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vate. Because sexual debut is a milestone life course ex-
perience and people are likely to remember accurately at 
what age it occurred,25,46 recall errors tend to be random 
and have minimal impact on estimates. The variable was 
right-censored for respondents who had not had sexual 
intercourse by the time of the survey.

Independent Variables
These variables included age, gender, family structure, 
parental education, receipt of formal sex education, edu-
cational attainment and two community-level variables— 
urban or rural residence, and geographic region. The sur-
vey classified youths into three subpopulations: those who 
were currently in school; those who were currently work-
ing or unemployed and lived in private households (most-
ly their parents’ home); and those who were employed and 
living in collective dwellings, such as a workplace dormi-
tory. In the analysis, the latter two groups were combined 
and designated as the reference group.

Family structure is a measure of whether the respondent 
was living in a household with both biological parents (or 
had been before moving out) or in another situation, such 
as a household with a single parent or stepparent. Father’s 
and mother’s education was a four-category variable of the 
level completed: elementary school or less, junior high 
school, senior high school or technical school, and at least 
college. Respondents’ educational attainment was classi-
fied into three categories: junior high school or less, senior 
high or technical school, and at least college. Receipt of 
formal sex education was a dichotomous variable indicat-
ing whether individuals had experienced such a program 
in school.

In China, a person’s household registration status 
(hukou) represents their official residence classification as 

15–24, and focuses on the gender-specific differences in 
timing. We used data from the 2009 National Youth Re-
productive Health Survey, the first nationally representa-
tive survey on the sexual behaviors of Chinese youth. Earli-
er studies on the timing of sexual debut and characteristics 
associated with it were based on area or regional samples, 
which did not yield generalizable findings.40,41 This previ-
ous absence of adequate national data limited our knowl-
edge about adolescent sexual behavior. Another motiva-
tion for this effort is the well-established finding that the 
age at sexual debut is an indicator of exposure to STIs and 
other undesirable outcomes,27,42–44 particularly unwanted 
pregnancy and HIV infection among 15–24-year-olds.

METHODS

Data
Data from the National Youth Reproductive Health Sur-
vey—a collaboration of Peking University, the National 
Working Committee on Children and Women under the 
State Council and the United Nations Population Fund—
were collected by Peking University in October and No-
vember of 2009. The target population was unmarried 
youth aged 15–24 who were living in a mainland province, 
autonomous region or municipality; youth living in Tibet, 
which has less than 0.2% of China’s total population, were 
excluded.4 The survey used a multistage sampling design. 
The country was initially divided into seven geographic re-
gions, from which 40 administrative regions were selected, 
using probability proportional to size (PPS). The target 
population in these latter regions was further divided into 
three groups: in-school youth, out-of-school youth and 
youth living in collective households. The third group 
included primarily those who were working and living in 
company dormitories.

For in-school youth, a sample of schools (junior high 
schools, senior high and technical schools, and colleges) 
was selected in each administrative region, followed by a 
sample of students from each school. For out-of-school 
youth, a sample of counties and municipalities was select-
ed in each region using PPS, and the same method was 
employed to identify a sample of neighborhoods and vil-
lages; households were then selected from each neighbor-
hood or village, and respondents were selected from these 
households. For youth living in collective households, in 
each selected county or municipality, a sample of dormito-
ries was selected using an area sampling method, and then 
youth were selected from each dormitory. For all three 
groups combined, a total of 22,288 individuals completed 
interviews, for an overall response rate of 75%.45 

Dependent Variable
To determine the timing of sexual debut, respondents 
were asked, “How old were you (in years) when you had 
sexual intercourse for the very first time?” To protect con-
fidentiality and reduce nonresponses, the responses from 
this section of the interview were collected via a paper 
questionnaire, which the respondents completed in pri-

FIGURE 1.  Survival distributions of sexual debut among Chinese youth, by gender
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