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Abstract: This paper presents the differences in family interaction and parenting behaviours and
their influence on sexual intention among male and female youths aged 18 to 22 years. The results
presented are based on data collected from unmarried college students in Klang Valley, Malaysia.
Despite being in a country where premarital sexual activity is not an accepted behaviour, 18% of the
422 male and 1.4% of the 566 female students indicated their intention to perform sexual activity.
Compared to females, males had more allowance of autonomy from parents and lesser parental
monitoring, paternal care, parent-youth communication on sexual issues, and family connectedness.
Both genders perceived that they received similar levels of parental control. In male youths, having
high maternal control (OR: 1.19, 95% CI: 1.03–1.38) and family modelling behaviour (OR: 2.25,
95% CI: 1.19–4.25) increased their odds of having sexual intention while having high parent-youth
communication on sex (OR: 0.89, 95% CI: 0.81–0.99) reduced their odds of having sexual intention.
For female youths, having a high level of family connectedness (OR: 0.76, 95% CI: 0.59–0.97) was
a protective factor against sexual intention. In conclusion, sexual intention is higher among males
compared to females. The influence of family interaction and parenting behaviours on youth sexual
decision varied across gender. This study highlighted the possibility of using different parenting
approaches in tackling premarital sexual activity among youths.

Keywords: gender; young people; parenting; family connectedness; communication; modelling
behaviours; sexual intention

1. Introduction

Over the years, youth sexuality has drawn the attention of many health care professionals and
scientists, mainly because of its related complications such as sexually transmitted diseases and
unwanted pregnancies. In recent years, research on youth sexuality has also looked into intimate
relationships and sexuality as part of the normal sexual development in youths (Boislard et al. 2016).
However, with a collectivist culture, like those in Asian and Arab countries, that emphasises social
responsibility and relationships (Boislard et al. 2016), the idea of unmarried youths practicing sexual
activity as part of their normal growing process is not well accepted. Malaysia is a conservative country
that opposes premarital sexual activity, and under Malaysian law, marriage is only allowed when
youths reach 18 years of age. Unfortunately, despite disapproval by society, premarital sexual activity
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does occur among our young people. The prevalence of premarital sexual activity among school-age
children aged 12 to 17 years old was 8.3%, and half of these youths had their sexual debut earlier than
14 years old (Ahmad et al. 2014). The prevalence is expected to be higher as the age of the youths
increases. The reported prevalence of premarital sexual activity among high school students aged
15 to 20 years old was 13% (Anwar et al. 2010). Risky sexual activities were also prevalent among
our sexually active youths; 60% to 70% of them were not using contraception and 20% to 30% had
multiple sexual partners (Ahmad et al. 2014; Manaf et al. 2014; Ahmadian et al. 2014). Since most of
their sexual activities are done secretly and against the social norms or expectation, they need to plan
their activities ahead.

As described by the Theory of Planned Behaviour, in a situation when a person has full control,
intention is the most proximal determinant of a behaviour (Ajzen 2011). In the context of sexual
activity, sexual intention refers to a person’s desire and plan to perform sexual activity and based on
the theory, sexual intention precedes sexual activity. The prevalence of youths with sexual intention is
found to be correlated closely with the prevalence of youth sexual activity. This positive relationship
was shown in a study among Latino youths, where the intention to perform sexual intercourse in
the next three months was positively correlated (r = 0.41) with youth sexual activity in the last three
months (Villarruel et al. 2004). A review of 69 studies conducted in the US from 1996 to 2005 showed
that sexual intention was the most stable predictor of youth sexual activity (Buhi and Goodson 2007).
In countries which are more permissive towards the practice of premarital sex, the prevalence of
sexual intention among youths is expected to be high. This was shown in a US study involving youths
aged 12 to 17 years, in which the prevalence of youths with sexual intention within the next year
was 64% (Carmack and Lewis-Moss 2009). In contrast, the prevalence is expected to be lower in
countries with a conservative attitude towards premarital sex, as shown in studies among Indonesian
and Iranian youths. In a study involving high school students in Indonesia, less than 10% of the
youths declared their plan of not staying abstinent until marriage (Leerlooijer et al. 2014), while a
study among Iranian male high school students found that 23% expressed their intention not to stay
abstinent (Mohtasham et al. 2009).

Many countries including the US, Swaziland, Australia, Vietnam, Taiwan, and China have
documented the male predominant pattern in youth sexual activity (Deardorff et al. 2010; Sacolo et al. 2013;
Vuttanont et al. 2006; Zuo et al. 2012; Siebold 2011). Females are expected to preserve their virginity until
marriage, while males are more likely to experience sexual freedom. Popular reasons include the risk
of pregnancy and the responsibility of childcare face by females, while there are no obvious biological
changes in sexually active males. This sexual double standard persists to date, and this gender
difference is partly contributed by cultural and socialisation factors (Boislard et al. 2016). A qualitative
study conducted among college students aged 18 to 23 years in the US described the expected role of
males and females in a sexual relationship. Males were viewed as sexual initiators while females as
a ‘gatekeeper’. Female youths were passive in a sexual relationship; they would agree to sex when
asked, were less likely to make sexual requests, and satisfying sexual needs was not their main priority
(Jozkowski and Peterson 2013). Similarly, youth sexual intention is expected to be different between
genders. This was observed among South African youths, in which the prevalence of male youths aged
13 years with sexual intention was 26% while that of female youths was 14% (Mathews et al. 2009).

Apart from the Theory of Planned Behaviour, the Ecological System Theory has also been used to
understand human behaviour. This theory posits that a person’s behaviour is influenced by frequent
interaction between the person and the people in the environment such as family, friends, and people
in the community (Sallis et al. 2008). Parents are the closest and most immediate individuals in one’s
life from whom children learn about cultural and moral values, beliefs, and ethics on what is allowed
and not allowed with regards to sexuality (Kotchick et al. 2001). Family interaction involves verbal
and non-verbal communication that includes family connectedness, parent-youth communication, and
family modelling behaviour. According to Barnes and Olson (1985), communication strikes a balance
between separateness and cohesion. It helps family members to be connected to each other while
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maintaining some privacy between them. Families with good parent-youth communication tend to
have a close relationship, adaptability, and satisfaction among the members (Barnes and Olson 1985).
Family connectedness is defined as the closeness, warmth, and support among family members
(Markham et al. 2003). Those who feel connected with their families will feel that there are family
members who care for them and will be available to support them whenever they have problems.
They will turn to their families for guidance and support, and this is important during youth
development as this will make them feel safe and secure (Lee and Lok 2012).

With regards to specific parent-youth communication on sex, parents and youths may discuss
sexual issues pertaining to sexual reproductive health that include general information about sex,
safe sex, and consequences of sexual activity such as sexually transmitted diseases, pregnancy, and
abortion. Parental attitude towards premarital sex and knowledge of sexual reproductive health will
influence the topic discuss between them (Afifi et al. 2008). Parents with a conservative attitude or
those with limited knowledge may avoid discussing the issues in detail. They tend to focus more
on moral perspectives and the common physical changes that may happen in sexually active youths.
Each family is unique and its members follow certain standards of acceptable behaviour or family
norms defined by them, especially parents (Deković and Buist 2005). Often, older family members will
be the role model for the younger ones. Through observation, children form normative beliefs and
copy their family behaviours.

Parenting behaviours can be classified into four types; authoritarian, authoritative, permissive,
and neglectful, depending on the level of parental responsiveness and demandingness (Baumrind 2005;
Steinberg 2014). Authoritarian parenting denotes a high level of demandingness with little
responsiveness. Parents are typically very controlling, rigid, and do not allow autonomy in the children.
This is the typical parenting behaviour practiced by Asians including Malaysian parents in which
children are expected to show obedience, cooperation, and dependence, especially to their parents
(Keshavarz and Baharudin 2009). Authoritative parenting is a combination of high demandingness
and responsiveness. Authoritative parents are demanding and controlling yet they are responsive
and caring. They monitor their children’s activities but they also allow their children to practice
autonomy and be involved in decision-making. This parenting behaviour promotes independence and
high self-esteem in children (Baumrind 2005; Steinberg 2014). A recent study conducted in Selangor,
Malaysia involving school students aged 14 to 16 years showed a positive impact of authoritative
parenting on youth development. Youths who had experienced authoritative parenting were found to
be caring, competent, and confident. They had good relationships with others and possessed high
integrity (Kiadarbandsari et al. 2016). Permissive parenting refers to a high level of responsiveness
with a low level of demandingness. Children tend to get what they want without much restriction
from their parents. Neglectful parenting is when there is a low level of both demandingness and
responsiveness. Children have freedom to decide on their activities and they seem to be detached from
their parents. Notably, parenting style changes with time and parents tend to be less demanding and
controlling as the children grow (Wang et al. 2011).

As for the relationship between parenting and youth sexual activity, a longitudinal study among
rural African American male youths showed that the lack of parental care or harsh and inconsistent
parenting during childhood was associated with higher odds for risky sexual activities in these
youths. Their risky sexual activities were found to persist into young adulthood (Murry et al. 2013).
Two other studies conducted in the US and UK showed similar findings, where parental care or
support significantly protected youths from being sexually active or involved in risky sexual activities
(Rodgers and McGuire 2012; Parkes et al. 2011). Furthermore, an interventional study in rural Uganda
showed that an improvement in family support was able to encourage open communication between
youth and their family members, leading to positive attitude towards safe sex and thus a reduction
in risky sexual activities among the youths (Ismayilova et al. 2012). In terms of family modelling
behaviour, parents who exposed their frequent dating behaviours, affection, and sexual activity to
their children were likely to have children with similar behaviours (Gullota 2008). In brief, family



Soc. Sci. 2017, 6, 105 4 of 15

interaction and parenting behaviours may affect youth sexual conduct through modelling behaviour,
restriction and rules, guidance, and communication. Evidence also shows that parents practice different
parenting styles on their daughters and sons. In a study among Arab youths, parents were found to
place stricter rules and practice a more authoritarian style of parenting on sons compared to daughters
(Dwairy et al. 2006). Similarly, a study among college students in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia showed
that female youths experienced closer bonding and better relationships with their parents than male
youths (Tam et al. 2012).

Due to the possibility of different family interaction and parenting styles between male and female
youths, the impacts of these family factors on youth sexual intention may be different as well. On the
other hand, as most youths are expected to have reached some level of cognitive maturity by the age
of 18 years, their behaviours including sexual activity may not entirely be dependent on their parents.
Thus far, there is no published study conducted in Malaysia that examine this gender difference. It was
hypothesised that our youths would not be very much different from youths of other countries; more
males than females were expected to declare their sexual intention despite living in a conservative
community. Males are risk takers and adventurous. However, due to the fact that our youths were from
a collectivist culture in which people are interconnected and dependent on one another, the influence
of family on youth decision for sexual activity may be different from youths of individualistic cultures.
Thus, this paper aimed to compare the family interaction and parenting behaviours experienced by
male and female students studying in colleges around Klang Valley, Malaysia, and determine the
association between these factors and their intention to engage in sexual activity according to gender.

2. Methodology

The data for this study was extracted from a larger study on youth sexual activity. The sample
population involved students from colleges in urban Klang Valley, Malaysia. It covers Petaling,
Klang, Gombak, and Hulu Langat districts as well as Kuala Lumpur, the capital city of Malaysia.
This study focused on colleges in Klang Valley only, as it is the center of education for Malaysian
school leavers. During the time of data collection, there were 167 colleges registered under the Ministry
of Education and, using a computer-generated random number, 12 colleges were selected from the
list. The principals or administrators of the respective colleges were contacted, briefed, and invited to
participate in the study. A total of 26 colleges were contacted and 12 colleges agreed to participate.
These 12 colleges were sufficient to provide a total sample of 1200 students with the power of study
of 80%, absolute precision of 5%, and design effect of 2. In order to minimise disruption in academic
activities, the college administrators or principals would then select a class of students that fulfilled
the study criteria, that included unmarried students and Malaysian citizens. The age range was set at
18 to 22 years as this was the age of most college students. In Malaysia, most students complete their
high school at 17 years of age and subsequently enroll in colleges.

The main researcher conducted the data collection, which was carried out before or after the
students’ classes on different days for all of the selected colleges. The students were briefed on the study
procedure and allowed to clarify any doubt before obtaining their informed consent. Students who
were absent during data collection or refused to give consent were excluded, while those who agreed to
participate were requested to complete a set of self-administered, anonymous questionnaires. In total,
1210 students were approached and 133 refused to participate. About 40 to 200 students were recruited
from each college depending on the total number of students per college; more students were recruited
from colleges with a high number of students compared to colleges with a low number of students.
In some colleges, all of the students approached agreed to participate, while in others, about 10% to
20% of students declined to participate.

For the purpose of this paper, data on youth sexual intention, family interaction, and parenting
behaviours were extracted for analysis. Youth sexual intention was assessed using five items with
a four-point Likert scale; 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = agree, and 4 = strongly agree. The items
covered youth expectation, planning, intention, and wanting for sexual activity with his or her partner.
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These items were part of the Youth Sexual Intention Questionnaire (YSI-Q), which had been locally
developed and validated (Muhammad et al. 2017). The internal reliability, Cronbach’s alpha for this
scale was 0.93. The total score for this scale ranged from 5 to 20, and a higher score indicated a higher
intention to perform sexual activity. If the mean total score was 3 or above, falling on agree or strongly
agree on the Likert scale, the respondents would be classified as having sexual intention, whereas if
the mean total score was less than 3, falling on disagree to strongly disagree on the Likert scale, the
respondents were classified as having no sexual intention.

Family interaction covered family connectedness, parent-youth communication on sex, and family
modelling behaviour. The family connectedness was adapted from the Family Connectedness Scale
developed by Blum and Ireland (2004); it assessed respondents’ feelings about their relationship with
parents and other family members. The internal reliability, Cronbach’s alpha of the scale was 0.74.
The scale had five items with five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always). The items
assessed how frequently the respondents felt they received attention, care, and understanding as
well as how frequently they were able to share problems with parents or other family members.
The total score for this scale ranged from 5 to 25, and a higher score indicated a higher level of family
connectedness experienced by the youths. Parent-youth communication on sex was adapted from the
Parent-Adolescent Communication Scale developed by Sales et al. (2008). It assessed how frequently
parents and youths discussed sexual issues such as pregnancy, contraception, and sexually transmitted
diseases. The internal reliability, Cronbach’s alpha of the scale was 0.90. The scale had five items with
a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always). The total score ranged from 5 to 25,
and a higher score indicated a higher frequency of parent-youth communication on sex. The family
modelling behaviour scale which was developed for the purpose of this study assessed respondents’
awareness of their parents’ or siblings’ premarital sexual activity and if their unmarried sibling was
pregnant or had made a girl pregnant, using four items with a five-point Likert scale ranging from
1 (not at all aware) to 5 (extremely aware). If respondents chose slightly aware, somewhat aware,
moderately aware, or extremely aware for any of the four items, they were classified as having family
modelling behaviour, and if they answered not at all aware to all items, they were classified as not
having family modelling behaviour. The internal reliability, Cronbach’s alpha of the scale was 0.90.

Parenting behaviours covered parental care, control, allowance of autonomy, and monitoring.
The Parental Bonding Instrument (PBI) developed by Parker, Tupling, and Brown (Parker et al. 1979)
containing 25 items was designed to measure parental care and overprotection or controlling behaviour.
This questionnaire was translated into the Malay language and tested on 248 college students. Based on
this study, the Malay version of the Parental Bonding Instrument (PBI-M) was found to have three
factor structures, namely, parental care, control, and allowance of autonomy, from which five items
were removed (Muhammad et al. 2014). The PBI-M thus contained 20 items with a four-point Likert
scale ranging from 1 (very unlike) to 4 (very like). There were 10 items on parental care where the
total score ranged from 10 to 40, five items on parental control where the total score ranged from 5
to 20, and five items on parental allowance of autonomy where the total score ranged from 5 to 20.
Father and mother parenting behaviours were assessed separately, and thus a higher total score of
each scale indicated a higher level of paternal or maternal care, control, and allowance of autonomy,
respectively. In addition, a parental monitoring scale was developed for the purpose of this study.
This scale assessed how much parents monitor and know the students’ activities when they were
not at home. These questions were important as many of the respondents were expected to be out
of their home in order to further their studies. The parental monitoring scale contained four items
with a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always). The total score ranged from 4 to 20,
and a higher score indicated a higher level of parental monitoring experienced by the respondents.
A combination of the PBI-M and the parental monitoring scales would allow researchers to gauge the
level of parental care, control, allowance of autonomy, and monitoring behaviours experienced by the
youths. All of these family interaction and parenting behaviours had been pre-tested before their use
in this study. The internal reliability, Cronbach’s alpha for each scale ranged from 0.60 to 0.90.
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Data were analysed using IBM SPSS version 20.0. Descriptive results were presented in
frequency and percentage, while multiple logistic regression analysis with the enter method was
used to determine the significantly associated factors for youth sexual intention. This study received
institutional ethical approval as well as permission to conduct the study on college students from
the Ministry of Education and the respective principal or administrator of each selected college.
Respondents of this study were briefed on the study protocol and were given the option to withdraw
at any point of this study. Only those who had agreed to participate were given the self-administered,
anonymous questionnaire.

3. Results

In total, 1077 youths aged 18 to 22 years agreed to participate, but only 988 responses were
used for statistical analysis. Data from 38 (3.7%) youths were not included in the analysis due to
incomplete responses. From the 988 respondents, 566 (57.3%) were female students with a mean age of
19.8 ± 1.2 years and 422 (42.7%) were male students with a mean age of 19.5 ± 1.2 years. As expected,
female students were slightly overrepresented because, as is common in Malaysia nowadays, more
females than males are pursuing their study at colleges or universities. More than half of the students
(56.3%) were from private colleges and 43.7% of them were from public colleges. More than half
of them were living away from home (65.0%), such as in a hostel or in rented houses with friends.
Malays contributed more than half of the respondents (62.8%), followed by Chinese (27.3%), Indians
(8.1%), and others such as indigenous people from Sabah or Sarawak (1.8%). The proportion of Malays,
Chinese, and Indians closely matched the ethnic proportion in Malaysia, where Malays and indigenous
people of Sabah and Sarawak form the majority and contribute 67% of the population, followed with
Chinese at 25%, Indians at 7%, and others at 1% (Department of Statistics Malaysia 2016). In general,
the total monthly family income was divided into two groups: (1) the low income group with families
earning less than RM5000 or about USD1166 a month, and (2) the high income group with families
earning RM5000 or USD1166 a month or more. Based on this, most of the youths were from the low
income group with a median monthly family income of RM3000 (IQR RM1500–5000) or USD699 (IQR
USD 349–1166). In Malaysia, primary school is for children aged 7 to 12 years and secondary school is
for children aged 13 to 17 years. Following this, students will further their study in tertiary education
at colleges in order to pursue a foundation study, diploma, or degree. As declared by the students,
only a third (30.0%) of either their fathers or mothers had tertiary education. A majority of them came
from intact families in which parents remained married (90.8%) and most were from small families of
less than six people (73.2%).

Table 1 presents the mean score for parenting behaviour and family interaction variables as
reported by the youths. As shown in the table, mothers seem to play a higher role compared to fathers
in almost all domains of parenting behaviours which include care, control, and allowance of autonomy.
Based on the mean total score, the youths reported high levels of parental care of 31 to 33 (possible
range: 10 to 40), parental monitoring of 15 (possible range: 5 to 20) and family connectedness of
20 (possible range: 5 to 25). The youths reported moderate levels of parental allowance of autonomy
of 14 (possible range: 5 to 20) and parental control of 12 (possible range: 5 to 20). The parent youth
communication on sex was low at 7 (possible range: 5 to 25). Almost a quarter of the youths were
classified as having family modelling behaviours, indicating that at least one of their family members
had practiced premarital sex.

There were significant differences in the level of parenting behaviours reported by the male and
female youths. Table 2 presents the result of bivariate analysis of the family interaction and parenting
behaviours experienced by the youths according to gender. Female youths reported experiencing
higher parenting and family interaction compared to male youths. Female youths were found to
receive a significantly higher level of paternal care (t = 2.07, p = 0.04) and parental monitoring
(t = 5.86, p < 0.001) compared to male youths. Female youths also experienced a higher level of family
connectedness (t = 3.65, p ≤ 0.001) and parent-youth communication on sex (t = 4.39, p ≤ 0.001) than
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the male youths. For the family modelling behaviours, more females (26.5%) were aware of their family
members’ premarital sexual activity (χ2 = 8.22, p < 0.01) compared to males (18.7%). Mothers were also
reported to provide a higher level of care to the female youths compared to male youths, however,
this was not statistically significant (t = 1.92, p = 0.06). In contrast, male youths seemed to experience
higher freedom than female youths, as there was a significantly higher level of parental allowance of
autonomy reported by the male youths compared to female youths (t = 3.72, p ≤ 0.001 for mothers
and t = 4.88, p ≤ 0.001 for fathers). However, parents appeared to place similar levels of controlling
behaviours on their youths and there was no significant difference in the level of parental control
(t = 1.36, p = 0.17 for mothers and, t = 0.69, p = 0.49 for fathers) between male and female youths.

Table 1. The level of parenting behaviour and family interaction experienced by the youths.

Parenting and Family Interaction Total (n = 988)

Mean Score SD

* Maternal care (score range 10–40) 33.42 5.09
* Paternal care (score range 10–40) 31.64 5.70
* Maternal control (score range 5–20) 12.36 3.15
* Paternal control (score range 5–20) 11.90 3.15
* Maternal allowance of autonomy (score range 5–20) 13.68 3.39
* Paternal allowance of autonomy (score range 5–20) 13.65 3.44
* Parental monitoring (score range 5–20) 15.30 3.79
** Family connectedness (score range 5–25) 19.91 3.86
** Parent-youth communication on sex (score range 5–25) 7.33 3.88

Yes, f (%) No, f (%)
** Family modelling behaviours 229 (23.2) 759 (76.8)

Notes: * Parenting behaviour variables; ** Family interaction variables; SD = standard deviation, f = frequency;
% = percentage. All variables were continuous variables except the family modelling behaviours which was a
dichotomous variable.

Table 2. Bivariate analysis for family interaction and parenting behaviours for male and female youths.

Parenting and Family Interaction Gender
According to Gender

t-Test p-Value
Mean Score SD

* Maternal care (score range 10–40) Female (n = 566) 33.69 5.146
1.92 0.06Male (n = 422) 33.06 5.006

* Paternal care (score range 10–40) Female (n = 566) 31.97 5.639
2.07 0.04Male (n = 422) 31.21 5.758

* Maternal control (score range 5–20) Female (n = 566) 12.24 3.040
1.36 0.17Male (n = 422) 12.52 3.281

* Paternal control (score range 5–20) Female (n = 566) 11.96 3.108
0.69 0.49Male (n = 422) 11.82 3.203

* Maternal allowance of autonomy
(score range 5–20)

Female (n = 566) 13.34 3.461 −3.72 <0.001Male (n = 422) 14.14 3.248

* Paternal allowance of autonomy
(score range 5–20)

Female (n = 566) 13.20 3.500 −4.88 <0.001Male (n = 422) 14.26 3.255

* Parental monitoring
(score range 5–20)

Female (n = 566) 15.90 3.587
5.86 <0.001Male (n = 422) 14.50 3.906

** Family connectedness
(score range 5–25)

Female (n = 566) 20.30 3.873
3.65 <0.001Male (n = 422) 19.39 3.791

** Parent-youth communication on
sex (score range 5–25)

Female (n = 566) 7.79 4.129
4.39 <0.001Male (n = 422) 6.71 3.432

Yes, f (%) No, f (%) χ2 p-value

** Family modelling behaviours Female (n = 566) 150 (26.5) 416 (73.5)
8.22 0.005Male (n = 422) 79 (18.7) 343 (81.3)

Notes: * Parenting behaviour variables; ** Family interaction variables; SD = standard deviation; f = frequency;
% = percentage. All variables were continuous variables except the family modelling behaviours which was a
dichotomous variable.
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The results suggested that there was a gender difference in sexual intention among the youths.
Overall, there were 84 students (8.5%) with a mean total score of ≥3 for sexual intention that were
classified as having sexual intention. Almost one in five male youths expressed their intention to
perform sexual activity (n = 76, 18%) and a smaller number of female youths expressed such sexual
intention (n = 8, 1.4%). Table 3 shows the multivariate logistic regression of parenting behaviours and
family interaction on the sexual intention of male and female youths. The influence of parenting
behaviours and family interaction on youth sexual intention also differed according to gender.
In male youths, having frequent parent-youth communication on sex reduced the odds of having
sexual intention (AOR = 0.89, 95% CI = 0.81–0.99) while having high maternal control (AOR = 1.19,
95% CI = 1.03–1.38) and family modelling behaviour (AOR = 2.25, 95% CI = 1.19–4.25) increased
the odds of sexual intention. These factors were not significant in female youths. The presence
of a high level of family connectedness reduced the odds of having sexual intention (AOR = 0.76,
95% CI = 0.59–0.97) in females but not in males. Parental care, monitoring, and allowance of autonomy
were not significant in determining the sexual intention of male and female youths. Statistically, the
full model was significant in predicting sexual intention in male youths (χ2 = 22.75, p = 0.01) but not
female youths (χ2 = 16.52, p = 0.09). Both models were only able to explain (Nagelkerke R2) less than
1% of the variance in sexual intention of male youths and 21% of the variance in sexual intention of
female youths, suggesting that other factors might have influenced youth decision on sexual activity.

Table 3. Logistic regression of family interactions and parenting variables on youth sexual intention
for male and female youths.

Males (n = 422) Females (n = 566)

Parenting and Family Interaction B S.E. Wald AOR (95% CI) B S.E. Wald AOR (95% CI)

Maternal Care 0.01 0.04 0.02 1.01 (0.92–1.10) 0.11 0.11 1.04 1.12 (0.90–1.39)
Maternal Control 0.18 0.08 5.34 1.19 (1.03–1.38) * 0.00 0.18 0.00 1.00 (0.70–1.42)

Maternal Autonomy 0.03 0.08 0.11 1.03 (0.88–1.20) −0.23 0.21 1.69 0.76 (0.50–1.15)
Paternal Care −0.01 0.04 0.10 0.99 (0.92–1.07) −0.01 0.10 1.12 0.90 (0.73–1.10)

Paternal Control −0.06 0.08 0.65 0.94 (0.80–1.09) 0.03 0.19 0.03 1.03 (0.71–1.15)
Paternal Autonomy −0.02 0.08 0.09 0.98 (0.83–1.14) 0.21 0.21 0.98 1.23 (0.81–1.87)

Family Connectedness 0.01 0.05 0.03 1.01 (0.91–1.12) −0.13 0.13 4.74 0.76 (0.59–0.97) *
Parental Monitoring −0.07 0.04 3.05 0.93 (0.85–1.01) 0.09 0.12 0.53 1.09 (0.86–1.37)

Parent-Youth Communication on Sex −0.11 0.05 4.50 0.90 (0.81–0.99) * 0.11 0.08 1.72 1.12 (0.95–1.32)
Family Modelling Behaviour Yes [No] 0.81 0.33 6.19 2.25 (1.19–4.25) * 0.31 0.81 0.14 1.36 (0.28–6.72)

χ2 22.75 * 16.52
R2 0.09 0.21

Notes: OB = Beta; S.E = standard error; AOR = adjusted odds ratio; 95% CI = 95% confidence interval;
R2 = Negelkerke R2; * = p < 0.05. All variables were continuous variables except the family modelling behaviours
which was a dichotomous variable.

4. Discussion

This study investigated the gender difference in the family interaction, parenting behaviours, and
sexual intention experienced by youths aged 18 to 24 years. The findings of this study supported the
hypotheses that gender differences exist in parenting behaviours, family interaction, and youth sexual
intention. This study has also shown that the influence of family interaction and parenting behaviours
on youth sexual intention varies between male and female youths.

4.1. Parenting Behaviours, Family Interactions, and Gender Difference

Mothers were scored higher in the care, control and allowance of autonomy parenting domains
than fathers, indicating that mothers played an important role in the youths’ upbringing. This pattern
is a typical traditional parenting style practiced by Asians in general and Malaysians in particular,
where mothers are often the main person involved in child rearing.

As mentioned earlier, authoritarian parenting is a common parenting style practiced by Malaysian
parents. However, based on the results of this study, the youths reported to have received a high level
of parental care with a moderate level of allowance of autonomy, control, and monitoring. This finding
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indicates a changing trend in the parenting styles of Malaysian parents; our parents are moving
away from authoritarian parenting to the authoritative style in which they practice some level of
control together with care and warmth. This is further supported by a recent local study conducted
among school students aged 14 to 16 years in Selangor, one of the states in Malaysia, which showed
that authoritative parenting was the most common parenting behaviour experienced by the youths
(Kiadarbandsari et al. 2016). The moderate level of parental control is an expected behaviour, as parents
tend to be less controlling in older children (Wang et al. 2011). Furthermore, in the Malaysian context,
people above 18 years of age are legally considered as adults and allowed to make their own decisions.
However, parents of this study still showed their caring attitudes, and this was evident in the moderate
level of parental monitoring reported by the youths. Despite their age, parents monitored and knew
their activities when they were not at home.

In terms of gender difference, male youths reported greater freedom, as they received a higher
level of allowance of autonomy compared to female youths. They had a lower level of paternal care,
family connectedness, and parent-youth communication on sex than the female youths. The low level
of parent-youth communication means that there was infrequent discussion on sexual issues between
them. This low parent-son communication on sexual issues is similar to that found among Korean
youths, in which parents had the tendency to communicate on sexual issues more with their daughters
compared to sons (Cha et al. 2007). Both male and female youths in this study experienced a moderate
level of parental control. This is in contrast with a local study conducted among college students and
a study among Arab youths, in which parents placed less control on their daughters compared to sons
(Tam et al. 2012; Dwairy et al. 2006). Male youths are risk takers and tend to involve in riskier activities
compared to female youths, thus parents tend to place higher restriction and controlling behaviours
on their sons than daughters. Nevertheless, it is enlightening to find from this study that parents
placed certain level of control that was not too much or too little regardless of their children’s gender.
Studies have shown that parents with over-controlling or low controlling behaviours were associated
with sexual activity in their children (Coley et al. 2008; Farahani et al. 2011; Wang et al. 2007). The level
of parental control needs to be just enough to discipline and cultivate acceptable behaviours in their
children. As for family modelling behaviours, more females were aware of their family members’ past
premarital sexual activity compared to male youths. This could be related to the higher level of family
connectedness in female youths compared to male youths, thus making females more aware of their
family members’ activities.

4.2. Prevalence of Youths with Sexual Intention and Gender Difference

The prevalence of youths with sexual intention was low, where 8 in 100 youths expressed their
intention to perform sexual activity. The low prevalence of sexual intention among the youths in this
study is expected, as premarital sex is not accepted in Malaysia. The proportion of female youths
with sexual intention was only 1%, which was 10 times less than what found among female youths in
South Africa (Mathews et al. 2009). The prevalence of sexual intention among male youths was 18%,
lower than the prevalence found among male youths in South Africa and Iran (Mathews et al. 2009;
Mohtasham et al. 2009). In comparison to other Asian youths, the prevalence of female youths with
sexual intention found in this study was similar with the prevalence found among female youths in
China. However, our male youths showed higher intention by more than 10 times compared to male
youths in China (Zhang and Jemmott 2014). Modernisation and globalisation might have affected
Malaysian youths, especially males, to a larger extent compared to Chinese youths.

There were more male youths with the intention to perform sexual activity compared to female
youths. This is similar to findings among Asian, South African, and Western youths, in which male
youths were found to be more expressive and showed a higher intention not to stay abstinent until their
marriage compared to female youths (Leerlooijer et al. 2014; Zhang and Jemmott 2014; Cha et al. 2007;
Mathews et al. 2009; Forehand et al. 2005). This male predominant pattern is also related to the societal
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norms in which male youths receive less stigmatisation of premarital sexual activities compared to
female youths (Marston and King 2006; Chi et al. 2012).

4.3. The Influence of Parenting Behaviours and Family Interactions on the Sexual Intention of Male and
Female Youths

In general, there were gender differences in the way family interactions and parenting behaviours
influenced youth sexual intention. Higher level of maternal control increased the odds of sexual
intention among male youths. Over-controlling mothers may have a negative influence on their sons.
Male youths may see the act of mothers placing high control and restriction on them as intruding their
life, thus they rebel. They plan and involve themselves in activities that are against their mothers’
restrictions and guidance. In contrast, a study in China showed that the absence of parental restriction
or guidance, in other words low parental control, would increase the risk of male youths’ involvement
in premarital sex (Wang et al. 2007). This was further supported by two other studies that showed the
positive influence of parental control in reducing the risk of youth sexual activity (O’Donnell et al. 2008;
Parkes et al. 2011). Hence, it is important for future studies to assess the level of parental control that
youths perceive as non-intrusive and that will influence them towards positive behaviours, including
planning to stay abstinent until marriage.

Awareness of family members’ past premarital sexual activity increased the odds of having the
intention to practice similar behaviours in male youths. This is consistent with a study conducted
among American youths in Rhode Island, which showed that youths who perceived their siblings as
being sexually active were likely to have a permissive attitude and be sexually active (Almy et al. 2015).
The modelling behaviour by youths was obvious when parents of the same gender displayed such
behaviours. For example, in a study that looked into youth alcohol consumption, boys tended
to follow their fathers’ drinking habit, whereas girls would follow their mothers’ drinking habit
(Vanassche et al. 2014). However, due to the nature of our data, we were not able to further classify
the family modelling behaviours according to parental gender.

Overall, there was a low level of parent-youth communication on sexual issues, significantly lower
in males compared to females. However, this study managed to highlight the importance of having
such communication. Frequent or high parent-youth communication on sex reduced the odds of having
the intention to practice premarital sex in their sons. Based on this positive influence, it is important
to highlight to parents the importance of discussing sexual issues with their children, as evidence has
shown that parents tend to be biased; they communicated more with their daughters than sons and
most communications were done by mothers (Grossman et al. 2015; Gallegos et al. 2007). In addition,
a study in Thailand showed that mothers were more likely to talk about the issues only when they
think their daughters were sexually active and the discussions were rather superficial, wherein they
hardly discussed contraception, HIV/STD infection, or pregnancy (Rhucharoenpornpanich et al. 2012).
Malaysia is a conservative country, and discussing personal issues such as sexual activity between
parents and children is not a common practice. Similarly, studies conducted in other Asian and
Arab countries also showed low parent-youth communication on sexual issues (Chi et al. 2012;
Shrestha et al. 2013; Sridawruang et al. 2010; Alquaiz et al. 2012; Farahani et al. 2011). Thus, it is
important to educate parents, especially those from conservative cultures, to be more open and ready
to talk to their youths, especially sons, on sexual issues. Failing which, their sons or children may
learn from others, including peers and social media, putting them at risk of obtaining incorrect and
misleading information. The time spent discussing sexual issues such as pregnancy and sexually
transmitted diseases will be an opportunity for parents to educate their sons on the importance of
practicing safe sex and conforming to social or family values and norms.

Family connectedness implies the closeness, warmth, and support from family members to the
youths. It was found that high level of family connectedness reduced the odds of having sexual
intention among the female youths. This is consistent with longitudinal data in the US which showed
that female youths with a close relationship with their fathers were less likely to engage in sexual
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activity. However, the father-son relationship was not significant in determining the sexual activity of
male youths (Regnerus and Luchies 2006). Another study among US youths showed that responsive
parenting with regular family activities during early youth was associated with later involvement
in premarital sexual activities among youths (Coley et al. 2008). When youths feel close and attach
to their families, they are more inclined to follow the family’s rule and moral values, which in this
context includes not practicing premarital sexual activity. Highly connected youths tend to turn to
their family for guidance and emotional support.

Overall, the models of both genders were only able to explain a small variant in the youth sexual
intention. Other factors such as peers, social media, or even personal attitudes may have influenced
youth sexual intention. Nevertheless, the positive influence of family factors cannot be denied and,
hence, improving parenting skills and family interaction may be integrated in intervention programs
to reduce risky sexual activities among youths.

A few limitations exist in this study. This study only involved youths in colleges and did not
include youths who were working or not studying. Thus, the findings are limited to youths who
are mainly students. The prevalence of sexual intention among youths found in this study was low,
especially among female youths, and this could be because they may not be truthful enough to declare
their true sexual intention, as it is against the societal norms to plan and practice premarital sexual
activities. Although they were ensured confidentiality and the questionnaire was anonymous, their
true response was still not guaranteed. In addition, the family interactions and parenting behaviours
were only based on the youths’ perception and the results were limited to this. Perhaps future studies
may examine the relationship between family behavioural factors based on parental perspective and
their association with youth sexual intention.

In conclusion, this study reveals that although there is a changing trend in parenting styles among
Malaysian parents, gender differences still exist. Male youths were allowed higher autonomy and
experienced less interaction with their families compared to females. These parenting behaviours
indirectly affected youth decision on sexual activities, in which more males than females had expressed
their intention to practice premarital sex within the next 12 months. In designing intervention programs
that involve family, it is very important to acknowledge that there are gender differences in the influence
of family factors on the youth sexual decision-making process. Different parenting approaches need to
be used; frequent parent-youth communication on sexual issues and having some level of parental
control may reduce male youths’ involvement in the activity, while promoting closely connected
families may reduce sexual intention in the female youths. This finding is particularly important in
populations that share the same values as Malaysia, such as the Arab and Asian countries; in particular,
those that do not accept premarital sexual activity. Nevertheless, the positive influence of parent-youth
communication on sex, parental control, and having closely connected families on sexuality of youths
from countries that accept premarital sexual activity is subject to further investigation.
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