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Lebanon
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This study aimed to investigate gender differences in reasoning influencing the
postponing of sexual debut among university youth in Lebanon. Findings aimed to
develop understandings that might help inform future research on, and programme
implementation of, young people’s reproductive and sexual health. A cross-sectional
survey of sexuality and sexual practices, attitudes and perceptions was conducted
among private university students in Lebanon using a secure online method. Of 1838
participating students, 48.7% indicated they had never engaged in oral, anal or vaginal
sex (i.e., penetrative sexual activity) during their lifetime (n ¼ 895). Common socio-
cultural concerns regarding sexual initiation included: gaining a bad reputation (47%),
social rejection (58%), religion (70%) and parental disapproval (61%). Women were
four times more concerned than men regarding loss of reputation and self-respect, six
times more so regarding parental disapproval and three times more likely to be
concerned with societal disapproval. Intrapersonal concerns included fear of
contradicting one’s own beliefs (67%), feeling guilty afterwards (62%) and losing
self-respect (55%). Women were four times more likely to feel loss of self-respect and
six times more likely to think sex was disgusting. Underlying reasons for postponing
sexual intercourse are linked to adopted fears and social pressures that are internalised,
and reinforce existing gender inequalities and reaffirm discriminatory gender norms.

Keywords: sexual debut; perceptions; gender differences; young people; Lebanon

Introduction

Transition to first sexual intercourse is an important step in young people’s development that

can have major implications at a personal level, both physically and emotionally, as well as

for public health. Worldwide, particularly in the USA and Latin America, it has been shown

that sexual debut occurs most commonly in adolescence, and the onset of sexual activity at a

younger age has been linked to a higher risk for sexually transmitted infections (STIs),

including HIV, and unintended pregnancies (Lammers et al. 2000).

Worldwide, around 16 million girls aged 15 to 19 years old become pregnant annually,

with 95% of births occurring in less developed countries (Mmbaga et al. 2012). In view of

the growing global concern related to early sexual onset among youth, public health

interventions in some countries have supported postponing sexual debut as a leading step

q 2014 Taylor & Francis

*Corresponding author. Email: lilian.ghandour@aub.edu.lb

This article was originally published with errors. This version has been corrected. Please see Erratum
(10.1080/13691058.2015.1030899).

Culture, Health & Sexuality, 2015

Vol. 17, No. 5, 555–575, http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13691058.2014.972457

mailto:lilian.ghandour@aub.edu.lb
mailto:lilian.ghandour@aub.edu.lb
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13691058.2015.1030899
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13691058.2014.972457


towards reducing the risk of adverse adolescent health outcomes (Jemmott III, Jemmott,

and Fong 1998; Santelli et al. 2006).

The rise in sexual activity among youth has also generated discussion about the

underlying factors behind early onset of sexual intercourse. Timing of sexual debut

reflects, to a large extent, young people’s personal sexual decision making (Gilliam et al.

2007). Yet, the decision to initiate or postpone sexual intercourse is influenced by complex

social and cultural factors (Rostosky, Regnerus, and Wright 2003). A systematic review of

250 studies examining young people’s sexual behaviour identified more than 100 reasons

for the timing of sexual debut, including family connectedness, schools, peers, self-esteem

and religiosity (Kirby 2007). Typically, delaying sexual activity is linked to higher

self-esteem, greater religiosity, higher parental approval and resistance to peers’ influence

(Lindgren et al. 2011).

While age seems to be a constant predictor of sexual debut, systematic differences in

the timing of coital onset have been shown across gender, ethnicity and social status

(Rostosky, Regnerus, and Wright 2003). After exploring gender differences in the age of

sexual onset in the USA, the UK and 12 countries from Latin America and the Caribbean,

sub-Saharan Africa and Asia, Singh et al. (2000) found that men are more likely to initiate

sexual intercourse before age 17 in all countries (except African ones), with an overall

lower mean age of sexual debut than for women. The context of coital onset also differs

between the sexes. For men, first sexual debut generally occurs outside marriage, whereas

for women, it is within marriage (Singh et al. 2000).

A similar study conducted in China showed that women tend to delay coital debut

longer than men; the latter also had a 30% increased likelihood of initiating sexual

intercourse compared to women across all ages. The decision to initiate or postpone sexual

debut in the Chinese population is mainly shaped by encouraging social attitudes toward

male sexual behaviour and less positive ones vis-à-vis women’s sexuality. Chinese society

still attaches great value to women’s virginity and, consequently, young women who

engage in premarital sexual activity may have to deal with several negative outcomes

including social stigmatisation, unplanned pregnancy and/or abortion or even depression

(Guo et al. 2012).

Women in Eastern Europe, Turkey and the USA have also been shown to experience

more guilt, anxiety, worry, shame and fear toward initiating sexual intercourse, even after

adjusting for important possible confounders (Osorio et al. 2012). In fact, it has been

shown that men’s and women’s sexual behaviours are judged unequally. While men view

sexual intercourse positively and link it to power, cultural norms encourage women

to postpone sexual activity until after marriage, and women who are strongly bonded to

traditional norms and conventional institutions tend to delay their sexual debut in order to

conform to these norms (Lindgren et al. 2011).

Other studies have stressed the pivotal role of parental beliefs, values and expectations,

as well as family connectedness, in influencing the timing of coital debut among Latina

adolescents (Gilliam et al. 2007). Religiosity is a major factor behind postponing sexual

debut for both men and women, not only because most celestial religions condemn sex

outside of marriage, but also because religious values reaffirm the importance of

commitment, respect and trust in sexual relationships (Pedersen, Samuelsen, and

Wichstrøm 2003; Rostosky et al. 2004). Both religiosity and guilt, which are positively

correlated, were significantly associated with delaying sexual activity among high school

students in the USA (Rostosky, Regnerus, and Wright 2003). Additional reasons specific

to girls include fear of getting pregnant and contracting STIs (Rostosky et al. 2004).

Similarly, a study conducted by Iriyama et al. (2007) found that male adolescent students
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in Nepal who perceive a highly risk of acquiring HIV and who recognise its severe

consequences tend to abstain from sexual activity.

To date, however, none of the previously published literature has investigated gender

differences in postponing sexual debut in the Arab world, where culture is clearly an

important driving force behind some young people’s decisions to delay sexual activities.

Published studies have mainly centred on the perceptions of adolescents as a function of

gender pre- and post-sexual debut (Cuffee, Hallfors, andWaller 2007; Lindgren et al. 2011),

or have focused on one factor influencing the decision to engage in sexual activity, such as

religiosity (Hull et al. 2011; Rostosky, Regnerus, and Wright 2003), or have explored this

association in one gender only (Borges and Schor 2007; Gilliam et al. 2007; Skinner et al.

2008). This is not tomention variations in the definition of sexual intercourse across studies,

with many studies considering only vaginal sex to constitute sexual intercourse (Aarons

et al. 2000; Cuffee, Hallfors, and Waller 2007; Rostosky, Regnerus, and Wright 2003).

Given the literature, there is a need to examine more closely the underlying reasons

behind postponing sexual debut (whether vaginal, oral or anal) among non-sexually

active youth in non-Western contexts, while exploring important gender differences for this

delay. In response, this study from Lebanon, an Arab country in the Middle East that lies at

the cross-roads of eastern and western cultures, assessed the gendered reasoning behind

delaying sexual debut among non-sexually active university students. A combination of

factors, including traditional norms, religious doctrine and social taboos, are of importance

to sexual and reproductive health in the Arab region, especially among young people. They

include hymenoplasties, female genitalmutilation and earlymarriage (Roudi-Fahimi andEl

Feki 2011). The present study also explored gender differences with regards to various non-

penetrative sexual practices, sexual perceptions and attitudes, as well as more specific and

culturally relevant reasons behind delaying sexual debut.

Methods

Study population and data collection

Study data derived from an online survey conducted to identify the sexual attitudes,

perceptions, practices and other experiences of university youth (aged 18–30) attending

the fourth largest private university in Beirut, the capital city of Lebanon.

Following approval by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) and the Human

Research Protection programme at the American University of Beirut, data collection

took place between April and August 2012. The online survey was administered via

LimeSurvey to ensure anonymity and non-traceability. An introductory email was sent to

all registered students (undergraduates and graduates, n ¼ 7841), which included two

links: an opt-out URL and a secured link to the survey. A total of 712 students opted-out

and 54 officially declined after having read the online informed consent form. Of those

who agreed to participate in the study and completed the survey, 18 were administratively

excluded for being younger than 18 (n ¼ 7) or older than 30 years of age (n ¼ 11).

The final sample size comprised 2180 students, indicating a response rate of 29.3%, which

was considered fairly acceptable in the absence of any financial incentives. For the present

study, data from only 895 students were considered (551 females and 344 males),

representing those who had not yet engaged in any form of penetrative sexual intercourse

(i.e., they provided a negative response to all three questions of ever engaging in oral, anal

or vaginal sex). This sample henceforth will be referred to as ‘non-sexually active’ –

although we examine later their non-penetrative sexual practices and the implications of

such labelling.
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Instrument and measures

The instrument was developed to incorporate culturally-relevant questions that addressed

local sexual and reproductive health issues while clarifying their linkages to broader

societal norms. The questionnaire was initially developed in English and was then

translated into Arabic and back-translated. Following a pre-test and a pilot-test, the

questionnaire was granted final IRB approval. The English version was used in this study

given that English is the university’s official language of instruction.

Sociodemographic factors

Sociodemographic factors measured included current age, nationality, type of high school

(private/public/religious), current faculty (health-related as in health sciences or medicine

versus non-health related), current relationship status (single including separated, divorced or

widowed, or in a relationship including engaged, married or with a steady partner), living

situation (not independent as in living at homewithparents/guardians orwith spouse/partners;

semi-independent as in an apartmentwith a roommate or independent as in living at university

dorms or in an apartment alone), time lived in Lebanon (all my life versus not), having lived

abroad for 6months ormore after the age of 12 (no, yes in one place, or yes inmultiple places),

reported financial dependence and degree of spirituality or religiosity (very religious to not

religious at all). These demographic variables are contextually relevant to having an influence

on attitudes, perceptions and practices relevant to young people’s sexuality.

Underlying reasons for delaying sexual debut

Non-sexually active students were asked to rate on a Likert scale 11 statements describing

reasons for delaying sexual debut. These statements (see Figure 1) were largely extracted

from published questionnaires (Vanoss Marı́n et al. 2000) with a few additional statements
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Figure 1. Adjusted odds ratios and 95% confidence intervals of gender differences (female versus
male) in the reported reasons for postponing sexual debut among non-sexually-active students model
controlled for age, religiosity, type of high school, educational level, faculty, current relationship,
financial and living situations.
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inserted to provide a better understanding of local contexts. Participants were asked to

indicate whether each of the 11 reasons for avoiding sexual debut was a ‘concern of [theirs]’,

‘not a concern of [theirs]’ or they would ‘rather not say’. The 11 statements included fears of

unwanted physical consequences of unprotected sexual activity (unwanted pregnancies or

acquiring an STI and/or HIV), internalised negative sentiments (disgust, guilt, loss of

self-respect, conflicting personal or religious beliefs) and external conflicting factors

(acquiring a bad reputation, parental disapproval, decreased marriageability).

Reasons for engaging in sexual activity

All participating students, whether theywere sexually active or not, were asked to pick from

a list of possible reasons the top three reasons why they would engage in sexual intercourse

– to see what three choices mattered most to them. Reasons provided (Vanoss Marı́n et al.

2000) included: (1) I would have sex now so my partner would not break up with me, (2) I

would have sex now if I had a partner I loved andwas comfortablewith, (3) I would have sex

now to feel more accepted and loved, (4) I would have sex now to be more popular, (5) I

would have sex now to satisfy my sexual desires, (6) I would have sex now because I’m

curious to know what it is like, (7) I would have sex now because my friends are having sex

and (8) I would have sex now if my partner and I were going to be married.

Non-penetrative sexual behaviours and experiences

The questions on sexual behaviours were included to ease the participants into gradually

answering more intimate and sensitive questions, allowing them to withhold answers by

selecting the option of ‘rather not say’. A terminology box was included at the beginning

to explain some sex-related terms (i.e. oral, anal and vaginal sex, sexual intercourse,

cybersex, masturbation and outer-course) and to ensure consistency across participants.

Various non-penetrative sexual practices were assessed among the non-sexually active

group to determine what alternative behaviours, if any, were involved in delaying

penetrative sex and the pacing sexual activity to a level comfortable to this

group. Questions about intimacy, romantic engagements, pacing sexual activity and

engaging in non-penetrative sexual activity were included (see Figure 2).

Sexual abuse, violence and perceived fears

Experiences of coercion, sexual abuse and violence, and perceived fears of contracting

STIs or getting someone pregnant were also assessed (see Table 1).

Communication

Questions regarding the ability to negotiate sexual experiences with a partner and

discussing sex with a close friend or parental figure (maternal/paternal) were posed to

assess personal comfort with discussing sexuality, as well as comfort with the surrounding

environment (see Table 2).

Sexual values and attitudes

Values attached to sex were assessed via 14 questions (see Figure 3) that explored attitudes

towards unsafe sex, sex negotiation and peer pressure, abstinence, the association between

sex, love and trust, multiple sexual partners and sex with strangers.
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The survey also included a set of questions asking about whether there was a need to

satisfy the arousal of a male/female partner, to accept premarital sex for either of the sexes

and whether it is acceptable for women to make advances toward men. These questions

were phrased in a hypothetical third person way, so as not to address the survey

participants directly but rather to capture their perception of social norms (see Table 3).

Analysis

Data analyses were conducted using Stata/IC 10.0. Descriptive bivariate analyses were

conducted using Pearson’s Chi-square. Simple and multiple binary logistic models were

run as unadjusted and adjusted, controlling for selected sociodemographic correlates that

were statistically significantly different by gender at the bivariate level. All analyses were

run separately for males and females to explore gender differences. The critical alpha level

was set at 0.05.

Results

Sociodemographic differences

Of the total sample, 895 students were considered ‘non-sexually active’ (47% of the total

female and 34% of the total male samples). With respect to sociodemographic differences

between non-sexually active male and female students, no gender differences with respect

to nationality were observed (the majority in both genders were Lebanese, 86%). A total of

57% of the sample had lived their whole lives in Lebanon, while the remainder had lived

an average of 7.7 years in Lebanon (min ¼ 0 years; max ¼ 27 years). Women were only

slightly older (20.45 years versus 20.11 in men, p ¼ 0.02). Men were more likely than

women to have previously attended a government school (8.2% versus 4.7%, respectively;

p ¼ 0.0013) and less likely to have been pursuing a graduate or post-graduate degree at

the time of the survey (12.0% versus 20.2%, respectively; p ¼ 0.0012). More women

than men were enrolled in a health-related major at university (31.4% versus 10.9%;

p , 0.0001). Women were also more likely to report being in a relationship at the time of

the survey (26.3% versus 17.7%; p ¼ 0.0026). Male students were more likely to live

independently than females (14.4% versus 8.6%, respectively; p ¼ 0.0179) but 30% less

likely than women to be financially independent (18.3% versus 24.1%; p ¼ 0.0387).

With regards to religiosity/spirituality, male students were also more likely than

females to report being not or not at all religious/spiritual (15.1% versus 9.6%,

respectively; p ¼ 0.0429).

Underlying reasons for delaying sexual debut

As shown in Figure 1, non-sexually-active women had postponed their sexual debut for a

variety of reasons, even after adjusting for relevant sociodemographic factors. They were

1.7 times more likely than men to delay sexual intercourse because it is against [their]

religion (p ¼ 0.007), and approximately 2.5 times more likely because it is against [their]

beliefs (p ¼ 0.000), they would feel guilty afterwards (p ¼ 0.000) and it was socially

unacceptable to do so before marriage (p ¼ 0.000). As expected, women were also four

times more likely than men to be concerned with the risk of having a bad reputation and

losing respect for [themselves] (p ¼ 0.000) and five times more likely to consider

themselves too young to be engaging in sex (p ¼ 0.000). The largest difference between

women and men regarding reasons to abstain from sex was concern that [their] parents
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would not approve (p ¼ 0.000) and thinking [sex] is disgusting (p ¼ 0.000). Non-

sexually-active men and women were equally likely to report ‘I do not want to risk being/

getting someone pregnant’ and ‘I do not want to get HIV or any other infection you can get

from sex’ as reasons for delaying sexual debut (Figure 1).

Possible reasons for engaging in sexual activity

Non-sexually active students were asked about the reasons that might lead them to engage

in sexual activity. On controlling for other sociodemographic factors (age, religiosity, type

of high school attended, current education level, faculty, current relationship status, living

and financial situations), men and women were at equal odds to report ‘I would have sex

now so my partner would not break up with me’,‘ I would have sex now to feel more

accepted and loved’, ‘I would have sex now to feel more popular’, ‘I would have sex now

because my friends are having sex’ and ‘I would have sex now because I am curious to

know what it is like’, all of which were admitted to by less than 8% of the participants

except for the last statement regarding curiosity, which was reported by 43% of the non-

sexually active sample. However, men were 1.6 times more likely than women to state

‘I would have sex now to satisfy my sexual desires’ (OR ¼ 1.63; 95%CI ¼ [1.14; 2.33];

p ¼ 0.0070), although the association became borderline statistically significant upon

adjusting for the selected sociodemographics (OR ¼ 1.46; 95%CI ¼ [0.99; 2.16];

p ¼ 0.055). Women’s choice to engage in sexual debut was more associated to long-term

planning and emotional security, where they were almost twice as likely to state the two

reasons ‘I would have sex now if I had a partner I loved and was comfortable with’ (OR

¼ 1.79; 95%CI ¼ [0.36; 0.86]; p ¼ 0.008) and ‘I would have sex now if my partner and

I were going to be married’, even after adjusting for selected sociodemographic variables

(OR ¼ 2.33; 95%CI ¼ [0.29; 0.62]; p ¼ 0.000).

The gender dynamics of reasons to postpone or engage in sexual debut were

further exemplified when examining preferred age for sexual debut – adjusting for

sociodemographics, men were three times more likely than women not to associate their

preferred age for sexual debut to getting married (OR ¼ 3.25; 95%CI ¼ [2.26;4.68];

p , 0.0001).

Non-penetrative sexual experiences

The range of sexual experiences that non-sexually active students had engaged in lay on a

spectrum. Equally, 40% of both male and female students reported having ‘ever been with

someone in an intimate way’. While men had 40% lower odds than women when reporting

having ‘ever kissed someone romantically’ (Figure 2), they were 1.7 times as likely to

report ever being naked with another person (about 11% of the men versus 6.3% of the

women admitted so). The majority of male students (90%) reported ever ‘masturbating’,

‘watching pornography’ and or ‘engaging in cybersex’ compared to 44% of their female

counterparts, these being more private activities that do not affect social standing,

marriageability, virginity or public scrutiny; in fact, controlling for sociodemographic

factors, men were still 12 times more likely to report sexual activity with themselves

(Figure 2). About 9% of the non-sexually active male students (versus 4% of the females)

responded with a hesitant ‘maybe’ to the question of ever experiencing ‘sexual attraction

to someone of the same sex’; however, women were 3 times more likely than men to

respond with an affirmative yes to that question and 1.3 times as likely to affirm engaging

in ‘sexual activity with someone of the same sex’ (Figure 2).
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Sexual coercion, violence and abuse

Experiencing sexual abuse was two and a half times more likely among women, who were

also 1.7 times more likely than men to refuse answering the question ‘During your

lifetime, have you been sexually abused – someone did something to you sexually which

you did not want them to do, or touched you in a way that you did not want to be touched?’

The aforementioned question on sexual abuse did not offer any information about whether

the abuse was initiated by someone familiar or unfamiliar to the participant; however 25%

of women felt that at one point in their relationships with an intimate partner ‘things were

moving too fast physically’, and women were almost three times more likely than men to

report this (Table 1).

When asked to rate how worried they were (very worried to not worried at all) about

having various negative sexual experiences, non-sexually active female students were 50

times more likely to be very worried about ‘experiencing sexual assault or sexual

harassment’ than men (Table 1). They also were twice as likely to very worried about

‘engaging sexually in more than they had planned due to alcohol or drugs’. Both these

results highlight a global culture in which sexual violence is disproportionately targeted

toward women and young girls (Table 1). The only perceived sexual risk that men

encountered more was ‘fear of having an unwanted pregnancy’ (Table 1). Worth noting is

that neither sex feared contracting an STI or HIV.

Comfort in communicating about sexuality

Interestingly, both male and female students were equally likely (30% of males and 37%

of females) to communicate to their partner what they felt comfortable doing sexually;

additionally, a similar percentage (30.7% and 27.6% of the males and females,

1.08

0.61

0.95

1.73 1.9

0.28

0.82

12.2

1.79

20

1

0.1
Ever been with
someone in an
intimate way?              

Ever kissed
someone
romantically?

Ever consensually
touched/been
touched above
your clothes at
the private parts?               

Ever been
naked with
someone?

Ever been sexually attracted to
someone of the same sex?

Ever had sexual
activity with
someone of the
same sex?

Maybe Yes Ever engaged in
sexual activities
with
yourself, such as:
masturbation,
watching
pornography,
cybersex?

Ever engaged in
sexual activities
with a partner,
such as:
mutual masturbation,
watching pornography,
outer-course, or
cybersex?

Figure 2. Adjusted odds ratios and 95% confidence intervals of gender differences (male versus
female) in non-penetrative sexual experiences among non-sexually-active students; model
controlled for age, religiosity, type of high school, education level, faculty, current relationship,
living and financial situations.
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respectively) reported being able to do so via hints and cues. Non-sexually-active men

(as compared to women) were 60% more likely to talk about sex to their close friends,

and 10 times more likely to converse with paternal guardians even after adjusting for

student sociodemographic characteristics (Table 2). Female non-sexually active students,

however, were twice as likely to feel comfortable approaching their mothers/female

guardians to discuss sex and sexuality (Table 2).

Sexual values and attitudes

In a series of statements measuring sexual values and attitudes, non-sexually-active male

students were at a higher odds of confirming feeling ‘pressured to engage in sexual

intercourse by a certain age’, agreeing (rather than disagreeing) that ‘engaging in

un-intimate sex or sex with strangers does not need to be a hindrance to pleasant or fun

experiences’ (p ¼ 0.000) and also agreeing that ‘oral sex is not as big a deal as sexual

intercourse’ (Figure 3). Non-sexually- active women had more conservative values to

sexual activity where they were about twice as likely as men to agree that ‘only two people

who trust each other completely should have sexual relations’, aswell as to agree that ‘if you

have been seeing someone for a while it is expected that you will have sex’ (Figure 3).

In an attempt to assess broader societal values toward sexual behaviour and sexual

pleasure, we found that the majority of the non-sexually active students felt it was not

acceptable for either men (50%) or women (63.5%) to have premarital sex; the rest of the

sample fell between indecisiveness and acceptance (Table 3). No gender differences were

observed, whereby about 40% of the men felt it would be acceptable for a man to have sex

before marriage compared to 38% of women. In other words, 31% of the male students felt

it would be all right for women to engage in premarital sex compared with 25% of the

female students (Table 3). Male students were approximately twice as likely to agree that

‘regardless of gender, if one is sexually excited their partner should sexually satisfy them’

(Table 3). Non-sexually-active female students, however, were twice as likely to agree that

‘not ejaculating is harmful to a sexually stimulated man’, implying that this myth is shared

mostly by women (women were also 5 times more likely to be ‘undecided’ about this)

(Table 3). Contrary to what broader social norms may imply, 73% of men were in favour

of ‘women making the first move on a man’, whereas 35% of women were not; the latter

were also one and a half times more likely as men to sometimes feel guilty about having

sexual feelings rather than never/rarely (Table 3).

Discussion

This is the first online survey from Lebanon and the Arab region to examine non-

penetrative sexual practices, values and perceptions among young people who have not yet

engaged in penetrative sex (oral, anal or vaginal). It sheds light on important gender

differences for postponing penetrative sexual intercourse, highlighting how men and

women have different reasons for this (despite some overlap).

Women in the sample were slightly less likely to have engaged in penetrative sex,

re-affirming the social norm of more women choosing to, or being expected to, abstain

from sex until after marriage (as they themselves also stated). External societal pressures

and internalised feelings of guilt, shame, loss of self-respect, disgust and blame are

experienced more among women. In a patriarchal society, men have more freedom to

participate in more liberal and sexually self-explorative behaviours than women, who are

expected to uphold their chastity, virginity and marriageability. This is most obvious in the
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fact that more women than men reported that they would experience their first penetrative

sexual activity with partners who they trusted and with whom they saw a marital future.

Non-sexually-active men, however, were more likely to express the desire to engage in

sexual activity purely for enjoyment and pleasure.

Societal and religious restrictions that have targeted mostly women’s behaviours may

even have led to the development of women’s belief that sex is for love and marriage, a

reality that women are told to live by every day (Carpenter 2005). Putting love and

marriage aside, many external influences have also led to the situation whereby women in

this sample were six times as likely as men to associate sex with feelings of disgust. These

restrictions on women’s bodies and sexuality also appear in the self-policing notion that

women should not have pre-marital sex, but that men may do so as they have ‘needs’ that

must be fulfilled. For instance, when students were asked if women needed to orgasm after

reaching sexual excitement, the majority of both non-sexually active men and women

responded negatively, with no significant gender differences in this respect. However,

female students were more likely to agree or to be undecided about whether not ejaculating

after sexual stimulation is harmful to men. These findings suggest that a substantial

proportion of sexual values and attitudes may be based on myths, and are perhaps

amenable to change through more open communication, better information and even new

experiences. To debunk these myths, we must first understand their implications for social

and personal values and in addressing them we must also address the social rules that

govern both men and women’s bodies and their sexuality.

It is apparent from this study that some of the reasons for postponing or engaging in

sexual debut are not synchronous with dominant Lebanese culture. Factors such as having

sex for popularity, for acceptance and love, or because friends have initiated the practice,

or not having sex such for fear of contracting an STI and/or HIV do not resonate as

strongly in Lebanese society as they do in someWestern contexts (Borges and Schor 2007;

Gilliam et al. 2007; Jemmott III, Jemmott, and Fong 1998; Pedersen, Samuelsen, and

Wichstrøm 2003). This may be because of the massive pressure placed on virginity and

marriageability as well as the fact that there are no formal sexuality education programmes

or nationwide campaigns. In fact, the key factors that appeared in our study to be the most

controlling over sexual debut were social, family and religious shunning and disapproval.

Restriction from sexual exploration and sexual activity does not confront women

with the same level of peer pressure to have sex by a certain age as men; in fact, it gives

women more leeway to communicate with their partners about the boundaries of sexual

exploration. While communicating about sexuality with maternal guardians provides a

safe place for some younger women’s questions, they still do not participate in these

discussions as often as their male peers do with paternal guardians and friends.

A cruel reality that controls women’s bodies and sexuality is sexual violence, rape,

assault and harassment (Lehrer, Lehrer, and Koss 2013; Russo and Pirlott 2006; Santhya

and Francis Zavier 2014), which women of this sample fear experiencing 25 to 50 times

more than men, and experience 2.5 times more often than men. Sexual violence and

related practices offer provide evidence as to why women cannot afford to have the same

sexual values of self-exploration and recreation as men. Patriarchy dictates that sexually

active women who make sexual and bodily choices that defy society and religion are

morally corrupt. Society also blames women who experience sexual violence by ‘slut-

shaming’ them and suggesting they brought sexual violence on themselves by merely

being sexually active and having bodily autonomy (McCormack and Prostran 2012;

Tankink 2013). This faulty logic is clearly contradicted in this study, where non-sexually

active women express an enormous amount of fear with respect to sexual violence, and
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have lived with it as well. In this respect, it is important to note that Article 522 of the

Lebanese Penal Code exonerates rapists from their crime if they marry their victim

provided no divorce takes place within three to five years of the marriage (or else the rapist

will be charged again for his crime) (Abdel Sater McCracken 2006, 45). The rationale

behind this law is to give the victim’s family an ‘honourable’ escape from the shame of

having their daughter’s reputation ruined, and being categorised as a non-virgin before

marriage. The mere existence of this law demonstrates the permissiveness and belittling of

rape as a crime, transforming justice into a matter of shame.

While the current study sample had not engaged in any penetrative sexual activity,

given the fact that sample members disclosed having had alternative sexual activity, such

as masturbation, mutual masturbation, cybersex, ‘outer course’, watching pornography,

nudity with another, and same-sex sexual activity, we are acutely conscious of the

limitations of using the term ‘non-sexually active’ to describe the individuals concerned.

Young people are still engaging in sexual activity with others, regardless of whether they

have had anal, oral or vaginal penetrative sex. Such young people may or may not regard

themselves as sexually active, and may or may not have experienced pleasurable sexual

experiences, but either way the label ‘non-sexually-active’ is limited in that it does not

acknowledge these possibilities. Our decision to draw the line at penetration was to

purposefully take a closer look at the ‘non-sexually-active’ who usually fall outside the

study design’s ‘at-risk’ target population. Research, sexual health education and

supportive services must address both those young people who have and have not engaged

in penetrative sex, as the difference between these groups is often merely a matter of time.

It is not only scientific research and funding agencies that hitherto have overlooked the

non-sexually-active, but social norms and expectations of parenting also disregard the

benefits of communicating with young people about sex, especially to women, who are

often not given much information until they are about to wed. Whether sexuality is studied

from a sexual-risk reduction perspective of decreasing STI rates from non-penetrative sex,

or alternatively from a sex-positive perspective of addressing pleasure negotiation and

non-penetrative sexual play within a gender-sensitive framework, it is imperative that

those who are not sexually active yet are not marginalised until their sexual debut. Sexual

debut, to those students, may have already have taken place outside of penetration, and to

say otherwise would be creating artificial boxes around what sexual intercourse is and

what it is not.

Conclusion and future directions

Given the social taboo surrounding the topic of young people’s sexual practices, especially

among unmarried youth, research on youth sexual and reproductive health in Lebanon and

the Arab world has to date been limited to surveying issues such as violence against

women, female genital mutilation, HIV and other STIs, reproductive morbidity and

maternal mortality (DeJong et al. 2005). The focus has been on surveying young people’s

knowledge, attitudes, perceptions and practices (Barbour and Salameh 2009; El-Kak et al.

2001) and there has been little interest in understanding the choices and reasons for

abstinence among the non-sexually-active. This focus on sexual-risk and harm reduction,

especially in lieu of the research following the HIV epidemic, has been biomedical, risk-

oriented and knowledge centric (Kahhaleh, El Nakib, and Jurjus 2009). In a region where

young people’s pre-marital sexual activity is neither socially condoned nor part of the

norm, but where sexual values among youth are changing rapidly, understanding the social

processes behind sexual decision-making is important in order to guide the development
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of culturally sensitive interventions toward safer and healthier options in sexual health and

practices.

Findings from this study suggest that delaying penetrative sexual activity is seen as a

choice for men in Lebanese society, and an expectation of women. In future work, we need

to address the fact that women’s decisions regarding their bodies and sexual behaviours

are not made out of full personal choice, for they are impacted upon by an ongoing history

of discrimination, sexism and sexual violence as perpetrated by social, legal and religious

authorities.

Survey findings highlighted important gender differences that future research needs to

investigate. Since the findings emanate from only one private university, generalisability

to students in public universities or to non-university youth is limited. Still, the data and

conclusions drawn are based on a sample derived from the fourth largest private university

in the country, serving a wide range of students from Lebanon and the region of varying

sociodemographic backgrounds. We recommend that further studies in the region and in

Lebanon raise similar questions among different segments of youth, and investigate more

fully additional gender-based issues such as the effects of experiencing sexual violence

and the fear of such violence on women’s bodies. Studies must also investigate young

people’s knowledge of what constitutes consensual, affirmative, protected, healthy and

pleasurable sexual experiences before they begin engaging in penetrative sexual activity,

to gauge the possible risks that they are facing at the time or may face in the future.

Gender differences in attitudes, perceptions and values toward sexuality must also be

addressed early on, since they may be built up long before penetrative sexual activity

begins. In fact, we recommend that all future research studies and evidence-informed

interventions include a gender perspective on sexuality and sexual activity – since the

common expectation that young women and young men remain virgins until marriage is a

‘socially constructed virginity’ that is most definitely not experienced equally by members

of the two sexes.
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Résumé

La présente étude consistait à enquêter sur les différences de genre, relativement au raisonnement qui
influence le report des premiers rapports sexuels chez les jeunes étudiants universitaires au Liban.
Les résultats avaient pour objectif d’améliorer les connaissances sur ce sujet, afin d’éclairer les futurs
recherches et programmes sur la santé sexuelle et reproductive chez les jeunes. Une enquête
transversale sur la sexualité et les pratiques sexuelles, les attitudes et les perceptions, a été conduite
parmi des étudiants d’une université privée au Liban en utilisant un outil sécurisé en ligne. 48,7 %
des 1838 participants ont déclaré n’avoir jamais eu de rapports sexuels oraux, anaux ou vaginaux
(c’est-à-dire aucune activité sexuelle avec pénétration) au cours de leur vie (n¼ 895). Les
préoccupations d’ordre socio-culturel sur l’initiation sexuelle incluaient: l’acquisition d’une
mauvaise réputation (47 %), le rejet social (58 %), la religion (70 %) et la désapprobation des parents
(61 %). Concernant la perte de la réputation et de l’estime de soi, la désapprobation des parents et le
rejet social, les femmes étaient, respectivement, quatre fois, six fois et trois fois plus préoccupées que
les hommes. Les préoccupations interpersonnelles incluaient la crainte d’aller à l’encontre de ses
propres croyances (67 %), la culpabilité qui pouvait se manifester après les premiers rapports sexuels
(62 %) et la perte du respect de soi (55 %). Les femmes étaient quatre fois plus susceptibles que les
hommes d’éprouver la perte de l’estime de soi et six fois plus de considérer les rapports sexuels
comme dégoûtants. Les raisons sous-jacentes au report de l’initiation sexuelle sont liées aux craintes
et aux pressions sociales adoptées qui sont intériorisées, aggravent les inégalités de genre existantes
et réaffirment les normes de genre discriminatoires.

Resumen

El presente estudio pretendió investigar la existencia de diferencias de género en cuanto a las razones
que influyen en la decisión de posponer el inicio de la vida sexual entre los jóvenes universitarios de
Lı́bano. Se espera que las conclusiones contribuyan a desarrollar una mejor comprensión sobre el
tema, sirviendo para orientar futuras investigaciones sobre la salud sexual y reproductiva de los
jóvenes, además de guiar la implementación de programas de atención en este sentido. Empleando
un método seguro en lı́nea, se aplicó una encuesta transversal sobre la sexualidad, las prácticas
sexuales, las actitudes y las percepciones, a estudiantes de una universidad privada de Lı́bano. De los
1,838 estudiantes que participaron en la misma, 48.7% indicó que nunca habı́a experimentado el
sexo oral, anal o vaginal –es decir, una actividad sexual penetrante (n¼895). Por otra parte, se
encontró que entre las preocupaciones socioculturales comunes existentes en torno al inicio de la
actividad sexual se incluyen: la religión (70%), la desaprobación de los padres (61%), el rechazo
social (58%) y la mala reputación (47%). En este sentido, se constató que las mujeres expresan una
probabilidad cuatro veces mayor que los hombres de que la pérdida de la reputación y de la
autoestima sea una causa de preocupación, seis veces superior cuando se trata de la desaprobación de
los padres y tres veces más alta en relación a la desaprobación social. Además, se encontró que las
preocupaciones interpersonales abarcan el temor de contradecir su fe (67%), de sentir culpabilidad
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después del sexo (62%) y de perder la autoestima (55%). Asimismo, entre las mujeres se evidencia
una probabilidad cuatro veces mayor que entre los hombres de temer la pérdida de autoestima y seis
veces mayor de pensar que el sexo es vergonzoso. Las razones que subyacen a la decisión de
posponer las relaciones sexuales se relacionan con los temores y las presiones sociales
internalizados, los cuales, además de reforzar las desigualdades de género existentes, reafirman las
normas de género discriminatorias.
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