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havior; it also influences adolescents’ access to information 
about sex, medical advice and contraception. In addition, 
because risk-taking has different implications depending 
on one’s socioeconomic status, the opportunity costs (e.g., 
pregnancy) likely rise with such status, given that ado-
lescents from better-off families have greater access than 
others to postsecondary education, and perhaps higher 
expectations from parents to establish careers before be-
coming parents themselves. Our expectation is that higher 
levels of parental education will be associated with the 
postponement of sexual debut among Chinese youth.
•Formal sex education. Kohler and coauthors found that 
in the United States, receipt of comprehensive sex educa-
tion was negatively associated with the risk of having ever 
had sex and having had a teenage pregnancy.34 However,  
abstinence-only sex education was not associated with 
either of these measures, indicating that the content of 
sex education is crucial. In another U.S. study, Mueller et 
al. demonstrated that adolescents who had received sex 
education postponed their sexual debut and reported in-
creased use of contraceptives at first sex.35 As discussed 
earlier, many Chinese youth have limited knowledge about 
sexual and reproductive health, especially contraception 
and STI protection. Moreover, youth from lower socio-
economic and rural households appear to have the least 
knowledge.9 We predict that a lack of sex education will 
be associated with earlier sexual debut among Chinese 
adolescents.
•Community setting. This study also considers differ-
ences in the timing of sexual debut depending on urban 
versus rural residence, as well as by region. The official 
household registration system controls population move-
ment in China and is a source of social conflict. Those 
with rural registration have comparatively limited access 
to educational opportunities and almost no access to pub-
lic employment, health care and pensions.36 Furthermore, 
regional imbalances in development exist because reform-
era economic policies favored the modernization and in-
dustrialization of the eastern (coastal) regions.37 The intui-
tive assumption is that premarital sex is more common in 
urban and well-developed regions, largely because these 
areas have experienced greater social change. However, it 
is not clear that social institutions and norms are more pro-
hibitive in rural and less developed regions. A study from 
the late 1980s found that premarital sex was less prevalent 
in these regions—where nonvirginity has relatively high 
costs for women in the marriage market38—but this may 
no longer be true.5 Changes in sexual norms appear to 
be leading to a decline in the age at sexual debut in rural 
areas, but the prevalence of premarital sex has increased 
more in urban areas, perhaps because of earlier age at mar-
riage in rural areas.12,39 While it remains unclear how the 
community setting might influence the timing of sexual 
debut among unmarried youth, it appears to be a poten-
tially important determinant.

The current study examines the social variations in tim-
ing of sexual debut among unmarried Chinese youth aged 

in China, and the little research that has been conducted 
suggests that it has negative effects on children’s well-being 
and behavior,32 largely because of societal discrimination 
against divorced families, which deprives children of fa-
milial resources and makes adjustment difficult. Hence, 
we expect that living in a nonconventional household will 
be associated with an elevated risk of experiencing earlier 
sexual debut.
•Parental education. Numerous studies have demon-
strated a strong relationship between parental education 
and timing of sexual debut,8,23,33 and this relationship can 
function through several pathways.24 Foremost, parental 
education is a proxy for household socioeconomic status, 
which is often associated with differences in risk-taking be-

TABLE 2.  Percentage of males and females who were sexu-
ally experienced at the time of the survey, by selected 
characteristics

Characteristic Male  Female

N % N %

Age
15–16 2,180 5.0    2,284 2.8 
17–20 5,406 17.4    5,643 12.9 
21–24 3,626 46.1    3,149 39.3 

Gender
Male 11,212 25.5  na na
Female na na 11,076 19.2 

 
Current activity   
In school    5,221 14.4    5,861 8.9 
Working/unemployed 5,991 34.6    5,215 28.3

 
Family structure
Household with both  

biological parents 10,509 25.1 10,422 18.8 
Other 703 30.2        654 27.1 

Father's education
≤elementary school 1,273 29.2   1,252 21.9 
Junior high school 3,909 24.7    3,893 19.0 
Senior high/ technical school† 3,853 25.7    3,743 18.2 
≥college 2,177 23.3    2,188 19.3 

 
Mother's education
≤elementary school 3,109 25.3    3,183 21.2 
Junior high school 4,080 26.4    4,059 18.9 
Senior high/ technical school† 2,365 24.9    2,262 18.2 
≥college 1,658 23.8    1,572 17.8 

 
Respondent’s education  
≤junior high school 1,688 27.0    1,607 19.8 
Senior high/technical school† 6,392 20.9    6,271 16.6 
≥college 3,132  34.6    3,198 24.4 

Received formal sex education
Yes 4,340 26.7    4,872 19.9 
No 6,872 24.8    6,204 18.8 

Residence
Rural 6,536 25.7    6,414 20.2 
Urban 4,676 25.1    4,662 18.2 

Region  
Eastern 6,134 24.5    6,113 19.3 
Central 2,854 24.9    2,764 18.6 
Western 2,224 28.1    2,199 19.8 

†For students who had finished junior high school. Notes: Ns are unweight-
ed, and percentages are weighted. na=not applicable.


