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Influence of peer pressure, loneliness and self-esteem on pre-marital sexual activities among Undergraduates in a selected private university in Osun State.




Abstract: Pre-marital sexual activity holds several negative implications on physical and psychosocial well-being. Despite its prevalence, data are needed regarding the interplay between psychological state and pre-marital sexual activities of university undergraduates. This research therefore, assessed the influence of loneliness, peer pressure and self-esteem on pre-marital sexual activities among undergraduates in Redeemer's University, Nigeria. A cross-sectional survey was utilized. Three hundred and eighty purposively selected undergraduates - 194 males and 186 females between 16 to 25 (M=18.99, SD=1.61) participated in the study. A self-reported questionnaire consisting of demographic data form, University of California Loneliness Scale (UCALS), Yielding to Peer Pressure Scale (YPPS), Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSES) and the Sexual Abstinence Behavior Scale (SABS) was used to collect data. Descriptive statistics, multiple linear regression, and an independent sample t-test were utilized for the inferential data. The findings revealed that self-esteem [β = -.13, t = -2.57, p <.05], loneliness [β = .14, t = 2.79, p <.05], and peer pressure [β = .12, t = 2.33, p <.05] were significant predictors of pre-marital sexual activity. Significant gender differences was observed on pre-marital sexual activities among the participants (t (380) = -7.23, p <.01). It is recommended that mental health counselors should implement programmes to enhance self-esteem and social skills of those identified as vulnerable in the undergraduate population.  
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Introduction
Pre-marital sexual activities have been identified as a prevailing social issue among the youths holding severe implications for their physical and psychological health (Noroozi et al., 2014). Pre-marital sexual activities refer to any intimate contact with a mate before marriage (Hossen & Quddus, 2020), it is known to be a complex and multifaceted aspect of contemporary university life among undergraduates (De Beauvoir, 2023). This phenomenon is affected by different factors, like societal attitudes, societal norms, personal values, and individual choices (Hossen & Quddus, 2021). Within the university context, undergraduates often find themselves in an environment that encourages exploration, self-discovery, and forming intimate relationships (Teo & Simon, 2019), without the knowledge of protecting themselves against the negative physical, social and emotional implications of unsafe sex (Kim, 2017).
As societies become more progressive and open-minded, there is a reduced stigma associated with consensual sexual relationships outside the bounds of marriage (Teo & Simon, 2019). This shift in cultural attitudes may contribute to an environment where undergraduates feel more comfortable exploring their sexuality before committing to a lifelong partnership (Elshiekh et al.,2023). Moreover, the university environment itself exerts a vital influence in defining the sexual behaviors of undergraduates. The newfound independence and exposure to diverse perspectives can lead to increased experimentation with relationships and sexual activities (Offor & Offiah, 2021). 
The academic environment is often characterized by social dynamics that can exert considerable pressure on students to conform to perceived norms and behaviours. (Offor & Offiah, 2021). The university experience is a time of transition and adjustment for many students, and feelings of loneliness or isolation may prompt individuals to seek companionship and intimacy through pre-marital sexual relationships (Rahmanian et al., 2022). Engaging in pre-marital sexual activities may pose risks to physical health, involving the transmission of sexually transmitted diseases (STDs) or unplanned pregnancies (Adhikari et al., 2018). Lack of proper protection, such as consistent and correct use of condoms, can heighten these risks. Students who lack adequate knowledge on safe practices and contraception are the potentials for reproductive health challenges as well as other physical and mental health consequences (Shrestha, 2019). Emotional consequences can be profound and vary widely among individuals. Such negative emotions include feelings of guilt, anxiety, or regret, particularly if the individuals involved have conflicting beliefs or values regarding sex ( Hossen & Quddus, 2021). 
Studies suggest that individuals who engage in early sexual activities may experience increased vulnerability to psychological health problems, such as fear and nervousness, hopelessness and despair, as they navigate complex emotional experiences at a younger age (Scully et al., 2020). Additionally, the social stigma surrounding pre-marital sex in certain cultures can contribute to feelings of guilt or shame, potentially exacerbating the psychological consequences associated with early sexual encounters (Noroozi et al., 2014). Emotional distress, relationship issues, or unintended pregnancies can contribute to stress and distraction from academic responsibilities (Murdiningsih & Hindun, 2020).   The incidence of pre-marital sexual activities among young people raises concerns about the potential influence of various psychosocial precursors such as peer pressures, loneliness, and self-esteem on the decision-making processes of these individuals. Loneliness, peer influence, self-esteem and the desire for acceptance may drive some undergraduates to imbibe in pre-marital sex to fit into the social fabric of university life (Adhikari et al., 2018).
	Loneliness is a pervasive and complex emotional state beyond the simple absence of social connections (Motta, 2021). At its core, loneliness reflects a deep sense of disconnection, where individuals feel emotionally isolated despite being surrounded by others (Yanguas et al., 2018). The phenomenon is not solely linked to physical solitude but can manifest in social relationships lacking meaningful connection (Barreto et al., 2021). The experience of loneliness can be overwhelming, affecting mental and physical well-being, and it often originates from a misalignment of one's social expectations and actual social interactions (Cacioppo & Cacioppo, 2018;  Lim et al., 2020). The absence of meaningful social engagement can lead to a negative spiral, where feelings of isolation contribute to a diminished sense of self-worth, exacerbating the overall emotional distress (Luchetti et al., 2020).
	Furthermore, loneliness has tangible effects on physical health. Research indicates prolonged social isolation can lead to increased stress levels, disrupted sleep patterns, and weakened immune systems (Lim et al., 2020). The physiological impact underscores the interrelationship between mental and physical well-being, highlighting the importance of addressing loneliness as a holistic concern (Slater, 2019 ). Paradoxically, individuals may feel lonelier in a hyper-connected world, where online interactions often substitute for genuine face-to-face connections (Erzen & Çikrikci, 2018). The quality of social interactions becomes crucial, and fostering meaningful relationships requires intentional efforts beyond superficial online connections.
	Loneliness, often stemming from the challenges of adjusting to a new academic and social environment, can influence students' decisions regarding intimate relationships. Seeking connection and companionship, some undergraduates may get involved in pre-marital sex to alleviate feelings of isolation (Lawal & Okereke, 2021). However, this pursuit of intimacy can be a double-edged sword, as engaging in sexual activities without genuine emotional connection may exacerbate feelings of loneliness in the long run (Rahmanian et al., 2022). Additionally, the societal expectation that romantic involvement can alleviate loneliness may pressure individuals into premature or ill-advised sexual encounters (Dinh & Van Teijlingen, 2021; Slater, 2019).
Peer pressure is a pervasive and influential aspect of social dynamics, particularly during adolescence and early adulthood. It refers to the impact of peers' influence on the likelihood of an individuals to adopt attitudes, behaviors, or expectations that are contrary to their choice (Tegegne, 2022). This phenomenon can manifest in various forms, both positive and negative, shaping individuals' choices, values, and lifestyles (Ndie et al., 2019). Peer pressure is associated with social and emotional consequences. Harmful behaviours or activities such as substance abuse, risky sexual behaviours, or engagement in delinquent activities may result from the influence of peers who encourage such actions (Moldes et al., 2019). The need to fit in and gain social approval can override individual values, leading to regrettable decisions (Damtie et al., 2022). Peer pressure can contribute to a cycle of risky behaviours, impacting the individual and the broader community (Leshargie et al., 2019). 
During adolescence, a period marked by identity formation, individuals often grapple with the need for acceptance and belonging. Peer pressure plays a pivotal role in shaping one's sense of identity, as individuals may conform to societal norms or group expectations to gain social approval (Murdiningsih & St Hindun, 2020). This can result in a struggle to align personal values with external expectations, leading to internal conflicts and challenges in establishing an authentic sense of self. Peer pressure has a vital impact on the landscape of pre-marital sexual activities among undergraduates. The social environment on college campuses often exerts a powerful influence on individual behaviours, and the pressure to conform to perceived norms can impact decisions related to relationships and sexuality (Ghaffari et al., 2020). 
	Self-esteem is the overall perception of an individual's own worth and significantly influences an individual's mental and emotional well-being (Branden, 2021). A healthy level of self-esteem is associated with positive outcomes, including resilience, the capacity to adapt or cope with life's trials, or the pursuit of personal aspirations ( Orth et al., 2018). Individuals with high self-esteem are more likely to engage in behaviours that promote their well-being and success, as they possess a sense of confidence in their abilities and a belief in their intrinsic value. Conversely, low self-esteem can have profound and far-reaching consequences on a person's well-being (Orth et al., 2018). It may manifest in self-doubt, negative self-talk, and a pervasive inadequacy. Such feelings can hinder personal and professional development, as individuals experiencing low self-esteem avoid taking on new challenges due to fear of rejection (Rubio, 2021). This impact can extend to relationships, influencing the ability to form and maintain healthy connections with others (Orth et al., 2018).
	Conversely, experiences of criticism, neglect, or unrealistic societal standards can erode self-esteem. As individuals transition through different life stages, they continue to shape and refine their self-perception through ongoing experiences, relationships, and achievements (Rubio, 2021). The relationship between self-esteem and pre-marital sexual activities among undergraduates is intricate, influenced by societal expectations, individual beliefs, and the quest for validation. Individuals with high self-esteem may feel empowered to make autonomous decisions about their sexuality, engaging in pre-marital sex as a reflection of their confidence and self-assuredness . On the contrary, those with lower self-esteem might be more susceptible to external pressures, seeking affirmation and acceptance through intimate relationships (Lin & Lin, 2018). For some, pre-marital sexual activities may serve as a means of bolstering self-worth. In contrast, for others, it could result from a desire to conform to perceived norms, potentially leading to a complex interplay between personal values and external expectations (Shrestha, 2019). 
	Examining the influence of loneliness, peer pressure, and self-esteem on pre-marital sexual activities among undergraduates is significant as few statistics are available on the psychological and social issues surrounding the possibility of undergraduates engaging in pre-marital sexual practice within the Nigerian context. This study examines the predictive impact of loneliness, peer pressure and self-esteem on the frequency and involvement of undergraduates in pre-marital sexual activities in Redeemer's University, Nigeria. The following hypotheses will guide the present study
1. Peer pressure, loneliness and self-esteem will jointly and significantly predict pre-marital sexual activities. 
2. Sociodemographic variables (age, gender and level of study) will jointly and significantly predict pre-marital sexual activities.
3. There will be significant sex differences between male and female undergraduates in relation to engagement in pre-marital sexual activities 
Method
 Research Design
 The research utilized a nonexperimental correlation design.
Sampling Techniques: The study comprised of a cohort of undergraduates who were purposely selected from the faculties, programmes, levels of study and gender. Out of a total population of 6,700 undergraduates across eight faculties in Redeemer's University, the Taro Yamane formula for proportional sampling was used to calculate a total of three hundred and eighty (380) as the sample size. It was distributed proportionately among the eight faculties based on the number of students in each faculties using Krejcie & Morgan Kumar (1976) proportional allocation formula. Inclusion criteria include the students' being undergraduates and not below the age of 17 years; informed consent was also obtained after the objectives had been relayed to them. Participants who were unwilling to participate voluntarily in the study or are postgraduates' students were excluded. 
Study Participants: The participants comprised of 194 (51.1%) males and 186 (48.9%) females, with age range between 17 and 25 years (M =18.99; SD =1.61). The majority, 378 (99.5%) were single, while only 2 (0.5%) were married. Most of the participants identified as Christian (99.2%), with the rest identifying as Muslim (0.8). The distribution according to their faculties shows that 30 (7.9%) were from the Built Environment, 68 (17.9%) were from the Basic Medical Sciences, 42 (11.1%) were from Engineering, 35 (9.2%) were from the Law, 28 (7.4%) were from the Management Sciences, 45 (11.8%) were from the Humanities, 70 (18.4%) were from the Natural Sciences and 62 (16.2%) were from the Social Sciences. Lastly, the level/year of study of the participants indicated that 71 (18.7%) were in 100L, 113 (29.7%) were in 200L, 97 (25.5%) were in 300L, 85 (22.4%) were in 400L and 14 (3.7%) were in 500L. 
Instruments: 
1. The Sexual Abstinence Behavior Scale is a 4-item scale developed by Norris et al. (2003). The scale assessed individuals' attitudes regarding the tolerability of pre-marital sex at varieties of their interpersonal engagement on a four-Likert response scale ranging between 0 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree). A high level of reliability (α = 0.77) was observed in the current study. 
2. Peer Pressure Scale (PPS) is an 11-item instrument created by Palani and Mani (2016) to examine vulnerability to peer pressure among young persons. The instrument is rated on a 5-Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). The aggregate score of each person is used to determine the manner in which one is susceptible to yielding to pressure from external persons. Cronbach's Alpha value observed in the current study was 0.79.
3. UCLA Loneliness Scale is a twenty-item self-reported instrument created by Russell (1996), to examine the subjective experiences of social isolation and loneliness. Respondents rank the respective items as either O ("I often feel this way."), S ("I sometimes feel this way."), R ("I rarely feel this way."), or N ("I never feel this way."). A higher score indicates more loneliness. The present study's internal consistency for UCLA-20 was α = 0.81.
4. Rosenberg self-esteem scale (Rosenberg, 1965) is a uni-dimensional instrument that examines global self-worth with 5-items that investigate how individuals look or feel about themselves. The items are worded in positive and negative statements on a 5-point scale, with answers varying from 0 (strongly disagree) to 4  (strongly agree). Items 3, 5, 8, 9, 10 are reversed scored. Hence, the higher the score the higher the self-esteem. The internal consistency of the current study was satisfactory (α = 0.83).
Ethical Consideration
Research ethics for human participants were observed in line with the Helsinki Declaration. The objectives and proposed procedures were scrutinized by the ethical body at the Department of Psychology, Redeemer's University, Nigeria. Before the informed consent was obtained, the participants were briefed on the objectives, method, and possible risks and benefits of their inclusion in the research. The participants were informed of their right to exit the study without any consequence and they were assured of the confidentiality of their information. 
Data Analysis
Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) version 27 was used to analyse descriptive and inferential statistics. Pearson (r) was used to assess the relationships among study variables while multiple linear regression analyses were utilized to test the formulated hypotheses.
RESULTS
[bookmark: _Toc140005620]Table 1- Test of Relationship between variables
	Variable
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7

	1. Age
	1
	-.19**
	.00
	-.07
	.01
	.08
	-.03

	2. Gender
	
	1
	-.03
	-.04
	.10*
	-.12*
	.35**

	3. Level of Study
	
	
	1
	.01
	.06
	-.07
	.11*

	4. Self-esteem
	
	
	
	1
	-.03
	-.01
	-.13*

	5. Loneliness
	
	
	
	
	1
	.11*
	.14**

	6. Peer Pressure
	
	
	
	
	
	1
	-.13*

	7. Pre-marital Sexual Activities
	
	
	
	
	
	
	1


Summary of Correlation Matrix among the Variables in the Study
Note: **p<.01, *p<.05 N=380. Gender was coded 1 =Male, 2 = Female, Level of Study was coded 1 = 100L, 2= 200L, 3 = 300L, 4 = 400L, 5 = 500L. 
[bookmark: _Hlk139856084]The result in Table 1 shows the test of the relationship between variables. It was noted that gender had a significant relationship with loneliness [r (380) = .10, p <.05] and peer pressure [r (380) = -.12, p <.05] and pre-marital sexual activities [r (380) = .35, p <.01], indicating that female students have a higher level of loneliness, male undergraduate experience a high level of peer pressure while female undergraduates experience a high level of pre-marital sexual activities. Self-esteem has a significant relationship with pre-marital sexual activities [r (395) = -.13, p >.05], showing that as self-esteem increases, the likelihood of engaging in pre-marital sexual activities decreases. Also, the result indicates that there is a significant relationship between loneliness and pre-marital sexual activities [r (395) = .14, p >.05], this entails that an increase in loneliness will lead to an increase in pre-marital sexual activities among undergraduates. The result further showed a significant negative relationship between peer pressure and pre-marital sexual activities [r (395) = .13, p >.05], indicating that as peer pressure increases, the possibility of engaging in pre-marital sexual activities also increases among undergraduates. 
[bookmark: _Toc140005621]Table 2- Multiple Linear Regression Analysis for the Prediction of Self-esteem, loneliness and peer pressure on Pre-marital Sexual Activities  
	Variables
	ꞵ
	T
	R
	R2
	df
	F

	
	
	
	.22
	.05
	376
	6.32**

	Self-Esteem 
	-.13
	-.2.57*
	
	
	
	

	Loneliness
	.14
	  2.79*
	
	
	
	

	Peer Pressure
	.12
	2.33*
	
	
	
	


Note: ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05, N=380
The results in Table 2 showed that self-esteem [β = -.13, t = -2.57, p <.05], loneliness [β = .14, t = 2.79, p <.05], and peer pressure [β = .12, t = 2.33, p <.05] were significant predictors of pre-marital sexual activities among undergraduates. It was further observed that the variables contributed a significant variance of 5% to the total variance observed in pre-marital sexual activities among undergraduates [R = .22, R2 =.05, F (1, 376) = 6.32, p <.01]. The result confirmed hypothesis 1, and it was accepted. 
[bookmark: _Toc140005623]Table 3- Multiple Linear Regression Analysis showing the Prediction of Sociodemographic variables (age, gender and level of study) on Pre-marital Sexual Activities  
	Variables
	ꞵ
	T
	R
	R2
	df
	F

	
	
	
	.37
	.14
	376
	19.76**

	Age
	.04
	  .74
	
	
	
	

	Gender
	.36
	7.34**
	
	
	
	

	Level of Study
	.12
	2.42*
	
	
	
	


Note: ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05, N=380
The results in Table 3 reveal that age did not significantly predict pre-marital sexual activities [β = .04, t = .74, p >.05] while gender [β = .36, t = 7.34, p <.01] and level of study [β = .12, t = 2.42, p <.05] were significant predictors of pre-marital sexual activities among undergraduates. It was further observed that the variables (gender and level of study) contributed a significant variance of 14% to the total variance observed in pre-marital sexual activities among undergraduates [R = .37, R2 =.14, F (1, 376) = 19.76, p <.01]. The result confirmed hypothesis 2, and it was accepted.
[bookmark: _Toc140005624]Table 4- Independent t-test showing the influence of gender on pre-marital sexual activities
	Variable
	Source
	N
	Mean
	SD
	df
	T
	P

	
Gender
	Male
	194
	7.81
	5.40
	
378
	
-7.23
	
.000

	
	Female
	186
	11.47
	4.40
	
	
	


N=380, Gender was coded 1 =Male, 2 = Female
The results in Table 4 reveals that there was a significant difference between gender and pre-marital sexual activities {t (380) = -7.23, p <.01}. It was observed that there is a significant difference between the mean score for males (x̄=7.81, SD= 5.40) and females (x̄=11.47, SD = 4.40) university undergraduates. This suggests that the female undergraduates have a high level of likelihood to engage in pre-marital sexual activities compared to male students. The hypothesis which suggested a significant influence between gender and pre-marital sexual activities is, therefore, accepted.
Discussion
The present research assessed the predictive impact of peer pressure, loneliness and self-esteem on pre-marital sexual activities among undergraduates. According to the findings of the analyses, self-esteem, loneliness, and peer pressure were significant predictors of pre-marital sexual activity. This implies that social influence such as peer support, norms and modelling have a significant impact on university students' sexual behaviours. This finding was also reported by a study of psychosocial determinants of pre-marital sexual practices among university students in Sudan (Elshiekh et al., 2023). Previous studies have reported similar results (Hossen & Quddus, 2020; Mulugeta & Berhane, 2014). This implies that interventions seeking to promote delaying the initiation of sexual activity among undergraduates  can utilized strategies that promote advantageous social and peer influence as well as equip students with capacity to manage peer influence to practice sex. 
Considering the observed strong influence of peers, peer education interventions have been widely used to influence the sexual behaviours among youth (Akuiyibo et al., 2021; Ningrum, & Sumaryani, 2018) and may prove helpful in the current population. Loneliness and self-esteem have also been reported to be connected to peer relations (Pop et al., 2022). The result is consistent with the results of other studies where individuals who reported being isolated from their social network have been found to report lower esteem levels and more predisposed to engage in pre-marital sexual activity (Wéry et al., 2020)
Results of the current study also revealed a significant gender difference in engaging in pre-marital sex. Females have high possibility in involving in pre-marital sex than males, this finding supported the earlier observation by Ajuwon et al. (2006), that girls have permissive attitude to pre-marital sex than boys. However, evidence from other studies examining gender differences in pre-marital sexual activity (Czaderny, 2024) assert that males have higher likelihood of engaging in premarital sex. This inconsistency can be attributed to cultural differences and other factors such as parental monitoring and religiosity. Due to the prevalent practice of no open conversations about sex, parents and other caregivers rarely engage in face-to-face interactions about sex-related issues with their wards (Aliyu & Aransiola, 2023; Olusanya & Jegede, 2022; Alowolodu et al., 2020). 
The present study focusses on specific psychological elements of pre-marital sexual activity amid university undergraduates. Utilizing a self-reported instrument, participants were able to freely release sensitive information regarding their sexual practices and attitudes. Participants were selected using random sampling as well as snowballing; hence, the sample of this research may not give a full glance of the phenomenon, similarly, the applying the result to wider population should be with caution. Despite these limitations, this study gives a distinct information for future sexual-health-related interventions for university students within the Nigeria context and other similar context. 
Conclusion
The psychosocial components of premarital sexual activities include self-esteem, loneliness, peer-pressure, gender and level of study.  The results of the study support the need for psychological treatment and counseling geared towards helping university undergraduates to manage emotional issues arising from the low self-esteem, peer pressure and loneliness. Future research can explore the prevalence and risk of pre-marital sexual activities, age of first  intercourse among young persons out of the school or in school. 
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