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Haiti, Jamaica and Peru, this proportion
is lower among urban than among rural
women. Among men, Mali, the Philip-
pines, Haiti and Peru are the only coun-
tries in which urban dwellers appear
somewhat more likely than rural residents
to have had premarital intercourse dur-

tionship, these low levels, if typical of
Southeast Asia, suggest that this region
has a distinct pattern.

Except in the Philippines, the majority
of young men started to have sex while
they were single and before their 20th birth-
day. While the majority is a bare one in Mali
and Thailand (56% and 54%, respectively),
the level of premarital sexual intercourse
among young men is substantially higher
in all other countries; in Brazil and Jamaica,
the proportion reaches roughly 90%.

Urban residence has a differential in-
fluence on young women’s and young
men’s sexual and marriage behavior. For
example, in Zimbabwe, Thailand, Costa
Rica, the Dominican Republic and Peru,
the total proportion who initiated sexual
activity by their 20th birthday (i.e., com-
bining those who did so within and out-
side marriage) is considerably lower
among urban women than among rural
women. In contrast, urban men in all
countries are about as likely as or more
likely than their rural counterparts to have
had sex by age 20; the differentials are not
very large, except in Mali. 

In only two countries (Mali and Brazil)
did a substantially higher proportion of
urban than of rural women first have in-
tercourse as unmarried teenagers. Fur-
thermore, among women in Zimbabwe,

ing adolescence (a difference of 10 per-
centage points or more). These data do not
support the view that urban dwellers are
more susceptible than residents of rural
areas to changing values that increasing-
ly tolerate premarital sexual relationships.

One explanation for these findings may

Table 2. Percentage of 20–24-year-olds who became sexually active before each specific sin-
gle year of age, and median age at first intercourse, by country, according to gender

Region and country Women Men

15 16 17 18 19 20 Median 15 16 17 18 19 20 Median
age age

Sub-Saharan Africa
Ghana 15 34 52 66 81 88 16.9 10 23 33 43 59 70 18.4
Mali 25 55 72 82 91 94 15.8 7 17 26 38 54 64 18.7
Tanzania 15 30 45 58 72 81 17.4 10 29 42 52 70 77 17.8
Zimbabwe 7 15 26 38 53 66 18.8 8 15 28 38 56 72 18.7

Asia
Philippines 1 2 6 11 19 28 na 1 3 7 13 21 32 na
Thailand 0 2 7 14 27 39 na 2 15 19 31 51 57 19.0

Latin America & Caribbean
Brazil 10 20 29 43 55 62 18.6 34 47 63 77 84 90 16.2
Costa Rica 8 16 24 35 46 57 19.4 23 35 46 57 65 70 17.4
Dominican Republic 12 22 32 42 53 60 18.7 26 38 49 61 75 82 17.1
Haiti 9 20 30 41 53 63 18.7 14 31 44 53 68 74 17.8
Jamaica 16 30 53 68 80 87 16.9 46 63 76 85 88 92 15.4
Peru 6 14 23 34 45 53 19.6 19 31 44 60 74 80 17.4

Developed countries
Great Britain 4 16 42 64 79 87 17.4 13 26 47 64 77 84 17.2
United States 15 29 47 63 73 81 17.2 34 48 64 75 83 88 16.1

Note: na=not applicable, because fewer than 50% of respondents had become sexually active by age 20. This means that these me-
dian ages will be greater than 20.
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Figure 3. Percentage of 20–24-year-olds who had had a sexual relationship before age 17, by country, according to gender
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Note: Percentages reflect both marital and premarital sexual experience.
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