Age at First Sex: When does it really happen?

Objective: The main objective of this study is to promote a less distorted model for assessing age at first sex, especially in less developed countries. This could potentially lead to empowerment of sexual education policies in various countries. Based on an extensive review of the literature, evidence suggests that calculations for age at first sex have been under-estimated by neglecting proportion of virgins and censoring (Zaba et al). 

Background: In the context of increasing cases of STIs among younger populations and teen pregnancy rates in various countries of the world, programmatic approaches based on these evidences have suggested two very extreme types of interventions; either earlier introduction of sex education to children or enforcement on the importance of delaying sexual activity as much as possible. For the former, European governments have been the ones most inclined to promote this approach, while the United States government has become the leading voice in avoiding sexual education altogether and promotes abstinence programs. However, when does first sexual intercourse really happen, especially in less developed countries? 

Methods: This analysis is based on responses from 26 countries to the 2006 Durex Sexual Wellbeing Global Survey (DSWGS). The survey was conducted electronically from a sampling of country specific panels of respondents over a 7-week period 11th August to 27th September 2006 (minimum n=1,000, margin of error of approximately 3% based on a 95% CI). Median and mean survival time was calculated as the area under the Kaplan-Meier survival function and timetables. A Cox regression-based test was used for checking on the equality of survival curves for gender, income, age of respondent, education, and area type.

Results: Traditional statistical models, such as arithmetic mean and median for sexually active individuals, under-estimate age at first sex by at least twelve months. By allowing censoring and including virgins, the median age at first sex using data from all countries changes from 19.1 (based on arithmetic mean) to 20.2 years. Even more significant differences were found in less developed countries. Also, based on the equality checks for various population profiles, differences for age at first sex were found for area of residency, income, and education. Rural residents, individuals with an income below-average for their respective countries and low education are significantly more likely to experience earlier first sexual intercourse.

Conclusions: Results from this study show that using survival curves for estimating age at first sex improves validity of results by including virgins and censoring. The main policy implications for these results are: a) improvement of assessment mechanisms of when children and adolescents are in fact losing their virginity; and b) determination of when children and adolescents should be exposed to formal sexual education in schools, communities and families based on advanced statistical models for identification of age at first sex, especially in less developed countries. 

