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Health Indicators
Unsafe Sexual Practices and Teen Pregnancy

Unsafe sexual practices lead 
to adverse outcomes including 
unintentional pregnancy 
(especially for adolescents) and 
sexually transmitted infections 
(STIs). Unintended (unwanted 
or mistimed) pregnancies are 
related to individual behaviors 
and methods used to prevent 
pregnancy. Teen pregnancy 
and teen mothering have 
been associated with repeat 
pregnancies and poor fetal or 
infant outcomes related to lack 
of prenatal care, gestational 
complications, low maternal 
weight gain, preterm delivery, 
and low birth weight.1 Adverse 

socioeconomic effects related to 
teen pregnancy have included 
single parenthood, marital 
instability, school dropout and 
lower educational attainment, 
unemployment, and welfare 
dependency. STIs can cause 
serious health problems, 
particularly in females (pelvic 
inflammatory disease, infertility, 
cervical cancer) and in newborns 
(low birth weight, severe infection, 
brain injury). 

How is it measured? 
Data on unintended pregnancy 
is collected from a state-
based survey of mothers 

who recently gave birth and 
is administered through the 
Pregnancy Risk Assessment 
Monitoring System. Teen birth 
rates, also referred to as teen 
fertility rates, are presented as 
the number of live births per 
1,000 females ages 15 to 17 
years. For pregnancy outcomes, 
infants born weighing less than 
5 pounds, 8 ounces (2,500 
grams) are considered low 
birth weight. Adolescent data 
is obtained from the Youth 
Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS), 
a state-based survey among 
high school students that 
measures behaviors related to 

Figure 1: Proportion of pregnancies* that were unintended, by maternal age and race/ethnicity,
El Paso County 2008 to 2010

*Resulting in a live birth. 
Note: Error bars represent the 95% margin of error for each value. 
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sexual activity, injury, tobacco 
and substance abuse, diet, 
and physical activity; data are 
available at the state level only. 
STI rates are obtained through 
the Colorado Department of 
Public Health and Environment 
reportable conditions.

How are we doing in El 
Paso County? 
Figure 1 illustrates the 
proportion of pregnancies 
resulting in a live birth that 
were unintended in El Paso 
County. From 2008 to 2010, 
an estimated 70.1 percent of 
pregnancies among teens 15 to 
19 years old were unintended.2 

Among all pregnancies resulting 
in live births in El Paso County 
in 2010, 36.2 percent were 
unintended. 

Teen birth rates in El Paso 
County and Colorado have been 
trending downward in the past 
decade (Figure 2). The rates in 
El Paso County remained lower 
than Colorado as a whole; in 
2010 the teen birth rate was 14.7 
live births per 1,000 females 
ages 15 to 17 years in El Paso 
County compared to 17.4 for 
Colorado.3  In 2010, 12 percent 
of live births to teens 15 to 19 
years old in El Paso County 
resulted in low birth weight 

infants, which is higher than the 
proportion for females 20 to 44 
years old (9.1 percent). 

Data from the 2009 YRBS 
indicated that, overall, 60.0 
percent of Colorado high school 
students reported abstaining 
from sexual activity. For those 
students who had sex at least 
once in their life, prevalence was 
higher among male high school 
students (43.7 percent) than for 
females (36.2 percent) (Figure 
3).4 Nearly 14 percent of high 
school students reported having 
four or more sexual partners in 
their lifetime. 

Figure 2: Birth rate for teens  
ages 15 to 17 years,

2000 to 2010

Figure 3: Sexual behavior 
among students in ninth 
through twelfth grade,  

Colorado 2009

Note: Error bars represent the 95% margin of 
error for each value.
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Among high school students 
who were currently sexually 
active (defined as having 
sex within the three months 
prior to the survey), 26.4 
percent stated using hormonal 
contraception as a method of 
preventing pregnancy. Only six 
out of 10 sexually active high 
school students reported using 
condoms, which also protect 
against STIs such as gonorrhea, 
chlamydia, and human 
immunodeficiency virus (HIV).4 
In addition, just 11.2 percent of 
sexually active students used 
both condoms and hormonal 
contraception. In El Paso 
County, these sexual behaviors 
play a role in the high rate of 
STIs in the teen population. 
In 2010, the rate of chlamydia 
among teens 15 to 19 years 
old was 1,277.9 per 100,000 
population, and for gonorrhea 
the rate was 122.8 per 100,000 
population.5

The rate of STIs for all ages 
in El Paso County has been 
consistently higher than the 
state average (Figure 4). While 
trends for gonorrhea have been 
improving in the past decade, 
chlamydia infections have 
remained relatively unchanged. 
Furthermore, the greatest 
number of STIs has continually 
been among people between 
the ages of 15 and 29 years 
(84.5 percent of the county's 
chlamydia and gonorrhea cases 
in 2010.)5 

Unsafe sexual practices 
contribute to the incidence 
of HIV and acquired immune 
deficiency syndrome (AIDS). In 
El Paso County, there were 35 
new diagnoses of HIV in 2010 
and it is estimated that 428 
people are living with HIV and 
an additional 308 are living 
with AIDS.6 The rate of HIV 
infection in El Paso County is 
lower than Denver, Adams, and 
Arapahoe Counties (Table 1). ▪

“The rates of sexually transmitted 
infection for all ages in El Paso County 

are higher than the state average.”

County New HIV infections per 
100,000 population

Denver 30.3

Adams 12.7

Arapahoe 11.2

El Paso 4.7

Pueblo 4.2

Jefferson 3.7

Larimer 3.2

Weld 2.7

Douglas 2.3

Table 1: HIV incidence in selected Colorado Counties, 2006 to 2010
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Figure 4: Rates of sexually transmitted infections, 2006 to 2010

1Robert Wood Johnson Foundation [Internet]. 2011 County Health Rankings. Available from: www.countyhealthrankings.org/health-factors/unsafe-sex.
2Colorado Department of Public Health and Environment [Internet]. Colorado Health Information Dataset: 2008-2010 Pregnancy Risk Assessment 
Monitoring System. Available from: www.chd.dphe.state.co.us/cohid/topics.aspx?q=Pregnancy_Risk_Assessment_Data.
3Colorado Department of Public Health and Environment [Internet]. Colorado Health Information Dataset: 2000-2010 Birth Data. Available from: 
www.chd.dphe.state.co.us/cohid/topics.aspx?q=Birth_Data.
4Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [Internet]. 2009 Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance System. Available from: www.cdc.gov/yrbs/.
5Colorado Department of Public Health and Environment (CDPHE). 2006-2010 Rates of Chlamydia and Gonorrhea. Provided by CDPHE STI/HIV 
Surveillance Program on July 28, 2011.
6Colorado Department of Public Health and Environment [Internet]. Colorado HIV Surveillance Report [4th Quarter 2010]. Available from: 
www.cdphe.state.co.us/dc/HIVandSTD/HIV_STDSurv/HIV.AIDS.Surv.rpt.4thQuarter.2010.pdf.
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