Short intervention boosts safe-sex skills in
teen girls
6 December 2017, by Matt Shipman
a host of issues related to their sexual knowledge,
attitudes and behaviors.
Half of the participants were randomly selected to
take part in the online sexual health intervention
developed by Widman, called Health Education and
Relationship Training (HEART). The other half of
study participants served as a control group and
took part in an online program unrelated to
sexuality or sexual health.
After taking part in their respective program, the
HEART and control groups were given a sexual
communication skills test. The test asked
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participants how they would respond in several
sexual scenarios. For example, how would they
respond to a partner who wanted to have sex when
A recent study from North Carolina State University they did not.
and the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill
All participants then took the sexual knowledge,
finds that a 45-minute online sexual health
attitudes and behavior survey a second time. The
program improved the ability of teen girls to
study participants took the survey a third time four
communicate effectively about safe sex.
months later.
"This is important because there's a robust body of
research showing that the ability to talk about
sexual health with a partner, such as a willingness
to talk about condoms, is one of the strongest
predictors of whether a couple will engage in safer
sex," says Laura Widman, lead author of a paper
describing the work and an assistant professor of
psychology at NC State.
To put this in context, a 2015 survey from the CDC
indicates that only 57 percent of high school teens
who are sexually active used a condom in their
most recent sexual encounter. This puts teens at
risk of unwanted pregnancy or sexually transmitted
diseases (STDs), such as HIV.
For the more recent study, Widman and her
collaborators worked with a group of 222 girls
between the ages of 15 and 17. All of the study
participants took an initial survey that asked about

The researchers found that girls who took part in
the HEART program – a one-time, 45-minute
intervention – were more confident and assertive
about communicating with their partners. In other
words, HEART participants were better able to
refuse risky sexual behaviors partners might
suggest.
"The shift in assertiveness is small – HEART
participants were 5 percent more assertive than the
control group – but one of the key findings here is
that a short, one-time intervention can have a
measureable impact on behavior," Widman says.
"One of the other key findings is that, immediately
after the intervention, HEART participants were
12.5 percent more confident about their ability to
obtain and use condoms," Widman says.
This improvement in confidence about condom use

1/2

persisted at the four-month follow-up, but declined
to 5 percent. Other improvements that persisted
after four months included more positive attitudes
about condoms and increased knowledge about
HIV and STDs. Importantly, the intervention did not
increase sexual activity. Girls who completed
HEART were no more likely to be sexually active at
the four-month follow-up than girls in the control
group.
"This is a preliminary study, but it shows that the
HEART intervention can make a difference in the
sexual health of adolescent girls," Widman says.
"We'd like to replicate the program on a larger scale
and are working on ways to extend the positive
effect of the intervention. We're also working on a
project aimed at improving sexual health
communication skills in boys."
The paper, "Sexual Assertiveness Skills and Sexual
Decision-Making in Adolescent Girls: Randomized
Controlled Trial of an Online Program," is published
in the American Journal of Public Health.
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