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premarital sex for an engaged couple.5

Perhaps our most difficult finding to understand is the 
association of parental education with timing of sexual 
debut. For the most part, this relationship did not func-
tion in the expected direction, as we hypothesized that the 
risk of sexual debut would decline as the level of parental 
education increased. We found that parental education 
had a limited association with debut for females, and while 
paternal education appeared to show a protective relation-
ship for males, maternal education showed the opposite. 
There is no reason to believe that parental education is not 
a reasonable indicator of socioeconomic status, especially 
since China’s economy has become more market-oriented. 
The unexpected findings regarding parental education de-
serve further research.

We hypothesized that youth in urban areas would have 
a higher risk of sexual debut than those in rural areas, 
largely because this was where social change was cen-
tered. However, we found that rural respondents had an 
increased risk of sexual debut at nearly all ages. The most 
plausible explanation for this difference is the culture of 
early marriage in rural areas; indeed, the literature sug-
gests that community settings that encourage early mar-
riage also have an early onset of sexual activity.24 Further-
more, while premarital sex was once taboo in rural areas, 
a new cultural norm is emerging in which it has become 
increasingly common and socially acceptable for engaged 
couples.5 Given the younger age at engagement and mar-
riage in rural areas, this could explain the difference in the 
timing of sexual debut between urban and rural youth. Fi-
nally, it is not clear why males from the more urban and 
modernized eastern region of China had a lower risk of 
sexual debut than those from the underdeveloped (and 
presumably more traditional) western region. This finding 
contradicts our assumption that the risk would be higher 
in the former region, and should be the subject of future 
research.

Conclusions
This national study addresses the previous lack of research 
on the timing of sexual debut among Chinese youth and 
provides insight into the basic patterns and social and 
demographic correlates of debut. Though this country’s 
youth have a fairly late age at sexual debut in comparison 
with youth from other countries, they are not more in-
formed about contraceptive use or STI prevention. Indeed, 
more than half of Chinese youth do not use contraceptives 
at sexual debut—which places them at increased risk of 
unwanted pregnancies and STIs19—and hence sex educa-
tion and public health programs should be improved to 
address these shortcomings. This study also raises the is-
sue of the risk of “early” sexual debut, and although debut 
is uncommon before age 18, a small proportion of youth 
do initiate sex by that age. This potentially vulnerable sub-
population merits future research attention regarding the 
determinants and consequences of their early transition to 
sexual experience.

sumably influenced their sexual behavior.
In China, sexual debut before age 18 is rare, and the sig-

nificant proportion of young people who remain virgins at 
age 24 suggests that marriage is still an important context 
for sexual debut for many people.* In both community- 
level contexts examined here, females tend to postpone 
their sexual debut longer than males, which is consistent 
with our expectations and supports the notion that pre-
marital sex has a greater cost for females. Earlier research 
suggests that the social climate remains less permissive of 
female sexuality than of male sexuality outside marriage.13 
Indeed, females who appear to engage in regular premari-
tal sex are perceived negatively, and this can lower their 
prospects on the marriage market. To some extent, this 
bias is also changing (especially the expectation of pre-
marital virginity), but generally only insofar as it regards 

TABLE 3.  Adjusted hazard ratios (and robust standard errors) from Cox propor-
tional hazard regression analysis assessing respondents' risk of having experienced 
sexual debut, by gender, according to selected characteristics

Characteristic Male Female
(N=2,868) (N=2,114)

Current activity
In school 1.09 (0.86–1.38) 0.93 (0.68–1.27)
Working/unemployed (ref) 1.00 1.00

Family structure
Household with both biological parents 0.72 (0.55–0.95)* 0.71 (0.58–0.87)**
Other (ref) 1.00 1.00

Father's education
≤elementary school (ref) 1.00 1.00
Junior high school 0.72 (0.52–0.99)* 0.72 (0.53–0.98)*
Senior high/technical school† 0.68 (0.48–0.97)* 0.72 (0.50–1.06)
≥college 0.77 (0.51–1.18) 0.91 (0.60–1.38)

Mother's education
≤elementary school (ref) 1.00 1.00
Junior high school 1.19 (0.97–1.47) 1.05 (0.88–1.24)
Senior high/technical school† 1.39 (1.08–1.80)* 1.17 (0.93–1.47)
≥college 1.40 (1.04–1.88)* 1.14 (0.79–1.64)

Respondent's education
≤junior high school (ref) 1.00 1.00
Senior high/technical school† 1.06 (0.92–1.21) 1.08 (0.91–1.27)
≥college 0.70 (0.58–0.80)*** 0.60 (0.46–0.79)***

Received formal sex education
Yes 1.10 (0.95–1.27) 1.04 (0.86–1.25)
No (ref) 1.00 1.00

Residence
Rural (ref) 1.00 1.00
Urban 0.81 (0.70–0.94)** 0.76 (0.65–0.88)***

Region
Eastern 0.68 (0.46–0.99)* 0.72 (0.48–1.08)
Central 0.78 (0.50–1.22) 0.80 (0.49–1.33)
Western (ref) 1.00 1.00

Log L –23,965 –17,314
Model (Wald) chi-square    62.13***    117.47***
d.f.   14    14

*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. †For students who have finished junior high school. Note: ref=reference group.

*In 2000–2005, the average age at first marriage was 25 for women and 
27 for men [source: Liu J and Zhao G, Gender and urban-rural differ-
ences in age at first marriage in China, Population & Development, 2009, 
15(4):13–21 (in Chinese)].


