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1.    Introduction 
 

The experience of major events of the life course, and more specifically in the process of 
transition to adulthood, such as the first sexual intercourse, the formation of a partnership, marriage, 
has been historically influenced by normative pressure (Neugarten et al., 1965). Normative 
guidelines, such as age-related timetables, provide help in taking hard decisions during our lives, 
especially during the uncertain times of adolescence and young adulthood, and are an important 
feature in human development. Although it has been argued that modernization processes have 
weakened traditional normative pressures, the evidence on such diminished impact is not clear. In 
fact, there is a continuous need to study the existence and the nature of social norms on life course 
events. 

 In this paper we present a theory-based empirical analysis of cross-sectional survey 
data on norms and sanctions concerning sexual life and marriage for young Italian university 
students. We shall not enter in great detail in the complex issue of the relationship between social 
norms and sexual and demographic behaviour. This issue is far from having been disentangled, and 
our aim is to contribute with a building brick to such disentangling. More specifically, we are able 
to outline a rich picture of perceived norms by young university students on “age deadlines” 
(Settersten & Hägestad, 1996) and other types of timetables such as “lower age limits” (Billari & 
Micheli, 1999). In particular, we study age limits on sexual debut and on first marriage by gender. 
Moreover, we outline perceived norms and sanctions connected to the experience of some types of 
sexual behaviour. Although the cross-sectional nature of the data is not the best suited to study the 
links between norms and behaviour, or the links between norms and the dynamic of peer groups 
over the life course, we assume the statements of the respondents to reflect actual perceived norms 
and normative pressure at least to a certain extent. We thus use the information (reported by 
respondents) about opinions on “lower” and “upper” limits for having the first sexual intercourse 
and for marriage, separately asked for girls and boys. Subsequently, we use the information about 
the approval by the respondents of certain types of behaviour, and on what they think would be the 
approval of their parent and their friends, on a series of hypothetical sexual behaviours. Although 
the results cannot be generalized to the whole population, they provide important insights on the 
functioning of life course norms in a setting with particularly late sexual debut and marriage, Italy. 
Italians who have university education, moreover, score particularly high in such late behaviours. 

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. In Section 2 we introduce the concept 
of social norms on life course events, discussing in particular of age norms; we review different 
problems and approaches and cite examples of empirical research concerning the issue. In Section 3 
we present an in-depth description, using our survey data, of lower and upper limits on sexual debut 
and marriage; we also use multivariate analyses by modelling the presence of norms and the age 
norm using a Heckman sample selection model. In Section 4 we outline the perceived “double 
moral” for girls and boys analysing sanctions on different sexual behaviour. Section 5 includes 
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some discussions and prospects for future research. 

2.   Social norms on life course events 
 
The life course approach, which has become primarily influential in the study of demographic 
events as soon as large sets of micro-level data have become available, emphasizes the importance 
of social norms in shaping individuals’ lives. As we shall see later more in details, such norms are 
connected to the age at which events ought to be experience, to the sequencing between events, to 
the number (quantum) of events. Social norms are supposed to be enforced by formal and informal 
sanctions. About a decade ago, Elder and colleagues (1992) noticed that so far there have been 
surprisingly few studies on whether, and to what extent, norms and scripts concerning life courses 
existed. No study on the impact of norms was reported at that time. Some studies have contributed 
to filling the existing gap. Still, the topic is under-researched. 

The theoretical literature emphasizes the importance of social norms in shaping life course 
decisions. Developmental psychologists underline the importance of age-normative conceptions as 
providing guidance and regulation across the life course (Heckhausen, 1999). Making reference to 
Norbert Elias, Heckhausen states that the effect of social norms may have been internalized in 
Western societies and that this also rendered obsolete any need for external societal enforcement of 
social norms. The impact of internalized norms would then have been increasing: “life-course 
patterns would be expected to have become increasingly regulated by internalized norms about age-
appropriate behaviour, age-graded events and transitions, and age-sequential rules (e.g. you must 
finish school first before you can have a family) as societal regulation became more lenient”. 
Heckhausen’s ideas thus not apply merely to Southern European societies, and the internalized 
norms might be different in different societies. Social psychologists (i.e. the Theory of Reasoned 
Action and the Theory of Planned Behavior by Fishbein and Ajzen) put normative beliefs (related 
to “important others”) as a key instrument to explain individual choices (Ajzen, 1988, 1991). An 
important issue raised by such theories is the importance of “perceived” norms: what counts in 
actual decision-making are what we believe important others would think about our decisions. 
Sometimes we may know what they would think (i.e. this has been explicitly communicated), other 
times we may even carry false beliefs on what they act. In our view, the importance of normative 
beliefs is crucial in shaping sexual behaviour, in contexts (like the Italian one) where often 
conversation with relevant others (i.e. parents) may be in some cases limited.  
 In the demographic literature, approaches emphasizing social interactions and their impact 
on behaviour such as contraceptive choice or fertility also stress the importance of normative 
influence (Montgomery & Casterline, 1996; Bongaarts & Watkins, 1996). When analyzing social 
interaction, it is important to distinguish the situations in which relevant others are carrier of 
information that shape individual choices (social learning) from situations in which relevant others 
may exert normative pressure (social influence).  

Given the importance of social norms in the life course and in the demographic literature, it 
is worth to reflect on the reasons why empirical research has been scarce before Elder’s call in 
1992, and relatively rare afterwards. First of all, there is a problem of definition, as stated clearly in 
their review on the meaning of “age” in life course research, there is no standard agreed way to 
measure the presence of social norms concerning life courses (Settersten & Mayer, 1997). Partly a 
consequence of such definition problem, there has been a debate on whether sanctions are necessary 
components of social norms concerning life courses. Marini (1984) criticizes Hogan’s(1978) view 
of norms in the transition to adulthood specifying that sanctions should be explicitly included in the 
measurement of life course norms. The importance of externally enforced sanctions is not 
considered as necessary in all streams of research on social norms (recall for instance that in 
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developmental psychology norms can become internalized as external pressure becomes more 
lenient). White (1998) reviews the different points of view, listing the approaches that consider 
sanctions as necessary and those that do not. 

In addition to the definition problem, there is a more substantial motivation that explains the 
lack of research on social norms. Most studies of social norms in contemporary Western societies 
state that social norms have a declining impact on the life course of individuals. We cite just two 
examples. Bessin (1996) states that in all post-industrial societies there is a trend towards a 
diminishing normative regulation of schedules. This view is also taken in studies concerning 
fertility transitions (Bongaarts and Watkins, 1996). Modernization theories in general, and theories 
concerning the individualization and de-standardization of life courses more specifically, see a 
declining importance for normative pressure in modern societies. Buchmann (1989) outlines the 
idea of a decreasing impact of social norms in the transition to adulthood, relating that with an 
increasing independence from both the traditional references to the family of origin and to the 
church. The “rejection” of external authorities is part of the idea of a Second Demographic 
Transition (van de Kaa, 1987). From this point of view, social norms are no longer study because 
they do no longer have an impact on actual behaviour.  

An alternative point of view exists also in this case (see i.e. Billari & Micheli, 2001): new 
types of norms may have substituted the old types of norms. In this case, the new types of norms 
may also reflect the “modernized” point of view: “traditional” types of behaviour may become 
subject to negative normative pressure. In his historical portrait of marriage in the 20th century in 
the United States, Modell (1989) indicates a shift from behavioural patterns to age norms: “As more 
individuals were enabled to marry according to or ahead of their schedules, normative age 
schedules shifted toward early marriage. Ideal marriage age closely paralleled behavioral trends”. 
He gives an explanation of the quasi-equality of the distribution of age at marriage and ideal age at 
marriage as an ex-post rationalization, and this may be the principal problem of norms based on 
ideal age (we shall come back to this point later). Rindfuss et al. (1988) take as a central point of 
their analysis a normative imperative to become a parent, and they explicitly connect this to 
religious norms. Montgomery and Casterline (1996) list four cases where norms as a source of 
social influence might be important in the study of contemporary US fertility. Toulemon and 
Leridon (1999) analyze—in addition to ideals concerning the number of children—ideal ages at 
first childbirth in France in 1998. They find such ages to be less variable than the actual ages. They 
also analyze the age after which it is felt that a person should not have children, and find that such 
age limits for women correspond to the biological limit estimates of Henry. 

In this paper we shall consider social norms as statements that are (Billari & Micheli, 2001):  
1. related to the necessity (prescription), possibility (permission) or impossibility 

(proscription) of undertaking some types of behaviour 
2. sustained by sanctions (not necessarily explicit) 
3. characteristic of a certain group of actors 
We may distinguish such norms on whether they relate to the timing (i.e. age), sequencing, 

and quantum of behaviour. Table 1 summarizes the types of norms and describes some examples. 
Sanctions may be attached to anyone of such norms. Sanctions may be positive (with the approval 
of a specific behaviour) or negative (when a specific behaviour is disapproved). 

 
[TABLE 1 HERE] 

 
Even with the limits described before, there is some empirical literature presenting evidence 

for the existence of age norms. In the field of the transition to adulthood, some studies have 
described the existence of age norms, and norms in contemporary societies on leaving home: 
Veevers et al. (1996), and on other types of demographic behaviour, including the quantum of 
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fertility (i.e. Settersten & Hägestad, 1996; Settersten, 1998; Billari & Micheli, 1999; Toulemon & 
Leridon, 1999). The importance of sequencing norms (more specifically, concerning the order 
between the end of education and family formation) has also been underlined (Hogan, 1978; 
Rindfuss et al., 1988; Blossfeld & Huinink, 1991). On sexual behaviour, the existence of timetables 
has also been discussed: for instance, in a study of 15 and 16 olds evidence has been shown that 
sexual timetables exist (Rosenthal & Smith, 1997). 
 

3.   Age norms on sexual debut and marriage 

3.1.   Lower and upper age limits: descriptive results 
 

We now start our empirical analyses on perceived age norms, using the data of the last 
section of the questionnaire on “opinions and attitudes”, focusing on lower age limits and upper age 
limits (for the sake of simplicity, we should call both of them “age deadlines” although such 
definition has originally been given only to upper limits) for sexual debut and marriage. In tables 2 
and 3, and in figures 1 and 2 we present some descriptive results. As we can see, the majority of 
students perceives the existence of age deadlines both for sexual debut and for marriage. In general, 
as one could in principle expect for such behaviours (although lower limits have been more scarcely 
studied in the literature), there is a greater evidence for the existence of lower age limits than for the 
existence of upper age limits. In other words, it seems more plausible that behaviour concerning 
transitions into adulthood is influenced more by the perceptions of lower age limits than by that of 
upper age limits. 

For sexual debut (see table 2 and figure 2) the questions were “what is the age below you 
think people should not have sexual intercourse?” and “what is the age after which young people 
are too old to be virgin?”. In both cases, students were asked to answer separately on ages 
concerning boys and ages concerning girls. Looking at descriptive statistics, we notice that are 
different indications both for minimum and maximum age at sexual debut by gender of respondent. 
For the lower age, the differences are related to differences between gender in perceptions but not 
on different answers according to expected gender’s behaviour: for female respondents the lower 
limit is 17 years both for boys than for girls, whereas according to male respondents the lower limit 
is about one year lower for boys and girls. About the upper age limit, male respondents indicate 
about 26 years for boys and 30 for girls, female respondents 28.1 and 28.9 respectively. The 
difference between lower and upper age limits is therefore higher on females’ opinions, especially 
for female behaviour. There are only minor differences by geographical area of residence. 
Moreover, we can notice the “footprints” of past events: respondents who already had sex at the 
time of the survey indicated systematically lower normative minimum and maximum ages at sexual 
debut for both genders.  

For what concerns marriage (see table 3 and figure 2), lower age limits are much higher 
than the legal age of 18 years; this seems to be true more generally (Billari and Micheli, 1999). 
Again, there are some differences by respondent’s gender and in norms regarding boys and girls. 
For both age limits, the age indicated for girls is lower than for boys. Males indicate a minimum age 
at marriage that is more similar for both boys and girls, at around 25 years and a maximum age of 
35.3 for boys and 33.4 for girls. Female respondents (as we can notice from figure 2) indicate a 
minimum age lower than male respondents for both girls and boys and a higher maximum age; this 
widens the range between prescribed minimum and maximum age. The normative period for having 
the first marriage is then a little bit narrower in southern Italy than the Centre-North.  
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[TABLE 2 AND 3 HERE] 
[FIGURE 1 AND 2 HERE] 
 

A simultaneous (sample selection) model for the presence of age norms and for age 

 
In this section we propose a modelling approach that we use in order to explain the 

simultaneous determinants of 1) the perception of age norms and 2) the age norms themselves. The 
aim is to perform multivariate analyses that can show the impact of covariates of interest, 
controlling for common factors that push to perceive the existence of norms and to state higher or 
lower ages. Given the descriptive results presented above we would like to investigate which are the 
determinants of age norms – or at least of the perception of age norms – on sexual debut and 
marriage; asking whether there is a feedback from behaviour to perceived norms. We use as 
covariates the same variables as the descriptive statistics, that are gender (in the model the reference 
category is male), geographical area (North, Centre, with South as reference) and having already 
had sexual intercourse. We also use two additional dichotomous variables on religious attendance 
and a composite index of reaction, referred to the age period 16-18, towards parents’ and schools’ 
rules (that in the questionnaires were object of different questions). 

More specifically, we use a Heckman sample selection model, considering missing responses 
as a sample selection. An important issue concerning this modelling approach is the possibility of 
non-random non-response among the respondents. For instance, there could be a problem of self-
selection of respondents who have non-missing response to the specific questions concerning sexual 
debut and age at marriage. In fact, tables 1 and 2 indicate substantial proportion of missing answers, 
much higher than the average missing proportion for other information gathered (see for instance 
tables 6 and 7 where missing values are hardly the 7%). This proportion is particularly high for 
“maximum ages”, that is to be considered as “maximum acceptable age” both for first sexual 
intercourse and first marriage. This high percentage of missing values, - for maximum ages often 
over 30% - calls for need of a more careful multivariate modelling. In particular we would like to 
control for the possibility that these proportions of missing values may not be random. 
Consequently we adopt the Heckman sample selection model; the model consists of two equations 
estimated simultaneously. The first equation models whether an individual is selected into the 
response sample or not. This is normally done with a probit regression. The second equation is a 
regression model of the outcome of interest, which includes a “correction” of possible non-random 
selection bias. This correction variable is normally referred to as the Inverse Mills Ratio (IMR). To 
control for an underlying propensity not to answer (and thus to catch the “true” absence of norms) 
and also ensure identification, we include a new variable in the selection equation. The control and 
identification variable is a score on the percentage of missing answers to the key information 
gathered in the questionnaire before the section that we use. Thus, this is a score of how well 
respondents performed in completing the questionnaire and does not refer only to this specific 
section of the questionnaire. We then estimate the model using the method of maximum likelihood. 

We estimate eight different sample selection models using as dependent variables the 
minimum and maximum ages, for girls and boys, at sexual debut (see table 4) and minimum and 
maximum ages at marriage, for girls and boys (see table 5). It is worthwhile to consider the 
selection equations first, bearing in mind that they provide information on the probability to be 
included in the sample for the main analysis (i.e. to state that age norms exist, once the propensity 
to provide no answers is controlled for). First, we see that there are some interesting gender 



 6

differences. Women are less likely to be included in the sample (that is, to provide age norms) when 
they are asked to consider the minimum age for boys – but more likely to be included when asked 
about girls’ minimum age. When asked about maximum ages women are generally less likely to 
answer the questions. There is little difference between geographical areas, but whether the 
youngsters had already experienced sexual intercourse – is important. Overall, those who already 
had sex are more likely to be included in the sample used for the analysis concerning norms. Not 
surprisingly, the score measuring the respondents’ ability to complete the questionnaire is highly 
significant, and of the expected sign. As one would expect, the higher the score on missing answers 
in the questionnaire is, the less likely they are to be included in the sample for analysis. 

How important is the self-selection issue in this analysis? As can be seen from the estimated 
correlations, self-selection does not pose a serious problem in most of the regressions. One 
exception is the regression concerning the Minimum age of age at marriage. Here self-selection 
seems very strong (a positive rho about 0.944, significantly different from zero, with p=0.001). 

About gender differences on the answer about sexual debut: women consider both the 
minimum and maximum age to be much higher than what is the case for men. For age at marriage 
this is somewhat changed: women consider the minimum age of marriage to be lower than that for 
men (negative coefficient) whereas for the maximum age of marriage there is no gender difference. 
There interesting results also by geographical regions: young adults who live in the North think the 
minimum age could be lower – but also they think the maximum age could be higher. That seems to 
reflect that those who live in the South have a much more “fixed” view on what is the appropriate 
age. Those in the North are more “accommodating” or more open minded in their view. The fact of 
having “already had sex” also discriminates a lot. Those who already had experienced sex think that 
minimum age both for boys and girls could be lower. Interestingly they also think the maximum age 
should be lower. So these individuals are earlier “starters” and it is reflected in their view on age 
norms. Finally church attendance seems to make perfect sense: men and women should “wait” until 
older age before having sex – but they should marry at an earlier age. 
 
 
[TABLE 4 AND 6 HERE] 

 
4.   Sanctions on sexual behaviour 

4.1. The “double moral” for girls and boys: descriptive results 
 

In the last Section, we have seen clear evidence on the existence of perceived norms 
governing young adults’ sexual behaviour. We recall from our theoretical background some key 
questions on norms concerning life course events: 
1. To what extent are norms internalised (as ‘scripts’) or subject of sanctions?  
2. If there are sanctions, who is issuing the sanctions? (Basically the reference group would be 
parents and/or peers).  
3. Are there sometimes ‘positive’ sanctions for deviant behaviours?  
4. Are there gender differences in sanctions?  

Here we analyse different sanctions for boys and girls, as boys and girls perceive them. 
Interviewed students were asked to indicate the views of their parents and their friends, as well as 
their own views on six different situations, indicating separately for girls and boys whether they 
approve, or would have approved, or not – if they were to know, in the case of parents and peers-:  
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- sexual intercourse at very young age for boys and girls; 
- being still virgin even when he/she is fairly old; 
- virginity until he/she marries;  
- sexual relationship with casual partners for a boy or a girl who has not regular partner; 
-  “one night stand” with someone else of a boy or a girl who is in a steady relationship; 
- sexual relationships with a partner of the same sex. 
Tables 6 and 7, and also figure 2 and 3, show the disaggregated descriptive results for the first two 
questions. For these questions the missing values are fairly low and “physiological”, due to the fact 
that such information was collected at the end of a self-administered questionnaire. There is a strong 
evidence that sexual behaviour is subject to strong sanctions, that sexual behaviour seems highly 
affected by social norms (not only internalised scripts; that parents are mostly issuing negative 
sanctions (as expected), that peer groups approve early sexual behaviour only of boys (this includes 
also girls). There are very clear differentials by gender, sign of a persisting “double moral”. 

About 50% of male respondents do not approve sexual intercourse at a very young age for 
boys, but the percentage raise to 71% in the case of girls. Among female respondents, the sanctions 
are perceived respectively in the 86% of cases for boys and more than 91% for girls. There is 
common view then - among respondent of both genders - that in almost all the cases parents would 
disapprove (and this is stronger in the case of early girls’ sexuality). For what concerns peers, they 
would approve for boys (only 15% and 16% of disapproval) and disapprove in more than half cases 
for girls. There is a gradient toward perceived sanctions among respondents and their peers going 
from Northern to Southern Italy and against the sanctions whether the respondents is no more 
virgin. 
 An almost totally specular situation is found in table 7 regarding virginity at fairly old ages: 
this is less sanctioned for girls (of course more sanctioned by peers, less by respondents and much 
more so by parents. We need to notice again that living in Southern of Italy is linked to a higher 
perception of the sanctions. Subgroup of non-virgin respondents disapproved more frequently 
virginity at old ages, but more by males and for males. Results on virginity until marriage are 
shown in table 5: half of female respondents approve this kind of behaviour for boys and girls, and 
a higher percentage believes this is the case also of parents. The peer group would disapprove, 
according to male and female respondents, in about 90% of cases for boys, but les for women. 

Sexual relationship with casual partners – while not in a steady partnership (see figure 6)- 
are definitely more popular among males respondents, who disapproved for boys only in 33% of 
cases and in half for girls. Friend would approve for boys, but disapproved in more than half cases 
for girls. Almost the same pattern is observed in the answers about an unfaithful “one night stand” 
(see figure 7), although here the sanctions by female respondents and towards girls are even 
stronger. 

Same-sex sexual relationship (see figure 8) is behaviour which has the heaviest sanctions 
attached. Peers and parents are believed to disapprove in almost all cases. Female respondents 
disapprove in about 70% of cases both homosexuality that lesbians relationships, whereas male 
respondents seem to be less strict toward lesbians (69% of cases) than toward homosexuality (83% 
of not approval) 
 

[TABLE 6 AND 7 HERE] 
[FIGURE 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8 HERE] 

5.   Discussion 
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In this paper we have dealt with the topic of social norms concerning sexual behaviour and 
partnership formation. We have first discussed the existence of lower and upper age limits (or age 
deadlines) on sexual debut and marriage, following on the theoretical ideas and empirical strategy 
on Settersten and Hägestad (1996) on upper age limits, and of Billari and Micheli (1999) on lower 
age limits. After the first descriptive results that show a high share of missing, we used a sample 
selection model in order to be able to highlight simultaneously the determinants of 1) the existence 
of perceived age norms (using missing responses as indicators for the non-normative perception, 
after having controlled for a general propensity not to answer) and 2) the ages actually reported.  
 The most significant results are related to differences perceived by both genders on both 
genders. Women perceive for instance equal lower age limits for sexual debut, while men 
discriminate with a lower limit for males versus females. The results are stable also when the 
multivariate sample selection model is used. For what concerns marriage, lower age limits are much 
higher than the actual legal lower limit of age 18; in this case, boys are more gender-equal than 
girls. The sample selection equation shows that for the lower age limit, unobserved factors that raise 
the perception of normative pressure are positively correlated to factors raising such upper limits. 
Past behaviour, religiosity and relationships with parents also matter in shaping the perception of 
norms. For upper age limits, there is clearly a lower perception of normative pressure.  

We also dealt with an important topic that has so far been scarcely studied in the literature: 
the perception of sanctions. Young adult clearly perceive the existence of externally-enforced 
sanctions on their sexual behaviour; parents are mostly issuing negative sanctions (as expected), but 
also friends on some behaviours (i.e. same-sex sexuality); peer groups approve early sexual 
behaviour of boys (this includes also girls) and boys having many partners; there are clear 
differentials by gender (double moral). 
Additional research is of primary importance on this field. First of all, the replication of the surveys 
on University students of several nations allows the extension of this study to an internationally 
comparative setting. Second, future investigations could be extended to representative samples of 
the whole population. Other extensions may concern the potential weaknesses of this study. The 
formulation of questions and interrelationships between norms and sanctions need to be checked 
using some type of sensitivity analyses. Moreover, in order to check the mutual relationships 
between perceived norms, perceived sanctions and actual behaviour, longitudinal data are 
necessary. Having said this, we believe that our study provides a building brick in the field of 
research on social norms within the literature on the life course. 
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Table 1: Norms concerning life courses 
  Type of Norms A: “it is proper to behave X”, "should" B: “it is not proper to behave X”, "should 

not" 
1. Age “When you are 20 you need a wife” 

(Totò). 
It is not proper to have sexual 
relationships before the age of 18  

2. Sequencing/ Synchronisation “A couple should leave together for 
some time before deciding to get 
married” (Modell, 1989)  

It is not proper to have sexual 
relationships before marriage 

3. Quantum The proper number of children is 2 It is not proper to remarry 
 

Table 2: Lower and upper age at sexual debut 
 Minimum age Maximum age 
 For boys For girls For boys For girls 

Respondents’ 
characteristics 

Mean age % missing Mean age % 
missing 

Mean age % missing Mean age % missing

By gender 
Males 16.1 11.1 16.0 14.1 20.8 26.2 20.9 28.1 
Females 17.0 12.0 17.0 9.6 22.4 30.0 23.6 28.9 
By gender and sexual experience 
M, already had sex 15.8 9.6 15.8 12.7 19.9 24.3 20.2 25.9 
M, still virgin 16.7 9.4 16.5 12.0 22.7 25.9 22.6 28.6 
F, already had sex 16.7 10.1 16.7 7.6 22.1 26.4 23.1 25.3 
F, still virgin 17.7 13.4 17.8 10.9 23.1 34.6 24.6 33.3 
By gender and geographical area 
M, North 16.0 11.8 16.0 14.0 21.4 27.4 21.3 28.9 
M, Centre 16.0 8.1 15.9 10.2 21.3 23.0 21.4 24.1 
M, South 16.1 12.4 16.2 16.6 20.0 27.4 20.4 29.9 
F, North 16.8 12.3 16.8 9.9 23.0 31.6 23.7 30.5 
F, Centre 17.1 10.7 17.2 8.7 22.8 27.5 23.7 26.6 
F, South 17.1 12.3 17.3 9.5 22.0 29.7 23.5 28.6 
 
Table 3: Lower and upper age at marriage 

 Minimum age Maximum age 
 For boys For girls For boys For girls 

Respondents’ 
characteristics 

Mean age % missing Mean age % missing Mean age % missing Mean age % missing 

By gender 
Males 25.4 14.8 24.6 13.8 35.3 27.5 33.4 29.6 
Females 24.2 17.3 23.4 11.6 36.1 28.4 34.0 26.6 
By gender and sexual experience 
M, already had sex  25.7 14.5 24.5 16.8 35.5 25.7 33.6 27.6 
M, still virgin 24.6 10.5 23.7 13.4 34.9 27.8 33.1 30.1 
F, already had sex 24.6 12.5 23.4 10.1 35.8 26.8 33.9 24.8 
F, still virgin 24.6 14.2 23.4 12.1 36.7 29.5 34.2 27.8 
By gender and geographical area 
M, North 25.1 15.0 23.8 17.3 36.0 28.3 34.2 30.1 
M, Centre 25.1 11.4 24.0 12.4 35.4 25.5 33.6 26.1 
M, South 25.8 17.3 24.8 20.4 35.6 27.7 33.7 31.2 
F, North 23.8 14.6 22.9 12.4 37.0 31.4 35.1 29.9 
F, Centre 24.4 13.0 23.1 10.8 36.4 25.3 34.3 23.8 
F, South 25.2 13.2 23.8 10.9 35.6 27.2 33.5 24.8 
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Figure 1: Lower and upper age at sexual debut and difference for boys and girls 
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Figure 2: Lower and upper age at marriage and difference for males and females 
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Table 4: Heckman selection model regression coefficients for age at sexual debut 
 
 Minimum Maximum 
Respondents’ characteristics For boys For girls For boys For girls 
Selection equation      
Constant 1.457 *** 1.257 *** 0.942 *** 0.805 *** 
Females   -0.198 *** 0.134 ** -0.277 *** -0.121 ** 
Geographical area: north -0.068  -0.049  -0.044  -0.005  
                               centre  0.090  0.093  0.061  0.096 * 
Already had sex  0.121 * 0.134 * 0.196 *** 0.207 *** 
Religious services attendance: yes 0.059  0.080  -0.025  -0.019  
Reacted (age16-18) towards 
parents’ and schools’ rules  -0.115

 
-0.120

 
* -0.038

 
-0.057 

 

Score of missing answers  -0.314 *** -0.332 *** -0.243 *** -0.255 *** 

Age at sexual debut equation      
Constant 16.491 *** 16.591 *** 22.842 *** 23.398 *** 
Females   0.822 *** 0.836 *** 1.401 ** 2.107 *** 
Geographical area: north -0.028  -0.251 ** 4.013 *** 3.282 *** 
                               centre  -0.037  -0.248 * 1.157 * 0.704  
Already had sex  -0.901 *** -0.818 *** -1.836 *** -1.822 *** 
Religious services attendance: yes 0.904 *** 0.858 *** 1.956 *** 2.086 *** 
Reacted (age16-18) towards 
parents’ and schools’ rules  -0.242

 
** -0.233

 
** -0.602

 
-0.655 

 

 
Correlation (rho) -0.040

 
-0.038

 
-0.061

 
-0.062 

 

Note: p-value ***p<0.001; ** p<0.01; p<0.05 
 
 
Table 5: Heckman selection model regression coefficients for age at marriage 
 
 Minimum Maximum 
Respondents’ characteristics For boys For girls For boys For girls 
Selection equation      
Constant 1.169 *** 0.994 *** 0.847 *** 0.738  
Females   -0.182 *** 0.007 *** -0.162 *** -0.009  
Geographical area: north -0.027  -0.065  -0.007  -0.010  
                               centre  0.071  0.102  0.086  0.097 * 
Already had sex  0.048 * 0.039  0.123 ** 0.148 *** 
Religious services attendance: yes -0.019  -0.023  0.062  0.065  
Reacted (age16-18) towards 
parents’ and schools’ rules  0.051

 
0.071

 
-0.019

 
-0.032 

 

Score of missing answers  -0.118 *** -0.125 *** -0.236 *** -0.252 *** 

Age at marriage    
 

 
Constant 25.385 *** 23.502 *** 38.321 *** 35.949 *** 
Females   -1.644 *** -0.974 *** 0.101  0.051  
Geographical area: north -0.878  -0.448 ** 4.204 *** 4.281 *** 
                               centre  -0.122  0.066  1.775 ** 1.966 *** 
Already had sex  0.280 *** 0.403  -1.095 * -0.795  
Religious services attendance: yes -0.574 *** -0.561 ** -0.898 * -0.705  
Reacted (age16-18) towards 
parents’ and schools’ rules  0.807

 
** 0.603

 
*** -0.016

 
-0.394 

 

 
Correlation (rho) 0.944

 
*** 0.956

 
*** -0.039

 
-0.012 

 

Note: p-value ***p<0.001; ** p<0.01; p<0.05 
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Table 6: Sexual intercourse at a very young age: % not or not really approving by certain characteristics of respondents 
 
 Friends Parents Respondents 
 For boys For girls For boys For girls For boys For girls 
Respondents’ characteristics       
Males 15.1 57.3 85.1 96.7 49.7 71.0 
Females 16.6 69.0 86.8 99.2 86.1 91.4 
       
M, already had sex  11.3 58.6 81.9 97.1 43.6 68.7 
M, still virgin 21.8 55.8 91.8 97.6 63.1 76.0 
F, already had sex 13.1 67.5 84.7 98.9 83.7 89.1 
F, still virgin 23.2 71.1 90.6 99.5 90.1 95.9 
       
M, North 13.9 57.6 87.7 97.1 51.3 73.8 
M, Centre 13.9 57.8 85.2 96.7 51.0 70.3 
M, South 17.0 59.3 82.7 96.9 47.9 69.8 
F, North 15.3 66.3 85.5 98.5 85.4 89. 8 
F, Centre 14.3 66.6 86.7 99.1 83.9 91.7 
F, South 
 

18.3 70.7 87.6 99.6 86.7 91.2 

Average missing rate 4.4 5.2 4.3 4.9 4.3 4.9 
 
 
 
Table 7: Virginity while still being fairly old: % not or not really approving by certain characteristics of respondents 
 
 Friends Parents Respondents 
Respondents’ characteristics For boys For girls For boys For girls For boys For girls 
Males 81.8 61.2 46.5 24.7 64.3 56.2 
Females 92.5 57.4 44.8 18.6 58.1 41.0 
       
M, already had a sexual intercourse  84.1 61.7 46.8 24.2 67.3 59.2 
M, still virgin 77.1 61.8 45.4 25.8 56.1 50.4 
F, already had a sexual intercourse 93.0 55.9 44.7 16.8 50.1 41.7 
F, still virgin 91.7 48.7 44.5 22.2 44.3 39.3 
    
M, North 78.8 61.8 39.8 23.1 61.7 55.1 
M, Center 78.2 57.2 46.3 26.1 57.1 51.2 
M, South 86.6 64.1 52.2 25.0 71.9 61.3 
F, North 90.8 57.3 37.2 18.3 44.0 39.4 
F, Center 92.1 51.4 42.2 18.7 44.2 33.8 
F, South 
 

93.4 60.0 50.0 18.7 52.0 44.8 

Average missing rate 5.2 6.1 5.9 6.5 5.3 5.9 
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Figure 3: Sexual intercourse at a very young age (% not or not really approving) 
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Figure 4: Virginity while still being fairly old (% not or not really approving) 
 

82

46

65 63

26

58

92

45
50

58

20

41

0
10
20
30
40

50
60
70
80
90

100

Friends Parents You Friends Parents You

For Boys For Girls

% Male respondents Female respondents

 
 
 
 



 14

Figure 5: Virginity until marriage (% not or not really approving) 
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Figure 6: Sexual relationships with casual partners while not have steady partners (% not or not really approving) 
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Figure 7: "One night stand" with someone else while being in a steady relationship (% not or not really approving) 
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Figure 8: Same-sex sexual relationships (% not or not really approving) 
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