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ABSTRACT

This study examined how reported acquisition of sexual information from ten sources (school, healthcare, religious institutions, community, parents, siblings, peers, internet, pornography and movies/TV) was associated with sexual satisfaction, sexual pleasure, sexual inferiority, and relational sexual shame among 1,553 young people (18-25 years) in China and the UK. Linear mixed-effects models tested cultural and gender differences in reported information acquisition, and structural equation modelling assessed associations with psychosexual well-being. In both countries, the most common sources for sexual information were peers, the internet, and pornography; religious institutions were the least common. Acquisition of sexual information from healthcare or pornography (and community in China) was positively associated with sexual satisfaction. Acquisition from pornography or the internet was positively associated with sexual pleasure in China. Acquisition from the internet was positively associated with feelings of sexual inferiority, as was (only in China) pornography. Relational sexual shame was positively associated with acquisition from the internet and was also negatively associated with acquisition from religious institutions (only in China). In the UK, women reported lower satisfaction and higher sexual inferiority than men, whereas in China, men reported higher sexual inferiority than women. Findings highlight the need for culturally and gender-responsive sex and sexuality education.
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Introduction

Psychosexual well-being, encompassing positive experiences of intimacy, pleasure and mutual respect, is increasingly recognised as a key component of overall health (World Health Organization 2022). During the transition to adulthood, integrating sexuality into identity and relationships represents a central developmental task for young people (Branje et al. 2021), and access to sexual information during this period shapes knowledge, attitudes, and well-being (Li et al. 2025b). Rapid technological and social changes have expanded sexual information sources beyond families and schools to include digital and peer-based channels (Peter and Valkenburg 2016; Power et al. 2024), raising questions about how different sources relate to psychosexual well-being across cultural contexts. The UK, with comparatively established sex and sexuality education provision, and China, where sex and sexuality education remains more limited, provide contrasting settings in which to examine these dynamics.

Historical and Policy Developments in Sexuality Education

Sex education in the UK and China has developed along notably different policy paths. 
In the UK, provision was historically guided by non-statutory frameworks until the Children and Social Work Act 2017 established Relationships and Sex Education (RSE) as statutory, with compulsory implementation across most state-funded schools from 2020 and national guidance outlining core content and expectations (Department for Education 2019; Setty 2023). This reform aimed to clarify school responsibilities and reduce earlier variation in provision (Setty 2023; Sex Education Forum 2022).
In China, the development of sex sexuality education has been more fragmented. Earlier provision was embedded within biology, moral education, or population education curricula and lacked a unified national framework (UNESCO and UNFPA 2018; Qin 2023; Yu 2023). Since 2020, policy activity has expanded through the adaptation of United Nations Technical Guidance on Sexuality Education and pilot programmes led by education authorities and social organisations. Nevertheless, national reviews continue to report uneven implementation across countries, regions and school types, reflecting substantial local discretion (UNESCO and UNFPA 2018; Liu et al. 2023; Qin 2023; Yu 2023).
These contrasting policy contexts shape the institutional environments in which young people encounter sex ann sexuality information and help explain potential cross-cultural differences in how information sources relate to psychosexual well-being.

Sexual Information Sources

Young people obtain information about sex, sexuality and relationships from a broad range of formal, interpersonal, and digital sources. These choices often reflect considerations of accessibility, privacy, perceived reliability, and relevance, with evidence consistently showing that multiple sources jointly influence sexual knowledge, attitudes, and behaviours (Engel 2023; Sex Education Forum 2024; Silva et al. 2024).

Formal or Institutional Sexual Information Sources

In the majority of countries, schools are expected to be primary formal providers of information about sex and sexuality, although provision varies between contexts. In the UK, statutory Relationships and Sex Education (RSE) aims to deliver comprehensive coverage but remains affected by uneven implementation, limited teacher education and training, and insufficient attention to topics such as consent and pleasure, leading many students to seek additional information elsewhere (Department for Education 2019; House of Commons Library 2024; Sex Education Forum 2024). In China, school-based provision remains fragmented, although emerging teacher-facilitated and internet-supported programmes have shown improvements in knowledge and behavioural intentions (Liu et al. 2023; Qin and Zhang 2023).
Healthcare services provide another formal source of information but face barriers in both countries, including system navigation, access difficulties, and concerns about privacy, particularly following expanded digital provision during the COVID-19 pandemic in the UK (Dema et al. 2022). In China, service uptake also remains limited due to stigma, confidentiality concerns, and uneven availability (Liang et al. 2022). 
Religious and community organisations typically exert indirect influence by reinforcing values and guiding help-seeking behaviours rather than serving as primary informational sources (Silva et al. 2024).

Interpersonal Sexual Information Sources

Families, particularly parents, are often regarded as legitimate sources of guidance on sex and sexuality matters but frequently avoid explicit discussion due to discomfort or perceived risks of encouraging early sexual activity, with these constraints being particularly evident in China (Qin and Zhang 2023). Siblings may partly fill this gap, offering informal guidance and support (Zapata et al. 2024).
Peers are widely perceived as approachable and accessible information sources. Peer networks can support sexual health promotion, particularly when supported by digital interventions, but they also facilitate the spread of misinformation, especially regarding contraception and sexual risk behaviours (Purcell et al. 2023; Chola et al. 2023; McNee 2024).

Digital Sexual Information Sources

The internet, including online searches, social media, and dedicated sexual health websites, provides accessible and often anonymous information. Young people in both the UK and China rely heavily on online sources for topics underrepresented in formal education, such as LGBTQ+ issues in the UK and reproductive health knowledge in China, although substantial variation exists in their ability to evaluate information quality (Zhang et al. 2021).
Pornography represents a distinct digital source often used when formal education omits practical sexual knowledge (Rothman et al. 2021). Although some young people report educational benefits, pornography frequently reproduces restrictive sexual scripts that depict male dominance and female passivity, potentially influencing attitudes towards consent, gender roles, and aggression (Bhuptani et al. 2024; Wright et al. 2021). The increasing normalisation of rough-sex depictions may further contribute to pressure on women to engage in unwanted behaviours (Herbenick et al. 2022). Impacts on psychosexual well-being vary according to exposure patterns, content, and motivations for use (Li et al. 2025a; Nolin et al. 2025). In China, where pornography is prohibited yet widely accessed, legal and moral stigma may intensify shame and internal conflict associated with its use (Li et al. 2026a); ironically, age verification policies may have similar effects (Li et al. 2026b).

Psychosexual Well-Being & Cultural and Gender Differences

Psychosexual well-being is widely conceptualised as a multidimensional construct encompassing positive experiences such as sexual satisfaction and pleasure, alongside the relative absence of negative experiences, including sexual inferiority and relational sexual shame (Štulhofer et al. 2010; World Health Organization 2022). As such, psychosexual well-being is increasingly recognised as integral to broader mental and relational health, reflecting both individual intimacy and interpersonal communication processes (Yu et al. 2022).
Emerging cross-cultural evidence suggests that the sexual information sources young people rely on are embedded within broader sociocultural settings. For example, a recent study of young adults in Spain and Portugal found that the perceived importance of different formal and informal information sources was differentially associated with sexual health and well-being indicators, underscoring the need to consider cultural variation when examining these relationships (Rodrigues et al. 2024). The UK and China provide contrasting settings in this respect. In the UK, statutory RSE reflects strong policy recognition, although provision remains uneven and key topics are inconsistently addressed (Department for Education 2019; Sex Education Forum 2024). In China, sexuality education remains more fragmented and culturally constrained, leading many young people to rely on peers, online platforms, and social media, with pornography sometimes serving as a supplemental source (Qin and Zhang 2023; Zhang et al. 2021)
Gender differences further complicate these dynamics. Although young people of all genders access pornography, men typically report more frequent use and arousal-oriented motivations, whereas women more often describe relational or exploratory motivations, with differing associations observed for psychosexual outcomes such as satisfaction and shame (Li et al. 2025a; Litsou et al. 2021; Li et al. 2026a).
Overall, despite increasing scholarly attention to sexual information sources, important limitations remain. First, many studies are confined to single cultural contexts, limiting systematic cross-cultural comparison (Mukoro et al. 2025). Second, research has predominantly focused on knowledge, attitudes, and risk behaviours, with comparatively limited attention to psychosexual well-being outcomes such as satisfaction, pleasure, and sexual shame (Kim et al. 2023). Third, few studies examine multiple information sources simultaneously, and stigmatised channels, particularly pornography, are frequently excluded from major sexuality and health surveys, restricting understanding of how different sources are drawn upon in varying sociocultural contexts (Macdowall et al. 2015).

The Current Study

In this study, we examined young people’s (18–25) reported acquisition of sexual information from ten sources, and the associations of these sources with four dimensions of psychosexual well-being: sexual satisfaction, sexual pleasure, sexual inferiority, and relational sexual shame. Participants from China and the UK enabled cross-cultural comparison and tests of culture and gender differences, as well as possible moderating factors.  The specific research questions were as follows:
RQ1. Does the acquisition of sexual information from different sources differ by culture (China vs. UK) and gender (men vs. women)?

RQ2. How is acquiring more (or less) information from a particular source associated with sexual satisfaction, sexual pleasure, sexual inferiority, and relational sexual shame and do (a) culture and (b) gender moderate source–well-being associations?

Methods 
[bookmark: _Toc9238][bookmark: _Toc4744]
Participants 

In China, data were collected through a large public university in the southeast of the country and via Credamo, a widely used online research platform. In the UK, participants were recruited through an undergraduate participant pool at the authors’ institution and via Prolific, a research-oriented online platform. To increase diversity, respondents were encouraged to snowball the study invitation within their personal networks. Eligibility was limited to individuals aged 18–25 who self-identified as a man or a woman, and had lived in either the UK or China for at least ten years.
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Demographics and Sexual Information Sources

Participants reported gender, age, ethnicity (White, Black/African/Caribbean, Chinese, Other Asian, Mixed or multiple ethnic groups, Any other ethnic group, or Prefer not to say), sexual orientation (Heterosexual or straight, Gay or lesbian, Bisexual, Other sexual orientation, or Prefer not to say), relationship status (Single, Dating, In a committed relationship but not cohabiting, Married or in a cohabiting relationship, Other, or Prefer not to say), religious affiliation (Rate from 1 Not at all important to 7 Very important), education/employment (Working full-time or part-time, Student, Stay-home parent, Living on benefits, Unemployed, or Prefer not to say), and countries of residence over the past decade (China, UK, Both, or Neither; participants who selected “Both” were asked to indicate the country in which they had lived for the longer period, and those who selected “Neither” were excluded from the study). Education/employment was a multi-select item; all other demographic items were single-choice. 
They then rated how much sexual knowledge they had obtained from 10 sources (schools, healthcare providers, religious institutions, community organisations, parents, siblings, peers/friends, internet resources, internet pornography, and movies/television), adapted from Hooley (2018). Responses ranged from 1 (Not at all) to 7 (A great deal).

Sexual Well-being Factors

Before responding, participants were asked to reflect on their sexual experiences, whether with a current or past partner or alone; for items concerning partnered experiences, those not currently in a relationship were asked to respond with reference to a recent partner, or, if they had never had a sexual partner, an imagined partner.

Sexual Satisfaction. The 10-item Sexual Satisfaction Questionnaire (Nomejko and Dolińska-Zygmunt 2015; α=0.89) was administered to evaluate participants’ sexual satisfaction (e.g., “I find my sexual life fulfilling”). Responses ranged from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 7 (Strongly Agree). Higher mean scores indicate greater satisfaction.

[bookmark: _Toc15067]Sexual Pleasure. Sexual pleasure was measured using the three-item Sexual Pleasure Scale (Pascoal et al. 2016; α=0.94), which included items such as “I find sexual intimacy…”. Participants responded from 1 (Not pleasurable) to 7 (Very pleasurable). Higher scores reflect greater pleasure.

Sexual Shame. Sexual shame was evaluated using seven items adapted from the Sexual Shame Inventory (Seebeck 2021; α=0.76-0.86), designed to measure two dimensions: Sexual Inferiority (e.g., “I worry people will find out about my sexual flaws.”) and Relational Sexual Shame (e.g., “I feel ashamed to talk to others about my sexuality/sexual experiences.”). Responses range from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 7 (Strongly Agree). Higher mean scores on each subscale indicate greater shame.

Procedure

Data were collected anonymously via Qualtrics and Credamo between February 2024 and April 2025. Participants first read an information sheet and provided informed consent. UK participant-pool respondents received very modest course credit; those recruited via Prolific received GBP1. Chinese students recruited via the university or Credamo received either entry into a prize draw containing six GBP25 vouchers or 5 CNY, respectively. Contact information for incentives was collected through a separate link to preserve data anonymity. 

Statistical Analyses

All statistical analyses were conducted using R (version 4.3.3) (Rosseel 2012). We first computed descriptive statistics for the ten sexual-information sources by culture (China vs. UK) and gender (men vs. women). The data were then reshaped to long format so that each participant contributed ten within-participant observations (one per source). Culture and gender were treated as categorical factors; sum-to-zero (effects) contrasts were used to obtain Type III tests.
To test the effects of culture, gender, and source, we fitted a linear mixed-effects model (LMM) with a 2 (Culture) × 2(Gender) × 10(Source; within-participants) design and random intercepts for participants (lme4 1.1-37). Type III ANOVA with Satterthwaite degrees of freedom was obtained (lmerTest 3.1-3), suitable for interaction models under potential imbalance. Significant interactions were followed up with Tukey-adjusted pairwise comparisons of estimated marginal means within each Culture × Gender group (emmeans 1.11.1). Effect sizes are reported as partial eta squared (ηₚ²) with 95% confidence intervals (effectsize 1.11.1).
To explore associations between the ten sources, culture, gender, and the four psychosexual well-being dimensions (sexual satisfaction, sexual pleasure, sexual inferiority, and relational sexual shame), we fitted structural equation models (SEM) in lavaan 0.6-19. All continuous variables were z-standardised; culture and gender were effect-coded (China/man=-1, UK/women=+1), and their interaction (culture × gender) was included as a unified moderator. Starting from a full model, we retained paths meeting data-driven criteria (p<.05 and |β|≥.04) to form a reduced model. Model fit was evaluated using CFI, TLI, RMSEA, and SRMR, and models were compared using χ² difference tests, AIC, and BIC. For moderation interpretation, we (i) derived simple slopes with Wald z-tests for significant source × culture effects from the SEM coefficient–covariance matrices, and (ii) obtained estimated marginal means and within-culture contrasts for significant gender × culture effects from linear models (emmeans 1.11.1). For visualisation, semPlot (1.1-6) was used for path diagrams and ggplot2 (3.5-2) was used for plots of standardised coefficients with 95% confidence intervals, bar charts of estimated marginal means, and simple-slope panels with asterisk annotations.

Ethics

The study was approved by the University of Southampton Faculty Research Ethics Committee (ERGO number 91077).
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Scale Quality

In this study, the Sexual Satisfaction Questionnaire (α=.82) and the Sexual Pleasure Scale (α=.84) showed good consistency. The two subscales of the Sexual Shame Inventory demonstrated acceptable internal consistency (Sexual Inferiority: α=0.70; Relational Sexual Shame: α=0.74). 

Participants 

A total of 1,553 young people participated: 50.4% from China (Mage=22.4, SD=2.12) and 49.6% from the UK (Mage=21.6, SD=2.36); individuals who had lived in both countries were classified by the country of longer residence. Gender was evenly split. Most Chinese participants identified their ethnicity as Chinese, whereas the UK sample was more ethnically diverse (predominantly White). 
Most participants were heterosexual and in relationships, with greater sexual orientation diversity in the UK. Religious importance was generally low but higher among Chinese than UK participants (see online supplemental Table A). Greater sexual information attainment from religious sources was associated with higher odds of being in a relationship and lower odds of a non-heterosexual identity (see analyses in online supplemental material).

RQ1: Differences in Reported Sexual Information Sources Across Gender and Culture

Main Effects

A 10(Source; within-participants) × 2(Culture: China, UK) × 2(Gender: men, women) LMM with random intercepts for participants revealed a very large main effect of Source, F(9, 13,941)=2115.40, p<.001, ηp²=.58, and a significant main effect of Culture, F(1, 1,549)=117.54, p<.001, ηp²=.07, but no main effect of Gender, F(1, 1,549)=2.86, p=.09, ηp²=.002. 

Interaction Effects

There were significant Source-related interactions for Source × Culture, F=45.00, p<.001, ηp²=.03, and Source × Gender, F=23.37, p<.001, ηp²=.01. The Culture × Gender interaction, F(1, 1,549)=4.43, p=.035, ηp²=.003, and the three-way Source × Culture × Gender interaction, F(9, 13,941)=4.35, p<.001, ηp²=.003, were small but also statistically significant.

Summary of Group Differences

Across groups, the Internet and Peers received the highest mean ratings for information acquisition, whereas Religious and Community sources were consistently the lowest. Gender differences were generally small; the exceptions being that men reported more knowledge attained from Pornography (China: z=8.74, p<.001; UK: z=8.24, p<.001) while, in the UK, women reported more knowledge attained from Peers z=6.89, p<.001. Cross-cultural contrasts indicated broadly higher means in China than the UK for most sources (e.g., Sibling, Internet, Pornography, Movies), with the sole reverse pattern for School z=3.68, p<.001. See Figure 1 and online supplemental Figure A and Tables B–D for the full results.

[Please insert Figure 1 about here] 

RQ2 (a&b): Associations Between Reported Sexual Information Sources and Psychosexual Well-Being: Moderating Roles of Gender and Culture

Model Overview

Results focus on effects retained in the reduced, well-fitting SEM (AIC=15,878.25 vs. 15,990.44; BIC=16,065.43 vs. 16,985.16; CFI=0.993, TLI=0.986, RMSEA=0.017). The Chi-square difference test was not significant, Δχ²(27)=39.69, p=.06, indicating no meaningful loss of fit, so the reduced model was retained. For each psychosexual dimension, we report only predictors retained in the reduced model; effects not reported were removed during reduction (i.e., failed retention thresholds) and are not interpreted.  Standardised coefficients are shown in Figure 2; estimated marginal means and simple slopes for significant gender × culture and source × culture interactions appear in Figures 3–4. Online supplemental Table E presents Pearson correlations for all SEM variables, and Tables F–G report the corresponding estimated marginal means and culture-specific slopes.

[Insert Figure 2 about here]

Sexual Satisfaction

Greater acquisition from pornography (β=0.152, z=6.21, p<.001), healthcare providers (β=0.143, z=5.26, p<.001), and community organisations (β=0.083, z=2.77, p=.006) were associated with higher sexual satisfaction. The main effect of culture was not significant. A significant culture × gender interaction (β=-0.131, z=-5.50, p<.001) indicated that in the UK, women reported lower satisfaction than men t(1549)=7.07, p<.001; there was no gender difference in China t(1549)=0.25, p=.80. There was a significant community × culture interaction such that higher attainment of sexual knowledge from community sources as associated with greater sexual satisfaction in China (β=0.224, z=6.58, p<.001) but not the UK.

Sexual Pleasure

Greater acquisition of sexual information from pornography (β=0.125, z=4.26, p<.001) and the internet (β=0.130, z=4.37, p<.001) were associated with higher sexual pleasure. Women reported lower pleasure than men (β=-0.151, z=-6.02, p<.001). Significant interactions showed that attaining more sexual information from pornography (pornography × culture, β=-0.073, z=-2.65, p=.008) and the internet (internet × culture β=-0.083, z=-2.85, p=.004) was associated with greater sexual pleasure in China, but not in the UK.  Interactions indicated stronger positive associations in China (pornography: β=0.200, z=4.72, p<.001; internet: β=0.217, z=4.43, p<.001) but were not evident in the UK.

Sexual Inferiority

Greater acquisition of sexual information from the internet (β=0.090, z=3.02, p=.003) was associated with higher sexual inferiority, whereas the pornography main effect was not significant. A significant main effect of culture was observed (β=0.060, z=2.27, p=.023) such that participants in the UK reported greater sexual inferiority than those in China. A significant interaction between culture and gender (β=0.096, z=3.71, p<.001) was evident, indicating that Chinese men reported higher sexual inferiority than Chinese women t(1549)=2.42, p=.02, whereas in the UK, women reported higher sexual inferiority than men t(1549)=-4.35, p<.001. A pornography × culture interaction (β=-0.084, z=-3.23, p=.001) indicated that greater attainment of sexual knowledge from pornography was positively associated with sexual inferiority in China (β=0.122, z=3.03, p=.002), but not in the UK.

Relational Sexual Shame

Greater acquisition of sexual information from the internet (β=0.075, z=2.92, p=.004) was associated with higher relational sexual shame. A significant main effect of culture (β=-0.163, z=-6.20, p<.001) indicated lower relational sexual shame in the UK than in China. The main effect of source was not significant, but a significant religious × culture interaction (β=0.083, z=3.22, p=.001) indicated that in China, but not the UK, attaining greater sexual information from religious institutions was associated with decreased relational sexual shame in China β=-0.094, z=-2.97, p=.003 but was not significant in the UK.

Discussion

RQ1: Sexual Information Sources Across Gender and Culture

Participants in both countries reported obtaining most sexual information from internet resources, pornography, and peers, with religious institutions contributing least (see Figure 1). This aligns with evidence that young people favour sources offering accessibility, immediacy, and privacy, particularly where formal provision is perceived as insufficient (Engel 2023; Silva et al. 2024).
Reliance on digital sources was more pronounced among Chinese participants, who reported greater use of general internet content and pornography. This likely reflects limitations in school-based provision in China (Liu et al. 2023). However, despite the statutory status of Relationships and Sex Education (RSE) in the UK, young people continue to report gaps in provision (Sex Education Forum 2024). The findings therefore suggest a cross-cultural gradient, with higher reliance in China but widespread digital engagement in the UK, including incidental exposure via algorithmically curated social media environments (Lim et al. 2024).
Peers were also significant sources of sexual knowledge in both countries. Peer communication is particularly influential where formal education is perceived as inadequate and is often viewed as less constrained than family discussions (Silva et al. 2024). However, peer networks simultaneously facilitate both accurate information dissemination, as demonstrated in interventions such as the UK STASH programme (Purcell et al. 2023), and the spread of misinformation, particularly regarding contraception (Chola et al. 2023). 
A culture-by-gender interaction was evident.  Men in China reported greater peer-based knowledge than men in the UK, potentially reflecting stronger within-gender permissibility of sexual discussions (Liu et al. 2023). Conversely, women in China reported lower peer-derived knowledge than women in the UK, consistent with gender norms that stigmatise women’s sexual health communication. In China, sexual and reproductive health discussions are often framed as taboo and potentially harmful to unmarried women’s social reputation, which may encourage reliance on anonymous sources, which allow greater control over social exposure (Dong et al. 2023; Qi et al. 2023; Zhang et al. 2016).
Religious institutions were the least utilised sources of information in both countries, supporting evidence that religion plays a limited role in young people’s everyday sexual communication (Silva et al. 2024). In the UK, religious influence is largely confined to specific faith communities (Sex Education Forum 2024), while in China religious institutions have a comparatively minor public and educational presence (Reiss 2023). Nevertheless, religious norms may continue to shape sexual attitudes and values indirectly.
For the remaining sources (see Figure 1), formal sources (healthcare, community) and movies/TV were reported more often in China, consistent with their structured regulation (Qin and Zhang 2023). 
Family sources, including parents and siblings, were reported at low levels in both countries. This is consistent with evidence that parental discomfort and concerns about age-appropriateness constrain family sexual communication in the UK (Stone et al. 2012). Although UK youth are more likely to have siblings due to China’s one-child policy era, this did not produce systematic cultural or gender differences, suggesting that digital pathways may outweigh family structure in shaping sexual learning for this cohort (Zhang et al. 2021).

RQ2 (a): Cultural Differences Between Sexual Information Sources and Psychosexual Well-Being

Associations between sexual information sources and psychosexual well-being varied across cultural contexts. Across multiple sources, these associations were generally stronger among participants in China than those in the UK. In more conservative settings, such as China, where taboos restrict open sexual communication, information may carry heightened interpretive weight and exert stronger psychological influence within a more restrictive normative environment (Gan et al. 2024; Yu et al. 2022).
Healthcare and community organisations are widely recognised as credible sources of sexual health support, providing accurate information and psychosocial guidance often lacking in informal or digital channels (UNESCO 2021). Greater knowledge obtained from these sources was associated with higher sexual satisfaction, particularly among participants in China. Although prior research has focused primarily on knowledge and service uptake, access to professional services can enhance health literacy, reduce misinformation, and build relational confidence, which may indirectly support sexual satisfaction (Liang et al. 2022; Peng et al. 2025). In China, where youth-friendly services remain limited, such encounters may be especially influential by offering reliable information and interpersonal support that foster comfort and confidence in sexual relationships. While causality cannot be inferred, these findings highlight the potential value of expanding access to structured sexual health services, particularly in resource-limited contexts.
Sexual information obtained from digital sources, including general internet content and pornography, showed both beneficial and adverse associations. Greater engagement with these sources was associated with higher sexual satisfaction and pleasure, potentially reflecting the diversity, immediacy, and anonymity of digital platforms, which enable exploration of topics often absent from formal education, including sexual techniques and LGBTQ+ issues (Engel 2023; Silva et al. 2024). However, negative associations were source- and culture-specific. Pornography was associated with greater sexual inferiority among participants in China only, but was unrelated to relational sexual shame in either country. This is consistent with research suggesting that stereotypical sexual scripts can promote unfavourable social comparison, although such effects appear contingent on cultural context (Peter and Valkenburg 2016). Among participants in China, stronger positive and negative associations may reflect high digital engagement combined with limited formal provision, positioning online sources as primary sexual learning avenues (Ma et al. 2025). The stronger association between pornography and sexual inferiority in China may also reflect its legal prohibition and moral framing as deviant (National People’s Congress Standing Committee 1997), which may reinforce stigma and negative self-perceptions. Moreover, stigma surrounding sexual and reproductive health may increase information avoidance, while exposure to misinformation and information overload can exacerbate misperceptions (Dong et al. 2024). Nevertheless, many Chinese young people continue to use pornography and report perceived gains in sexual knowledge and pleasure (Chen 2022; Li et al. 2026a). This coexistence of prohibition and use highlights the need to move beyond a simple harm–benefit framework and instead consider how motivations, usage patterns, and cultural norms shape the role of digital media in sexual learning and well-being (Li et al. 2025a).
Information obtained from religious organisations was associated with lower relational sexual shame among participants in China only. Religious teachings may reduce shame by providing moral-relational frameworks that emphasise responsibility, fidelity, and legitimacy of intimacy within committed partnerships (Kaplan et al. 2025). Alternatively, more religious individuals may be more likely to form partnerships with similarly religious partners and delay or restrict sexual activity, thereby encountering fewer situations that elicit relational sexual shame. Empirical research has associated religiosity with assortative mating and behavioural regulation within intimate relationships (McClendon 2016), as well as with conservative sexual attitudes that influence the internalisation of sexual norms and experiences of shame (Ahrold and Meston 2010). Lower reported shame may therefore reflect selection and behavioural regulation rather than attitudinal change. Notably, the higher levels of relational sexual shame observed among participants in China may reflect broader internalisation of restrictive norms that attach moral and emotional sanction to sexual intimacy across genders, consistent with evidence that cultural taboos foster collective silence around sex (Gan et al. 2024; Yu et al. 2022). In contrast, lower levels of relational sexual shame among participants in the UK may relate to public discourses emphasising sexual rights and gender equality, which frame sexual communication and agency as legitimate and socially supported (Beres 2014).

RQ2 (b): Gender Differences in Psychosexual Well-Being Across Cultures

Gender did not moderate source–well-being associations; however, gender differences in outcomes were observed. 
In the UK, women reported lower sexual satisfaction than men, whereas no gender difference was present in China. In Western contexts, the persistent orgasm gap and male-centred sexual scripts likely depress women’s sexual satisfaction (McElroy and Perry 2024). In China, stricter sexual norms may constrain sexual expression for both sexes, masking satisfaction gaps even while inequities persist in orgasm frequency and “orgasm management” (Ford et al. 2023). Women in both countries reported lower sexual pleasure than men, consistent with sexual scripts that prioritise men’s orgasm and underemphasise clitoral stimulation, reducing women’s partnered orgasms and pleasure (Andrejek et al. 2022; Dienberg et al. 2023). In China, limited discussion of women’s pleasure and expectations to prioritise men’s orgasm may sustain this pleasure gap despite similar mean satisfaction (Ford et al. 2023).
A gendered cultural divergence emerged for sexual inferiority: men in China reported higher inferiority than women, whereas the reverse was observed in the UK. In China, masculinity remains tied to performance, responsibility, and ‘face’, making perceived sexual competence central to masculine role fulfilment and increasing self-evaluative distress when expectations are unmet (Chen 2022; Li et al. 2025a). In the UK, individualised and ostensibly liberal norms position women as both entitled to, and responsible for, sexual fulfilment, requiring the “labour of pleasure” and intensifying self-monitoring and comparison, which can heighten sexual inferiority when ideals are not met (Andrejek et al. 2022). This pattern is compatible with lower relational sexual shame in the UK, as reduced shame can coexist with heightened performance pressure under individualised pleasure norms.

Beyond the Main Models: Subtle but Meaningful Trends

Supplementary correlations (online Figure H) examined source–well-being associations not retained in the SEM. Although the effect sizes were smaller, several trends were theoretically informative.
First, school- and parent-based sources were associated with higher sexual satisfaction only among participants in China. This may reflect selective engagement, whereby students or parents willing to initiate sexual discussions already hold more open attitudes, producing localised positive associations despite generally limited provision. In contrast, UK provision continues to prioritise risk and consent over sexual feelings and relational skills, while variation in timing, dose, and quality of RSE may further dilute its influence (House of Commons Library 2024). Parental communication in the UK is also often limited in scope and continuity, reducing its potential contribution to young people’s sexual satisfaction or skills development (Stone et al. 2012).
Second, among men in the UK only, obtaining sexual information from peers and siblings was associated with higher sexual shame. This pattern may reflect peer cultures associated with hegemonic masculine norms, in which sexual discussions emphasise performance, conquest, and comparison, increasing vulnerability to shame when ideals are not met. Endorsement of dominant masculine norms has been linked to embarrassment and stigma when men perceive themselves as failing to meet culturally sanctioned expectations (Hogan et al. 2022). Masculinity has also been conceptualised as a precarious status maintained through peer regulation, such that perceived threats to masculine identity can elicit interpersonal shame (Vescio et al. 2025). In China, peer discussions may also be constrained by conservative norms and policy contexts discouraging explicit sexual discourse (Qin and Zhang 2023).

Implications

This study demonstrates that sexual information sources are multidimensionally associated with psychosexual well-being and highlights the need to move beyond risk-focused approaches to understanding young people’s sexual information environments. In both countries, the internet, pornography, and peers were identified as key sources associated with both beneficial and adverse outcomes, underscoring the importance of integrated frameworks for designing sexuality education that reflects young people’s diverse information experiences (Lewis et al. 2025).
The findings also highlight the limitations of formal provision. In the UK, statutory RSE is frequently supplemented by informal learning (Sex Education Forum 2024). Sex education and public health initiatives should therefore seek to integrate formal, interpersonal, and digital learning pathways to strengthen critical digital literacy (Byron 2024), and should adopt gender-responsive approaches that support women’s expression of sexual needs while encouraging men to critically reflect on traditional sexual norms. Programmes should also equip young people with the skills to evaluate peer-shared information and identify trustworthy online resources, thereby strengthening sexual knowledge and self-efficacy.

Limitations and Future Research

This study has several limitations. First, cross-sectional and self-report data restrict causal inference and may involve recall/social-desirability bias; longitudinal designs (albeit challenging in practice) should test directionality and mediating pathways (e.g., whether sexual knowledge mediates source–well-being associations; Frøyland et al. 2024). Second, sexuality and gender minority groups, who face unique barriers and stressors in accessing sexual information, could not be examined in subgroup analyses because their numbers in our sample were too small to support robust inference; targeted studies are needed. Third, the UK-China focus prevents generalisability; multi-country work could test how cultural scripts condition these associations in wider contexts. Fourth, responses from participants without prior partnered experience may reflect anticipated rather than experienced dynamics, and their interpretations of partnered items may therefore differ from those with direct sexual relationship experience. Although relationship status was recorded (single: China 13%; UK 26.7%), we did not assess participants’ prior sexual experience, so relationship status should not be treated as a direct indicator of sexual experience in this sample. Fifth, for participants who had lived in both China and the UK (n=3), our decision to classify them by country of longer residence does not capture the developmental timing of residence (e.g., childhood versus adolescence), which may shape opportunities to receive formal sexuality education and access to other sources of sexual information; future research with more detailed migration histories could address this more directly.  Lastly, we did not assess the context (solitary vs. partnered) or content of pornography use; these features should be incorporated in future analyses of pornography–well-being associations (Li et al. 2026a).

Conclusion

This study examined sexual knowledge acquisition from multiple sources and its association with four dimensions of psychosexual well-being among young people in China and the UK. Digital and peer-based sources predominated, whereas formal and religious sources contributed comparatively less. Importantly, the same sources, including pornography, were linked to both beneficial (sexual satisfaction and pleasure) and adverse outcomes (sexual inferiority and relational sexual shame), with patterns influenced by cultural and gendered contexts. These findings extend beyond risk-focused perspectives and emphasise the need for culturally and gender-responsive sexuality education that recognises the distinct and context-dependent effects of different information sources.
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Figure 1.  Proportion of Sexual Information Sources by Gender and Culture
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Notes: Each pie chart represents the percentage distribution of sexual information sources across ten possible sources, grouped by participant gender (men, women) and culture (China, UK). Percentages indicate the proportion of total reported sources within each subgroup.
Figure 2. Standardised Regression Coefficients for Sexual Well-Being Variables Across all Models
[image: A graph of different types of relationships

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
Notes: Standardised regression coefficients (β) with 95% confidence intervals for predictors of five sexual well-being dimensions: sexual satisfaction and inferiority (left panel), and sexual pleasure and relational sexual shame (right panel). Red = positive coefficients; blue = negative coefficients. p < .05, p < .01, p < .001. Gender coded Men=-1 and Women=1; culture coded China=-1 and UK=1.

Figure 3. Estimated Marginal Means of Sexual Satisfaction and Sexual Inferiority by Gender and Culture.
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Notes: Bars reflect estimated marginal means derived from linear models including the Gender × Culture interaction. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals. Estimates are presented separately for men and women within each cultural group (China and the UK). Bars show model-based estimated marginal means (EMMs) with 95% CIs from linear models. CIs are based on normal approximations and may slightly exceed the 1–7 response range.
Figure 4. Simple Slopes of Significant Sources × Culture Interactions Predicting Sexual Outcomes.
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Notes: Bars represent model-based simple slopes (β) estimated separately by culture, with 95% confidence intervals. Asterisks denote significance levels (p<.05=*, p<.01=**, p<.001=***).
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