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metric and not subject to biases arising from violations of 
distributional assumptions of the underlying hazard. Log-
ranked tests for equality of function were performed to 
demonstrate whether the differences in the survival plots 
were statistically significant. Finally, in the multivariate sur-
vival analysis, Cox proportional hazard regression analy-
sis was employed to calculate hazard ratios for the timing 
of sexual debut by gender;47 because of the nature of the 
multistage sampling design, we generated robust standard 
errors to account for possible clustering effects.

RESULTS

Eighteen percent of respondents were aged 15–16, while 
49% were 17–20 and 33% were 21–24; half were male 
and half were female (Table 1, page 197). Forty-six percent 
were currently attending school, and the rest were either 
working or unemployed. More than nine in 10 either lived 
with both biological parents or were from intact families. 
The majority of respondents’ fathers and mothers had a 
junior high school or high school education (including 
technical school). More than half of respondents had a 
high school education or had attended technical school, 
and one-fourth had at least a college education. Only 35% 
had received any formal sex education. Finally, nearly 
equal proportions lived in rural or urban areas, while 46% 
lived in eastern China, 31% in central China and 23% in 
western China.

Five percent of males and 3% of females aged 15–16 re-
ported having had sexual intercourse by the time of the 
survey (Table 2, page 198). Among 17–20-year-olds, 17% of 
males and 13% of females had had sex by this time, as had 
46% and 39% of 21–24-year-old males and females, respec-
tively. Overall, 26% of males and 19% of females reported 
sexual debut by the time of the survey. Notably, lower pro-
portions of respondents who were in school than of those 
who were working or unemployed reported ever having 
had sex (9–14% vs. 28–35%). The proportions of those 
reporting sexual experience were roughly similar for males 
and females across educational levels; in each gender, the 
proportions who had had sex were similar regardless of 
whether they had received formal sex education (25–27% 
for males, and 19–20% for females). Similar proportions of 
rural and urban males reported sexual debut (25–26%), 
and the same pattern held for females (18–20%); likewise, 
25–28% of male respondents in the different regions re-
ported sexual debut, as did 19–20% of females.

Our preliminary life table analysis found that the mean 
age at sexual debut was 22.8 years for unmarried Chinese 
youth, and that males experienced debut at a younger age 
than females (22.5 vs. 23.1 years—not shown). Sexual de-
but before age 18 was rare for both males and females, as 
well as when examined by urban or rural residence and 
by region (Figures 1–3; differences in the survival plots in 
each figure are highly significant at p<.001). Ages 21–24 
appear to be the normative stage in the life course for sexu-
al debut. The timing of debut tended to be earlier for males 
than for females, and a greater proportion of males were 

either “agricultural” (rural) or “nonagricultural” (urban), 
and it determines where people can permanently reside 
and their access to public resources. Finally, region of resi-
dence was classified as eastern, central or western China.

Analysis
We first determined the percentages of males and females 
who were sexually experienced, by age and other charac-
teristics. We then used life table techniques to estimate the 
survival distributions of sexual debut by gender, urban 
or rural setting, and region. These estimates are nonpara-

FIGURE 2.  Survival distributions of sexual debut among Chinese youth, by gender 
and residence
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