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Abstract 

Sexual communication from parents is crucial to healthy sexual well-being in young people, yet 

there is a dearth of research offering evidence-based guidelines for how and when parent-child 

sexual communication should take place. The perspective of youth on what works and when 

conversations should happen is also largely absent from the literature. We conducted a mixed-

methods study on emerging adults’ (N = 441) beliefs about the ideal age and frequency for 

parents to discuss sex-related topics, and about their parents’ strengths and weaknesses in sexual 

communication. Most participants reported that parents should talk about sex frequently, early, 

and on a wide variety of topics. They also recommended parents be open, honest, and realistic 

when talking to their children about sex. We discuss implications for how to reposition parents to 
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engage in successful sexual communication, and thus improve sexual health and well-being for 

young people. 

 

Keywords: sexual communication, Self-determination Theory, sexual attitudes, sexuality 

education, sexual orientation 
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“Talk more about it”: Emerging adults’ attitudes about how and when parents should talk 

about sex 

Introduction 

Parents can positively impact their child’s sexual health and well-being by talking to 

them about sex. When parents talk about sex their children are more likely to practice safer sex, 

delay intercourse, have fewer sexual partners, and have more positive views on sexuality 

(DiIorio, Pluhar, & Belcher, 2003). A meta-analysis concluded that the relationship between 

parent-child sexual communication and positive sexual outcomes for the child is consistently 

significant and positive (Widman, Choukas-Bradley, Noar, Nesi, & Garrett, 2015). 

Unfortunately, research also shows that this communication tends to be narrow in scope, rare, 

and takes place too late to reap the full benefits (Beazley & Brock, 1995; Beckett et al., 2010; 

Center for Latino Adolescent and Family Health, 2011; Elliott, 2010a; Flores & Barroso, 2017). 

Many parents believe that this communication is important, but resist talking to their child about 

sex because they do not know what to say, do not think their child wants to hear from them, or 

are unsure at what age to discuss certain topics (Beazley & Brock, 1995; Elliott, 2010b; Geasler, 

Dannison, & Edlund, 1995; Jaccard, Dittus, & Gordon, 2000; Jerman & Constantine, 2010; 

Pariera, 2016a). There is a high need for identifying resources and tools to support parents in 

talking to their children about sex. This study will explore emerging adults’ perspectives about 

what they think is the optimal timing, frequency, and approach to parent-child sexual 

communication. 

There is little in the way of specific and evidence-based recommendations for exactly 

when and how often to cover sexuality topics. Many of the popular guidelines available to 

parents appear to be developmentally sound, but also broad and lacking the perspective of young 
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people. For example Today’s Parent, a popular Canadian magazine and website recommends 

that age 13-18 is the appropriate time to talk about consent and birth control (“Age-by-age guide 

to talking to kids about sex,” 2016). The United States’ Mayo Clinic recommends talking to 

“school-age” children about puberty, masturbation, and sexual orientation (“Sex education: 

Talking to your school-age child about sex,” n.d.), and the United Kingdom’s National Health 

Service website suggests talking to kids about sex and contraception before age 16 (NHS, 2017). 

While this advice is potentially helpful, parents are eager for more specific information about 

how and when to talk to their children about sex (Jaccard et al., 2000; Pariera, 2016b). Providing 

parents with this information is crucial to increasing the frequency and quality of parent-child 

sexual communication. 

 One potential source of this much-needed information is young people themselves. 

Studies have shown that youth list parents as a top source for sexual information (Bleakley, 

Hennessy, Fishbein, & Jordan, 2009; Jones, Biddlecom, Hebert, & Mellor, 2011), and most 

young people want their parents to talk to them about sex (Byers, Sears, & Weaver, 2008; 

McKay & Holowaty, 1997; National Campaign to Prevent Teen and Unplanned Pregnancy, 

2002). However, young people’s views on the best timing, frequency, and approach to parent-

child sexual communication are largely absent from the literature. Most of the research on 

parent-child sexual communication that includes the child’s perspective tends to measure their 

reported frequency and timing of parent-child sexual communication rather than their desired 

frequency or timing (Angera, Brookins-Fisher, & Inungu, 2008; Aspy et al., 2007; Atienzo, 

Walker, Campero, Lamadrid-Figueroa, & Gutiérrez, 2009; Beckett et al., 2010; DiIorio, Dudley, 

Lehr, & Soet, 2000; Guzmán et al., 2003; Hadley et al., 2008). Eliciting information from young 

people about what they want from parent-child sexual communication would be valuable in 
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developing more effective programs and interventions aimed at increasing parent-child sexual 

communication (see Hutchinson, 2002). Guidelines based on adult ideals can only go so far in 

improving this communication. An understanding of young people’s attitudes about what did and 

did not work is necessary for providing parents with more detailed guidelines on how best to 

prepare for and initiate these conversations.  

Emerging adulthood, (ages 18-25, (Arnett, 2006)) is an important time to ask these 

questions. Emerging adults are well positioned to provide this information because they have 

already experienced parent-adolescent communication about sex, but are not too far removed to 

recall their experiences. This mixed-methods study examines emerging adults’ perspectives and 

advice on what parents can do to ensure successful parent-child sexual communication. This is a 

much-needed resource for parents who understand the importance of this communication but are 

unsure of when and how to have these conversations. The quantitative portion of this study aims 

to capture young people’s beliefs about the most appropriate age and frequency of generalized 

sexual communication from their parents. To do so, the following research questions are 

addressed: 

RQ1: What do emerging adults recommend as an appropriate age for parents to talk to 

their children about various sexual topics?  

 RQ2: How often do emerging adults recommend parents talk to their children about sex? 

In addition to the frequency and age young people want to hear from their parents about 

sex, it is important to understand the quality of communication they desire. Because young 

people are less likely to talk to their parents about sex when they perceive that communication as 

negative (O’Sullivan, Meyer-Bahlburg, & Watkins, 2001), it is necessary to understand what 

kind of communication they perceive as positive or negative. Asking people to reflect on 
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memorable communication can be a rich source of information about how beliefs and attitudes 

are shaped. Reflections about successful and unsuccessful communication with parents serve as 

powerful heuristics for how young people make sense of their social world. People receive 

thousands of socialization messages from their parents throughout their upbringing, but what 

they remember about that communication has a significant influence on their beliefs (Medved, 

Brogan, McClanahan, Morris, & Shepherd, 2006; Waldron, Kloeber, Goman, Piemonte, & 

Danaher, 2014). Studies have found that young people cite messages from parents as influential 

in their beliefs and attitudes about sex and sexuality (Kauffman, Orbe, Johnson, & Cooke-

Jackson, 2013; Manning, 2015). Kauffman and colleagues found that positive messages (e.g. 

“sex is natural”) are cited as influential in positive attitudes about sex, and that negative 

messages (e.g. “sex is taboo”) sometimes generated negative attitudes about sex and sometimes 

were used to guide beliefs about what not to think about sex. Manning’s study examined lesbian, 

gay, and bisexual participants’ recollection of negative and positive communication with their 

parents during coming-out conversations. Participants appreciated open communication and 

affirming statements (e.g. “I still love you”) from parents, and found shaming and denying 

statements to be negative. It is important to understand what qualities young people find to be 

beneficial or not in parental communication about sex. Asking emerging adults about the 

strengths and weaknesses they recall from these conversations offers insights into how parents 

can more effectively navigate sexual communication. 

Some studies have looked at the quality of parent-child sexual communication and how it 

impacts youth. Young women who perceive that their parents talked about sex in positive ways 

tended to have more positive attitudes about sexuality, and take fewer sexual risks (Barone & 

Wiederman, 1997; Dutra, Miller, & Forehand, 1999). Young people whose parents spoke 
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positively about sex were more likely to enjoy their first intercourse (Smiler, Ward, Caruthers, & 

Merriwether, 2005). However, many young people report negative experiences with sexual 

communication from parents (Charmaraman & McKamey, 2011). One study examined young 

people’s views on these conversations and found that young women felt that prohibitive and 

moralistic communication from their parents was a deterrent from participating in these 

conversations (O’Sullivan et al., 2001). They also found that both parents and children felt that 

this communication was often antagonist, and thus were more reluctant to talk. Another study 

found that maternal worry and threat were perceived by youth as barriers to effective 

communication, whereas autonomy support was perceived as a facilitator of communication 

(Mauras, Grolnick, & Friendly, 2013). Another study found that parental dominance of the 

conversation resulted in more negative experiences for youth (Lefkowitz, Kahlbaugh, & Sigman, 

1996).  

 Together, these studies suggest that parental dominance over children, whether in the 

form of moralistic or antagonistic communication, is a deterrent to sexual communication. One 

possible explanation of this is Self-determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 

2017). Self-determination Theory focuses on motivation as a predictor of relationships and well-

being. The theory posits that autonomous motivation, that which comes from identifying the 

value of a behavior, is more likely to lead to better performance and well-being than controlled 

motivation, which entails avoiding shame and gaining approval. Thus, support for autonomy, 

which emphasizes competence and volition, can facilitate one’s intrinsic motivation and 

internalization of a message.  

One key element of the theory is that it focuses attention on how social and interpersonal 

contexts affect motivation. Parents can support autonomy by providing rationales, recognizing 
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the child’s point of view, providing options, and minimizing control (Joussemet, Landry, & 

Koestner, 2008). Autonomy support is associated with myriad positive outcomes on children and 

adolescents’ well-being (Chirkov & Ryan, 2001; Downie et al., 2007; Grolnick, Kurowski, 

Dunlap, & Hevey, 2000; Kwon & Wickrama, 2014; Ratelle, Guay, Larose, & Senécal, 2004). 

Few studies have looked at Self-Determination Theory in the context of adolescent sexuality, but 

some have found autonomous motivation associated with reduced sexual risk-taking (Hardy, 

Dollahite, Johnson, & Christensen, 2015; Parkes, Henderson, Wight, & Nixon, 2011), and a 

desire for additional sexual communication (Mauras et al., 2013). One study showed that youth 

whose parents provide autonomy support are more likely to have a positive sexual identity 

(Weinstein et al., 2012). Self-determination Theory has shown that when parents provide 

autonomy support, their children want to engage in future communication, and they are more 

likely to internalize their parents’ rules and morals (Mauras et al., 2013; Soenens, Vansteenkiste, 

& Niemiec, 2009; Walker & Taylor, 1991). It remains unclear if and how autonomy support 

plays a role in effective parent-child sexual communication. 

Researchers are now tasked with finding ways to give parents more tools for having 

productive and beneficial sexual communication with their children. To further understand 

young people’s views on what entails effective parent-child sexual communication the 

qualitative portion of this study examines what young people perceive as strengths and 

weaknesses of sexual communication from their parents. Knowing what kind of communication 

young people deem beneficial or not can be helpful to parents and caregivers who want to better 

navigate this communication. Using Self-determination Theory as a guide, we address the 

following research question: 
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 RQ3: What do young people report are the strengths and weaknesses their parents had 

 with regard to talking to them about sex? 

Method 

Sample 

 Participants were recruited from two large universities in the western and eastern United 

States. Participants came from a variety of majors, and were recruited from elective courses in 

social science courses. The full questionnaire was completed by 441 students (350 women, 91 

men, and no participants identifying as another gender), the average age of which was 20.80 (SD 

= 3.48). Most participants described themselves as raised by two parents (88%, n = 388), while 

11% (n = 47) were raised primarily by their mother, and 1% (n = 6) were raised primarily by 

their father. Ninety percent (n = 396) identified as straight, 6% (n = 28) identified as 

gay/lesbian/bisexual and 4% (n = 17) declined to answer. The population was 54% (n = 236) 

white, 25% mixed race (n = 109), 8% Asian (n = 37), 5% black (n =24), and 5% (n = 23) Latino. 

On a six-point scale of political ideology (1 being “Very conservative” and 6 being “Very 

liberal”), the average was at the mid-point (M = 3.60, SD = .98). 

Procedure  

 The study was approved by both universities’ institutional review boards. Participants 

were compensated with course credit and entry into a raffle for a gift card. After informed 

consent procedures, participants were asked a series of questions about their upbringing, their 

attitudes about the optimal timing and frequency of parent sexual communication, and the 

strengths and weaknesses of their parents’ sexual communication during their upbringing. 

Survey Questionnaire 
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 The first two research questions were addressed with quantitative analysis. To determine 

the age participants recommended parents talk to their children about sex, they were told to think 

about advice they would give to parents in general (not their own parents). They were asked 

“What is a good age (of the child) for parents to talk to their children about these issues?” 

followed by eight topics: birth control/contraception, when it’s okay to have sex, abstinence, 

STDs/HIV, pleasurable aspects of sex, dating and relationships, sexual orientation, sexual 

assault/rape, and other, which included a space to write an answer. Response options included 

Never, 9 or younger, 10-11, 12-13, 14-15, 16-17, and 18 or older. The eight topics were selected 

from the Sexual Communication Scale (Somers & Canivez, 2003), a previously validated scale 

measuring the frequency of sexual communication between parents and adolescents. These eight 

topics were also chosen because they encompass a variety of themes that are particularly 

important areas of educational need for adolescents today (Future of Sex Education Initiatve, 

2012; SIECUS, 2004; United Nations Population Fund, 2014), including health topics (birth 

control/contraception, STDs/HIV), decision-making (when it’s okay to have sex, abstinence, 

dating/relationships), and other crucial topics which have received little attention in the literature 

(sexual assault/rape, sexual orientation, and sexual pleasure).  

 To determine how often participants felt parents should talk to their children about sexual 

issues they were again told to think about parents in general and asked, “How often do you think 

parents in general should talk to their children about these issues?” followed by the same eight 

topics from the previous question. Answers ranged from 1 (“Never”) to 5 (“Very Often”). A 

principal component analysis revealed all eight items loaded onto one factor, and reliability was 

high (Cronbach’s alpha = .85). 
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 The final research question was addressed with qualitative research. Two open-ended 

questions were used to assess participants’ perceptions of their parents’ strengths and weaknesses 

in sexual communication. First, participants were urged to take their time and write as much as 

they wanted. They were asked “What, if anything, do you think was a strength your parent(s) had 

with regards to talking to you about sex?” with an open box for their answer. To measure 

weaknesses, they were asked “What, if anything, do you wish your parent(s) had done differently 

with regards to talking to you about sex?” When the survey was initially fielded, the open-ended 

questions were not yet included, thus 54 respondents were not asked about strengths and 

weaknesses. Of the 387 asked about strengths and weaknesses, 354 reported strengths, and 331 

reported weaknesses. Rather than assume that non-responses indicated that there were no 

strengths or weaknesses, these were counted as missing data.  

Data Analysis 

Quantitative analysis was conducted using SPSS 22.0. Descriptive statistics were 

analyzed to answer RQ1 and RQ2. Qualitative content analysis was conducted for RQ3. 

Responses from the questions about parents strengths and weaknesses were analyzed by two 

coders using Strauss’s method of content analysis (Strauss, 1987). Both coders had academic 

training in and prior experience with content analysis. With open coding, each response was 

analyzed to create preliminary codes. With axial coding, overlap and linkages between emerging 

themes were identified. Themes that were found in fewer than five statements were coded as 

“other.” A final codebook describing the final codes was created, of which there were 17 for 

strengths and 14 for weaknesses. Responses were then analyzed again for representations of the 

final codes. During coding, it was observed that most participants listed only one thematic code 

in their responses, so only one code was assigned per participant. In the few cases where a 
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participant provided two responses, only the first comment was coded. This was done to avoid 

skewing the analysis by having individual’s account for more than one theme. The second coder 

coded 25% (n = 110) of the responses, and reliability coefficients were α K  = .91 for weaknesses 

and α K  = .88 for strengths.  

Results 

 The first research question explored the age emerging adults recommend parents talk to 

their children about various sexual topics. The most common age selected was 12-13, but there 

was variation by topic (see Table 1). Age 14-15 was most frequently chosen as the best age to 

discuss contraception/birth control, and 16-17 was the most common age selected for discussing 

pleasurable aspects of sex. One of the most notable findings was that of all eight topics, very few 

participants reported that parents should never discuss them. The topic participants most 

frequently reported parents should never discuss was abstinence. Less than 2% of participants 

felt parents should never discuss birth control/contraception (n = 3), when it’s okay to have sex 

(n = 2), STDs/HIV (n = 6), dating and relationships (n = 1), sexual orientation (n = 5), and sexual 

assault/rape (n = 6). Another important finding is that many participants recommended talking 

about sexual orientation at a young age. About 19% (n = 82) recommend age 9 or younger and 

another 19% (n = 85) recommend age 10-11. People also felt young ages were ideal for talking 

about sexual assault and rape, with 15% (n = 65) recommending age 9 or younger, and about 

17%  (n =76) recommending age 10-11. Few participants reported 18+ being the best age to 

discuss sexual topics, with the exception of pleasurable aspects of sex (23.4%, n = 103).  

 For the second research question, participants were asked how often parents should 

discuss the eight sexual topics. Participants generally recommended topics should be discussed 

“sometimes” and “often” (see Table 2). On the five-point scale, the mean for seven of the eight 
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topics was above three, with pleasurable aspects of sex the topic participants felt parents should 

discuss “rarely” or “sometimes” (M = 2.72, SD = .96). The topic participants felt parents should 

discuss most often was dating and relationships, followed by STDs/HIV, sexual assault/rape, 

birth control/contraception, sexual orientation, when it’s okay to have sex, and abstinence. These 

results were also analyzed by political ideology to see if that related to participants’ attitudes 

about sexual communication, but none of the items were significantly correlated with political 

ideology. 

Participants also had the option to select “Other” for sexual topics that parents should 

discuss. Fifty-one participants selected “Other,” and thirty of them wrote in suggestions. Some 

commonalities emerged from their responses. Six wrote that parents should talk about emotional 

aspects of sex, four wrote that parents should explain love versus lust, four wrote masturbation, 

four indicated parents should talk about where to get condoms, and three wrote that parents 

should tell personal stories. Other comments included topics related to body positivity, healthy 

relationships, and oral sex. 

 The final research question, answered with the qualitative portion of study, was aimed at 

understanding what young people identify as strengths and weaknesses of their parents’ sexual 

communication with them. When asked to think about what their parents’ strengths were 

regarding talking about sex, the most common answer was that they were open and honest. For 

example, one 20-year-old man noted “They were honest and open about it. They never kept 

anything from me. They taught me at a young age it was OK to talk about sex” and a 20-year-old 

woman noted “They were very open minded in their words and actions…I could go to them 

when I was ready.” Some participants remarked that their parents had no strengths, and some 

remarked that they had no strengths specifically because they never talked about sex (“Since my 
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mom did not talk to me about sex, there is no strength” woman, age 21). Other important 

strengths listed included emphasizing safer sex (“My mom has a very realistic view on teenage 

sex. She didn't try to stop me from ever having sex... She just encouraged me to have safe sex if I 

made that decision on my own” man, age 19), emphasizing caution and care (“They told me to 

be careful when having sex” woman, age 20), being open to questions (“They would never shy 

away from any questions I had” man, age 21), and being comfortable (“My mom has very few 

inhibitions and usually doesn't care if something is awkward and can just laugh about it so that 

was a strength I guess” woman, age 18). Some participants specifically highlighted the 

importance of talking often (“They were very good at repeating everything. We didn't have "the 

talk" once and that was it. We had conversations frequently where they let us know what we 

should do and how we should be prepared and comfortable” woman, age 18) being non-

judgmental (“I know that they are accepting of anything and would never judge me if I had a 

problem” woman, age 19), and being non-forceful (“she didn't push me to talk about anything I 

didn't want to talk about” woman, age 20). A small number of participants indicated that their 

parents’ strength was the fact that they did not talk about sex (“I'm glad I never had to have that 

awkward conversation with my mom” man, age 21). See Table 3 for a summary of coded 

strengths from the qualitative analysis. 

When asked about their parents’ weaknesses regarding talking about sex, a quarter of 

participants said there were no weaknesses (“Nothing, they were good about it and answered my 

questions at a young age appropriately” woman, age 21). However, many indicated they wished 

their parents had talked more about sex in general (“Actually talk about it rather than pretend it 

isn't going to happen. Even when they did find out it was happening they still did not discuss it” 

man, age 21). Some also wished their parents had been more open and honest. One woman (age 
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21) wrote “I wish they had made it a more open conversation so that I never had to feel as if I 

were hiding something.” Participants also wished their parents had talked about sex earlier (“I 

wish they had talk to me about it when I was younger, not necessarily about how it works, but 

why people do it and what the appropriate behaviors/attitude towards sex are” woman, age 21), 

been less awkward and more comfortable (“It would have made me feel more comfortable if 

they were comfortable” woman, age 19), and emphasized safer sex and birth control (“I wish my 

parents brought up the topic of me taking birth control earlier. I didn't start taking birth control 

until after I lost my virginity” woman, age 19). Four percent of participants wanted both parents 

to talk to them about sex. See Table 4 for a summary of coded weaknesses from the qualitative 

analysis. 

 After analyzing the research questions, we decided to examine strengths and weaknesses 

reported by lesbian, gay, and bisexual (LGB) participants. Although respondents who reported 

being LGB made up only 6% of the study sample, their responses are important to examine 

given the heightened potential for negative or misguided messages from their parents. Only one 

LGB participant (woman, age 19) directly mentioned sexual orientation in her description of her 

parents’ strengths, stating “They never made it feel like it was something shameful, they stressed 

that it was normal and that variations in sexuality and desires, etc were normal. If they didn't 

have an answer or way to respond to me positively, they said nothing and got back to me later 

rather than saying something negative (this was especially important when I came out to them).” 

When asked about weaknesses, five LGB participants explicitly mentioned sexual orientation. 

One stated “Since they didn’t know much about homosexuality, I wish they could have brought 

me to someone who had known more so I could have had an open dialogue about sex” (man, age 
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20). A 21-year-old man mentioned wishing their parent had been open to talk about “their idea of 

sexual orientation,” and another 21-year-old man stated, “not assumed heterosexuality.”  

Discussion 

 Given that parent-child sexual communication impacts young people’s sexuality, 

understanding their views on how parents should talk about sex is crucial for helping parents 

increase their comfort and confidence in talking to their children about sex. This study offers 

practical information about when and how often emerging adults desire sexual communication 

from their parents. One important finding is that, by and large, participants felt that 12-13 was 

the best age to talk about most sexual topics. This may seem young for talking about such 

sensitive topics as when to have sex, STDs/HIV, dating, sexual orientation, and sexual assault, 

but participants felt early was better for these discussions. Almost a third of participants felt that 

this was also a good age to discuss birth control/contraception. These findings suggest that young 

people already know what research has uncovered: that talking about sex well before sexual 

activity begins is the best time to do so. By the time adolescents enter 9th grade about a third of 

them are sexually active (CDC, n.d.). Thus, having discussions about safer sex and other serious 

topics is indeed beneficial if it occurs before children start high school. Helping parents 

understand age-appropriate ways to start these conversations earlier than they might have 

planned is crucial. However, it is important to note that the findings from the first two research 

questions are about the timing and frequency of generalized topics, rather than specific messages 

about sexuality. What parents say will depend largely on their attitudes, values, political 

ideology, religiosity, etc. Parents should be made aware that young people want to hear from 

them about these topics early, but educators and practitioners must be careful not to extrapolate 

values embedded in these topics. For example, most participants feel parents should talk about 
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“dating and relationships” by age 12-13, and should talk about it often. However, parents must 

determine for themselves the specific messages about dating and relationships they want to 

convey to their children.  

This finding also implies that young people desire more than just technical information 

about sex from conversations with their parents. Almost 40% of participants said that parents 

should discuss sexual orientation at age 11 or younger. This finding shows that young people 

understand and engage with sexuality in theoretical, and not just practical, ways. For many LGB 

youth, coming to terms with their sexuality can often take place before they engage in same-sex 

sex acts. Therefore, open and all-encompassing discussions of sexuality and sexual orientation 

are important whether or not the young person is engaged in sexual activity and whether or not 

they identify as LGB. This approach also works to normalize LGB identities.  

  The only topic participants felt was better suited for older youth (age 16-17) was the topic 

of pleasure, although nearly a quarter of participants felt 14-15 was the best age for this. It is 

somewhat surprising that participants felt parents should cover the topic at all, given that past 

research has shown that the topic of pleasure is found to be highly uncomfortable in family 

communication about sex (Elliott, 2012). To talk about pleasure is to acknowledge sexuality for 

its own sake, something parents often struggle to do when talking with their children. However, 

it is an important topic, and one that is rarely covered in school-based sex education, so hearing 

from parents that sex could or should be pleasurable may have a positive impact on young 

people’s sexual development. This finding also illustrates how young people learn to separate out 

the pleasure of sexual activity from its more technical or material components. Despite the fact 

that young people see the necessity of having open discussions about sex they still prioritize the 

more ‘scientific’ or utilitarian components over pleasure. However, it is difficult to discern from 
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this study if this is because of societal and cultural norms that continue to instill shame into 

discussions of sex and sexuality or because young people feel as though they are more likely to 

receive information from their parents if it is perceived as a more neutral act (one that is 

unavoidable rather than one that is purely motivated by pleasure). It may also be that pleasure is 

seen as something that comes later in terms of sexual priorities, or at least is separate from other 

aspects of sexual communication. In other words, it may not be something important to discuss 

before sexual activity begins, when more health-oriented and preventive topics might take 

priority.  

 The topic participants felt parents should discuss most frequently was dating and 

relationships, a positive finding since this is a topic that requires little specialized knowledge 

from the parents. Parents should be made aware how much young people value this 

communication. However, other topics young people think parents should frequently discuss 

may be more difficult for some parents to tackle. Sexual assault/rape, birth control/contraception, 

sexual orientation, and STDs/HIV are not only difficult topics, but may require specialized 

knowledge, depending on the specifics of the family conversation. For example, sharing one’s 

values about birth control with one’s child does not require special knowledge, but discussing 

where to access and how to use different forms of birth control does. This finding suggests that 

parents would benefit from their own educational resources on these topics. Providing 

educational resources and information to parents could help them feel informed and prepared to 

tackle these conversations.  

 Taken together, the findings from the first two research questions suggest that young 

people favor parental discussions about a wide range of topics related to sex, and believe these 

discussions should be early and often. This directly contradicts parents’ fears that their child does 
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not want to hear what they have to say about sex (Pariera, 2016a). On the positive side, parents 

already tend to talk about dating and relationships with their children and this should continue. 

Resources about how to discuss the more difficult topics that may require extra knowledge and 

communication skills, such as birth control and sexual assault, should be made readily available 

to parents. Schools might be one helpful place to reach out to parents. Many school-based 

sexuality programs mandate teaching that children should talk to their parents about sex, and 

many young people start asking their parents about sex when they start sexuality education at 

school (Pariera, 2016a). Thus, it may be beneficial to reach out to parents before sexuality 

education curricula begins, not only to remind them of the importance of this communication, 

but to resource parents with the knowledge and skills to handle it. Every effort should be made to 

ensure parents feel prepared to tackle these issues with their children, particularly during the 

middle school years before most youth become sexually active. Furthermore, parents should be 

informed that young people are interested in discussions of sexual orientation, regardless of the 

child’s orientation. By incorporating lesbian, gay, and/or bisexual perspectives and experiences 

into the discussion, parents can work to normalize marginalized sexual identities. 

 The qualitative part of this study revealed young people’s attitudes about the strengths 

and weaknesses of their own parents’ sexual communication with them. One crucial finding is 

that many participants appreciated that their parents talked often about sex, and many wished 

their parents had talked more about sex. While this communication is often seen as a one-time 

conversation, or “the talk,” this finding shows that participants want an ongoing dialogue. As one 

participant stated: “My parents had "the talk" with me about sex, but it was never mentioned 

again. It should be brought up more.” They also want the communication to be more open and 

honest. This was the most commonly reported strength. Not only was perceived openness and 
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honesty valued, but being specifically open to questions was also important to young people. 

However, past research has shown that young people themselves sometimes avoid conversations 

if they perceive their parent to be a poor communicator (Caughlin & Afifi, 2004). Interventions 

aimed at helping parents communicate better with their children about sex must focus on helping 

parents communicate effectively. Researchers designing such interventions must recognize the 

challenges parents face in contending with privacy issues and relational closeness. It may not be 

that parents have to be totally honest about all sexual matters, but facilitating communication that 

appears to be mostly open would likely be well-received by young people. The willingness to be 

frank, and talk openly and honestly, is what young people value the most in these conversations. 

This is also particularly relevant given that some research has found that parents who 

communicate negatively about sex are also likely to talk about it less often (Romo, Bravo, Cruz, 

Rios, & Kouyoumdjian, 2010). Thus, encouraging more positive dialogue from parents may also 

encourage more frequent dialogue. It is especially important to encourage dialogue from fathers 

and mothers, since participants want to hear from “both” parents. Research shows that fathers 

tend to avoid talking with their children about sex (Heisler, 2005), and both parents tend to talk 

more to daughters than to sons (Afifi, Afifi, & Aldeis, 2008). Fathers must be made aware of 

their important role in the sexual development of their children. 

The combined strengths and weaknesses reported by young people also show that they 

value parental communication that emphasizes caution and safety, and is comfortable, non-

judgmental, and positive. Self-determination Theory proves to be a useful guide for 

understanding these findings. Autonomy support is perceived positively by young people, while 

judgmental or restrictive communication is perceived negatively. Parents can do well to provide 

autonomy support by minimizing judgment and control, and recognizing their child’s point of 
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view on sexual matters. In turn, this is likely to generate more motivation for young people to 

engage in future communication and to adopt their parents’ expressed values. Messages that 

draw on shame or forced compliance are likely to do more harm than good, while messages that 

focus on the child’s volition and competence would likely be empowering. Researchers have 

been successful at training parents and other educators to provide autonomy support to young 

people (Fenner, Howie, Straker, & Hagger, 2016; Jago et al., 2013; Kaplan & Assor, 2012), so 

already have the tools to teach parents to provide autonomy support to their adolescents when 

communicating about sexuality. It may be beneficial to incorporate sexual communication into 

existing programs that train parents in autonomy support (Joussemet et al., 2008), or incorporate 

autonomy support techniques into existing programs that help parents talk to their children about 

sex (Gavin, Williams, Rivera, & Lachance, 2015). Helping parents have interactions that are 

open, honest, and respectful may be the key to reshaping parent-child sexual communication 

from “the talk” to an ongoing conversation that empowers young people, and enhances parent-

child relationships. 

Limitations 

 One of the limitations to keep in mind when interpreting the results of this study is the 

sample. It was disproportionately made up of young women, and was not representative of the 

population. Gender remains an important factor in parent-child sexual communication, and 

young women tend to receive more parent-child sexual communication than young men. More 

attention should be paid to young men, who are often talked to less, although given more sexual 

leeway by their parents. Attention also must be given to young people who do not identify as 

boys or girls, or who identify their gender as something other than that on their birth certificate. 

The proportion of participants identifying as gay, lesbian, or bisexual was smaller than national 
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estimates, so these groups were also underrepresented. They may face different barriers to 

parent-child sexual communication than non-LGB youth, and parents of these children may 

benefit from resources specific to discussing LGB issues. Another limitation was that preferred 

frequency and age was only measured with general sexual communication topics. Capturing 

generalized topics captures a broad view of what young people want, but does not provide 

information on specific messages about these topics. What parents tell their children about sex 

will undoubtedly vary based on social and cultural experiences of the parent. Understanding 

specific messages received from parents, and desired by young people would be useful in 

developing interventions to help parents create scripts and plan conversations. Moreover, 

understanding how these desired messages vary by culture, religion, values, etc., will help create 

programs tailored to different groups. The study also did not measure the relationship between 

perceived strengths and weaknesses of parent-child sexual communication and actual sexual 

outcomes. Our goal was to provide recommendations for better communication between parents 

and children on this difficult subject matter. Future research would benefit from testing how 

specific messages and strategies map onto sexual outcomes.  

Conclusion 

 The full potential of parents to raise future generations of people with positive sexual 

well-being is untapped. Understanding what young people perceive as successful communication 

can help parents implement communication that will be perceived as successful. This study 

challenges the perennial view that young people dread talking with their parents about sex, and 

that parents must simply have “the talk” once and be done. Emerging adults value frequent and 

early sexual communication from parents, and they want their parents to be honest and open. 

Researchers, educators, and others who work with parents must emphasize the power parents 
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have to educate their children about how to navigate and normalize sexuality. Parents must be 

empowered to tackle these difficult conversations head on, and in doing so help improve the 

safety and sexual well-being of the next generation.   
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Table 1 

Recommended Ages for Parental Sexual Communication (n = 441)   

    %    

 Never 9 or 
younger 

10-11 12-13 14-15 16-17 18+ 

Birth Control/  

     Contraception 

.7  3  10 27 33 21 4 

When It’s Okay To 

     Have Sex 

1 4 9 26 26 22 13 

Abstinence 6 6 14 36 27 10 1 

STDs/HIV 1 4 12 39 33 10 1 

Pleasurable Aspects 

of Sex 

5 3 5 13 23 28 23 

Dating and 

     Relationships 

0 8 13 37 30 11 2 

Sexual Orientation 1 19 19 31 20 8 2 

Sexual Assault/Rape 1 15 17 32 24 10 1 

Note. Percentages rounded to closest whole number. Bold numbers indicate the largest 

proportion. All 441 participants completed all items. 
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Table 2 

Suggested Frequency of Parental Sexual Communication (n = 441) 

 M SD 

Birth Control/ Contraception 3.64 .81 

When It’s Okay To Have Sex 3.40 .83 

Abstinence 3.21 .94 

STDs/HIV 3.72 .86 

Pleasurable Aspects Of Sex 2.72 .96 

Dating And Relationships 3.93 .80 

Sexual Orientation 3.41 .87 

Sexual Assault/Rape 3.68 .93 

Note. Scores range from 1 (“Never”) to 5 (“Very Often”) 

Table 3  
Frequency of Codes for Parents’ Strengths in Sexual Communication (n = 354) 
 N % 
They were open/honest  68 19 
They had no strengths  41 12 
N/A They didn’t talk  26 7 
Emphasized safer sex  24 7 
Emphasized caution and care  22 6 
Open to questions 19 5 
Comfortable  16 5 
Well informed  13 4 
Talked a lot  12 3 
Non-judgmental 11 3 
Not forceful 11 3 
Not talking was their strength 11 3 
Shared personal experiences 10 3 
Trusting 7 2 
Realistic 6 2 
Humor/casual 7 2 
Were serious, let me lead, other 50 14 
Note. Percentages do not total 100 due to rounding. 387 participants were asked 
this question. 
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Table 4 
Frequency of Codes for Parents’ Weaknesses in Sexual Communication (n = 331) 
 N % 
Nothing/no weaknesses 81 26 
Talked more in general 61 20 
Been more open/honest 47 15 
N/A They didn’t talk 21 6 
Talked earlier 15 5 
Been less awkward/more comfortable 15 5 
Talked about safer sex/birth control 14 5 
More positive/less shame/less judgment 13 4 
Both parents 12 4 
Less Strict 9 3 
More informed 8 3 
More personal experiences 5 2 
Waiting  5 2 
LGB issues, internet, emotions, other 25 2 
Note. Percentages do not total 100 due to rounding. 387 participants were asked 
this question. 
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