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This study examines attitudes concerning sexual relations outside marriage and levels of marital
sexual activity using data from married individuals from Hai Duong Province collected in 2001.
Among individuals who live in urban areas, have more schooling, and were married after the late
1980s, acceptance is growing concerning intimate behavior without marital commitment and having
sex with a future spouse. Schooling, urban residence, and recent marriage have stronger associations
with less conservative attitudes among men than among women. Even among younger and better-
educated respondents, acceptance of premarital and extramarital sex generally remains below a
majority. The reported level of premarital sex is higher among men than among women, and lower
than available estimates from other parts of Asia and the developing world. The reported level of
sexual activity within marriage in Hai Duong Province is similar to that observed elsewhere,
including Thailand and the United States. The incidence of sexual activity declines with age, and
at all ages men are more likely than women to report having sex with their spouse. The implications
of these gender differences in sexual attitudes and behavior are considered. (STUDIES IN FAMILY

PLANNING 2005; 36[2]: 95–106)

Since the early 1990s, concern has grown about increas-
ing levels of premarital sex, unintended pregnancies,
abortion, and sexually transmitted diseases among Asian
young people. Within the context of northern Vietnam,
the shift to a market-based economy and to increased ex-
posure to the outside world initiated by the government
in the 1980s (doi moi) is thought to have produced a great-
er acceptance of sex before marriage among the young
(Efroymson 1996; Haub and Huong 2003; Khuat 2003;
Mensch et al. 2003a). However, information is lacking
about the sexual behavior of both unmarried and mar-
ried individuals in Vietnam. Recent studies indicate scant
support for the popular assumption that sexual activity
is widespread among adolescents in Vietnam (Mensch
et al. 2003a). Rates of premarital sex, HIV infection, preg-
nancy, and birth among people younger than 25 are sub-
stantially lower than such rates in neighboring countries
and in much of the rest of the developing world (Hardee
et al. 2003; Haub and Huong 2003; Mensch et al. 2003a).
The few studies that examine reasonably complete data
on induced abortion in Vietnam indicate that most abor-
tions are performed for married women (Goodkind 1994).

In this context of heightened concerns about the sex-
uality of unmarried young people, the sexuality of mar-
ried people within Vietnam (and in developing-country
settings in general) has received little attention from re-
searchers. A significant gap in knowledge of Vietnam-
ese sexuality exists as a result, because available stud-
ies indicate that sexual activity in Vietnam occurs largely
within and not outside of marriage (see, for example,
Mensch et al. 2003a). The study of sexual activity among
married adults is valuable for understanding an impor-
tant dimension of individual health and well-being, for
drawing comparisons with other settings, and for eluci-
dating how gender, age, and socioeconomic character-
istics shape sexual expression. Research on married in-
dividuals’ attitudes and behaviors related to sex before
marriage is useful for informing the current debate about
whether a progressive liberalization of prevailing sexual
norms is occurring in Vietnam.

This study examines attitudes and behaviors concern-
ing physical intimacy and sex before, within, and out-
side marriage among a sample of married men and wom-
en in Hai Duong Province, located about 60 kilometers
(37 miles) east of Hanoi. The reported incidence of pre-
marital sex and sexual activity within marriage is ana-
lyzed. Although the study is limited to reports from a
single province and findings are not, therefore, general-
izable to the entire country, it makes several contributions.
The extent of changes in views concerning sexual behav-
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ior are considered for a series of marriage cohorts from
before (1965–85) and after (1986–2001) the official start
of the doi moi period. The findings document reported
levels of premarital sexual activity for individuals in
these cohorts to indicate whether, as is often suggested,
sex before marriage has become more common in recent
years. The results provide information about the relation-
ships between gender, age, and the incidence and fre-
quency of marital sex, as well as about which partner
initiates sexual activity. The study examines whether
schooling, socioeconomic status, or migration from ru-
ral to urban areas engenders changes in attitudes and
behavior concerning sexual activity in Hai Duong.

Background

Confucianism, a key source of social organization in Viet-
nam, has contributed to stringent social and familial dis-
approval of extramarital sex, and has conferred a high
value on remaining chaste until marriage, particularly
for women (Eisen 1984; Khuat 1998; Gammeltoft 2002).
Until the 1960s, the close involvement of parents in
choosing their children’s spouses, based on such crite-
ria as compatibility of parental socioeconomic status or
political affiliations, also aided in regulating premarital
sexual contact (Bélanger and Khuat 1996). Historical and
current accounts of village rituals involving worship of
genitalia, games of suggestive contact between men and
women, and literary works indicate a degree of sexual
openness in Vietnam (Khuat 1998; Gammeltoft 2002).
The rise of French print media and intellectuals’ push for
greater sexual freedom in the early twentieth century
also introduced notions of romance and personal choice
in spouse selection (Khuat 1998; Gammeltoft 2002).
Whether these notions extended to the general popula-
tion is unclear. Pham (1999) suggests that their influence
was limited to the urban elite and that sexual standards
in Vietnam remained highly conservative.

The Democratic Republic of Vietnam that came to
power in 1945 issued decrees on marriage in 1950 and
1959 that, in principle, gave individuals complete con-
trol over their choice of a marriage partner. Evidence
has documented a sharp decline in the incidence of mar-
riage arranged by parents in some northern Vietnamese
provinces during the 1959–70 period (Goodkind 1996).
The rise of a modern marriage custom is relevant to the
extent that it encourages more sex within (and possibly
before) marriage (Rindfuss and Morgan 1983). According-
ly, Goodkind (1995) infers that the positive association
between choosing a spouse and earlier onset of first birth
in a northern Vietnamese province is due to greater fre-
quency of sexual intercourse shortly after marriage than

was the norm in the past. Although the government ad-
vocated gender equality on several fronts including mar-
riage, education, and employment, this position is ar-
gued to have had little effect on sexual mores. The ex-
pression of female beauty or sexuality was discouraged
by the state as a vestige of Western culture. The govern-
ment emphasized instead the role of women as repro-
ducers and workers contributing to various war efforts
(Eisen 1984; Khuat 1998; Pham 1999; Gammeltoft 2002).

In addition to inferences based on historical records,
popular literature, and newspaper articles, current
knowledge of sexuality in Vietnam is generally drawn
from studies of sex, abortion, and HIV infection among
women and adolescents.1 The greater exposure to West-
ern messages and images through the media ushered in
by doi moi is argued to have led to an increase in per-
missiveness concerning dating and premarital sex (Vu
1996; Bélanger and Khuat 1998 and 1999; Khuat 1998 and
2003; Long et al. 2000; Gammeltoft 2002 and 2003; Haub
and Huong 2003). Younger individuals are considered
more likely to engage in sexual contact or premarital sex,
particularly as a precursor to marriage with their part-
ner (Khuat 1998; Gammeltoft 2003). Sexual activity is like-
ly to be seen as a legitimate way to express love and pro-
vide pleasure or to ensure that a potential husband and
wife are physically compatible (Khuat 1998; Bélanger and
Khuat 1999; Gammeltoft 2002). Sexual experimentation
is thought to be greater within the anonymity of the city,
where communal monitoring of individuals is lower than
in villages and where an active dating culture exists (Gam-
meltoft 2003). In part as a reaction to doi moi and in an
attempt to control the spread of AIDS, the government
and the media have continued to advance traditional so-
cial values and discourage intravenous drug use, pros-
titution, premarital sex, and excess consumerism (for ex-
ample, see Chittick 1996; Barr 1997; Long et al. 2000).

 Several studies suggest that in Vietnam, as in other
settings, distinct gender-role differences can be found in
the expression of sexuality (for example, see Khuat 1998
and 2003; see also Knodel et al. 1999 on such differences
found in Thailand). Although arguably the sexual reserve
of women may be, in part, biological, it is thought to be
encouraged by socialization in Vietnam in which reti-
cence, gentility of manner, and obedience are emphasized
for women but not for men (Gammeltoft 2001; Rydstrom
2003). In qualitative studies, women report feeling con-
siderable anxiety about violating established moral norms
and incurring social disapproval by engaging in pre-
marital sex (Efroymson et al. 1997; Bélanger and Khuat
1999; Gammeltoft 2002; Go et al. 2002).2 Women relin-
quish their virginity before marriage with considerable
ambivalence and often do so to ensure a boyfriend’s loy-
alty or marriage proposal (Bélanger and Khuat 1998 and
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1999). People of both sexes assume that men have an in-
herent need for and enjoyment of sex that women do not
share (or at least feel uncomfortable expressing freely)
(Efroymson et al. 1997; Pham 1999; Go et al. 2002). De-
scriptions of rural family life from the twentieth century
suggest that marital sex is an awkward, infrequent, and
unpleasant event for women, that they seldom initiate
sexual activity and view it solely as a marital obligation
(Pham 1999). The apparent lack of privacy within vil-
lages may also prevent frequent marital sex (Hy 1992).
The greater acceptance of extramarital sex for men than
for women, resulting from men’s presumed inherent
need for sexual variety or their indifference toward their
spouse, is hypothesized to have increased in recent years
(Khuat 1998; Pham 1999).

The studies reviewed above rely on anthropological
observations, focus-group discussions, or convenience
samples of women and adolescents in urban areas. Al-
though they provide interesting hypotheses, their claims
regarding recent changes in sexual behavior and atti-
tudes in Vietnam require further study. Has there been
a significant liberalization of attitudes about premarital
and extramarital sex since the economic renovation?
What is the nature of sexual activity within marriage in
Vietnam? Do men and women differ in their attitudes
or in their sexual behavior within marriage? Has pre-
marital sex become more common in recent years? An-
swers to these questions are presented based on data col-
lected in 2001 from married men and women living in a
province near Hanoi.

Methodology

This analysis is based on a survey of two rural (Thank
Khe and Thanh Hai) and two urban (Binh Han and Pham
Ngu Lao) communes in Hai Duong Province conducted
in February 2001 by the Institute of Sociology in Hanoi.
The total sample consists of 800 married respondents
(399 men and 401 women) ranging in age from 24 to 56.
Survey participants had lived with their spouses for at
least the six months prior to the survey. This survey was
a pilot study for two larger surveys of family change sub-
sequently completed in the Red River Delta and Ho Chi
Minh City and surrounding provinces. The design of the
survey was intended to maximize detection of changes
in the Vietnamese family over time. Equal numbers were
selected of men and women, rural and urban residents,
and individuals in two birth cohorts: 1946–56 and 1966–
76. Because of cost considerations, individuals from the
middle birth cohort (1957–65) were not sampled. To the
extent that behavioral change is fairly linear with respect
to time, and because a longer time gap between separate

cohorts is useful for detecting such changes, a focus on
obtaining respondents from two cohorts at either end
of the 30-year time span starting in 1946 was a sensible
strategy. In this study, the sample is divided into four
marriage cohorts: (1) those married between 1965 and
1975 (the period of the American War); (2) those married
at the time of Vietnamese reunification (1976–85); (3)
those married between 1986 and 1992; and (4) those mar-
ried between 1993 and 2000. The fourth category allows
us to consider separately those who were married when
economic reforms had been underway for some time.

In the survey, respondents were asked whether three
sorts of behaviors related to sex were acceptable at the
time of their marriage: (1) having an intimate relationship
that involved being seen together or openly expressing
affection by holding hands, kissing, and hugging with
an individual they did not intend to marry; (2) engaging
in sexual intercourse with an individual they planned
to marry; and (3) having sexual relations with someone
other than their spouse. Possible responses were “strong-
ly disagree,” “disagree,” “agree somewhat,” and “strong-
ly agree.” Although the “don’t know” response was avail-
able, few respondents chose this response, which is ex-
cluded from the results. For each behavior, respondents
were asked two versions of the question, one with a male
and one with a female referent. For example, they were
asked if it was acceptable for a woman to express inti-
macy with a man she did not intend to marry and if it
was acceptable for a man to behave similarly with a
woman he did not intend to marry. The respondents re-
ported their understanding of the acceptability of each
type of behavior at the time of their marriage, provid-
ing a specific time referent so that respondents could be
arrayed by marriage cohort as a way to assess changes
in attitudes over time. Chronbach’s alpha for the items
has a value of 0.76.3 The normative response for all items
is “strongly disagree,” and the items are dichotomized
so that this response is compared with all others.

Based on the information gathered for the survey,
two types of sexual behaviors can be examined for the
sample of married men and women. First, respondents
report whether they had sexual intercourse for the first
time before they were married. If they report that they
did, they are asked if the person they had sex with was
married or unmarried, and whether they subsequently
married that person. Second, the survey provides infor-
mation about the proportion of respondents who had
sex with their spouse in the month before the survey and
about the frequency of this intercourse (that is, once a
month, two to three times per month, or once or twice a
week, and three to four times a week). Those who had
sex with their spouse in the past month are asked who
initiated sexual relations (the respondent, both partners,
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or the spouse). Insecurity about spousal infidelity is ad-
dressed with a question asking if the respondent wor-
ries that his or her spouse is romantically interested in
anyone else when they are apart.

The relationship between marriage cohort and atti-
tudes about sex is examined, with a focus on the asso-
ciation of marital sexual behavior and the age of respon-
dents and their spouses. Respondents’ year of marriage
and age are highly correlated (r = –0.91), and better-edu-
cated individuals are also more likely than others to be
younger and married for shorter durations. Thus, it is
often difficult to attribute any associations for marriage
cohort, age, or schooling to each of these influences by
itself. The less conservative attitudes of those married
for shorter periods of time, for example, may well re-
flect their being younger and better educated. Also, shifts
in attitudes or behavior among those married after the
late 1980s could be occurring irrespective of doi moi, and
to what extent these changes are attributable to this event
alone is difficult to assess.

In addition to marriage cohort and age, educational
attainment is considered here as a categorical variable
(that is, primary and lower secondary levels compared
with upper secondary or higher levels), as are residential
history and an index of household assets and housing
quality used as a proxy for socioeconomic status. As de-
scribed in Filmer and Pritchett (2001), the index of house-
hold assets is obtained as the first principal component
of 14 items. These include the household’s ownership
of 11 items: a sewing machine, television, video cassette
recorder, stereo, radio, bicycle, fan, furniture, cupboard,
motorcycle, and telephone. The index also contains items
on the availability of piped water, a flush toilet, and the
number of rooms in the household.4

Since the early 1980s, reforms such as the private con-
tracting of land in rural areas, the elimination of subsi-
dies and price controls, and the lifting of restrictions on
markets and transport in the private sector have encour-
aged migration from rural to urban areas, particularly for
people aged 20 to 29 (Dang et al. 1997). Logically, and
as suggested by Gammeltoft (2003), continuous exposure
to urban society may be related to more liberal attitudes
about sex than would be encountered in a rural area. Ac-
cordingly, the attitudes and behaviors of individuals
who have always resided in urban areas are examined
to determine whether they are significantly less conser-
vative than those of people who either spent their child-
hood (age 5 to 15) in a rural area and moved to an urban
commune or have always resided in a rural commune.

Table 1 shows percentage distributions for selected
characteristics by sex for the rural, urban, and total sam-
ples. Residents of urban areas and men are more likely
to complete the upper secondary level of schooling com-

pared with rural respondents and women. Educational
attainment beyond primary level in these settings is sub-
stantially higher than that of the aggregate population
of the Red River Delta or of rural and urban areas in
Vietnam as a whole (Committee for Population, Family,
and Children and ORC Macro 2002). The negative value
for the index of household assets and housing quality
in rural areas indicates a lower standard of living there
than in urban communes. About two-thirds of men and
three-fourths of women surveyed in the urban areas
spent the ages of five to 15 in a rural area and subse-
quently migrated to an urban commune. Migration from
urban to rural areas is rare in this sample (see Table 1,
note b). The average age of the male and female respon-
dents is 40.5 and 39.5 years, respectively.

Because of the private and sensitive nature of sexual
behavior, reports based on face-to-face interviews are
prone to systematic measurement error of various kinds
(Dare and Cleland 1994; Call et al. 1995; Goodkind and
Anh 1997; Turner et al. 2001; and Mensch et al. 2003b).
Respondents, particularly women, may be reluctant to
report sexual activity because they feel embarrassed to
disclose such information to an interviewer, especially

Table 1 Percentage distribution of survey respondents, by
selected characteristics, according to residence and sex, Hai
Duong Province, Vietnam, 2001

Rural Urban Total

Characteristics Men Women Men Women Men Women

Educational level
completed

Primary 4.5 9.6 0.5 4.5 2.5 7.0
Lower secondary 64.7 76.8 34.8 36.8 49.7 56.7
Upper secondary+ 30.8 13.6 64.6 58.7 47.7 36.2
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Household wealth
indexa –1.43 –1.56 1.52 1.49 0.039 –0.039

Residential historyb

Grew up and lives
in urban area — — 33.2 25.4 16.5 12.7

Grew up in rural area
but lives in urban area — — 66.8 74.6 33.3 37.4

Grew up and lives
in rural area 100.0 100.0 — 0.0 50.1 49.9

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Marriage cohort
1965–75 28.0 32.0 17.6 18.4 22.8 25.2
1976–85 22.0 20.0 28.6 28.9 25.3 24.4
1986–92 31.5 36.5 14.1 26.9 22.8 31.7
1993–2000 18.5 11.5 39.7 25.9 29.1 18.7

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Age (mean) 40.3 39.5 40.8 39.5 40.5 39.5

Age difference between
spouses (mean years) 2.23 –2.29 3.31 –3.21 2.77 –2.76

(N) (200) (200) (199) (201) (399) (401)

— = Not applicable.
a The first principal component of variables described in text (see also text foot-
note 4). The overall mean is zero by construction; the standard deviation is 2.18;
33 percent of the variance in the items is captured by the index.    b Refers to
period between ages 5 and 15. Three individuals who migrated from urban to
rural areas are included as having grown up and resided in rural communes.
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in a context where premarital sex remains socially un-
acceptable. Although face-to-face interviews minimize
nonresponse rates, they have been shown to produce
underreporting of early sexual experience among young
men in Vietnam (Goodkind and Anh 1997).5 In Kenya,
a comparison of face-to-face interviews, paper-and-pen-
cil questionnaires, and audio-assisted methods that af-
ford more privacy by allowing respondents to hear (and
answer) questions with a computer showed that ado-
lescent girls are less likely to report engaging in a vari-
ety of sexual behaviors in a face-to-face or self-admin-
istered questionnaire than with an audio-assisted meth-
od (Mensch et al. 2003b). The reverse was found among
boys’ reports of engaging in premarital sex and having
girlfriends, findings that suggest that boys exaggerate
participation in sexual activity in face-to-face interviews.
The high levels of disagreement with the attitudinal
measures examined here may reflect a normatively ac-
ceptable response in a society where casual sex is por-
trayed unfavorably in official parlance (Goodkind and
Anh 1997). The lower reported incidence of premarital
sex among older individuals who were married before
the mid-1980s may be due to their greater difficulty with
recall of, or their greater tendency to underrreport, sex-
ual experience compared with that of younger respon-
dents. In the absence of repeated measurements using
different data-collection instruments (for example, self-
administered questionnaires, audio-assisted techniques,
and biomarker data), and because of the lack of mul-
tiple indicators for certain attitudes (such as anxiety
about spousal infidelity), assessing directly the measure-
ment properties of these items is difficult. For marital
sexual activity, statistical adjustments and tabulations
by age indirectly reveal information about sex-specific
sources of systematic measurement error.

Privacy of survey responses may be less of a con-
cern among married individuals, who are generally
more willing to report premarital sexual activity than
are unmarried respondents (see Xenos 1997 and Mensch
et al. 2003a for illustrations of this point from the Phil-
ippines and Vietnam, respectively). To the extent that
many associations between the attitudinal items and re-
spondents’ sex, education, marriage cohort, and urban
residence conform to expectations based on findings de-
scribed in the available literature, the items appear to
have criterion-based validity.6

Results

Table 2 presents the proportions of respondents who
“strongly disagree” with each of the six attitudinal items
on premarital and extramarital sex. Eighty-four and 81

percent of respondents in rural areas express strong dis-
agreement with the notion that intimate behavior with-
out the intention to marry is acceptable. In urban areas,
the corresponding percentages are 84 percent and 78 per-
cent for the two items. Significant urban and rural dif-
ferences are found in the proportion of residents who
disapprove of the notion of having premarital sex with
a future spouse. Urban respondents, irrespective of the
gender referent of the question, are 17 percent less likely
than rural respondents to disagree with the notion that
sexual intercourse with a future spouse is an acceptable
practice. Respondents in both urban and rural areas ex-
press strong disapproval of extramarital sex.

Within both rural and urban areas and for virtually
all items, women are significantly more likely than men
to offer conservative views. For example, in rural areas,
women are 12 percent more likely than men to disagree
with the idea that sexual intimacy before marriage with-
out commitment is acceptable; in urban areas the differ-
ence is 8 and 12 percent. The lowest levels of disagree-
ment with the statements expressing conservative atti-
tudes are found among urban men with regard to having
sex with a future spouse (60 percent and 55 percent for
each item, respectively). Although women in urban com-
munes are less likely to disapprove of having sex with a
future spouse than their rural counterparts, they are still
15–16 percent more likely to disapprove of it than are
men living in urban areas. For each pair of items, the dif-
ference in disagreement between men and women is not
associated with the gender referent for the statement. Ta-
ble 2 also indicates whether both men and women, re-
spectively, are more likely to disagree with a statement
when it has a female referent. The differences in disap-
proval across item pairs for each sex are not significant.

Table 3 shows the association between strong dis-
agreement with the attitudinal statements selected and
characteristics of respondents by sex. The associations do
not differ substantially according to the gender referent
of the statement. To simplify presentation, for each pair
of items on premarital and extramarital sex, the two ques-
tions are combined into a single item that contrasts strong
disagreement with both statements compared with all
other response categories. The results do not differ ap-
preciably if disagreement with each item separately is
used instead.

Levels of disagreement are significantly lower among
men with at least upper secondary schooling for all items.
This pattern is also observed among women for two of
the three items. Regardless of their educational level,
women express high levels of disagreement with the ac-
ceptability of engaging in intimate relations without the
intention of marrying. Generally, disagreement has no
consistent association with quartiles of the wealth index.
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For intimate behavior without intent to marry, men who
have had continuous exposure to an urban environment
express a significantly lower disapproval level (63 per-
cent) than do either those who grew up in rural areas
(77 percent) or those who have always lived in rural ar-
eas (73 percent). For the statement about having premari-
tal sex with the intention of marrying, 49 percent of men
who grew up and live in urban areas express strong dis-
approval compared with 70 percent of those who have
always lived in rural areas. Those who grew up in rural
areas express an intermediate level of disagreement at
58 percent and differ significantly from the respondents
who have always resided in a rural area. These findings
are analogous for women. For extramarital sex, rural resi-
dence, regardless of duration, is associated with more con-
servative views among women than is urban residence.

Marriage cohorts from 1986 onward are significantly
less likely than the oldest cohort to profess conservative
views, but this relationship is more pronounced among
men than among women. Although 82 and 77 percent
of men in the pre–doi moi cohorts disagree that sex with
someone a person intends to marry is unacceptable, dis-
agreement falls to 52 and 42 percent among men mar-
ried in more recent years. While about 91 and 85 percent
of women married before 1986 express disapproval of a
person having sex with a future spouse, a lower percent-
age of women married after this time (75 and 69 percent)
disapprove of this practice. Among those married after
1985, disapproval remains between 25 and 30 percent

Table 2 Percentage of survey respondents who “strongly disagree” with attitudinal statements about sexual behavior, by
residence and sex, Hai Duong Province, Vietnam, 2001

Acceptable for a Acceptable for
Acceptable for Acceptable for a Acceptable for a Acceptable for a married woman a married man
a woman to be man to be intimate  young woman to  young man to to have a sexual to have a sexual

 intimate with a man with a woman have sex with a have sex with a affair with a man  affair with a
 she does not  he does not man she is about woman he is other than her woman other

Strongly disagree intend to marry intend to marry to marry about to marry husband  than his wife

Rural
Men 77.9 74.9 76.0 70.5 85.4 79.4
Women 89.9 86.9 92.5 90.4 93.0 91.0
Total 84.0 81.0 84.3 80.4 89.2 85.2
Difference between women and men –12.0** –12.0** –16.5** –19.9** –7.6* –11.6**
Difference for each item pair (men) 3.0 5.5 6.0
Difference for each item pair

(women) 3.0 2.1 2.0

Urban
Men 79.7 72.2 59.6 55.3 82.8 78.4
Women 87.6 84.5 74.6 71.6 89.5 89.5
Total 83.7 78.4 67.2 63.5 86.2 82.2
Difference between women and men –7.9* –12.3** –15.0** –16.3** –6.7 –11.1*
Difference for each item pair (men) 7.5 4.3 4.4
Difference for each item pair

(women) 3.1 3.0 0.0

Difference between urban and
rural residents 0.3 2.6 17.1** 16.9** 3.0 3.0

*Significant at p<0.05; **p<0.01.

Table 3 Percentage of survey respondents who “strongly
disagree” with statements about the acceptability of having
premarital or extramarital sex, by selected characteristics,
according to sex, Hai Duong Province, Vietnam, 2001

Acceptable to
have intimate
relations with Acceptable to Acceptable to
someone you have sex with have sex with
do not intend someone you someone other

to marry intend to marry than spouse

Characteristic Men Women Men Women Men Women

Education
Primary or lower

secondarya 81.2 85.8 69.2 85.5 82.1 90.6

Upper secondary+ 63.3** 84.8 55.0** 70.8** 71.4* 82.6*

Quartiles of household-
wealth index

Lowesta 69.8 82.9 58.8 91.4 70.8 89.6

Second 74.0 84.3 70.0* 79.4 84.0* 90.8

Third 74.7 89.5 66.7 78.1* 79.2 89.5

Highest 72.4 85.0 54.3 70.9** 74.3 80.4

Residential history

Grew up and lives in
urban areaa 63.1 86.3 48.5 62.8 72.7 78.0

Grew up in rural area/
lives in urban area 76.5* 83.9 58.3 72.7 78.8 88.0

Always lived in a rural
area 73.4 86.4 69.5** 90.5** 77.4 90.0*

Marriage cohort

1965–75a 82.4 90.1 82.4 91.1 86.8 87.1

1976–85 79.0 87.6 77.2 84.7 81.0 90.8

1986–92 67.0 81.0 51.7** 74.6** 71.4* 87.4

1993–2000 64.0* 84.0 41.7** 69.3** 70.4** 85.1

*Significant at p<0.05; **p<0.01. Significance levels are based on logistic regres-
sions of attitudinal items on each characteristic in left-hand column of the table.
a Indicates the omitted group.
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higher than the corresponding percentage of men. Men
married after 1985 are considerably less likely than men
married earlier to disagree with the idea that casual in-
timacy or extramarital sex is acceptable; two out of three
items show statistically significant decreases in disagree-
ment. Women, by contrast, continue to express conser-
vative opinions about these two behaviors regardless of
their marriage cohort. No significant differences are seen
in the propensity to disagree between the two groups
married after the mid-1980s for any of the items shown.

Marital Sexual Activity

Figure 1 shows the percentage of married men and wom-
en who report having had sex with their spouse in the
past month by age group. As shown in previous studies
conducted in several countries, sexual activity declines
with age, particularly after about age 40 (Call et al. 1995;
Caraël 1995; Knodel and Chayovan 2001). This pattern
is thought to be a product of the biological consequences
of aging such as declining health and lower testosterone
levels), of social taboos about sexual activity among older
people, and of couple-specific factors such as habitua-
tion to sex with one’s spouse (Marsiglio and Donnelly
1991; Knodel and Chayovan 2001).

The figure indicates that women are less likely than
men to report having had sex in the month prior to the
survey at all ages (see also Table 4). A similar gender gap
in reported levels of marital sex after age 50 also has been
observed in Thailand (Knodel and Chayovan 2001). The
observed gender gap is most pronounced after age 49;
women 50 and older report rates of marital sex that are
between 15 and 20 percent lower than the rates reported

by men of the same age. An explanation for the lower
rates of sexual activity among women is the age differ-
ence between spouses (Marsiglio and Donnelly 1991;
Knodel and Chayovan 2001). As shown in Table 1, hus-
bands are, on average, about 2.8 years older than their
wives. Because men’s sexual activity declines with age,
a partial explanation for the lower levels of sexual ac-
tivity reported by women than by men of the same age
is that, on average, women have slightly older spouses
than men have. The widening of the gender differences
after age 49 could be the result of the increased impor-
tance of aging in influencing the frequency of male (and
hence female) sexual intercourse either through biologi-
cal or social mechanisms.

Accordingly, the unadjusted and adjusted percent-
ages for having had sex in the past month and frequency
of sex during this period are compared here for men and
women, where the adjustment factors are the age of the

Table 4 Percentage of survey respondents who reported
having had marital sex, by sex and age, and percentage
distribution of frequency of marital sex and person who
initiated sex for those who had sex in the month prior to the
survey, by sex and age, Hai Duong Province, Vietnam, 2001

Men Women

Reported by Reported by
women with men with

Self- husband in Self- wife in
Variable reported age range reported age range

All respondents
Age group

24–29 94.0 80.0 86.4 95.3
30–34 90.9 81.8 84.9 91.4
45–49 81.1 79.3 74.8 79.8
50–54 80.0* 62.7 59.7 65.3
55+ 54.5 51.3 40.0 c

Total (unadjusted) 85.0* — 77.8 —
Total (adjusted) a 84.4 — 78.4 —

Respondents reporting having had sex in past month

Frequency of marital sexb

At least once per week 43.2 — 38.8 —
Two to three times per month 40.2 — 36.5 —
Once per month 16.6 — 24.7 —
Total 100.0 — 100.0 —

Had sex more than once
per month (unadjusted) 83.4* — 75.3 —

Had sex more than once
per month (adjusted) a 78.4 — 76.1 —

Person who initiated sexb

Respondent 52.4 — 8.0 —
Spouse 7.4 — 69.2 —
Both equally 40.2 — 22.8 —
Total 100.0 — 100.0 —

*Association with respondent’s sex significant at p£0.05.       — =  Not applicable.
Note: Individuals aged 35–44 were not sampled for the study (see text).
a Adjusted for respondent’s age and the age difference between the husband
and wife as assessed by the respondent.       b Association with respondent’s sex
as obtained from a chi-square test significant at p£0.05.     c Too few observa-
tions were made in this category to calculate a percentage.

Figure 1 Percentage of married survey respondents who
reported having sex with spouse in the month prior to the
survey, by age and sex, Hai Duong Province, Vietnam, 2001

Note: Individuals aged 35–44 were not sampled for the study (see text).
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respondent and the age differences between spouses
(shown in Table 4).7 If the overall gender gap in sexual
activity diminishes after such an adjustment, this decrease
would suggest that the less-frequent sexual activity of
women is due to the greater age of their spouses. Because
one person from each household was interviewed for the
survey, spousal reports on sexual activity cannot be com-
pared directly. Following Knodel and Chayovan (2001),
however, the reported levels of sexual activity of men
(and women) can be compared with the reported levels
from women (and men) who have a spouse within the
same age range as the respondent. In the absence of sys-
tematic measurement error associated with respondents’
sex, these proportions should not differ appreciably.

Eighty-five percent of married men and 78 percent
of married women report they had sexual intercourse
with their spouse in the past month. This 7 percent dif-
ference decreases to 6 percent after adjusting for age and
spousal age differences, but even after this adjustment
men are still more likely than women to report having
engaged in marital sexual activity. For men, the levels
of sexual activity implied by women having husbands
of a similar age are consistently lower. The largest im-
plied gender gap is found in the 50–54 age range (a 17
percent difference). This finding is consistent with data
shown in Figure 1, where relative to the 45–49 group,
reported levels of sexual activity among men aged 50 to
54 remain virtually unchanged rather than, as one would
expect, showing a decline. The level of sexual activity re-
ported by men with a spouse in the same age range as
the female respondent is higher than the self-reports of
women for all age intervals.

These results indicate a systematic tendency for men
to report higher levels of marital sexual activity than
women report. In a face-to-face interview, men may be
prone to overreport having had sex with their spouse to
avoid being perceived as sexual failures or to show off
their sexual prowess. Women may be underreporting
having had sex with their spouse because of their shy-
ness or discomfort about discussing such private matters.
Another explanation may be that men are engaging in
extramarital sex more frequently than women and are
including these experiences when responding (Knodel
and Chayovan 2001). This explanation is not likely to be
of central importance, however, given that married men
are presumably reluctant to report extramarital activi-
ties in a survey in which the items concern marital sex.

Women are about 8 percent more likely than men to
report that sex was infrequent or occurred only once in
the past month. Men are more likely to report that sex
occurred several times per month or weekly. The greater
propensity of men than women to report that sex occurred
more than once a month is not significant after adjusting

for age and spousal age differences. The relevance of gen-
der also extends to reports of who initiates sex. Although
52 percent of men report having done so, only 8 percent
of women say that they themselves did. Because about
half of the men surveyed report initiating sex, we would
expect a similar proportion of women, on average, to re-
port that their husband is the initiator. Nearly 70 of the
women surveyed, however, stated that their spouse ini-
tiated intercourse. Men are almost two times more likely
than women to state that both spouses initiated inter-
course. Other findings also suggest that women are more
likely than men to view their spouse as being sexually
aggressive. For example, when respondents are asked
whether they worry that their spouse is interested in
someone else when he/she is away, women are about two
times more likely than men to agree that this is a concern
(27 percent and 14 percent, respectively) (not shown).

Table 5 presents respondents’ reports of having had
premarital sex by sex and age. About 12 percent of men
and 2 percent of women report that they had sexual in-
tercourse before they were married. Similar differences
are found in the Philippines, Singapore, and Thailand.
These results reflect the social norm that women remain
virgins until they are married (Caraël 1995). The second
and third rows of Table 5 show results conditional on
having engaged in premarital sex. These percentages are
based on very few cases (N = 8) for women. For both men
and women, the norm is to have sex for the first time
with another unmarried person. Although 16 percent of
men say they married their first premarital sexual part-
ner, nearly two-thirds of the women report having done
so. Rates of premarital sex generally decline with age,
but are similar for those between ages 24–29 and 30–34.

Table 6 shows the associations between premarital
sex, having had sex in the past month, having had sex
more than once in the past month, and respondent’s initia-
tion of sex (or initiation by respondent and spouse equal-

Table 5 Percentage of survey respondents who reported
having had premarital sex and its marital outcome, by sex and
age, Hai Duong Province, Vietnam, 2001
Premarital sex/marital outcome Men Women

Had premarital sex 12.3** 2.0

Of those who had sex before marriage:
Had first intercourse with an unmarried partner 96.0 87.5
Eventually married the person with whom

they had first sexual intercourse 16.3** 62.5

Age-specific rates of premarital sex for total sample
24–29 8.4
30–34 7.9
45–49 5.7
50+ 3.0
(N) (57)

**Association with gender is significant at p£0.01.
Note: Individuals aged 35–44 were not sampled for the study (see text).
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ly) with educational level, household-wealth-index quar-
tile, urban and rural residence, and marriage cohort. The
percentages for marital sex are adjusted for age and for
spousal age differences. As noted above, the correlation
between age and marriage cohort is negative and near
unity; therefore, it is not possible to assess the role of
each of these two characteristics separately.

Among women, educational attainment is positively
associated with reporting having had sex with one’s
spouse in the previous month as well as with initiating
sex. Reporting having had sex more than once in the past
month is positively related to education, although the
association is statistically significant only for men. Com-
pared with those in the lowest asset quartiles, women
in a wealth category higher than the median are more
likely to report having had sex, and in the highest quar-
tile having had more frequent sex, than those in the other
quartiles. Men in the highest wealth category are least
likely to report that they initiate sex with their spouse
either solely or jointly. The reported level of premarital
sex is lowest for rural residents, intermediate for those
who grew up in rural areas, and highest for individuals
who have always resided in an urban commune. Indi-
viduals in the most recent marriage cohorts are more
likely to report having had premarital sex than are those
in the older cohorts. The differences between the two
marriage cohorts after 1985 are significant (p<0.05). Net
of age, women in the post-1985 cohorts are more likely
to report having had frequent sex with their husbands

in the past month, but are less likely to report initiating
sex than are those married for longer durations.

Conclusion

In Hai Duong Province, Vietnam, attitudes about premari-
tal and extramarital sex generally remain conservative.
Most respondents in urban and rural areas do not agree
with the notion that extramarital sex or that sex and ex-
pressions of intimacy before marriage are acceptable. A
trend toward less disapproval of sex outside marriage has
emerged, however, particularly among men who were
married after the economic reforms that began in the
mid-1980s. The most pronounced decline in men’s dis-
approval concerns having sex with a future spouse. Even
among the most recent marriage cohorts, however, 40
percent of the men surveyed and about 70 percent of
the women still strongly disagree that having premari-
tal sex with a future spouse is acceptable. Among men
who married in recent years, disapproval of engaging
in sexual activity with someone you do not intend to
marry and of extramarital sex is declining, but the pro-
portion of the respondents in this study who disapprove
remains above a majority.

About 12 percent of men and 2 percent of women
surveyed report having experienced their first sexual in-
tercourse before marriage. Estimates indicate that in a
range of settings in Africa, Asia, and Latin America, 36

Table 6 Percentage of survey respondents who reported having had premarital sex and having marital sex, and whether
respondent initiated sex with spouse, by selected characteristics, Hai Duong Province, Vietnam, 2001

Respondent initiates
Had premarital Had sex with spouse Had sex with spouse more  sex solely or equally

intercourse in past month than once in past month with spouse

Characteristic Total Men Women Men Women Men Women

Educational level completed
Primary or lower secondarya 6.1 85.1 77.1 74.8 74.2 51.6 3.1
Upper secondary+ 8.7 85.8 85.4* 84.4* 81.5 51.4 10.9*

Quartiles of household-wealth index
Lowesta 6.9 87.2 69.5 76.7 69.9 54.0 11.7
Second 4.1 78.4 79.0 72.0 74.9 53.7 11.2
Third 8.5 86.3 87.6** 83.0 77.6 58.2 5.9
Highest 9.0 90.0 83.2** 81.8 82.0* 38.4* 5.7

Residential history
Grew up and lives in urban areaa 14.5 89.2 84.9 76.4 78.0 45.7 7.7
Grew up in rural area/lives in urban area 9.9 85.7 83.8 81.0 79.6 49.8 5.3
Always lived in rural area 3.0** 84.3 74.9 77.2 72.9 53.7 11.5

Marriage cohort
1965–75 a 3.1 76.2 77.1 72.8 67.4 61.0 30.1
1976–85 4.0 84.8 81.7 81.0 72.6 52.0 22.3
1986–92 6.9 90.7 80.5 80.0 85.9 50.3 6.7
1993–2000 14.7** 92.6 70.8 85.0 90.4 41.8 0.81*

*Significant at p<0.05; **p<0.01.  The significance levels are obtained from a logistic regression of each characteristic separately for men and women.     a Indicates the
omitted group.
Note: The associations for marital sex are adjusted for age and age differences between spouses using logistic regression. Percentages for having had premarital sex
are unadjusted.
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to 92 percent of men of comparable age are no longer vir-
gins at the time of their marriage (Caraël 1995). Levels
in Hai Duong Province are substantially lower. Among
women, these findings resemble those from Thailand,
where 3 percent of women are estimated to have had
sex before marrying (Caraël 1995). Premarital sexual ac-
tivity is more common among urban residents and has
increased successively for recent marriage cohorts to 15
percent for those married after 1992. This level is still well
below estimates for other countries. The results of this
study support the assertion of a number of qualitative
studies (for example, Bélanger and Khuat 1999 and Gam-
meltoft 2002) that if women engage in premarital sex,
typically they do so as a precursor to marriage. The low
levels of reported premarital sex are consistent with the
finding that in Vietnam the HIV epidemic is concen-
trated among intravenous drug users. Nevertheless, a
need exists for ongoing monitoring of trends in sexual
behavior, particularly regarding commercial sex work-
ers (Vu et al. 2000).

The level of sexual intercourse within marriage in Hai
Duong Province is similar to results for the United States
for some age ranges. Rao and Demaris (1995) report that
about 82 percent of their US sample of married respon-
dents from the 1988 National Survey of Families and
Households reported having had sex with their partner
in the past month. Compared with estimates for the US
from Call and his colleagues (1995), the findings of this
study are similar for those between ages 24 and 34 and
ages 50 and 54. For the 45–49 and 50–54 age groups, this
study yields a level that is higher by 6 to 7 percent. The
results are also generally similar to those reported for
Singapore and Thailand (Caraël 1995; Knodel and Chayo-
van 2001). However, men and women in this study sam-
ple report having engaged more frequently in sex within
marriage than did those in Manila by about 14 and 11
percent, respectively (Caraël 1995).8 Married women in
Hai Duong Province with higher education and greater
wealth and those belonging to recent marriage cohorts
are more likely to report having had sex or having fre-
quent sex. Whether these reports can be taken to mean
that these groups engage in sex more frequently than oth-
ers is unclear; at a minimum, they suggest their greater
willingness to disclose information about their sexual ac-
tivity. No support is found for a markedly lower incidence
of sexual activity in rural compared with urban areas,
as has been suggested by anecdotal evidence (for exam-
ple, see Pham 1999). A decline in sexual activity is a func-
tion of increasing age, and, for each age group, pronounced
gender differences are evident in reported frequency of
sexual intercourse (see Knodel and Chayovan 2001).

Men of all ages tend to report greater frequency of
sexual activity than women of the same age report. This

discrepancy is most pronounced in the oldest age range.
A suggested explanation for this discrepancy is that
women tend to have older spouses than men have and,
therefore, are likely to engage in less frequent marital sex
than men of the same age with younger spouses. Another
part of the explanation may be that women are underre-
porting the frequency with which they have sex. Evi-
dence for such underreporting is the finding that women
report lower levels of marital sex than do men with a
spouse of similar age. These patterns, consistent with evi-
dence from Thailand and elsewhere in Vietnam, suggest
that the expression of sexuality is seen as more legitimate
and natural for men than for women. Other findings lend
support to the assumption that Vietnamese women are
more reticent than men about sexual matters. Women
are considerably less likely than men to report initiat-
ing sex or initiating sex jointly with their spouse. They
are significantly more likely than men to express con-
servative views about sex before or outside of marriage
and to feel anxious about their spouse’s infidelity.

This study is a preliminary step toward understand-
ing the evolving nature of sexual mores and sexuality
in Vietnam. The results are not representative of Viet-
nam, and further research is needed that examines pat-
terns of sexual attitudes and behaviors using larger prob-
ability samples. Studies that compare findings across
northern and southern regions are needed to elucidate
how differing political histories and levels of openness
to the West have shaped Vietnamese sexuality. The im-
plications of research design for measuring sexuality can
be addressed by comparing results from face-to-face in-
terviews, self-administered questionnaires, audio-as-
sisted technology, and qualitative studies (see Mensch
et al. 2003b for an application to Kenya). Such research
will provide insight about systematic differences in
women’s and men’s reports of sexual activity described
here and contribute to better measurement of sexual ex-
pression in Vietnam and elsewhere.

Notes

1 Khuat (1998) is an exception; that study was based on discus-
sions with four focus groups and on in-depth interviews with
married and unmarried individuals from Hanoi born between
1957 and 1978.

2 Another behavior viewed as permissible for Vietnamese men but
not for women is smoking. Women who smoke are described as
“bad,” “unfeminine,” and pitiable (Morrow et al. 2002).

3 Chronbach’s alpha is a measure of the internal consistency of a
set of items. Alpha ranges from 0 to 1 and increases in value as
more items are considered and the average interitem correlation
increases. A value above 0.70 can be taken to indicate an accept-
able level of consistency within a set of items (Spector 1992).
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4 Principal components is a statistical procedure that assigns weights
by extracting orthogonal linear combinations of variables that most
successfully capture the common variance in a set of items (see
Filmer and Pritchett [2001] and references therein). This is one
method for assessing household economic status using proxy data
compared, for example, with assigning all items equal weights
through additive summaries.

5 Before administering this survey, interviewers were instructed
to assure respondents that their answers would remain confiden-
tial, that they could refuse to answer any of the questions, and
that the only requirement was their signature to indicate their vol-
untary participation.

6 Bohrnstedt (1983) refers to this sort of evaluation as the concur-
rent form of criterion validity, whereby a measure is evaluated
through correlations with other variables based on theory and
the available evidence. The findings that younger, more educated,
or urban respondents are more accepting of premarital sexual ac-
tivity with a future partner and that women are more conserva-
tive than men in their views concerning sexual behavior are con-
sistent with the patterns that have been suggested for the
Vietnamese context based on the previous studies reviewed here.

7 The results are adjusted for age of respondent and for age differ-
ences between spouses (as linear terms) using logistic regression.
The adjusted results are virtually identical if a categorical vari-
able for age is used, as in Knodel and Chayovan (2001). A multi-
nomial logit for frequency of sexual intercourse by sex indicated
no significant differences in reporting “two to three times a month”
compared with “at least once a week” among men compared with
women. Thus, unadjusted and adjusted means for frequency of
intercourse are shown for these two groups (monthly or more
often) compared with “once a month.” Values for sexual initia-
tion are not adjusted for age or age differences because no con-
sistent association with age is observed for this variable.

8 Similar to Knodel and Chayovan (2001), the difficulty is noted
here of making precise comparisons with the results from the
United States. For the US, Call et al. (1995) show only graphical
results by age. Rao and Demaris (1995) show a distribution of co-
ital frequency (including zero) during the past month for a sample
of cohabiting or married couples who entered their unions in the
five years before the 1988 survey. Neither study shows results
separately by sex. The estimates from Call et al. (1995), where the
missing values are assumed to represent people who did not have
sex, are used for comparison with the findings from this analysis.
Knodel and Chayovan (2001) examine married men and women
older than 50. The findings presented here are similar to what
they report except for married men aged 50–54. In this group, 80
percent of our sample reported having had sex in the past month,
whereas in their study, the level is 69 percent. As Mensch et al.
(2003b) point out, variance in sexual behavior in different con-
texts likely reflects variable data-collection methods, sampling
frames, willingness to report sexual behavior, and other forms
of measurement error, and cannot be assumed to reflect cultural
similarities or dissimilarities.
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