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debut and family structure is well established. In urban 
China, adolescents who live with both biological parents 
are less likely than those who live with a single parent or 
in stepfamilies to have had sex.8 This pattern is consistent 
with findings from Western countries.27–29 Furthermore, 
the role of family structure appears to be context- and 
gender-dependent. In a U.S. study, Santelli et al. found that 
living in a single-father household was associated with an 
increased risk of early debut for males and females, while 
living in a single-mother household had a weaker asso-
ciation for females and none for males.30 Newcomer and 
Udry argued that differences in parental control and time 
available for tending to children’s emotional needs could 
explain such household-level differences.31 Divorce is rare 

cy,13 which was introduced in 1978, delinked sexual in-
tercourse from procreation and fueled the notion that sex 
could be engaged in primarily for pleasure. Yet even in the 
1990s, only about one-quarter of Chinese youth had had 
sex by age 20.12

In recent decades, the age at sexual debut has declined 
and premarital sex has become more common.18 Data 
from the 2009 National Youth Reproductive Health Sur-
vey demonstrate that 60% of unmarried youth are willing 
to have premarital sex and 22% have done so.19 These data 
also reveal a widespread lack of knowledge about contra-
ception and STI prevention; about half of Chinese youth 
did not use any form of contraception or protection at 
sexual debut. Furthermore, 23% of sexually active unmar-
ried women have had an unwanted pregnancy, and 91% 
of them subsequently had an abortion. In addition, more 
than half of all STIs in China occur among those aged 29 
or younger.20 Sex education programs have been offered in 
schools since 1985, but these have generally not addressed 
the reduction of high-risk behaviors among youth.6,21 In-
deed, the curriculum focuses on basic facts about repro-
duction, and discussion of contraception tends to be ex-
cluded out of concern that it could be seen as promoting 
sexual activity among youth.

Determinants of Sexual Debut
Both biological characteristics (e.g., age at puberty) and so-
cial opportunities (e.g., dating) influence the age at sexual 
debut,22,23 but these variables alone are insufficient for 
explaining the variation in the timing of debut. An indi-
vidual’s psychosocial readiness for sexual intercourse and 
relevant social and demographic characteristics also play 
an important role. We are interested in the social and de-
mographic differences among youth regarding the timing 
of sexual debut, and focus on characteristics examined in 
earlier research that were also assessed in this national sur-
vey. Given the paucity of such research in China, this study 
draws mainly from Western-based research for guidance. 
Although the characteristics associated with the timing of 
debut may be culturally sensitive, the following variables 
are likely relevant for Chinese youth.
•Gender. Sexual debut is more problematic for females 
than for males, as the former may experience more nega-
tive consequences from early debut, such as social stigma, 
depression, unwanted pregnancy and abortion.24,25 Singh 
et al. examined gender differences in the age at sexual 
debut in 14 countries from five continents,26 and found 
that—except in Africa—a higher proportion of males than of 
females reported having had sex before age 17, and males’ 
median age of debut was lower. Moreover, for males, sexual 
debut during the teenage years tended to occur outside of 
marriage, whereas it occurred within marriage for females. 
Chinese society continues to emphasize the importance 
of premarital virginity for females;13,15 hence we anticipate 
that the timing of debut will be earlier for males than for 
females.
•Family structure. The relationship between age at sexual 

TABLE 1.  Percentage distribution of unmarried youth  
aged 15–24, by selected characteristics, National Youth 
Reproductive Health Survey, China, 2009

Characteristic All 
(N=22,288)

Age
15–16 17.7 
17–20 49.1 
21–24 33.2 

Gender
Male 50.8 
Female 49.2 

Current activity
In school 46.0 
Working/unemployed 54.0 

Family structure
Household with both biological parents 94.4
Other 5.6 

Father's education
≤elementary school 14.2 
Junior high school 37.4 
Senior high/ technical school† 32.6
≥college 15.8 

Mother's education
≤elementary school 25.5 
Junior high school 38.0 
Senior high/ technical school† 24.8
≥college 11.7 

Respondent’s education
≤junior high school 18.3 
Senior high/ technical school† 56.4
≥college 25.3 

Received formal sex education
Yes 34.8 
No 65.2 

Residence
Rural 51.5 
Urban 48.5 

Region
Eastern 45.6 
Central 31.4 
Western 23.0 

Total 100.0 

†For students who have finished junior high school. Note: Percentages are 
weighted. 


