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by Leonore Johnson

D id the sexual revolution of the 
1960s and 1970s bypass Advent

ist youth, particularly those attending Adventist 
colleges? During the 1960s, no one surveyed the 
sexual patterns of Adventist students. However, 
at the end of the following decade when the 
revolution peaked, I conducted a major study of 
Adventist sexual patterns.

In 1978, data were gathered on 511 students on 
two Adventist college campuses and 1,189 stu
dents on four non-Adventist college campuses, 
one of which is operated by the Church, of Jesus 
Christ of Latter-day Saints (Mormons).11 exam
ined the students’ sexual values and the relation
ship of these values to their dating/sexual behav
ior. By comparing Adventist (and Mormon) stu
dents to students on secular campuses, I provided 
a context in which Adventist sexual conserva
tism/ permissiveness could be evaluated.

In my survey I asked several questions: To 
what extent did the norms of the greater society 
filter into campus life? Did campus norms find 
their counterpart in the personal values and indi
vidual behavior of these students? What are the 
consequences of violating personal values? Can 
religious teachings negate secular sexual move
ments? In essence, I envisioned Adventist and 
Mormon students suspended between the sexual
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conservatism on their campuses and the sexual 
permissiveness of the greater society.

In 19781 found that although Adventist college 
students were less restrictive than some might 
desire, they were a conservative island in a sea of 
permissiveness. It would be instructive if a similar 
survey were conducted today, more than a decade 
later, to see if a different picture would emerge of 
sexual attitudes on Adventist campuses.

To control for the secular pressures that differ
ent regions exert on campus norms, my survey 
examined schools within three major regions— 
Intermountain, Midwest, and South. Since an 
Adventist sample was not available in the inter
mountain region, the Mormon students served as 
a proxy. This group was selected because the 
Mormons are similar to Seventh-day Adventists 
in their restrictive attitudes toward male and 
female sexual interaction.2

Within the Intermountain region Mormons 
were compared with non-Mormon students and in 
the Midwest and South, Adventist students were 
compared with non-Adventist students. On a 
continuum of sexual behavior, Adventist and 
Mormon students were considered to be at the 
restrictive end and nondenominational students at 
the liberal end.3 Since females are socialized to be 
more sexually conservative, males and females 
are presented separately in three of the figures 
accompanying this essay.

To help measure their commitment to religion, 
students were asked about five aspects of their 
religiosity: ritualistic (frequency of private 
prayer), behavioral (frequency of evangelizing), 
experiential (feelings about the importance of



religion), and ideological (beliefs about God). In 
addition, all students were asked about the fre
quency of their church attendance.

The survey addressed two major issues. First, 
the assumption that Christian campuses served as 
a block against the effects of the sexual revolu
tion; second, the contention that negative conse
quences have natural origins. If the survey results 
showed that Adventist and Mormon students 
were markedly more conservative than non- 
Adventist and non-Mormon students of the same 
region, then the sheltering effect of Christian 
campuses would be supported. Further, if the data 
showed that the majority of students, regardless of

region or school, experienced negative feelings 
following first premarital coitus, then the natural 
origins of negative consequences would receive 
support.

Some results of the survey can be seen in the 
accompanying tables. In general, Adventist youth 
internalized religious norms and resisted regional 
pressures—but not in all areas.

Adventist college students revealed restrictive 
attitudes toward premarital coitus, cohabitation, 
promiscuity, homosexuality, and pornography 
(Figure 1). Less than 30 percent of Adventist 
youth approved of premarital sexual intercourse. 
To some this may seem like a large proportion.

Figure 1

Selected Indices of Altitudinal Conservatism (1978: SDA and
Public Colleges)

Percentage of Favorable Attitudes

SDA Colleges* Southern Public College

Males Females Total Total Males Females
(N»217) (N=294) (N=511)‘ * (N=318) (N=137) (N-181)

Sexual Attitudes
Premarital coitus 31% 28% 29% 85% 89% 82%
Premarital petting 87 81 83 98 98 98
Premarital kissing 99 98 98 98 99 98
Cohabitation 15 10 12 61 70 53
Promiscuity

By males 12 8 10 61 77 49
By females 10 8 9 54 59 50

Homosexuality-Legalize 8 5 7 44 35 51
Rape-Women’s fault 44 27 34 26 37 18
Pornography

No prohibition 44 30 36 74 76 72
Abortion

Never 14 10 12 15 21 10
Anytime 3 8 6 12 11 13
Rape/lncest 63 76 70 71 68 73
Mother’s/Baby’s

health 75 83 79 75 70 78
Nonmarital

pregnancy 18 21 19 24 19 28

* Represented are data from both Adventist colleges.
* *Overall sample Ns are shown in the column headings. However, unless otherwise specified, in this and subsequent 
tables the statistics given are based upon numbers of respondents answering the respective questions. Nonresponses to 
the questions in this and subsequent tables varied from 0 t o 1 0  percent. Nonresponses tended to be at the low end.



However, compare this percentage to the 85 per
cent of students in public colleges who approve of 
premarital sexual intercourse. Of those few Ad
ventist students who favored premarital coitus, 
the majority approved of it only in a committed 
relationship (i.e., going steady or engagement).

A large majority of students in public colleges 
approved of two unmarried people who are in 
love living together and unlimited sexual partners 
for males and females. By contrast, less than 13 
percent of Adventist youth favored cohabitation 
and promiscuity. Evidence of a double standard is 
reflected in the case of promiscuity, particularly 
among males and the southern public college.

Legalizing homosexuality did not sit well with 
either group. But here again, Adventists were 
strikingly more restrictive. Not even 10 percent 
of Adventist youth would legalize homosexual
ity; whereas a large minority of the public school 
students favored legalizing this lifestyle.

Women are most frequently the object of por
nographic literature. Thus, it is understandable 
why a lower proportion of females than males 
agreed that it is best not to legally prohibit erotic 
and obscene literature and pictures. Male-female 
differences were greatest among Adventist stu
dents. Overall, a large minority of Adventist stu
dents and an overwhelming percentage (74 per
cent) of non-Adventist students were against 
prohibiting pornography. Again, Adventist stu
dents emerged markedly more restrictive.

Adventist verbal support for conservative 
morality broke down with regard to petting. (I 
distinguished petting from kissing, and found 
virtually no one who felt kissing was inappropri
ate before marriage.) The Adventist students 
were liberal in both their attitudes and behavior 
toward petting. At least three quarters of both 
midwestem and southern Adventist students had 
experienced petting. Eighty-one percent of the 
female and 87 percent of the male Adventist stu
dents and 98 percent of the non-Adventist stu
dents favored premarital petting.

The data show, then, that the Adventist stu
dents had internalized important church teach
ings on premarital coitus, cohabitation, promis
cuity, homosexuality, and pornography. The 
survey also made clear that they had internalized

the liberal kissing and petting norms of the soci
ety at large.

The Adventist students’ attitude on abortion 
and rape provided further indices to liberal-con
servative morality as well as the responsibility 
placed on women. The abortion issue seemed 
particularly relevant. In the year of our survey, 
60,000 people demonstrated against abortion in

The data show that the Adventist 
students had internalized impor
tant church teachings. The survey 
also made clear that they had 
internalized the liberal norms of 
the society at large.

Washington, D.C. While the students were keenly 
aware of the church’s position on premarital sex, 
probably few knew that the General Conference 
had taken a position on this issue. Yet the Advent
ist students’ position differed little from those 
guidelines.4

Adventist and non-Adventist students shared 
similar views on abortion. However, Adventist 
students were slightly more conservative. When 
asked if abortion is justified, approximately 85 
percent or more of all students believed that 
abortion is warranted under certain circum
stances. Males consistently showed up as more 
conservative, regardless of religious affiliation. 
Only 6 percent of the Adventist students and 12 
percent of public school students agreed that 
abortion is warranted anytime. A large majority 
approved of abortion for rape, incest, and the 
mother’s health. However, less than a quarter 
believed that a pregnant woman without a pros
pect for marriage should terminate her pregnancy. 
Given that the General Conference supports abor
tion for unwed mothers under age 15, the students 
were relatively more conservative (although age 
was not considered in my survey). Further analy
sis showed that regardless of school, students 
scoring high on the five-item religiosity scale also 
scored high on disapproving abortion for out-of- 
wedlock pregnancies.

Our society assigns women the greater respon
sibility for sexual morality. Thus, it was not sur-



prising that a large minority of Adventist males 
(44 percent) and non-Adventist males (37 per
cent) believed that if a woman is raped it is her 
own fault. Within the midwestem sample the 
majority of Adventist males believed rape is the 
woman’s fault. Interestingly, the largest male- 
female differentials (nearly 20 percent) occurred 
over this question. In the southern public school, 
the male-female differential was similar although 
female students were less likely than the Advent
ist students to blame the victim.

Figure 2 presents the percentage of those who 
prefer marrying a virgin alongside those who are 
themselves virgins. It appears that with regard to 
premarital coitus, attitudes of religious students 
are more resistant to secularization than is behav
ior.

While the behavior of Adventist students ap
peared to run parallel to the norms of their region, 
religious affiliation still had a conservative effect; 
virginity was lowest among non-Adventist and 
non-Mormon students. A striking contrast in vir

ginity rates appears when 
all religious students are 
compared with all nonde- 
nominational students (61 
percent vs. 31 percent).

Actual virginity and 
preference for a virgin 
bride/groom also varied 
together, regardless of 
region or religious per
suasion. In all cases actual 
virginity was lower than 
preference for marrying a 
virgin. Adventists and 
Mormons were far more 
likely to express their 
desire for a virgin mate 
than nondenominational 
students (69 vs. 42 per
cent). Yet, the discrep
ancy between their own 
virginity and that expect
ed of their future mate 
was not markedly differ
ent from the public school 
students. Perhaps it is a 
universal tendency for 
human beings to be more 
demanding of others’ be
havior than of their own. 
This tendency toward a 
double standard  was 
highest in the South and 
among males (gender dif
ferences are not shown in 
Figure 2).

Sexually experienced

Personal Virginity and Figure 2
Preference for Marrying a Virgin

Percentage preferring to marry a virgin (total sample) 

Percentage who are themselves virgins (total sample)
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males attempted to protect their interest in virgin 
brides. When asked about the identity of their first 
coital partner, 74 percent of Adventist males and 
81 percent of non-Adventist males said they were 
uncommitted to that partner. Of the noncommittal 
Adventist males, exactly half had experienced 
coitus with a stranger. In 
general, the more com
mitted the relationship 
the less likely the males 
were to engage in pre
marital coitus. The re
verse was true of the 
sexually experienced 
females— 63 percent of 
Adventist females and 
77 percent of non-Ad- 
ventist females stated 
their first coital partner 
was a steady boyfriend 
or their fiancé.

In sum, similar to non- 
Adventist males, Ad
ventist male students 
consciously or uncon
sciously  ca tego rized  
women into those who 
are suitable for premari
tal sex and those who are 
not. In contrast, females, 
regardless of their reli
gious affiliation, prac
ticed perm issiveness 
with affection.

A second measure of 
value-behavior discrep
ancy is presented in Fig
ure 3. In this figure we 
see the percentage of 
those who favored chas
tity, but violated their 
own standard. As ex
pected, value-behavior 
discrepancy diverged the 
most among students 
belonging to religious 
groups. In other words,
Adventists and M or

mons, more frequently than students in public 
college, went against their own standards (males: 
69 vs. 8 percent/females: 65 vs. 9 percent). Value- 
behavior discrepancy is nearly nonexistent 
among non-Mormon and non-Adventist stu
dents, perhaps because they have “no standards.”

Consequences of 
Nonmarital Coitus by Gender

Figure 3

Percentage of coitally experienced who disapprove of nonmarital coitus

23  Percentage of negative reactions to first premarital experience*

* Percentages for the negative reactions reflect the sum of nine negative feeling responses: tenseness, 
remorse, guilt, disgust, fear of either others knowing, religious punishment, pregnancy, or disease. The 
other items included four positive or neutral feelings: happiness, relaxation, conquest, indifference (i.e., 
Negative/(Negative + Positive).

Respondents were asked to check as many of these items as applied. They were also asked to circle the 
one that represented their strongest feelings on the day following their first premarital coital experience. 
The figures used to calculate percentages were total checks (rather than number of respondents), with 
circled items having double weight.
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A number of church officials have implied that 
transgressing of sexual codes inevitably leads to 
negative feelings. In order to test the validity of 
their contention, the sexually experienced stu
dents were asked if they had any negative feelings 
after their first sexual encounter (see Figure 3 ) . 
Negative feelings included guilt, disgust, re
morse, tenseness, and fears of either religious 
punishment, pregnancy, disease, or others know
ing. Marked differences in negative feelings oc
curred between the secular and Adventist/ 
Mormon males. The differences between the 
female groups were slight. Nevertheless, as ex-

The Breaking Effect of Religion Figure 4
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pected, the religious campuses were highest on 
negative consequences (males: 58 vs. 39 percent/ 
females: 77 vs. 65 percent).

A clear pattern (consistent with earlier studies) 
is that a higher proportion of females than males 
had negative feelings following first premarital 
coitus. Society provides greater sexual latitude 
for male behavior than for that of females. 
Among the males, negative feelings ranged from 
31 percent to 8 percent; while these feelings 
among females ranged from 60 percent to 84 
percent. Among male students, Mormons more 
closely resembled the female reaction to first pre-

marital coital expe- 
rience. Regardless 
of their gender, 
M orm ons w ere 
most likely to ex
perience negative 
feelings following 
their first experi
ence of premarital 
sex. Apparently, 
the teachings of 
Mormonism pro
duce more guilt 
and fear than those 
of Adventism.

It appears that 
negative feelings 
following first pre
marital coitus are 
not the natural con
sequences of vio
lating God’s law; 
but rather a func
tion of societal nor
mative pressures 
and personal val
ues. Those most 
affected by nega
tive outcomes are 
those who violate 
their own values, 
especially if the 
violation occurs in 
conservative re 
gions.
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The noncoital group was asked to specify why 
they did not have sexual intercourse before mar
riage (see Figure 4). Adventists and Mormons 
were more likely than their secular counterparts 
to state that their behavior was controlled by reli
gious or moral teachings. (See Figure 4).

Again, the group having the highest propor
tion claiming religious motivation for absti
nence were the Mormons. In fact, Mormon males 
had the highest percentage (albeit only one per
centage point over Mormon females). While 
breaking the law of chastity has penalties regard
less of gender, the Mormon male has more to lose 
than both Mormon females and Adventists. Un
like Mormon females, every worthy male over 
age 11 is ordained to a level of priesthood and 
assumes official responsibilities. Unworthiness 
incurred through breaking the law of chastity 
means not merely losing church membership but 
an official role. The values taught by the church 
are reinforced through keeping the male relig
iously active, invested, and feeling necessary for 
the sacred functions of his church. It is not sur
prising that Mormon males more often cite reli
gious motivation for abstaining.5

A second indicator of the effect of religion is

church attendance (see Figure 4). Within each re
gion church attendance was highest among those 
who identify themselves as being sexually con
servative. With the exception of the Mormons, 
church attendance was highest among females. 
Among the various regions, the Bible belt (South) 
emerged with the highest church attenders (ex
ception, non-Adventist males).

Students in denominational schools were strik
ingly higher on the church attendance scale than 
those who were in nondenominational schools 
(males: 87 vs. 22 percent/females: 88 vs. 31 per
cent). However, this finding is distorted by the 
church attendance requirement of these Adventist 
colleges. Thus, the religiosity scale cited earlier 
was used to determine, among Adventist students, 
the relationship between degree of religiosity and 
level of coital approval. According to either fre
quency of church attendance or the religiosity 
scale, greater religiosity of Adventist (as well as 
non-Adventist southern students) in this survey 
did relate to both sexual attitudes and behavior.

In 1978, the more committed Adventist stu
dents were the more restrictive in their sexual 
values and to a lesser extent their sexual practice. 
Would the same be true in 1989?
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