UK university students use condoms less amid rising STI concerns
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Sexual discourse at university is a dynamic and complex subject, intricately woven into the fabric of student life. Conversations around who is engaging in sexual activity, with whom, and where are frequent. Yet, beneath this lively dialogue lies a troubling trend regarding the usage of condoms, particularly amongst students in the UK. Recent surveys reveal a significant decline in condom use, with far-reaching implications for sexual health and wellbeing.
Durex's 2024 Global Sex Survey has painted a stark picture: only 15% of participants indicated they purchased condoms over the past year. This represents an all-time low for the product amid a backdrop of shifting attitudes surrounding sexual health and responsibility. Several contributing factors shape this trend, from the perception of condom usage as detrimental to pleasure, to a lack of awareness surrounding sexually transmitted infections (STIs). Alarmingly, this decline is not an isolated phenomenon; according to a WHO study, rates of condom usage during sexual encounters among adolescents in Europe dropped from 70% to 61% for boys, and from 63% to 57% for girls between 2014 and 2022. 
The implications of these statistics are significant. The decrease in condom use coincides with rising rates of STIs and unintended pregnancies across Europe, highlighting a concerning trajectory that demands urgent attention. As Anne Limon Duparcmeur, a college nurse at Gonville & Caius, notes, the conversation surrounding protection often falters not due to ignorance of risks, but because of emotional barriers. Students report feelings of inadequacy when discussing protection, often feeling that initiating such conversations may disrupt the moment. Anne states, “It’s about feeling able to pause and say something – and that takes emotional confidence.”
This challenge is compounded by societal norms that have long conditioned some individuals to prioritise their partner’s desires over their own safety. Lucy, a university student, recounts an intimate experience in which her partner preferred to discard a condom, leaving her feeling guilty for asserting her need for protection. This raises broader questions about dynamics in sexual relationships, particularly the ingrained societal notion that women should please men, thereby complicating the negotiation around safer sex practices.
Ellie shares a different perspective, one shaped by positive experiences in a long-term relationship where trust mitigated her perceived need for condoms. For her, the conversations about protection were more relatable and less daunting. “It’s clumsy and awkward,” she claims, yet this underpinning awareness can foster openness in relationships. However, the reality is that not all students navigate their sexual lives with the same confidence. Elena’s experience illustrates how alcohol can further cloud judgment, leading to decisions that may compromise health.
Compounding these individual experiences is a systemic issue: the structural and educational framework around sexual health. The WHO’s findings emphasise the necessity for comprehensive sexual education to address these gaps in knowledge and confidence. As a representative from Cambridge University for Reproductive Rights argues, the stigma surrounding STIs also contributes to the failure of important conversations. Until society sheds the shame associated with these conditions, students may remain hesitant to discuss their sexual health and wellbeing.
In conclusion, addressing the decline in condom use among students necessitates a multifaceted approach that transcends mere educational measures. It calls for fostering an environment where open communication around sexual health is not only encouraged but is seen as a fundamental aspect of intimacy. As Anne succinctly captures, “The decision to use a condom starts way before you get to bed. It starts with feeling like your voice matters.” Only through nurturing emotional safety and mutual respect in sexual encounters can we hope to reverse this troubling trend and promote healthier sexual practices.
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