nificantly with age but the rate of increase slows as young adults get older. His-
panic respondents and respondents of “other” races/ethnicities are significantly less 
likely than the non-Hispanic white respondents to have had recent sexual activity. 
Respondents who attend religious services at least two or three times a month are 
less likely than those who never attend religious services to have had sex in the past 
4  weeks. (Supplemental analyses indicate that the observed trend in sexual activ-
ity is unaffected by whether these background characteristics are included in the 
model.)

The remaining models in Table 3 add to the baseline model the measures of the 
possible explanations for the decline in the likelihood of sexual intercourse observed 
in the 2021 interview. Of particular interest here is the degree to which the intro-
duction of these measures diminishes the coefficient for the COVID year dummy 
variable. Model 2 adds the measure of relationship status. Not surprisingly, both 
respondents who are married/cohabiting and respondents who are in a romantic but 
non-cohabiting relationship are significantly more likely than respondents who lack 
a steady partner to have had recent sexual intercourse. More importantly, control-
ling for respondents’ relationship status reduces the coefficient for the COVID year 
dummy variable by about one third (from − .408 to − .272) and drives the coefficient 
to statistical non-significance. Thus, part of the reason why young adults were less 
likely to have had sexual intercourse during the pandemic appears to be that they 
were less likely to have a steady romantic partner during COVID. This result is con-
sistent with Herbenick et al.’s (2022a, b) suggestion that the COVID-19 pandemic 
led to the dissolution of romantic relationships among many young adults (see also 
Yarger et al., 2021).

Model 3 adds to the baseline model the dummy variable for respondents who co-
resided with their parents. As expected, youth who co-reside with their parents are 
significantly less likely than youth who live independently to have had recent sexual 
intercourse (b =  − .462, OR = .63, p < .001). Changes in parental coresidence from 
before the pandemic to the pandemic year explain a small but arguably nontrivial 
portion of the drop in the odds of sexual activity. Controlling for parental coresi-
dence reduces the coefficient for the COVID year dummy from − .408 to − .371, 
although the coefficient remains statistically significant.
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Model 4 of Table 3 adds to the baseline model the measure of employment sta-
tus. Employed young adults exhibit 58% [= exp(.46) − 1] higher odds of having had 
sexual intercourse than the nonemployed. However, the decline in employment dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic does not appear to explain the drop in the likelihood 
of having sexual intercourse; the coefficient for the COVID year dummy variable 
actually increases when respondents’ employment status is controlled. Nor does it 
appear that changes in respondents’ college enrollment status explain the ostensi-
bly pandemic-induced drop in the odds of sexual activity. As shown in Model 5, 
respondents who are enrolled in college have 19% lower odds of sexual intercourse 
than those who have never graduated from and are not currently attending college 
(the reference group). But controlling for college enrollment status has virtually no 
impact on the coefficient for the COVID year dummy variable (b =  − .402), which 
remains essentially unchanged from the baseline model (b =  − .408).

Model 6 adds to the baseline model the measures of respondents’ self-reported 
frequency of alcohol consumption. As anticipated, drinking frequency is sig-
nificantly and positively associated with the odds of sexual intercourse (b = .195, 
OR = 1.22, p < .001). Moreover, the reduction in the frequency of alcohol consump-
tion appears to explain a large portion of the decline in sexual activity during the 
pandemic. Controlling for drinking frequency reduces the coefficient for COVID 
year from − .408 to − .260 and drives the coefficient to statistical non-significance.

Model 7 tests whether the increase in psychological distress or changes in self-
reported physical health can explain the drop in young adults’ likelihood of having 
sex during the COVID-19 pandemic. However, although self-rated health is signifi-
cantly and positively associated with the odds of sexual activity, controlling for this 
and the measure of psychological distress has virtually no effect on the coefficient 
for the dummy variable for COVID year. Despite a substantial increase in psycho-
logical distress during the pandemic, the lack of a strong association between dis-
tress and the likelihood of having sexual intercourse means that increases in distress 
cannot explain the decline in sexual activity during COVID-19.

Model 8 of Table  3 includes the three mediating factors that, in prior models, 
explained a nontrivial portion of the COVID year decline in sexual activity—rela-
tionship status, parental coresidence, and drinking. The coefficients for relationship 
status and drinking remain significant in this model, and the coefficient for parental 
coresidence marginally so (p < .10). Together, these mediators account for a substan-
tial portion of the decline in the likelihood of having sexual intercourse during the 
pandemic. The coefficient for the COVID year dummy variable drops from − .408 in 
the baseline model (Model 1) to − .089 in Model 8, a reduction of 78%.

Table 4 presents formal tests of mediation effects employing the KHB method, 
which enables the comparison of coefficients across logistic regression models 
and the calculation of the percentage change in the coefficient for the COVID year 
dummy variable  after mediators are added to the models. According to the KHB 
analysis, declines in the formation of romantic relationships, marriages, and cohabi-
tations explain 39% of the decline in sexual activity during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
when other mediators are not controlled for. Equally important, reduced frequency 
of drinking alcohol by itself also explains 39% of the decrease in the likelihood of 
sexual activity. An increase in parental coresidence during the pandemic explains 
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about 11% of the drop in the likelihood of sexual activity during the COVID pan-
demic. When all three statistically significant mediators are considered simultane-
ously, 81.7% of the pandemic-related decline in sexual activity among young adults 
is explained.

As shown earlier in Table 2, the average frequency of sexual activity among all 
young adults declined in 2021 compared with pre-COVID periods. It is unclear 
whether this decline is mainly attributable to the increased number of young adults 
who have not had any recent sex or to a decrease in the number of sexual intercourse 
occasions among those who have had sex at least once in the past 4 weeks. In Fig. 2, 
we plot the trend in the average frequency of sexual intercourse among youth who 
reported at least one instance of sexual intercourse in the 4 weeks preceding each 
interview. Among young adults who had had sex, the average frequency of sex in 
the past 4  weeks decreased from 8.42 times in 2013 to 7.57 times in 2017, then 
increased slightly to 7.86 times in 2019, and then dropped to 6.93 times in 2021. 
The decline in the frequency of sexual intercourse during COVID among respond-
ents who had had some sex appears less precipitous than the decline in the percent-
age who had intercourse at least once.

Next, we estimate a hurdle model to assess whether the average frequency of sex-
ual intercourse occasions (among those who had engaged in sexual activity) dropped 
significantly during the COVID year compared with what would have been expected 
based on the pre-pandemic trend. Table 5 presents the two parts of the hurdle model. 
Part 1 is a Probit model predicting the probability of having any sexual intercourse, 
and part 2 is an exponential model for the count of sexual intercourse occasions. 
Consistent with the logistic regression models in Table  3, the results show a sig-
nificant decrease in the probability of engaging in any sexual intercourse during the 
COVID year compared with what would have been expected based on the pre-pan-
demic trend. However, for those who did have sex, the frequency of sexual inter-
course does not exhibit a statistically significant drop during the COVID pandemic 
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Fig. 2   Trend in the frequency of sex among young adults who had sexual intercourse in the past 4 weeks
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beyond the existing downward trend observed since the pre-pandemic period. Thus, 
the decline in young adult sexual activity during COVID appears to be driven more 
by a decline in the percentage of young adults having any sexual intercourse than by 
a decline in sexual frequency among those who had engaged in sexual intercourse.

Discussion and Conclusion

The social and economic disruptions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic are 
thought to have curtailed young people’s ability to form interpersonal relationships, 
particularly of a sexual nature. Yet, evidence for an effect of the pandemic on young 
adults’ sexual activity is limited. Few prior studies directly compare reported sexual 
behavior from before the pandemic with behavior during the pandemic, and even 
fewer studies posit a compelling counterfactual with which to compare pandemic-
era reports of sexual behavior. And to our knowledge, no study has rigorously 

Table 5   Hurdle model predicting the frequency of sexual activity

+ p < 0.1, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001

Model section 1 Model section 2
Predicting having sexual inter-
course

Predicting the 
frequency of sexual 
intercourse

COVID year  − 0.186**  − 0.097
Survey year  − 0.193**  − 0.111+

Survey year squared 0.027* 0.011
Age 0.476*** 0.153*
Age squared  − 0.009***  − 0.003+

Female 0.068*  − 0.119***
Race
 White (ref.)
 Black 0.024  − 0.233***
 Hispanic  − 0.109+  − 0.062
 Other  − 0.317***  − 0.118

Religious attendance
 Never (ref.)
 A few times a year 0.004  − 0.071*
 About once a month 0.032  − 0.010
 Two or three times a month  − 0.209***  − 0.046
 About once a week  − 0.296***  − 0.115*
 More than once a week  − 0.390***  − 0.028

Mother’s education  − 0.016* 0.003
Constant  − 5.196***  − 0.072
Number of person-years 10,767
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attempted to explain the purported declines in young adult sexual activity induced 
by the COVID-19 pandemic.

This study uses longitudinal data from the PSID-TAS to examine the impact of 
the COVID-19 pandemic on young adult sexual activity. We go beyond prior stud-
ies in this area mainly by directly comparing self-reports of the frequency of sexual 
intercourse before the pandemic with reports during the pandemic, by comparing 
pandemic-era reports with a plausible counterfactual, and by exploring some of the 
possible mechanisms through which the pandemic might have altered young adult 
sexual activity. Our analysis yields two main conclusions.

First, we find that, among a nationally-representative sample of young adults 
between the ages of 18 and 28, the percentage engaging in sexual intercourse did 
indeed decline during the COVID-19 pandemic, relative to what would have been 
expected based on the extrapolation of pre-pandemic trends. The decline in sexual 
activity during the pandemic appears mainly due to a reduction in the percentage of 
young adults having any sexual intercourse and not to a reduction in the frequency 
of sexual occasions among those who had engaged in at least some intercourse. This 
finding suggests that the COVID-19 pandemic impeded the formation of new sexual 
relationships but had little impact on the frequency of sexual activity among young 
adults who were already in a sexual relationship at the beginning of the pandemic.

Second, we find that three behavioral changes explain the bulk of the decline 
in young adults’ likelihood of engaging in sexual activity during the COVID-19 
pandemic: a pandemic-induced decline in the formation (or stability) of romantic 
relationships, particularly non-cohabiting dating relationships; a decline in the fre-
quency of alcohol consumption; and, to a lesser extent, an increase in the percentage 
of young adults who co-reside with their parents. Perhaps surprisingly, we find no 
evidence that pandemic-induced changes in young adults’ employment or college 
enrollment statuses or their levels of psychological distress or physical health can 
explain the decline in the frequency of sexual activity.

The role played by relationship status could reflect an effect of the COVID-19 
pandemic on either the formation of new romantic relationships or the dissolution 
of existing ones. Social isolation and lockdown policies likely impeded the congre-
gation of young adults in settings from which romantic partners are chosen, while 
social distancing and the general strains imposed by the pandemic may have caused 
the breakup of some non-cohabiting, dating relationships (Yarger et al. 2021). The 
role played by alcohol consumption could reflect an effect of the pandemic on 
individual sexually inhibitory behavior but also a more general pandemic-induced 
decline in young adult attendance at parties, clubs, concerts, and similar settings 
from which casual sex partners are chosen.

We acknowledge several limitations to the analysis. First, the timing of the PSID-
TAS interviews may miss short-term changes in sexual activity caused by the pan-
demic. By the time of the administration of the PSID-TAS 2021 interviews, which 
were conducted between the Fall of 2021 and early Spring of 2022, some young 
adults may have returned to their pre-pandemic levels of sexual activity. By this date, 
many social isolation policies had been relaxed and many college students returned to 
campus. Our findings might therefore underestimate the degree to which the COVID-
19 pandemic reduced sexual activity among young adults, at least in the short-term. 
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Second, the sample spans a fairly narrow age range—from 18 to 28. Adolescents and 
older young adults may have been impacted differently by the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Third, our conclusion that the COVID-19 pandemic reduced sexual activity among 
young adults is predicated on the assumption of a nonlinear trend in sexual activity 
in the absence of the pandemic. Although this assumption appears well-supported by 
the data, alternative counterfactuals might yield different results. Fourth, because of 
data limitations, our analysis is insensitive to temporal or geographic variation in the 
onset and spread of the pandemic as well as to variation in attendant social policies 
that might have influenced young adult sexual activity. Finally, the availability of only 
a single data point subsequent to the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic precludes the 
application of discontinuous growth curve models (Bliese & Lang, 2016) or other 
regression discontinuity designs (Cattaneo & Titiunik, 2022).

Beyond addressing the study’s limitations, future research might consider several 
additional avenues of investigation. The pandemic may have influenced dimensions 
of sexual activity other than the frequency of intercourse, including but not limited 
to new sexual repertoires (Hensel et al. 2022; Lehmiller et al., 2021), contraceptive 
efficacy (Bailey et al., 2022), sexual dysfunction (Masoudi et al. 2022), and sexual 
satisfaction (Yuksel & Ozgor, 2020). Although our findings suggest that the impact 
of the pandemic on sexual activity likely persisted for several years, continued moni-
toring is warranted to determine the duration of the pandemic’s effect. And although 
our analysis suggests that most of the pandemic-induced decline in young adult sex-
ual activity can be explained by reductions in the percentage of young adults having 
a steady romantic partner, by less frequent alcohol consumption, and by increases in 
parental coresidence, other pandemic associated changes may also play important 
roles. Exploring how the pandemic influenced the propensity and ability of young 
adults to congregate in social settings from which romantic and sexual partners are 
chosen may be a particularly fruitful line of inquiry.

Whether our results have implications for social disruptions beyond the COVID-
19 pandemic is an open question. Future pandemics and other broadscale economic 
dislocations could set in motion many of the same behavioral changes wrought by 
the COVID-19 pandemic, including lockdowns, campus and business closings, ram-
pant job loss, and social distancing policies. Like the COVID-19 pandemic, these 
disruptions might also influence young adult sexual activity—and perhaps for the 
same reasons as the COVID-19 pandemic. Studies of the effects of future societal 
disruptions might do well to include young adult sexual activity as a possible conse-
quence and to focus on changes in youth’s romantic relationships, alcohol consump-
tion, and living arrangements as potential explanations for any observed impact.
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