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Abstract 

In this paper we describe the correlates of virginity in Italy. We use a dataset of students enrolled in 

bachelor programs of Economics and Statistics stemming from the SELFY survey, conducted in Italy 

in 2001 and 2017. Descriptive results show a reduction of students, both males and females, which are 

virgin at the time of the interview between 2001 and 2017. Regression analyses suggest that self-

esteem and own body image, the relationship with parents (in particular the mother), and religion 

exert the strongest correlation with virginity. Models augmented with interaction terms between time 

and religion variables show that the relationship between religion and virginity has weakened over 

time. Our results also show that the participation in religious groups is more important than the 

importance attributed to religion in favouring being virgin. In all, our findings extend research on 

sexuality among Italian young adults and underscore the important variability that exist in the sexual 

experiences of students as highlighted by the salience of a multitude of individual, familial, 

interpersonal, and community-level factors associated with their virginity. 
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1. Introduction 

Modernization, secularization, more relaxed social norms, and a greater equality among 

genders have generated important changes in sexual and affective behaviours in contemporary 

societies. Such changes are especially relevant when they affect the first stages of the process 

of building one’s own social and relational identity (Rosina 2004). Although rarely mentioned 

and analysed, the onset of the transition to adulthood starts with first sexual experiences 

during adolescence, particularly in relation to increasing independence, responsibility, and 

management of at-risk behaviours. In particular, the virginity loss symbolises a life-changing 

event not only in historical, but also in contemporary societies (Landor & Simons 2019) as the 

prevalence and correlates of virginity status among young adults is closely connected to their 

social and family life (Humphreys 2013). This paper aims to depict the socio-demographic 

profiles of virginity among a specific target of youths in Italy – i.e. the group of university 

students.  

The first years of tertiary education represents a crucial stepping stone for young 

Italian people. For many, this is the first time that they are away from home, and they might 

engage for the first time in casual sex, unprotected sex, or risky behaviours (Rosina & 

Rivellini 2004; La Mendola & Tinto 2004; Bernardi & Mencarini 2004). Past research on the 

sexuality of Italian university students has focused exclusively on issues related to first sexual 

experience or being sexually active (Dalla Zuanna & Crisafulli 2004; Ongaro 2004; 

Castiglioni 2004; Billari & Ongaro 2004; Dalla Zuanna & Mancin 2004; Caltabiano et al. 

2004). 

The characteristics that predict virginity among Italian young adults may be consistent 

with factors that contribute to their sexual activity, but such factors are not inevitably the 

converse of these previously identified factors, and may vary (e.g., Landor & Simons 2019). 

No attention has been paid so far on variation in factors associated with virginity status 

among young adults in Italy. This paper aims to fill this gap by asking: (i) What are the socio-

demographic profiles of Italians who are virgin in their young adulthood? and (ii) Have these 

profiles changed over the last couple of decades?. 

University students are ideal to address these research questions because they are 

provided with many opportunities for social interaction with peers to form relationships and 

have sex (Di Mauro 2008). Hence, it appears particularly interesting to uncover what factors 

affect their virginity status. The results of this study could increase our understanding of 

sexual development among Italian young adults and highlight the heterogeneity of the virgin 

– minority – group. 
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In line with most sex literature, we define virginity by referring to individuals who 

have never engaged in vaginal-penile intercourse3 (e.g. Humphreys 2013; Landor & Simons 

2019). The empirical analysis is based on data from the SELFY (Sexual and Emotional LiFe 

of Youths) survey, which provides information on the sexual and emotional behaviour of 

about 8,000 Italian university students in 2017 and about 5,000 in 2000-01 (hereafter, 2001) 

across all Italian regions (Dalla Zuanna et al. 2019). The full comparability between the two 

surveys allows to pinpoint changes over time in the prevalence and correlates of virginity.  

From the analytical point of view, this paper follows a descriptive approach. First, we 

aim to evaluate the relationship between different covariates offered by SELFY data and the 

virginity status. Second, building upon these results, we assess the change over time in the 

relationship between religiosity and virginity. To the best of our knowledge, no prior study on 

the correlates of virginity exists for Italy. A descriptive study is a necessary first step for 

further analyses. 

The paper is structured as follows: in section 2, we review the literature on the 

correlates of virginity with a focus on the peculiarity of the Italian context characterized by a 

strong influence of religion on sexuality. In Section 3, we describe data and methods. Section 

4 is devoted to the presentation and discussion of the empirical results. Concluding remarks 

follow in Section 5. 

 

 

2. Background 

 

2.1 Correlates of Virginity: Literature Review 

Most of the research on sexual intercourse has focused on the timing of sexual debut and its 

subsequent outcomes. Nonetheless, “persons who defy the odds and delay sexual debut 

beyond adolescence represent an interesting minority group” (Halpern et al. 2006: 926.e2). 

From the limited empirical works available in psychology and sociology on the correlates of 

virginity, the importance of individual-, family-, interpersonal-, and community-level factors 

is suggested. Most of these studies use adolescent or student samples. 

                                                           
3 In our dataset we have also a few cases of youths who declare themselves to be homosexual (220 equal to 

1.77% of the total sample). We have decided to keep these observations in the sample first of all because they 

are very few and secondly because we have assumed that correlates of virginity may be similar for heterosexual 

and homosexual youths. As a check, we have deleted these few observations and we find no changes in the main 

estimations. 
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 The gendered pattern of virginity loss has been emphasized largely (Trapnell et al. 

1994, Shechterman & Hutchinson 1991). Men and women have traditionally followed 

different guidelines for sexual behaviour (Giordano et al., 2006; Peplau 2003; Collins 2000; 

Sprecher & Regan 1996; Crawford & Popp 2003). The gendered nature of virginity has been 

discussed by Holland et al. (2000), who highlighted that first intercourse represents an 

empowering moment for young men that settles their identity, whereas for young women is 

more ambivalent and cautiously faced4. Following these advises, we opted for segmenting the 

analysis by gender. 

 Recent studies on the relationship between sexual debut and birth order have shown 

that laterborns are more likely to engage in sexual activity (Argys et al. 2006), and report 

earlier initiation into sexual activity (Dixon 1980; Rodgers et al. 1992). This may be related to 

the fact that middleborns and lastborns employ different personality strategies as an attempt to 

garner parental attention and this may affect their sexual strategies (Michalski & Shackelford 

2002). In addition, the sexual behavior and attitudes of older siblings may shape the behavior 

of their younger siblings (Argys et al. 2006), also leading to an earlier sexual debut. 

 Family structure (e.g., being in a two-parent household) as well as high parental 

quality were suggested to increase the likelihood of sexual abstinence among adolescents 

(Miller et al. 2001). More recently, significant associations among familial-level factors 

(family structure and parental quality) and virginity were found among African American 

young adults (Landor & Simons 2019). They suggest that family still exerts an important 

influence on sexuality even into young adulthood in their studied sample. A study conducted 

for the Republic of Iran suggests that abstinence until marriage is more likely to be practiced 

among adolescents who live in traditional families, where mothers were not employed or 

where students received lower daily allowances (Mohtasham et al 2009). More specifically, 

parental communication is a known protective factor with respect to early – eventually 

unprotected – sexual intercourse (Karofsky et al. 2000; Miller et al. 1998; Vazsonyi & Jenkins 

2010). 

 A significant association between having friends with limited social activities and 

virginity was suggested by previous studies (Jaccard et al. 2005; Landor & Simons 2019), in 

the sense that having friends with an active social life was associated with lower odds of 

being a virgin. Additional research suggests that men receive more pressure from peers to 

engage in sexual activity than women do (Guggino & Ponzetti, 1997). Bozon & Rault (2013, 

                                                           
4 For a review of the studies on gender differences toward different aspects of sexuality, see Peterson & Hyde 

(2011, 2010). 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1111/1467-8721.01221
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2012), analysing data about France find that nightclubs and discotheques have grown in 

popularity as places where people find their first life partner and, among the less educated, 

also as place where they have their first sexual intercourse. Analogously, Kabiru & Orpinas 

(2009), focusing on students in Kenya, find that going to discos was associated (as well as 

other factors) with an higher likelihood of sexual experience for both males and females. For 

Norway, Gravningen et al. (2012) find that one-fourth of participants to their cross-sectional 

study among high school students in five towns in Finnmark met last sex partner at a private 

party, bar or disco (23% of female and 25% of male students). 

 A large body of research has documented that physically attractive males were more 

likely to become sexually active earlier and had more sexual partners (Rhodes et al. 2005). 

Weeden & Sabini (2007) find that self-rated attractiveness correlated positively with sexual 

behaviours and with sociosexuality. Self-confidence is strongly related to physical 

characteristics. In this vein, the Body Mass Index (BMI hereafter)5 has been found to be 

strongly related with body attractiveness in the low end of the “normal” range (which are 

values between 18.5 and 24.9 for generic adults) for women and in the high end of the 

“normal” range for men (Weeden & Sabini 2007, 2005). Other factors, such as acne or skin 

problems, may be responsible for depression and low self-esteem of youths, and this negative 

impact is worsened by the sociological evolution of adolescents in the 21st century (Revol et 

al. 2015). Skin problems may negatively affect youths’ sexual life (Parker et al. 2010)6.  

 Because sexual abstinence can be presumed to be largely involuntary, sexual inactivity 

has been customarily correlated with poorer mental health (Dunn et al. 1999; Rosen et al. 

2009; Shifren et al 2008). Nonetheless, a recent study by Kim et al. (2017) suggest that 

sexually inactive people were no less happy than their sexually active counterparts. This 

finding challenges the perception transmitted by popular media that the absence of partnered 

sexual activity commonly results in poorer happiness levels. 

 Decades of research document the influence of religious beliefs and degree of 

religiosity on sexual activity among young people (Sheeran et al. 1993, Trapnell et al. 1994). 

In particular, the role of religiosity in facilitating virginity status among adolescents and 

young adults have been extensively proved (e.g., Rew & Wong 2006; Bersamin et al. 2006; 

Brewster & Tillman 2008; Lammers et al. 2000; Paul et al. 2000; Regnerus 2007; Rostosky et 

                                                           
5 For most adults, the ideal BMI ranges between 18.5 and 24.9. If BMI is below 18.5, it is typically classified as 

underweight; between 18.5 and 24.9 it is classified as healthy weight range; between 25 and 29.9 it is classified 

as overweight; between 30 and 39.9 it is considered in the obese range. 
6 For a review of the literature about the relationship between skin problems and sexuality, see Magin et al. 2010. 
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al. 2003). For instance, a study among Croatian college students found that religiosity was 

related to decreased odds of sexual debut among women (Štulhofer et al. 2010). And even 

very recently, Landor and Simons (2019) find that especially religious males had a greater 

likelihood of being virgins. 

 

2.2 The role of religion and religiosity in Italy 

The literature review outlined so far summarizes prior research results that may serve as a 

background to interpret the findings also for the Italian context. All the research conducted for 

Italy focus on the first sexual intercourse of youths (see, e.g., Caltabiano et al. 2006; 

Castiglioni 2004; Billari & Borgoni 2002), often trying to investigate the timing and 

correlates of the sexual debut, while nothing is said about the correlates of virginity, which 

represent a distinct phenomenon in itself. With this paper we aim to fill this gap. In our 

statistical analysis, we therefore consider all the variables which have proved to be related to 

virginity from the literature review, although with the limits posed by the variables available 

in the SELFY dataset. Given the descriptive nature of this study, we deliberately abstain from 

formulating specific research hypotheses. 

Nonetheless, there is a peculiarity of the Italian setting that deserves special attention. 

The delay in sexual changes in Italy is the result also of the influence of the Catholic Church, 

which has maintained a strong presence in the socialization of young people and this is more 

marked than in other European contexts (Caltabiano et al. 2006; Vignoli & Salvini 2014). 

Nonetheless, sexual opinions, attitudes, and behaviours of Italians have changed radically 

over the last decades,  especially in the north of Italy (Billari et al. 2007; Billari & Ongaro 

2004; Caltabiano 2006; Dalla Zuanna et al. 2019). 

Among other things, sexuality has become increasingly separated from reproduction, 

with sexual pleasure gaining central relevance in the lives of both singles and couples 

(Barbagli et al. 2010). For the country, the relationship between religiosity and sexuality has 

been analysed in many papers (see e.g., Barbagli et al. 2010; Caltabiano et al. 2006; Dalla 

Zuanna et al., 2005), and most of these papers underlined a relatively flexible attitudes of 

Italians towards sexuality with respect to Catholic doctrine (Vignoli & Salvini 2014). The 

linkages between virginity and religiosity remains, however, still unexplored. 
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3. Data and methods 

 

3.1. Data: the SELFY surveys 

We examine data from the 2001 and 2017 editions of the SELFY survey. Students in bachelor 

programs of Economics and Statistics were surveyed using the same national sampling 

procedure and the same data collection technique – a self-completed questionnaire filled out 

in the classroom during lesson lectures under the discreet surveillance of both the professor 

and the researcher (Dalla-Zuanna & Crisafulli 2004; Caltabiano et al. 2006; Billari at al. 

2007). University students have been often considered good subjects for research on 

sexuality, as they are very diverse with respect to sexual and affective attitudes, opinions, and 

behaviours (see, e.g., Keller 1959; Pitts and Rahman 2001; Weeden and Sabini 2007; Hines 

2007; Billari et al. 2007; Stinson 2010). 

After excluding some incomplete questionnaires and questionnaires filled out jokingly, 

the SELFY dataset includes 4,762 questionnaires for 2001 and 7,842 for 2017. For both years, 

the data were post-stratified at the macro-region level to obtain representative results at the 

national level. For our analysis, we have excluded some observation due to some missing 

values randomly distributed among the variables considered in the analysis (listed and 

described in the next paragraph). Our final sample is composed of 12,400 students (5,979 

male and 6,421 female students). 

Complete descriptives for males and females are reported in the appendix. About our 

variable of interest, 3,104 students declared they never had a sexual intercourse, 1,352 males 

(22.61% of total male students) and 1,752 females (27.29% of total female students). The 

students interviewed are on average 21,08 years old (21,12 among males and 21,04 among 

females). 35,59% of students are born in a region in the North of Italy (37.2% for males and 

35.11% for females), 26,14 in the Centre (26.54% for male and 25,76 for female) and 38,27% 

in the South (36.26% for males and 40.13% for females).  

Figure 1 shows the distribution of virginity by gender and year. We notice important 

changes over time. Considering both genders together, while in 2001 over one third of the 

sample never had a sexual intercourse, in 2017 the percentage of those declaring to be virgin 

is less than 20%. It can be noticed that the virginity has a lower incidence in 2017 than in 

2001 for both males and female. In particular, among males the virgins were 30.22% in 2001 

sample and 18.80% in 2017. While, among females, the virgins were 35.64% in 2001 and 

21.20% in 2017. Values for female are always higher than males. 
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Figure 1. Distribution of virginity by gender and year 

 

 

3.2. Method 

The present study scrutinises the correlates of virginity among Italian university students 

through a logistic regression:     

 

log (
𝑝

1−𝑝
) = 𝛽0 + 𝛽1𝑋𝑖 + 𝛽2𝑦𝑒𝑎𝑟2017   [1] 

 

where the dependent variable “Virginity status” is assessed through a question asking the 

respondent whether he/she had or had not a complete sexual intercourse. We coded it as a 

dummy, assuming value 1 if the respondent never had a complete sexual intercourse (and 0 

otherwise). Xi is a vector of covariates (which are listed in details below) and, due to the 

pooled nature of the dataset, we also add a dummy variable for year 2017.  

At individual level, as demographic correlates we have included age7 and being first 

born8. To account for the family background we include mother’s and father’s education 

                                                           
7 We have not included the square term in the final models because the relationship between virginity and age is 

clearly linear. Moreover, the age interval is very short (from 18 to 26 years). As a proof, we have run a 

preliminary model including both terms and there was to change in sign (and the square term was not 

significant). 
8 We have also tried another specification to take into account the birth order and the number of siblings. We 

build three dummies: firstborn (of more siblings), laterborn or only child. No one of these variables proved to 
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(coded as number of years starting from the highest level of education achieved)9, and a 

dummy for parents being separated at the time of the interview. From the question about the 

affective relationship with relatives between 14 and 18 years, we build two dummies for 

“having a balanced or intense relationship” separately for mother and father (versus having a 

distant relationship or having it not at all). Finally, we included three dummies for having 

talked in depth with parents about (i) sexual development, (ii) sexual diseases and (iii) 

contraception. 

We included in the model equation the BMI as a proxy of attractiveness, and its square 

term to account for overweight, which may have an opposite effect on sexual debut. We also 

account for having had at least one physical problem (including halitosis, excessive sweating 

and severe acne) between the 14 and 18 years. Next to these covariates the model includes the 

satisfaction with his/her own body image nowadays10. In order to test the literature findings 

about the relationship between sexuality and subjective wellbeing, we include a dummy for 

depression, starting from the question “How much do you agree with the sentence 

«Sometimes I have the impression to live with no scope»?” and coding it as 1 for those who 

answer quite agree or fully agree. 

Other additional covariates are “having attended the disco often or very often (versus 

never or sometimes) between 14 and 18 years” and being an “off-site” student. We have 

included this dummy because we wanted to test whether living outside the social context may 

somehow affect students’ sexual debut. For instance, those moving from the southern regions 

to the northern to attend university, come from a more traditional social context and get in 

touch with a more open minded contexts. 

Given the strong relationship between religiosity and sexuality in Italy, we included 

two variables about religiosity: the first one is a dummy obtained from the question “How 

important is religion in life?” coded as 1 if the answer in “quite” or “very important”; the 

second one is a dummy about current participation in religious groups11, assuming value 1 if 

the answer is “sometimes”, “often” or “very often” (versus rarely or never). 

Finally, we included covariates for area of birth (Centre and South, with North as 

reference), to account for the fact that the Southern region have a more traditional social 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
have a significant relationship with virginity, so we have kept only the variable about birth order in the main 

models. Results are available upon request to the authors. 
9 We have tried other specifications, using levels of schooling instead of years of education, obtaining similar 

results. 
10 A dummy equal to 1 if the respondent declares to be quite or fully satisfied of his/her own current body image. 
11 The survey contains information also about the participation in religious groups in the past, that are highly 

related to the current participation so were omitted to avoid problem of collinearity. 
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context, while the Northern are more open minded (Caltabiano et al. 2006). The area of origin 

may be a very important determinant of sexual behaviours, particularly for females (Billari & 

Borgoni 2002). 

We have run separate models for male and female students12. After presenting the 

main results, we test for changes in relationship between each covariate and the virginity 

status over time by estimating interactions between all the covariates associated with virginity 

and the year of the survey. We especially focused on the role of religion, as it shows a clear 

and statistically significant pattern of change over time. All models were estimated with 

robust standard errors. 

 

 

4. Results 

 

4.1. Main models 

Table 1 illustrates the results of main models run separately for male and female students. 

Covariates are grouped by categories according to the literature review, but have been 

considered in the model all together. Our aim at this stage is purely descriptive: Since this is 

the first study about virginity in Italy, we are interest in uncovering sign and magnitude of 

each correlate net to all the others, and not to disentangle specific mechanisms. 

 Age is negatively related to virginity both for male and female students: growing older 

reduces the probability of being virgin. Being first born is not significant. If we turn to the 

analysis of self-esteem and own body image, we find that BMI and its square are significant 

for male, denoting a negative relation with virginity as BMI grows (from underweight to ideal 

weight), but the relationship is not linear and became positive with the square term (so the 

relationship with virginity is positive as BMI moves from regular weight to overweight). 

Virginity status is strongly related to having had some physical problems between 14 and 18 

years (at least one between halitosis, excessive sweating and severe acne). For both male and 

female students, the coefficient of this covariate is highly statistically significant; this result is 

in line with the literature. Satisfaction with body image is negatively related with virginity, 

although significant only for males. The relationship between depression and virginity is 

positive and highly statistically significant both for male and female students. 

                                                           
12 Due the well-known differences in sexuality between males and female, separate analyses for males and 

females should be carried out (Caltabiano et al. 2006). Many studies have also shown that the relationship 

between sex and religion may be gender-specific (Caltabiano et al, 2006; Meier 2003; Rostosky et al. 2003).  
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Table 1. Correlates of virginity status among Italian students, odds ratios. 

 (1) (2) 

 Males Females 

Individual characteristics   

Age 0.717*** 0.766*** 

 (0.020) (0.018)    

First born 1.096 1.014   

 (0.075) (0.062)    

Self-esteem and own body image   

Satisfaction about own body image nowadays 0.618*** 0.935    

 (0.053) (0.064)    

BMI 0.694*** 1.051    

 (0.078) (0.087)    

BMI2 1.007*** 1.001    

 (0.002) (0.002) 

Having had at least one physical problem between the 14 and 18 

years, including halitosis, excessive sweating and severe acne 

1.227*** 1.229*** 

 (0.089) (0.082)    

Depression 1.335*** 1.313*** 

 (0.096) (0.084)    

Parents   

Father’s education (number of years) 1.006 0.999    

 (0.012) (0.010)    

Mother’s education (number of years) 0.964*** 0.987    

 (0.011) (0.01)    

Parents separated or divorced 0.778** 0.699*** 

 (0.090) (0.085)    

Balanced or intense relationship with the father 0.806** 1.270*** 

 (0.071) (0.098)    

Balanced or intense relationship with the mother 1.399*** 1.244**  

 (0.178) (0.125)    

Have talked in depth to parents about sexual development 1.202 1.007    

 (0.145) (0.087)    

Have talked in depth to parents about sexual diseases 0.838 1.040    

 (0.100) (0.105)    

Have talked in depth to parents about contraception 0.609*** 0.574*** 

 (0.076) (0.061)    

Socialization   

Attended the disco often or very often (versus never or sometimes) 

between 14 and 18 years 

0.302*** 0.475*** 

 (0.022) (0.032)    

Off-site student 0.939 1.036    

 (0.077) (0.082)    

Religion   

Opinion about the importance of religion in life (=1 if quite or very 

important) 

1.442*** 1.449*** 

 (0.106) (0.101)    

Participation in religious groups 1.804*** 1.518*** 

 (0.175) (0.114)    

Other covariates   

Area of birth: Centre Italy (ref. North Italy) 0.956 0.868*   

 (0.081) (0.071)    
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Area of birth: South Italy 0.678*** 0.967    

 (0.055) (0.071)    

Year 2017 0.651*** 0.462*** 

 (0.055) (0.036)    

   

N 5,979 6,421 

Pseudo R-sq 0.134 0.108 
Notes: The Table reports odds ratios of logit models’ estimates based SELFY data (cumulative dataset 2001 and 

2017). The dependent variable is “Virginity status”. Robust standard errors (corrected for heteroskedasticity) are 

reported in parentheses. The symbols ***, **, * indicate that coefficients are statistically significant, 

respectively, at the 1, 5, and 10 percent level, respectively. 

 

Turning to variables about parents, we find that only mother’s education in the male 

students’ sample is significant, and it is negatively related to virginity: as the mother’s years 

of education increase, the probability of being virgin decreases. For females the relationship is 

negative as well, but it is (slightly) not significant at the conventional threshold. The 

coefficient for father’s education is not significant for both samples. Having separated parents 

is related to a lower probability of being virgin, both for male than for female students in the 

sample. About the affective relationship with parents, we find contrasting results for the two 

genders about the relationship with the father: for males it is negatively related to the virginity 

status, while for the females it is positively related. The balanced or intense affective 

relationship with the mother is positively related to virginity for both genders, showing that 

those who have a stronger affective relationship with their mother have an higher probability 

of not having experienced a first sexual intercourse. About the three variables aiming to 

evaluate if the students had a dialogue with parents about some important issues related to 

sexuality, the only significant variable is having talked in depth about contraception, which is 

negatively related to virginity. Although we are not able to assess the casuality or the 

direction of this correlation, it seems plausible that they start talking of contraception with 

their parents when they decide or they already had a sexual intercourse. 

The variable about having attended the disco often or very often (versus never or 

sometimes) between 14 and 18 years is significant and negatively related to the virginity 

status for both genders. Being an off-site student is not significant, although it may be noted 

that it has a negative relation with virginity for males and a positive relationship for females. 

Both variables about religion are highly statistically significant and strongly related 

with the virginity status. For males, thinking that religion is quite or very important in life is 

related to an increase of 44.2% in the probability of being virgin, while current participation 

to religious groups is related to an increase of 80.4%. For females, the probability of being 

virgin are 44.9% and 51.8% higher, respectively for those who think that religion is important 
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and for those who participate to religious groups. These results confirm that religion is 

strongly correlated with sexuality, as well assessed in literature (for Italy see, e.g. Barbagli et 

al. 2010; Caltabiano et al. 2006; Dalla Zuanna et al. 2005). 

Importantly, we find that those who are born in the Centre and in the South have a 

lower probability to be virgin than those who are born in the North, although only the 

coefficient for South is significant for males and that for Centre is significant for females. 

Corroborating descriptive figures, those interviewed in 2017 have a probability of being 

virgin 34.64% and 53.84% lower, respectively in the male and in the female sample, than 

those interviewed in 2001. 

 

4.2. A focus on the change of the relationship between religion and virginity over time 

To assess the changes over time in the correlates of virginity, we have run several additional 

models introducing interaction terms between each covariate and year 2017. We generally 

find no statistically significant differences between the two time points13. On the contrary, for 

the two variables related to religiosity (importance of religion in life and participation in 

religious group) we find a significant change over time. 

Preliminarily, let us observe how both the variables have changed from 2001 to 2017 

(Figure 2). There has been a dramatic decrease of those who declare that religion is quite or 

very important in their life (Figure 2a) and, of course, a parallel increase of those declaring 

that it is not important, for both genders and for both condition of virginity status. The 

percentage of those declaring that religion is important in life is lower for those who are not 

virgin, both for male and female students and in both the time points.  

An analogous pattern may be found for participation in religious groups (Figure 2b): a 

decrease in participation of those who participate for both genders and for both virginity 

status and, generally, a lower participation for those who are not virgin. From these 

descriptive figures, we note that the strength of the relationship between sex and religion may 

be gender-specific14 (Carpenter 2010; Caltabiano et al. 2006; Meier 2003; Rostosky et al. 

2003). 

These figures illustrate that the association between each of the two religion variables 

and virginity have changed over the last decades. This is confirmed also by the Chi2 value of 

association between each variable of religiosity and virginity status, which is always higher 

                                                           
13 Results are available upon request to the authors. 
14 For Italy, Castiglioni (2004) suggests that even control factors may have a differentiated impact on gender. 
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than the 6.63 threshold (at 1 degree of freedom) – i.e. the Ho hypothesis that results are due to 

the case can be rejected.  

 

Figure 2. Secularization: changes over time for boys and girls by virginity status 

2a. Importance of religion in life 

 

2b. Participation in religious groups 

 

 

From the main estimations reported in Table 1, we note that religion is strongly related 

to the virginity status of male and female university students in Italy, but we cannot assess 
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how this relationship has changed over time. A more precise evaluation of this association 

may be obtained estimating a set of models augmented by interaction terms between 

year2017 and each religious dummies. Interaction terms allow disentangling and interpreting 

the difference in the effect of each variable across time15.  

Results are reported in Table 2. In this case, the coefficients for “Opinion about the 

importance of religion in life” and “Participation to religious groups” express the relationship 

between each of the two variables and the virginity status only in 2001, while the interaction 

terms express the relationship in 2017 and the net effect must be computed summing the 

value of the variable and the interaction term.  

 

Table 2. Secularization and virginity status, odds ratios. 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 

 Males Females Males Females 

Year 2017 0.721*** 0.646*** 0.693*** 0.548*** 

 (0.085) (0.078) (0.063) (0.046)    

     

Opinion about the importance of religion in life (=1 if 

quite or very important) 

1.616*** 1.928*** 1.452*** 1.495*** 

 (0.188) (0.206) (0.107) (0.105)    

     

Interaction: Opinion about the importance of religion in 

life *year 2017 

0.832 0.614***   

 (0.119) (0.083)   

     

Participation in religious groups 1.811*** 1.522*** 2.226*** 2.169*** 

 (0.176) (0.115) (0.328) (0.220)    

     

Interaction: Participation in religious groups*year 2017   0.694* 0.444*** 

   (0.132) (0.067)    

     

N 5,979 6,421 5,979 6,421 

Pseudo R-sq 0.135 0.110 0.135 0.112 
Notes: The Table reports odds ratios of logit models’ estimates based SELFY data (cumulative dataset 2000 and 

2017). The dependent variable is “Virginity status”. Robust standard errors (corrected for heteroskedasticity) are 

reported in parentheses. All models control also for all the variables included in main model (see Table 1), not 

reported. The symbols ***, **, * indicate that coefficients are statistically significant, respectively, at the 1, 5, 

and 10 percent level, respectively. 

 

                                                           
15 The results of an Hausman test conducted on separate models for year 2001 and 2017 (for each gender 

separately), show that for male we cannot reject the hypothesis that the coefficients for opinion about religion in 

2001 and opinion about religion in 2017 are the same both (chi2(1)=0.33, Prob > chi2 =0.566), while for females 

the difference between 2001 and 2017 is significant, although at 10% level (chi2(1) = 3.20, Prob > chi2 =0.074). 

The same test conducted for participation in religious groups shows that for male we can reject the hypothesis 

that the coefficients for opinion about religion in 2001 and opinion about religion in 2017 are the same both 

although at the highest threshold of significance (chi2(1)=2.93, Prob > chi2 =0.087), while for females the 

difference between 2001 and 2017 is significant at the highest level (chi2(1) = 23.20, Prob > chi2 =0.000). 
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Results for opinion about the importance of religion in life (columns 1 and 2) show that 

this variable is significant and positively associated with virginity for both males and females 

for 2001 (the probability of being virgin is 61,6% and 92,8% higher, respectively), while for 

2017 there is a reduction of the magnitude of this association. In particular, for males the 

relationship is not significant any longer in 2017 (indeed, the combination of the two 

coefficients results in an odds ratio lower than 1). For females, those who declare that religion 

is quite or very important in life have statistically significant higher probability (31.4%) of 

being virgin of those who do not declare that it is not important (1.928-0.614, z=-3.62, 

p<0.000). 

If we turn to the analysis of the association between participation in religious groups 

and virginity status, we find that for 2001 the odds ratio is 2.226 for males and 2.169 for 

females, both highly statistically significant. Hence, the probability of being virgin was more 

than double for those who participated to religious groups. 

The interaction terms show a reduction in the magnitude of the coefficients both for 

males and female students in 2017: for males the odds ratio is 1.533 (2.227-0.694, z=-1.92, 

p=0.054), for female it is equal to 1.725 (2.169-0.444, z= -5.37, p<0.000). The probability of 

being virgin is around 53 and 73% higher for those who participate to religious groups than 

those who do not participate. These results confirm and strengthen the previous descriptive 

findings and clearly show that, although religion is still important in the sexual life of youths 

in Italy, its importance is weakening over time. 

 

 

5. Conclusions 

Humans’ sexuality research has spanned a wide spectrum of bio-medical, socio-medical, and 

socio-demographic disciplines, but there have been surprisingly few studies exploring the 

factors associated with the absence of sexual activity (Kim et al. 2017). We did not locate any 

of such study for Italy. To fill a gap in our understating of Italian young adults’ sexuality, the 

purpose of the current study was to examine the individual, familial, interpersonal, and 

community-level correlates of virginity among Italian university students. 

Several covariates outlined a profile of virgin university students for Italy that accords 

with prior literature for other countries, for instance with regard to the role of family 

background. The balanced or intense affective relationship with the mother is positively 

related to virginity for both genders. These results may be related to the literature which 

underline that parental communication is a protective factor for maintaining virginity 
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(Karofsky et al. 2000; Miller et al. 1998; Vazsonyi & Jenkins 2010) and high parental quality 

increase the likelihood of sexual abstinence among adolescents (Miller et al. 2001). Students 

who have a more balanced or intense affective relationship are probably those who have a 

higher level and intensity of communication. In addition, having talked in depth about 

contraception with parents is negatively related to virginity.  

Beside familial correlates, objective measures of attractiveness proved important. In 

line with literature findings, we found a non-linear association between BMI and virginity. 

This pattern suggests that as males’ BMI grows from underweight to healthy weight, the 

relationship with virginity is negative, while the relationship is positive as it grows to 

overweight and obese range. Moving from objective to subjective measures of one’s own 

body, satisfaction with one’s own body image is negatively related with virginity, although 

significant only for males. This is in line with previous findings according to which physically 

attractive males were more likely to become sexually active earlier (Weeden & Sabini, 2007; 

Rhodes et al. 2005). The relationship between depression and virginity is positive and highly 

statistically significant both for male and females, confirming those literature findings (Dunn 

et al. 1999; Rosen et al. 2009; Shifren et al 2008) outlining a relationship between sexual 

inactivity and poorer mental health. On the contrary, out study contrasts the recent paper by 

Kim and colleagues (2017), who suggest that sexually inactive people are no less happy than 

their sexually active counterparts. 

 Socialization is also pivotal for defining the profiles of virgin students. Both male and 

female students who have attended the disco often or very often are remarkably less likely to 

be virgin. These results are coherent with previous empirical findings according to which 

attending socialization places such as discos and night clubs is related to an higher likelihood 

of sexual experience for both males and females (Bozon & Rault 2013, 2012; Gravningen et 

al. 2012; Kabiru & Orpinas, 2009). 

Other results add specific characteristics that make the profiles of virgin university 

students in Italy quite country-specific. The findings of the present study, in fact, recall the 

attention to two crucial characteristics of the Italian society, the regional divide and the role of 

religiosity. Being born in the South for male students and Centre for female students, 

compared with being born in the North of Italy, are significant, both negatively related to 

virginity. To exploit these results further, we have run regressions splitting the sample by 

year. Results (not shown, but available upon request to the author) show that in 2001, 

although none of the variable is significant, the association between area of origin and 

virginity had a different direction. In particular, for males being born in the South still shows 
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a negative relation with virginity while being born in the Centre shows a positive association. 

For females, being born in the Centre shows a negative association, while being born in the 

South shows a positive relation. Models for 2017 show the same pattern of the main models 

on the pooled dataset (being born in the South for males and Centre for female, compared 

with being born in the North of Italy, are negatively related to virginity), but with all the 

coefficients significant except Centre for males. The results obtained for females may suggest 

a reduction of the social distance between North and South of Italy in terms of sexuality. 

Regarding the important role of religiosity in the Italian context, Dalla Zuanna & 

Mancin (2004) concluded that postponed sexual debut of Italian youth, if compared to youth 

in other Western countries, could be explained – at least partly – in the peculiarity and 

emotional closeness of family ties and in the significant role played by the Catholic religion. 

Two decades later, our results show that, although religion still has a strong association with 

sexuality of youths in Italy, the strength of this association is weakening over time. Moreover, 

these results show that the active participation in religious groups is more influent than the 

opinion about the importance of religion in life. Modernization and secularization lead to deep 

changes in sexual and affective behaviours of post-industrial societies. Along these lines, the 

present study point to a loss of the influence of religion in shaping sexual behaviours of young 

Italians. 

To conclude, it is worth recalling that the present study is, by its very nature, 

descriptive. Our goal in this paper was to describe the socio-demographic profiles of virgin 

Italian university students, and not to infer about causation. In addition, our sample is not, of 

course, representative of the population of young Italians as a whole. The sexuality of our 

sample of university students seems to be delayed and to be less intense than that of their less 

educated peers. In addition, it is in line with, or only slightly delayed and less intense than, 

that of university students in other fields of study (for details see: Dalla-Zuanna et al. 2019). 

Nonetheless, our findings extend research on sexuality among Italian young adults and 

underscore the important variability that exist in the sexual experiences of Italian students as 

highlighted by the salience of a multitude of individual, familial, interpersonal, and 

community-level factors associated with their virginity. 
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Appendix 

Descriptive statistics of the complete sample (2001 plus 2017) 

 

Table A1. Descriptive statistics. Males (n=5,979). 

Variable Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 

Virginity status 0.226 
 

0 1 

Age 21.126 1.479 18 26 

Depression 0.328   0 1 

Parents separated or divorced 0.116   0 1 

Satisfaction about own body image nowadays 0.821   0 1 

BMI 22.766 2.784 11.318 42.163 

BMI2 526.034 134.419 128.105 1777.709 

First born 0.500   0 1 

Balanced or intense relationship with the father 0.763   0 1 

Balanced or intense relationship with the mother 0.903   0 1 

Have talked in depth to parents about sexual development 0.155   0 1 

Have talked in depth to parents about sexual diseases 0.194   0 1 

Have talked in depth to parents about contraception 0.186   0 1 

Father’s education (number of years) 12.267 3.512 5 17 

Mother’s education (number of years) 12.349 3.453 5 17 

Opinion about the importance of religion in life (=1 if 

quite or very important) 
0.431   0 1 

Opinion about the importance of religion in life (=1 if 

quite or very important) 
0.123   0 1 

Attends the disco often or very often (versus never or 

sometimes) 
0.390   0 1 

Having had at least one physical problem between the 14 

and 18 years, including halitosis, excessive sweating and 

severe acne 

0.305   0 1 

Area of residence: North Italy 0.372  0 1 

Area of residence: Centre Italy 0.265   0 1 

Area of residence: South Italy 0.363   0 1 

Year 2017 0.674   0 1 

Off-site student 0.018   0 1 
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Table A2. Descriptive statistics. Females (n=6,421). 

Variable Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 

Virginity status 0.273   0 1 

Age 21.040 1.473 18 26 

Depression 0.350   0 1 

Parents separated or divorced 0.098   0 1 

Satisfaction about own body image nowadays 0.683   0 1 

BMI 21.026 2.999 13.932 42.163 

BMI2 451.077 139.831 194.094 1777.709 

First born 0.471   0 1 

Balanced or intense relationship with the father 0.698   0 1 

Balanced or intense relationship with the mother 0.866   0 1 

Have talked in depth to parents about sexual development 0.256   0 1 

Have talked in depth to parents about sexual diseases 0.198   0 1 

Have talked in depth to parents about contraception 0.210   0 1 

Father’s education (number of years) 11.332 3.648 5 17 

Mother’s education (number of years) 11.342 3.612 5 17 

Opinion about the importance of religion in life (=1 if quite 

or very important) 
0.603 

 
0 1 

Opinion about the importance of religion in life (=1 if quite 

or very important) 
0.183   0 1 

Attends the disco often or very often (versus never or 

sometimes) 
0.343   0 1 

Having had at least one physical problem between the 14 

and 18 years, including halitosis, excessive sweating and 

severe acne 

0.282   0 1 

Area of residence: North Italy 0.341  0 1 

Area of residence: Centre Italy 0.258   0 1 

Area of residence: South Italy 0.401   0 1 

Year 2017 0.573   0 1 

Off-site student 0.023   0 1 

 

 


