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As the AIDS epidemic continues to spread across Asia, there
is growing concern that the prevalence of risky sexual ac-
tivity among young people may be rising. Such concerns
are prominent in Vietnam, where the market reforms that
were initiated during the late 1980s (doi moi) have intro-
duced a variety of new media from abroad, and encouraged
the growth of consumer culture and migration to urban
areas among younger individuals.1 Although confirmato-
ry data are lacking, these trends are thought to be con-
tributing to increases in sexual permissiveness, STIs, un-
intended pregnancy and abortion among adolescents.2 The
number of HIV infections in Vietnam has increased rapid-
ly since the early 1990s.3

Systematic information on any changes that have oc-
curred in the prevalence and context of premarital sexual
activity in Vietnam would help provide an understanding
of the relationship among social and economic change, pre-
marital sexual behavior and the transmission of STIs, in-
cluding HIV/AIDS. Not only is there a lack of reliable evi-
dence that the prevalence of premarital sex is rising in
Vietnam, but there is little information regarding whether
premarital sex occurs primarily within monogamous rela-
tionships—in particular, with the person an individual in-
tends to marry—or with multiple partners (including, per-
haps, commercial sex workers). This is a significant gap in
our knowledge, because the extent to which individuals

have casual sex with multiple partners has clear relevance
for the spread of HIV.  

In the current study, we examine trends in premarital
sexual activity using surveys conducted in 2003 and 2004
among married men and women in northern Vietnam (the
Red River Delta region) and southern Vietnam (Ho Chi
Minh City and surrounding provinces). The data were col-
lected from individuals who married during one of three
important periods in Vietnamese history: the first two-thirds
of the war with the United States (1963–1971); a period
of economic crisis after the reunification of South Vietnam
and North Vietnam (1977–1985); and a time of econom-
ic liberalization and greater openness to the West (1992–
2000). The focus on these three periods affords a unique
opportunity to assess changes in premarital sexual behav-
ior across three cohorts that have experienced significant
social and economic upheaval. We examined levels of pre-
marital sex, sexual initiation by type of partner and the ex-
tent to which premarital sex was restricted to future spous-
es or involved other individuals whom respondents did
not marry. To our knowledge, this is the first study to ex-
amine trends in premarital sex using data that span both
northern and southern Vietnam and that encompass the
premarital sexual experiences of both individuals who mar-
ried prior to the doi moi period and those who married
when it was well under way.
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CONTEXT: Premarital sexual activity is thought to be rising in Vietnam. However, there is little evidence documenting
such an increase, and it is unknown whether levels of premarital sex differ between northern and southern Vietnam
and whether premarital sex occurs primarily with a future spouse.

METHODS: Surveys conducted in northern Vietnam (Red River Delta) and southern Vietnam (Ho Chi Minh City and
surrounding environs) in 2003–2004 among individuals married during one of three important periods in Vietnamese
history (1963–1971, 1977–1985 or 1992–2000) were used to assess trends and regional differences in the prevalence
and context of premarital sex.

RESULTS: In both regional samples, 31% of men who married in 1992–2000 reported having had premarital sex. The
proportion was much lower among women (8% in the South, 12% in the North). The prevalence of premarital sex rose
markedly across cohorts in the North but only modestly in the South. Relatively few men had premarital sex with
someone other than a future spouse (3–23%). The proportion of the rise in the prevalence of premarital sex that was
due to sex exclusively with a future spouse was greater in the North (42%) than in the South (25%). 

CONCLUSIONS: These results suggest that premarital sex is becoming more common in Vietnam but is still not wide-
spread. Better information about the sexual networks of men in the general population and their contacts with high-
risk groups (e.g., commercial sex workers) is needed to ascertain the likelihood that HIV/AIDS will spread to the general 
population.
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women is less than 1%. However, there is concern that the
epidemic will spread beyond core high-risk groups if men
who visit female sex workers or use intravenous drugs trans-
mit the infection to their wives or other female partners
through unprotected sex.14 This pattern of transmission
has been the primary means by which HIV has spread in
Thailand and Cambodia, and studies of drug users in north-
ern Vietnam suggest that the majority of these individuals
are sexually active and engaged in needle sharing, making
this scenario plausible for Vietnam as well.15 Some studies
suggest that the prevalence of HIV and other STIs is rising
among commercial sex workers, who are often inconsis-
tent in their condom use with clients and who frequently
use injection drugs.16 These observations point to the need
for further information about the levels and patterns of pre-
marital sexual activity (particularly with sex workers and
other casual partners) among men in Vietnam, because such
activity places these men’s current or future wives at risk
of contracting HIV and other STIs. 

Regional Differences

Northern and southern Vietnam differ in their economic,
social and political histories, and these differences are like-
ly to have important implications for premarital sexual be-
havior. The Democratic Republic of Vietnam that was
formed in the northern part of the country in 1945 had a
strong influence* on family life in northern Vietnam,17 but
until the reunification period that influence did not extend
to the South, where the French occupation (1875–1954)
and the American presence that began in the mid-1960s
exposed the population (particularly in urban areas) to
Western ideas.18 Private enterprise and commerce have a
longer history in the South than in the North, and they have
endured during the reunification period. In addition, com-
pared to their counterparts in the North, residents of south-
ern Vietnam have had access to a wider array of informa-
tion and perspectives from newspapers, journals, magazines
and television.19

During the war with the United States, commercial sex
outlets (many of which often catered to Americans) were
more common in the South (particularly in Ho Chi Minh
City) than in the North, although many of these outlets were
closed by the government following reunification. Reliable
estimates of the distribution of sex workers across Vietnam
are difficult to obtain; however, commercial sex outlets are
thought to be making a resurgence, and by some accounts
there were 50,000–70,000 female sex workers in Ho Chi
Minh City in the mid-1990s.20

Accordingly, observers of Vietnamese society suggest that
social mores and lifestyles are less conservative in the south-
ern part of the country than in the North.21 However, there
is little credible evidence to date on how social context re-
lates to premarital sex in Vietnam.

BACKGROUND

Premarital Sex in Vietnam

Current knowledge about premarital sex in Vietnam is large-
ly based on studies of convenience samples of youth or of
women interviewed at abortion clinics in and near Hanoi.4

These studies suggest that younger individuals are more like-
ly than their elders to view sex before marriage (particular-
ly with a future spouse) as acceptable. We know of two stud-
ies that provide information about premarital sex collected
from large representative samples. The first study, which
was based on a survey of adolescents and young adults from
six diverse Vietnamese provinces (including Ho Chi Minh
City), estimated that by age 22, 29% of unmarried men and
16% of unmarried women have had sex.5 As the authors
noted, the proportion of women in their sample who were
sexually active by age 20 is much lower than the proportions
in the Philippines, Thailand and all 32 countries in Latin
America and Sub-Saharan Africa in which demographic and
health surveys have been conducted. The second study, the
nationally representative Survey Assessment of Vietnamese
Youth, found that among never-married respondents aged
22–25, about 33% of men and 4% of women in urban areas,
and 26% of men and 3% of women in rural areas, reported
ever having had premarital sex.6

It is not known how well these estimates approximate
the true prevalence of premarital sex in Vietnam. The col-
lection of accurate data, especially in face-to-face interviews,
on sensitive activities such as sex poses a number of chal-
lenges.7 In some U.S. surveys—even those that were self-
administered, a format that mitigates the potential embar-
rassment of a face-to-face interview—many participants did
not answer questions pertaining to sexual behavior.8 Pre-
marital sex, particularly if it occurs outside of a stable union
that will lead to marriage, is considered socially taboo in
Vietnam;9 therefore, in face-to-face interviews, respondents
may be reluctant to report such activity. Women may be
more reticent than men about disclosing their sexual be-
havior in an interview: In prior studies in Vietnam, un-
married men were three10 and seven11 times as likely as
women to report having had premarital sex. This report-
ing bias is likely to be smaller in studies of married people,
because married individuals (especially women) may feel
more comfortable than their unmarried peers about re-
porting sex that occurred before marriage. For example, in
the study of adolescents and young adults from six Viet-
namese provinces, about half of married women reported
having had premarital sex, compared with only 6% of un-
married women.12

AIDS

The AIDS epidemic has spread to all provinces in Vietnam,
although cases are concentrated in urban centers around
Hanoi, Ho Chi Minh City and the northern areas that bor-
der China.13 The number of cases is especially high among
intravenous drug users and men aged 20–39, and it is high-
er in the South than in the North. HIV has yet to spread to
the general population: The infection rate among pregnant

*In northern Vietnam, laws designed to discourage such practices as
arranged marriage, polygamy, child marriage and elaborate marriage cer-
emonies were ultimately successful in changing the nature of mate selection
and marriage practices. 
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DATA AND METHODS

The data used in this analysis were collected by the Insti-
tute of Sociology in Hanoi as part of the Vietnam Surveys
of Family Change. The first survey was conducted in
March–April 2003 in seven provinces (including Hanoi)
in northern Vietnam’s Red River Delta. The second survey,
which used an identical questionnaire, was conducted in
2004 in Ho Chi Minh City and six contiguous provinces
spanning substantial parts of the Southeast and Mekong
River Delta regions. For convenience, we refer to the Red
River Delta sample as the “North” and the Ho Chi Minh
City and environs sample as the “South.”  

Each survey was administered to 1,296 married indi-
viduals, split equally between men and women, rural and
urban residents, and the three marriage cohorts described
above; thus, the total sample comprised 2,592 respondents
and 12 (2x2x3) different gender-residence-cohort combi-
nations. There were no age restrictions on participation;
however, to minimize the inclusion of childless marriages,
which were of less relevance to the main research aims of
the survey, the sample was limited to marriages in which
female respondents (or the wives of male respondents) were
younger than 40 at the time of marriage. The surveys were
conducted by 67 interviewers (30 women, 37 men), all of
whom were researchers at the Institute of Sociology or lec-
turers at either the Department of Sociology at Hanoi Uni-
versity or the Center of Sociology at Ho Chi Minh Political
Academy. 

Behavior during the early years of marriage was an im-
portant focus of the survey and influenced the selection of

the three marriage cohorts. The range of marriage dates for
the war cohort (1963–1971) thus ends a few years before
North Vietnam’s victory to ensure that respondents’ early
marital experiences occurred during the time of conflict.
The middle cohort (1977–1985) was chosen to capture new
marriages during a period when postreunification economic
distress and stagnation were at their height.22 And although
the official start of the doi moi period is considered to be
1986, many reforms did not begin in earnest until the early
1990s;23 as a result, the starting date for the third cohort
(1992–2000) was chosen to ensure that sufficient time had
elapsed for the impact of economic reforms on family and
individual behavior to be observed. 

For each survey, respondents were drawn from nine
urban districts or towns and nine rural districts, all of which
were chosen randomly. Within each district, three wards
(urban) or communes (rural) were selected, and in each
ward or commune, two administrative residential group-
ings (urban) or villages (rural) were chosen. Twelve house-
holds were randomly selected within each village or resi-
dential grouping using a preset interval determined by the
number of dwellings within the sample site and the esti-
mated number of households that needed to be visited to
obtain the desired number of interviews in each category
(i.e., two married men and two married women from each
marriage cohort who met the other eligibility criteria). A
member of each household was asked a short set of screen-
ing questions to determine if the household contained an
eligible respondent. In any given household, either the hus-
band or the wife was interviewed. Screening at the sample

Continuity and Change in Premarital Sex in Vietnam

TABLE 1. Selected characteristics of respondents, by region, gender and marriage cohort, Vietnam Surveys of Family Change, 2003–2004

Characteristic North South

Men Women Men Women

1963– 1977– 1992– 1963– 1977– 1992– 1963– 1977– 1992– 1963– 1977– 1992–
1971 1985 2000 1971 1985 2000 1971 1985 2000 1971 1985 2000
(N=211) (N=214) (N=215) (N=213) (N=215) (N=215) (N=206) (N=195/ (N=201/ (N=206/ (N=211) (N=209)

198)† 203)† 208)†

MEAN
Age at marriage 25.1 25.6 26.4 21.5 22.2 21.5 23.9 23.8 26.7 20.0 21.8 22.9

% DISTRIBUTIONS
Grades completed in school‡
1–5 2.8 1.4 1.9 8.9 1.4 3.7 40.8 19.2 14.4 61.5 41.2 26.3
6–9 46.0 49.1 37.2 63.9 55.8 54.0 25.2 40.4 40.3 20.2 28.9 45.5
10–12 35.6 39.2 47.4 15.0 33.5 32.1 24.8 30.3 33.3 14.0 25.6 23.4
≥12 15.6 10.3 13.5 12.2 9.3 10.2 9.2 10.1 12.0 4.3 4.3 4.8

Residence
Rural 51.2 50.0 50.2 50.2 49.8 50.2 50.0 48.5 50.7 49.5 49.8 50.2
Urban 48.8 50.0 49.8 49.8 50.2 49.8 50.0 51.5 49.3 50.5 50.2 49.8

Wealth
Rural 

<sample  median 89.8 87.9 94.4 87.8 89.7 89.8 57.3 56.4 66.0 57.3 64.8 66.7
≥sample  median 10.2 12.1 5.6 12.2 10.3 10.2 42.7 43.6 34.0 42.7 35.2 33.3

Urban
<sample median 31.1 31.8 37.4 30.2 25.0 26.2 13.6 21.8 21.0 17.5 13.2 17.3
≥sample median 68.9 68.2 62.6 69.8 75.0 73.8 86.4 78.2 79.0 82.5 86.8 82.7

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

†The two N’s represent the minimum and maximum number of responses for the items in this column. ‡Respondents who were illiterate (N=38; 1.5% of the sample) were categorized as having com-
pleted 1–5 grades.
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else) and that women had premarital sex with their future
spouse; these probabilities are presented separately by re-
gion and by characteristics such as educational attainment,
wealth, urban or rural residence, and marriage cohort.25

We include age at marriage as a continuous variable in all
of the models to control for differential exposure to pre-
marital sex across the three marriage cohorts. 

RESULTS

Sample Characteristics

Table 1 shows the distribution of selected characteristics
of the sample, by region, gender and marriage cohort. Be-
tween the earliest and most recent cohorts, the respondents’
average age at marriage rose modestly in the North, but only
among men; in the southern sample, the mean age at mar-
riage rose by about three years among both men and
women. The northern sample has more schooling than the
southern sample; in the most recent cohort, for example,
the proportion of respondents who had had 10 or more
years of schooling is greater in the North than in the South
for both men (61% vs. 45%) and women (42% vs. 28%).
As per the study design, about half of respondents for each
gender–marriage cohort combination lived in rural areas.
In both rural and urban areas, respondents who lived in
the South were more likely than their northern counter-
parts to score above the sample median on an index of
wealth,† suggesting higher socioeconomic status in the
South than in the North. 

site continued until the required number of interviews of
each type was reached. Each regional sample was designed
to be representative and self-weighting within each of the
12 categories. Response rates were 80% in the North and
73% in the South. In most cases, nonresponse was due to
the eligible participant not being at home at the time of con-
tact or recontact; refusal to be interviewed accounted for
fewer than a third of nonresponses. 

Because of the sampling design, survey respondents dif-
fer from the general population of Vietnam. Almost three-
fourths of Vietnam’s population is rural;24 the study sam-
ple is half rural. Very young married persons are dis-
proportionately omitted from the study because the most
recent marriage cohort excluded persons married for fewer
than 3–4 years; if the prevalence of premarital sex among
adolescents and individuals married for very short dura-
tions is increasing rapidly, then our analysis is likely to un-
derstate the occurrence of premarital sex. Given the many
unique features and limitations of the sample, we do not
attempt to weight the results to make them representative
of the Vietnamese population. 

The survey contained three items that pertained to pre-
marital sex. First, respondents were asked whether the first
time they had sexual intercourse with their spouse was be-
fore or after they were married. Respondents were then
asked whether they had had sex with someone other than
their spouse before marriage. A comparison of these two
items provides information on the proportion of respon-
dents who had had sex before marriage with anyone, with
their spouse, with someone other than their spouse, or with
both their spouse and someone else. Finally, respondents
were asked whether their first sex partner was their spouse,
a boyfriend or girlfriend, a casual acquaintance or a com-
mercial sex worker. 

We omitted from the analysis the 74 respondents (3%
of the sample) who had been married more than once. Many
of these respondents had had premarital sex with their pre-
vious spouse, thus confounding the answers to the survey
questions regarding premarital sex, because the survey did
not ask about sex before the first marriage. In addition, 20
respondents (12 men and eight women) did not answer
the question on whether the first time they had sex with
their spouse was before marriage; 19 of these respondents
went on to report that they had not had sex with anyone
else before marriage, and 10 did not answer the question
on the first person with whom they had sex (the other 10
respondents named their spouse). Because we cannot infer
whether these 20 people had premarital sex, they are not
included in this analysis. Thus, the final sample included
2,498 respondents.

The main focus of the analysis is descriptive. Because
rates of premarital sex were much lower among women than
among men, we have focused some of our analyses on men,
or on men in recent marriage cohorts, who account for
much of the occurrence of premarital sex. We conclude by
calculating the mean predicted probabilities* that men had
premarital sex (with either their future spouse or someone

FIGURE 1. Percentage of respondents who reported having had premarital sex, by
gender, region and marriage cohort
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*These predicted probabilities are calculated using a logistic regression in
which Pr (y = 1) = e(xiB)/1+e(xiB), y is a binary indicator for whether an indi-
vidual had premarital sex, B represents the relevant estimated coefficient
for each of the variables from the right-hand side of the model, and all the
individuals i take on the value for the category for which the predicted val-
ues are calculated while the rest of the variables are left as in the data. These
predicted probabilities are then averaged across the individuals in the an-
alytic sample.

†To categorize respondents’ wealth, we used an index that is based on the
following assets and housing characteristics: ownership of a color televi-
sion, DVD player, radio, radio/cassette player, motorcycle, telephone, cell
phone, car, refrigerator, air conditioner and washing machine; residence
in a household with a cupboard, gas cooker, hot water heater, flush toilet
and indoor bathroom; and ownership of a permanent structure in fair or
good condition (as opposed to a shack, hut or temporary structure). 
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Premarital Sex

Respondents in the 1992–2000 cohort were more likely
than members of the earlier cohorts to report having had
premarital sex (Figure 1, page 169). Among men in the
North, for example, 31% of those in the most recent cohort
said they had had premarital sex, compared with 6% and
13% in the two earlier cohorts. Levels of premarital sex also
rose in the South, but much more modestly, from 24% to
31%. Although premarital sex was more common in the
South than in the North among men in the 1963–1971 and
1977–1985 cohorts, the recent increase in the North led
to convergence between the two regions. 

In both regions and in all three marriage cohorts, women
were considerably less likely than men to report having had
premarital sex. Between the earliest and most recent co-
horts, the prevalence of premarital sex among female re-
spondents increased from about 1% to 12% in the North
and from 3% to 8% in the South. 

Premarital Sex Partners

The top half of Table 2 shows the proportion of respondents
who had premarital sex with a future spouse and the pro-
portion who had premarital sex with someone they did not

marry. Among men in the North, the prevalence of premarital
sex with one’s spouse increased substantially, from 3% in
the earliest cohort to 22% in the doi moi cohort. A similar
increase, from 3% to 17%, occurred for premarital sex with
someone other than a future spouse. Among men in the
South, the changes across cohorts were less pronounced;
rates varied between 11% and 15% for sex with a future
spouse and between 17% and 23% for sex with someone
other than a future spouse. In both the North and the South,
women in the 1992–2000 cohort were about half as likely
as men in that cohort to report that they had had sex with
their future spouse before marriage; the differences were
even greater in earlier cohorts. Very few women (0–2%) re-
ported having had sex with someone other than their fu-
ture spouse, regardless of cohort or region.

The lower half of Table 2 examines the distribution of
premarital sex partners (using mutually exclusive cate-
gories) among men who had sex before marriage. Given
the small number of cases, particularly in the first two pe-
riods, it is difficult to reliably assess patterns across cohorts.
In the 1992–2000 cohort, the overall level of premarital
sex reported by men in the North was similar to that of men
in the South, but there were important regional difference
in the type of premarital sex partners. In the North, 55%
of men in the most recent cohort who had premarital sex
did so with someone other than their future spouse; this
includes men who had premarital sex exclusively with a
nonspouse as well as those who had sex with both their
spouse and a nonspouse. In the South, 71% of men in this
cohort who engaged in any sexual intercourse before mar-
riage did so with someone other than their current spouse.
Among men in the North, about 42% of the increase in the
prevalence of premarital sex between the earliest and most
recent cohorts is due to sex only with a spouse, and the re-
maining 58% is due to sex that involved someone other
than a future spouse (irrespective of whether they also had
sex with their spouse; not shown). In the South, only 25%
of the increase is due to sex only with a future wife, and 75%
is attributable to premarital sex that did not involve a fu-
ture spouse. These findings indicate that men who had pre-
marital sex exclusively with their future wife account for a
significant proportion of the increase in premarital sex in
the North but not in the South. 

First Partner

In the North, the proportion of men whose first sexual part-
ner was their future spouse declined, from near universal-
ity in the first two cohorts to 84% in the most recent co-
hort (Table 3). The remaining men in the most recent cohort
reported that they first had sexual intercourse with a girl-
friend (13%) or with a casual acquaintance or commercial
sex worker (3%). The proportion of men who said that their
first act of intercourse occurred with their spouse declined
in the South as well (although to a lesser extent than in the
North), while the proportion who first had sex with a girl-
friend increased from 9% to 17%. In the two earlier cohorts,
men in the South were far more likely than those in the

Continuity and Change in Premarital Sex in Vietnam

TABLE 2. Percentage of respondents who reported having had premarital sex,
according to respondents’ gender and partner type, and percentage distribution 
of men who had premarital sex, according to partner type—both by region and 
marriage cohort

Respondents North South

1963– 1977– 1992– 1963– 1977– 1992–
1971 1985 2000 1971 1985 2000

All men (N=210) (N=214) (N=213) (N=204) (N=195) (N=199)
Spouse† 3.3 11.7 22.1 12.7 11.3 15.1
Nonspouse† 2.9 2.8 16.9 16.7 23.1 22.1

All women (N=211) (N=215) (N=213) (N=206) (N=210) (N=208)
Spouse† 0.5 3.7 11.7 2.4 4.8 8.2
Nonspouse† 0.0 0.9 0.5 1.5 0.5 1.4

Men who had
premarital sex (N=13) (N=27) (N=65) (N=49) (N=54) (N=62)
Spouse only‡ 53.9 77.8 44.6 30.6 16.7 29.0
Nonspouse only‡ 46.2 7.4 27.7 47.0 59.3 51.6
Both spouse and

nonspouse‡ 0.0 14.8 27.7 22.5 24.1 19.4

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

†Respondents who had premarital sex both with their spouse and with a nonspouse are included in both categories.
‡Categories are mutually exclusive. Note: Percentages may not total 100 because of rounding.

TABLE 3. Percentage distribution of men, by first sex partner, according to region and
marriage cohort

Partner North South

1963– 1977– 1992– 1963– 1977– 1992–
1971 1985 2000 1971 1985 2000
(N=210) (N=214) (N=213) (N=203) (N=193) (N=196)

Spouse 97.1 97.2 84.0 83.7 77.2 79.1
Girlfriend 1.9 1.4 13.2 9.4 16.1 16.8
Casual acquaintance 1.0 0.9 0.5 2.5 3.6 1.0
Commercial sex worker 0.0 0.5 2.4 4.4 3.1 3.1
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Note: Percentages may not total 100 because of rounding.
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in Vietnam. In the Survey Assessment of Vietnamese Youth,
37% of married men aged 22–25 and 13% of married
women in that age-group reported having had sex before
marriage.26* The findings from that survey are thus fairly
consistent with the levels of premarital sex reported by
members of our 1992–2000 marriage cohort (31% for men
in both regions and 8% and 12%, respectively, for women
in the North and South). Other basic characteristics of our
northern and southern samples, such as the higher levels
of educational attainment and lower levels of wealth in the
North, are also consistent with recent and representative
data from comparable areas.27

Although men in the North and those in the South were
similar in terms of their propensity to report premarital sex,
there are important regional differences in the character-
istics of premarital sexual behavior. Men in the North were
more likely than those in the South to have had premari-
tal sex only with their future wife, whereas men in the South
more commonly had had premarital sex with someone
other than their spouse. Thus, among men who had pre-
marital sex, those in the South were more likely than their
counterparts in the North to have placed their spouse at
some level of risk for HIV/AIDS or other STIs. However,
even in the South, the proportion of men who had pre-
marital sex with someone other than their future spouse
was relatively low (17–23%, compared with 3–17% in the
North).

Having sex exclusively within a relationship that leads
to marriage (as opposed to having premarital sex with other

North to report that a girlfriend, casual acquaintance or
sex worker was their first sex partner. Overall, the distrib-
ution of men by first sex partner is converging between the
two regions, primarily due to the recent increases in the
proportion of men in the North who initiated sex with a
girlfriend rather than with a future spouse. Virtually all
women reported that their first sexual intercourse was with
their spouse (not shown).

Of the 77 men in the most recent marriage cohort who
had premarital sex with someone other than their future
spouse, the vast majority had sex for the first time with some-
one they did not eventually marry. Only 2% of men in the
South and 8% of men in the North initiated sex with their
future spouse and subsequently had premarital sex with
someone else (not shown). In both regions, 78% of men
who had premarital sex with someone other than their fu-
ture spouse did so for the first time with a girlfriend; the
remainder initiated sex with a commercial sex worker (15%
in the South, 14% in the North) or a casual acquaintance
(5% in the South, none in the North). 

Probabilities for Premarital Sex

Table 4 shows the mean predicted probability that a male
respondent had premarital sex and that a female respon-
dent had premarital sex with her current spouse, accord-
ing to region and respondent characteristics. In both the
North and South, respondents’ probability of premarital
sex did not differ by education level or wealth. In the North,
urban residents had a higher probability of premarital sex
than did rural residents, among both men (25% vs. 9%) and
women (9% vs. 3%). In the South, however, the probabili-
ty of premarital sex was similar for urban and rural residents.
Finally, in the North, men and women in the two most re-
cent marriage cohorts were more likely than members of
the 1963–1971 cohort to have had premarital sex; in the
South, women in the 1992–2000 cohort had a higher prob-
ability of premarital sex than their 1963–1971 counterparts,
but men’s probability of premarital sex did not differ by mar-
riage cohort.

DISCUSSION

Our data indicate that premarital sex is becoming in-
creasingly common in Vietnam, especially in the Red River
Delta region, where the level of premarital sex among men
married in 1992–2000 was on par with the level observed
in the South. There is a strong and consistent relationship
between premarital sex and belonging to a recent marriage
cohort among men in the North, and between premarital
sex with a future spouse and belonging to a recent marriage
cohort among women in both the North and South. These
findings support the hypothesis that in recent years, im-
portant socioeconomic, cultural and attitudinal changes,
perhaps arising in part from economic liberalization, have
contributed to rising sexual activity before marriage.

Although our data are not representative of Vietnam as
a whole or of any of its regions, the findings regarding pre-
marital sex are broadly reflective of the current situation

TABLE 4. Mean predicted probability of premarital sex, by region and gender of 
respondent, according to selected characteristics

Characteristic North South

Men† Women‡ Men† Women‡ 
(N=637) (N=639) (N=593) (N=622)

Grades completed in school§
1–9 (ref) 14.8 4.7 26.3 4.6
≥10 17.6 6.1 30.1 6.8

Residence
Urban (ref) 24.5 8.7 26.3 5.4
Rural 8.9* 3.0* 29.3 4.9

Wealth index quartile
Lowest (ref) 17.8 6.5 31.0 6.1
Second 16.8 3.1 25.8 3.9
Third 17.4 5.1 26.8 3.6
Highest 14.1 5.8 29.2 7.2

Marriage cohort
1963–1971(ref) 6.2 0.5 24.7 2.1
1977–1985 12.7* 4.1* 28.5 4.8
1992–2000 30.2* 10.9* 30.3 9.6*

*Differs significantly from reference group at p<.05. †Probability of having had premarital sex with any partner.
‡Probability of having had premarital sex with current spouse. §Respondents who were illiterate were catego-
rized as having completed 1–5 grades. Notes: ref=reference group. All probabilities control for age at marriage.

*We compare our results with those for 22–25-year-olds in the Survey
Assessment of Vietnamese Youth, rather than those for 15–21-year-olds,
because rates of premarital sex in the younger age-group may be inflated
by the inclusion of individuals who married due to a pregnancy resulting
from premarital sex. 
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individuals) has made a greater contribution to the increase
in premarital sexual activity in the North than in the South.
The differences in sociopolitical history between the two
regions likely contribute to the more conservative nature
of premarital sex in the North. Among men in the recent
marriage cohort who had had sex before marriage with
someone other than their spouse, most initiated intercourse
with a girlfriend; about 15% of this very small group of re-
spondents reported having had their first sexual intercourse
with a sex worker. 

The high response rate in our study does not guarantee
accurate responses to survey items; instead of declining to
answer questions that they considered embarrassing, some
respondents may have falsely denied having had premar-
ital sex. The gender differences in the reported levels of pre-
marital sexual activity underscore the challenge of mea-
suring sexual behavior in interviewer-administered surveys.
On average, the percentages of male and female respon-
dents who had had sex with their spouse prior to marriage
should be similar. However, in the most recent marriage
cohort, women were about half as likely as men to report
that they had had sex with their future spouse before mar-
riage.* This gender difference suggests that women con-
siderably underreported the degree to which they had sex
with their spouse before marriage (or that men overreported
premarital sex with their spouse). Because only one per-
son was surveyed in each household, we cannot directly
compare husbands’ and wives’ reports on this item. 

A similar phenomenon may contribute to the differences
in rates of premarital sex across marriage cohorts. If re-
spondents from the earlier cohorts were more conserva-
tive than those in the 1992–2000 cohort about discussing
sex with an interviewer, they may have been less likely to
acknowledge having had premarital sex, resulting in un-
derreporting in these cohorts. However, it is also possible
that because their premarital sexual experiences occurred
in the more distant past, older respondents felt less un-
comfortable about revealing such experiences than did
younger respondents who married more recently. 

Although premarital sex is becoming more common in
Vietnam, our results show that it remains far from wide-
spread. Even in the most recent marriage cohort, about 70%
of men and 90% of women said that they had not had pre-
marital sex. Of those who reported having had sex before
marriage, a substantial proportion—particularly among
women and among men in the North—had premarital sex
only in a committed relationship with a future spouse. In
both the North and the South, the vast majority of men who
had sex before marriage initiated this activity within a rel-
atively stable relationship (i.e., with either a girlfriend or a

future spouse) rather than with higher-risk individuals such
as sex workers or casual acquaintances. It is possible that
participants underreported their patronage of commercial
sex workers, given that such behavior is widely denounced
by the government as a “social evil.” 

The question of whether, and how, premarital sexual be-
havior in Vietnam will continue to evolve as the country un-
dergoes further economic and social change and the North
and South become increasingly integrated will remain an
important area of inquiry. Studies that measure premarital
sexual behavior using alternate interview modes that con-
fer more privacy to respondents than do face-to-face inter-
views may be a useful way to obtain better information about
sexual behavior in Vietnam, particularly related to high-risk
partnerships among men. For example, in a pilot study near
Hanoi among individuals aged 15–24, the proportion of un-
married men who reported having had sex with a com-
mercial sex worker was substantially higher with audio com-
puter-assisted self-interviews than with self-administered
questionnaires (8% vs. 1%).28 Intensive interventions to as-
sist high-risk groups (e.g., injection drug users, sex work-
ers) in reducing their risk of contracting and spreading the
virus are important;29 in addition, research is needed that
describes in more depth the sexual networks of high-risk
groups and of men in the general population in settings
where HIV is spreading quickly,30 so that the potential for
infection of low-risk groups can be better assessed.  
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RESUMEN

Contexto: Se considera que la actividad sexual antes del ma-
trimonio se encuentra en ascenso en Vietnam. Sin embargo, hay
pocas pruebas que documenten este aumento y no se sabe si los
niveles de actividad sexual son diferentes entre las regiones del
norte y el sur de Vietnam, y si esta actividad sexual ocurre fun-
damentalmente con el futuro cónyuge.
Métodos: Las encuestas realizadas en el norte de Vietnam
(Delta del río Rojo) y en el sur de ese país (la ciudad Ho Chi
Minh y sus alrededores) en 2003–2004, a personas casadas du-
rante uno de los tres períodos históricos de Vietnam (1963–1971,
1977–1985 o 1992–2000) fueron utilizadas para evaluar las
tendencias y diferencias regionales de las prevalencias y el con-
texto de la actividad sexual antes del matrimonio.
Resultados: La prevalencia de las relaciones sexuales antes
del matrimonio aumentó notablemente entre los cohortes de
1963–1971 y 1992–2000 en el norte (de 6% a 31% entre hom-
bres y de 0.5% a 12% entre mujeres), pero más modestamente
en el sur (de 24% a 31% entre hombres y de 3% a 8% entre mu-
jeres). Relativamente pocos hombres tenían relaciones sexua-
les premaritales con alguien que no fuera su futura esposa
(3–23%). La proporción del aumento de la prevalencia de la
actividad sexual antes del matrimonio que se debió a las rela-
ciones sexuales con la futura esposa exclusivamente fue más
elevada en el norte (42%) que en el sur (25%). 
Conclusiones: Estos resultados sugieren que la actividad se-
xual antes del matrimonio es cada vez más común en Vietnam,
aunque aún no está ampliamente difundida. Es necesario dis-
poner de mejor información sobre las redes de actividad sexual
de los hombres en la población en general y sobre sus contac-
tos con los grupos de alto riesgo (por ejemplo, con las trabaja-
doras sexuales comerciales) para determinar el nivel de riesgo
que existe de propagar la infección del VIH/SIDA a la pobla-
ción en general.

RÉSUMÉ

Contexte: L’activité sexuelle antérieure au mariage semble en
hausse au Vietnam. L’accroissement n’est cependant guère do-
cumenté. On ne sait du reste pas si la prévalence de cette acti-
vité diffère entre le nord et le sud du pays, pas plus que si le phé-

7. Dare OO and Cleland JG, Reliability and validity of survey data on
sexual behaviour, Health Transition Review, 1994, 4(Suppl.):93–110;
Fenton KA et al., Measuring sexual behaviour: methodological chal-
lenges in survey research, Sexually Transmitted Infections, 2001,
77(2):84–92; and Turner CF, Miller HG and Rogers SM, Survey mea-
surement of sexual behavior: problems and progress, in: Bancroft J,
ed., Researching Sexual Behavior: Methodological Issues, Bloomington,
IN, USA: Indiana University Press, 1997.

8. Call V, Sprecher S and Schwartz P, The incidence and frequency of
marital sex in a national sample, Journal of Marriage and the Family, 1995,
57(3):639–652; and Turner CF, Miller HG and Rogers SM, 1997, op.
cit. (see reference 7).

9. Gammeltoft T, 2002, op. cit. (see reference 4); and Gammeltoft T,
2003, op. cit. (see reference 4).

10. Mensch BS, Clark WH and Anh DN, 2003, op. cit. (see reference
5). 

11. Vietnam Ministry of Health et al., 2005, op. cit. (see reference 6).

12. Mensch BS, Clark WH and Anh DN, 2003, op. cit. (see reference
5).

13. Hammett TM et al., Correlates of HIV status among injection drug
users in a border region of southern China and northern Vietnam,
Journal of Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndromes, 2005, 38(2):228–235;
Nguyen TH, Nguyen TL and Trinh QH, 2004, op. cit. (see reference 3);
and Vu MQ et al., 2000, op. cit. (see reference 3). 

14. Go VF et al., Intra-couple communication dynamics of HIV risk be-
havior among injecting drug users and their sexual partners in north-
ern Vietnam, Drug and Alcohol Dependence, 2006, 84(1):69–76.

15. Hammett TM et al., 2005, op. cit. (see reference 13); Joint United
Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS) and the World Health
Organization (WHO), AIDS Epidemic Update, December 2004, Geneva:
UNAIDS, 2004; and United Nations Development Programme (UNDP),
Thailand’s Response to HIV/AIDS: Progress and Challenges, Bangkok:
UNDP, 2004. 

16. Nguyen AT et al., Intravenous drug use among street-based sex work-
ers, Sexually Transmitted Diseases, 2004, 31(1):15–19; Nguyen TTT et
al., HIV infection and risk factors among female sex workers in south-
ern Vietnam, AIDS, 1998, 12(4):425–432; Trung NT et al., Drug use
among female sex workers in Hanoi, Vietnam, Addiction, 2005, 100(5):
619–625; and UNAIDS and WHO, AIDS Epidemic Update, December
2005, Geneva: UNAIDS, 2005. 

17. Belanger D and Khuat TH, Marriage and the family in urban north
Vietnam, 1965–1993, Journal of Population, 1996, 2(1):83–112; and
Goodkind D, State agendas, local sentiments: Vietnamese wedding prac-
tices amidst socialist transformations, Social Forces, 1996, 75(2):717–742. 

18. Taylor P, Fragments of the Present: Searching for Modernity in Vietnam’s
South, Honolulu, HI, USA: University of Hawaii Press, 2001; and
Jamieson NL, Understanding Vietnam, Berkeley, CA, USA: University of
California Press, 1993.

19. Hiebert M, Vietnam’s dichotomy, Far Eastern Economic Review, 1992,
155(41):46–48.

20. Hiebert M, Chasing the Tigers: A Portrait of the New Vietnam, New
York: Kodansha International, 1996; Nguyen TH and Wolffers I, HIV
infection in Vietnam, Lancet, 1994, 343(8894):410; and Rekart ML, Sex
in the city: sexual behaviour, societal change, and STDs in Saigon,
Sexually Transmitted Infections, 2002, 78(Suppl.1):i47–i54.

21. Hiebert M, 1992, op. cit. (see reference 19); and Taylor P, 2001, op.
cit. (see reference 18). 

22. Dollar D and Litvack J, Macroeconomic reform and poverty reduction
in Vietnam, in: Dollar D, Glewwe P and Litvack J, eds., Household Welfare
and Vietnam’s Transition, Washington, DC: World Bank, 1998.

23. Hiebert M, 1992, op. cit. (see reference 19); and Taylor P, 2001, op.
cit. (see reference 18). 

24. Population Division of the Department of Economic and Social
Affairs of the United Nations Secretariat, World Population Prospects:
The 2004 Revision, Population Database, 2004, <http://esa.un.org/unpp>,
accessed Aug. 25, 2005. 

25. Knodel J, Napaporn H and Sittitrai W, Family size and the educa-



174 International Family Planning Perspectives

nomène concerne principalement les futurs époux.
Méthodes: Des enquêtes menées dans le nord (delta du fleu-
ve Rouge) et dans le sud du pays (Ho Chi Minh City et envi-
rons) en 2003-2004 auprès de personnes mariées durant l’une
de trois périodes de l’histoire vietnamienne (1963–1971,
1977–1985 ou 1992–2000) servent à évaluer les tendances et
les différences régionales de la prévalence et du contexte des re-
lations sexuelles antérieures au mariage.
Résultats: Dans les deux échantillons régionaux, 31% des
hommes mariés pendant la période de 1992 à 2000 ont décla-
ré avoir eu des rapports sexuels avant le mariage. La propor-
tion est beaucoup plus faible parmi les femmes (8% dans le sud
et 12% dans le nord). La prévalence de l’activité sexuelle anté-
rieure au mariage augmente nettement d’une cohorte à l’autre
dans le nord, mais modérément dans le sud. Relativement peu
d’hommes avaient eu des rapports avec une partenaire autre
que leur future épouse (3–23%). La proportion de la hausse de
prévalence attribuable aux rapports exclusifs entre futurs époux

était supérieure dans le nord (42%, par rapport à 25% dans le
sud). 
Conclusions: Ces résultats laissent entendre que les relations
sexuelles antérieures au mariage deviennent plus courantes au
Vietnam mais ne sont pas encore généralisées. Une meilleure in-
formation sur les réseaux sexuels des hommes de la population
générale et de leurs contacts avec les groupes à hauts risques (les
travailleuses du sexe, etc.) est nécessaire à l’évaluation du risque
de propagation du VIH/sida dans la population générale.
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