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ABSTRACT
Background: Adolescence is a transitional period whereby a person attempts to try something new and risky including pre-

marital sexual behaviour. Their attitudes are influenced by multiple factors that change over time. 
Objective: This study highlights current factors influencing premarital sexual attitude among adolescents in East Coast 

Malaysia. 
Methods: This cross-sectional study was conducted among 150 adolescents in the East Coast of Malaysia. Self-rated ques-

tionnaire on Premarital Sexual Attitude Among Secondary School Students was used to determine the prevalence of sexual atti-
tude. 

Results: All participants were 18 years old and have completed secondary school. The majority were Malay and Muslim. The 
prevalence of poor sexual knowledge and permissive premarital sexual attitude stood at 40.7% and 42.7% respectively. All the 
variables concerned with high-risk sexual behaviour namely reading pornography, watching pornography, sexual fantasy, and 
masturbation have higher prevalence compared to others with the percentages being 40.0%, 46.7%, 32.0%, and 34.7% respec-
tively. Protective factors against permissive attitude identified were being male, non-Malay, perceived as being loved by parents, 
and having parents who know their child's friends.

Conclusion: Permissive attitude among adolescents towards premarital sex is associated with risky sexual behaviours. Thus, 
it is very important to explore the changing factors to identify the recent target groups so that future intervention can be done 
by emphasizing more on these identified factors.
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INTRODUCTION

Adolescence is a time filled with curiosity, turmoil within, and con-
flict. It is a transitional period from a dependent child to an independent 
adult. Erik Erikson conceptualised the psychosocial development theory 
where adolescence is the stage of identity versus role confusion. This 
time is crucial for a person to achieve self-identity1). It is a time where 
they tend to try something new and adapt risky behaviours due to a curi-
os nature. It is no surprise that the United Nations enlisted several risky 
behaviours as priorities in the World Programme of Action for Youth 
(WPAY)2). Healthy sexual and reproductive education is considered 
globally as basic human rights. The Creator has given every human 
being with sexual needs and the important difference is the way they 
channel it; whether adaptive or maladaptive.

Maladaptive sexual attitude or incorrect sexual knowledge has seri-
ous negative consequences to the individual and the country as a whole. 
These can lead to unwanted, out of wedlock adolescence pregnancies, 
early school dropout, unemployment, and also stigmatisation from the 
society3,4). The family and the innocent illegitimate child also have to 
face the consequences of this act. From a physical health aspect, the 
area concerned most is the sexually transmitted diseases such as Human 
Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) and its complications, hepatitis, and 
syphilis5). From a psychological aspect, the consequences bear similar 

weightage as the physical health consequences. Pregnancy is a stressful 
condition, accompanied by being a school dropout, stigmatisation from 
others, and unemployment. These lead to a higher risk for the adoles-
cents to develop depression, substance use disorders or any other psy-
chiatric illnesses4).

Premarital sexual attitude factors have constantly changed due to 
globalization6). This study aims to determine the current factors influ-
encing premarital sexual attitude among the adolescents in East Coast 
Malaysia. 

MATERIALS  AND  METHODS

Participants 
Using convenience sampling, this cross sectional study conducted 

among 150 newly enrolled participants of National Service Training 
Centre in Besut in February 2015. The National Service is a three 
months program compulsory for Malaysian youth. This camp in Besut 
consists of trainees from the East Coat region of Malaysia that are 
Kelantan, Terengganu, and Pahang. Approval was obtained from the 
Human Research Ethics Committee, Universiti Sains Malaysia and 
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Jabatan Latihan Khidmat Negara prior to conducting this study. The par-
ticipation in this study was entirely voluntary. 

The inclusion criteria was that the participants must be literate, 
never married and able to understand Malay language that is the nation-
al language of Malaysia. Trainees who refused to consent, who were 
married, illiterate, and unable to understand the Malay language were 
excluded.

Instruments 
Sociodemographic data recorded were age, gender, religion, educa-

tional level, academic achievement, family income, parents' educational 
level and employment status, perceived relationship with parents, and 
parents' openness in discussing sexual issues. They were also asked 
questions related to involvement in high-risk behaviours which were 
smoking, drinking alcohol, substance use, illegal racing, reading or 
watching pornography material, sexual fantasy, masturbation, premarital 
sexual intercourse, and sexual knowledge.

Sexual knowledge was measured using the Malay language self-rat-
ed Questionnaire on Sexual and Reproductive Knowledge Among 
Secondary School Students developed by Rahman et al8). There are 21 
items in this scale, which have three chosen answers for each item 
which are "true", "false" or "don't know". These categorical responses 
were given different marks each (2 = correct answer, 1 = neutral answer, 
0 = wrong answer). The participants sexual knowledge was later catego-
rised into either poor or good knowledge based on the mean score. The 
mean was 33.67. Poor knowledge is defined as the score below 33.67 
whereas good knowledge is the score of 33.67 and above.

The premarital sexual attitude was measured using self-rated 
Questionnaire on Premarital Sexual Attitude Among Secondary School 
Students developed by Rahman et al3). There are 15 items asked in this 
scale as listed in Table 1. There are five ordinal responses for each item 
(4 = Strongly Agree, 3 = Agree, 2 = Not Sure, 1 = Not Agree, and 0 = 
Strongly Not Agree). The participants sexual attitude was later catego-
rised into either permissive or non-permissive attitude based on the 
median score. The median is 55.00. A score of less than 55 is recognised 
as having permissive attitude towards the practice of premarital sexual 
behaviours whereas scores 56 and greater are recognised as having a 
non-permissive attitude.

Statistical analysis
Statistical analysis was executed using Statistical Package for Social 

Sciences (SPSS) version 22. The sociodemographic and high-risk 
behaviours data were compiled for descriptive statistics. The association 

between sociodemographic and high-risk behaviour with premarital sex-
ual attitude was analysed using multiple logistic regression.

RESULTS

There were 2 sociodemographic data shared by all the participants 
which were the age of 18 years old and completed the secondary school. 
The majority were Malay and Muslim which comprised of 80.7% and 
80.0% respectively. This corresponded to the ethnic distribution of the 
East Coast Malaysia whereby the Malay ethnic predominates in 
Terengganu (97.1%), Kelantan (94.6%), and Pahang (72.9%)7).

More than half (57.3%) had average academic achievement whereas 
39.3% belonged to the top 20 in the academic class. The majority 
(97.3%) of them lived with their parents. Only 26.7% perceived that 
their parents loved them despite of up to 96.7% and 97.3% perceived of 
being cared by their parents and felt close with their families. Only 
36.7% of these adolescents discussed with their parents over sexual 
issues. The prevalence of participants with good sexual knowledge was 
only 40.7%.

The prevalence of adolescents of East Coast Malaysia that held per-
missive premarital sexual attitude was 42.7%. The male prevalence of 
high-risk behaviour variables were higher compared to female, with the 
exception of drug use where none were ever involved in the behaviour. 
None of the female participants were involved in drug use, illegal racing 
or premarital sexual intercourse as shown in Table 3.

Being male, non-Malay, perceived as being loved by parents, and 
having parents who know their child's friends has a significant associa-
tion with non-permissive sexual attitude as shown in Table 4.

DISCUSSION

Almost half of the participants in this study had a permissive atti-
tude towards premarital sexual activities. The study by Rahman et al 
found that 51.5% of secondary students in the Kelantan province had a 
non-permissive attitude9). Another study among non-medical university 
students in Ipoh found that 41.3% had permissive attitude10). Thereby, 
this study was able to replicate similar findings.

All the variables concerned with high-risk sexual behaviours name-
ly reading pornography, watching pornography, sexual fantasy, and mas-
turbation has higher prevalence compared to other high risks measured. 
Male participants occupied the majority of the cases and minority were 
female participants. But, the prevalence of more serious offence that is 
premarital sexual intercourse was much lower at 3.3% and involved 
only males. Data collected from a health screening program in 2010 
among older adolescents in Malaysia seems to agree with the current 
study finding. It found that 6.4% of the respondents were involved in 
premarital sexual intercourse and a higher percentage of masturbation 
and pornographic viewing, 28.5% and 39.5% respectively11). These fig-

Table 1. Questions on Premarital Sexual Attitude Among 
Secondary School Students (translated to English for 
publication purpose)

(a) "You are interested to have sexual intercourse before marriage" 
(b) "Having sexual intercourse before marriage is not wrong" 
(c) "Adolescents who have never involved in sexual intercourse before mar-
riage are dull or not attractive" 
(d) "Adolescents who have never involved in sexual intercourse before mar-
riage are old-fashioned" 
(e) "Having sexual intercourse with the same gender (homosexuals) is not 
wrong" 
(f) "Touching another person's body parts with sexual excitement is not 
wrong" 
(g) "Sending pornographic SMS/MMS is exciting" 
(h) "Sending pornographic SMS/MMS is not wrong" 
(i) "It is not wrong if you only kiss your boyfriend/girlfriend" 
(j) "Kissing/necking without having sexual intercourse is not wrong" 
(k) "If you have a boyfriend/girlfriend, you have to protect/ safeguard his/her 
honour" 
(l) "If you have a boyfriend/girlfriend, you have to respect him/her" 
(m) "You do not want your partner or yourself to get pregnant before mar-
riage" 
(n) "Abandonment of babies is cruel/inhumane" 
(o) "Sexual intercourse is only permissible after marriage"

Table 2. Sociodemographic variables of participants
Variables  n (%)

Gender Boy  72 (48.0)
 Girl  78 (52.0)
Mother's employment status Employed  54 (36.0)
 Housewife 96 (64.0)
Father's employment status Employed 143 (95.3)
 Unemployed 7 (4.7)
Family income (RM) < 500 16 (10.7)
 500-1000 50 (33.3)
 1001-2000 22 (14.7)
 > 2000 62 (41.3)
Parents' living settlement Together 125 (83.3)
 Separate or divorce 25 (16.7)
Parents know your friends Yes 138 (92.0)
 No 12 (8.0)
Parents remind you to pray Yes 131 (87.3)
 No 19 (12.7)
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ures were much lower compared to our counterparts, the Philippines and 
Thailand. The Philippines youth prevalence of premarital sexual inter-
course was 30.8% for males and 19.5% for females12). In Thailand, 11% 
of adolescents have had premarital sex over the past one year12). This 
difference is due to Malaysia being an Islamic country with a Muslim 
majority making up 61.3% of its population7). Islam prohibits premarital 
sexual intercourse and the government is strict in managing this issue. 
This step by the government added to religious factor can demotivate 
the youngsters to be involved in premarital sexual intercourse.

Surprisingly, being male was a protective factor against permissive 
attitude. This was in disagreement with many studies done before in 
Malaysia or other foreign countries which suggested that male held a 
more liberal attitude towards premarital sexual activities, whereas 
female held a more conservative attitude9,14-16). Boys and girls tend to 
have different perceptions towards sex at this age. The female percep-
tion on sex as an affirmation of their womanhood and to secure their 
romantic relationship also play a major role in determining their sexual 
attitude17). Another reason was due to gender equality trend. Previously, 
females spent more time at home and were less exposed to external 
influences. But nowadays, both genders have similar exposure and 
chances for education and exposure thus contributing to the liberaliza-
tion of women. A meta-analysis review from 1993 to 2007 found that 
the effect size of gender difference on sexual attitude was getting small-
er. This means that women are getting more liberal towards premarital 
sexual activities18).

Being non-Malay had the greater odds to demonstrate a non-permis-
sive attitude towards premarital sexual activities. Jahanfar et al found 
similar findings when he did a study among secondary school students 
in Perak. Malay students were found to hold a more permissive attitude 
towards premarital sex compared to Chinese students10). Study results in 
Malaysia are inconsistent, with a study by Wong found that Malay eth-
nicity is associated with non-permissive attitude19). However, the homo-
geneity of the sample in the current study, whereby Malay constituted 
80.7% of subjects limited the value of this finding.

Another two variables which were found to be protective against 
permissive attitude were perceived love from parents and the parents' 
knowledge about their child's friend. Rahman et al discovered that the 
number of students with permissive attitude is higher among those hav-
ing a poor relationship with parents9). Parents are the essence of a per-
son's life. A child's attitude is moulded by the upbringing from parents. 
For those who successfully faced the 'storm and stress' of adolescence, 
they brought within them the values instilled by their parents. But for 
those who failed in this phase of life, the values would be from other 
sources including their peers. Peers are known to exert a great influence 
in shaping an adolescents personality20,21). When children perceived 
themselves as being loved by their parents, it is a basic child instinct to 
reciprocate the love. The way of doing this is by valuing the values 
instilled by the parents. The child will idolise their parents and subcon-

sciously project their parents' value into themselves. This resulted in the 
parents' love as a protective factor from being permissive towards pre-
marital sexual activities. Female adolescence in Southern California 
held more negative attitude towards premarital sex when they perceived 
that their parents love and cared for them. This made them more likely 
to choose abstinence before marriage22).

Peers are known to have a great influence in an adolescent's life. 
They may shape a person's identity who is seeking for an individual 
identity separating them from the family's identity. Concerned parents 
would at least make an effort to know who their child befriends with. 
Parents may take early precaution whenever their children meddle with 
bad friends. This can protect their child from being influenced by per-
missive sexual attitude. Despite parents' influences on sexual attitude, 
peer influence on premarital sexual perception upon adolescents was 
found to be greater especially in males22,23). This is a normal reaction of 
adolescents during the fifth stage of psychosocial development that is 
for identity quest. These adolescents tried to establish their own identity 
as an entity that separates them from their parents1). Peers were the clos-
est person to them apart from family. The similarities of age and sharing 
the surrounding environment made them attracted to each other. 
Therefore, it is wise for parents to know who their child befriends, so 
that their child is less likely to meddle with bad influence.

There were limitations recognised in this study. The East Coast 
region is known to be predominated by Malays, Muslims, and a lower 
socioeconomic group compared to the West Coast counterparts7) and 
having a high number of Malay respondents is not alien to studies con-
ducted among the East Coast region24). The different sociodemographic 
data may possibly result in different outcomes. This is a self-rated ques-
tionnaire. The researcher was always available throughout the time 
when the trainees completed the questionnaire. This could contribute to 
Hawthorne effect in which the participants either consciously or sub-
consciously modified their answer in response to being observed by the 
researcher. This questionnaire was on a taboo subject in this society, 
thus there was a potential for social desirability bias when the partici-
pants answered it.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, adolescents in the East Coast of Malaysia which are 
predominantly Muslims and are expected to hold more conservative 
attitude. The high prevalence of permissive premarital sexual attitude is 
an evidence of globalization directing these adolescents to a more liber-
al attitude. This trend is noteworthy to predict the future of our genera-
tion and a way of preventing bad consequences of the attitude by focus-
ing on these identified risk factors.
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