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Abstract: Parent–child communication about sex and relationships can protect adolescents from risky
sexual behaviors, but few studies investigate how family talk may change over the course of develop-
ment from adolescence to emerging adulthood. This current study uses thematic analysis to explore
continuity and change in perceived talk with parents about sex and relationships, following a United
States sample of 15 adolescent participants over three time points: early adolescence (age 13–14), mid-
dle adolescence (age 15–16), and emerging adulthood (age 20–21). Analyses addressed participants’
experiences of talk with parents about sex and relationships (comfort, engagement) and the content
of talk: dating and relationships, pregnancy and parenting, protection, STIs, and sexual behavior.
Findings show that family communication about sex and relationships extends from early adolescence
to emerging adulthood, but changes in content to reflect shifts in adolescent and emerging adult
development. Further, while positive engagement and comfort with talk about sex remain relatively
high over time, participants’ discomfort and negative engagement appear to increase, highlighting
challenges for ongoing family communication. These findings suggest a meaningful, ongoing role for
parents in family communication about sex and relationships as their children develop, and suggest
some opportunities and challenges that parents may face through this process.

Keywords: family communication; parent–child relationships; talk about sex; adolescence; emerging
adulthood; qualitative; longitudinal

1. Introduction

Talk with parents about sex can protect early (10–13 years old) and middle (14–17 years
old) adolescents from risky sexual behaviors and is associated with delayed sex and use of
protection among sexually active teens [1,2]. Initial studies suggest that the protective effects
of family talk about sex during adolescence may extend into emerging adulthood [3,4],
but few studies assess family talk about sex during this period. Emerging adulthood
is a developmental period from ages 18 to 25, categorized as in-between adolescence
and full-fledged adulthood, proposed by Jeffrey Arnett, a developmental psychologist
in the U.S. [3–5]. Each stage of adolescence and emerging adulthood is characterized
by unique developmental tasks and challenges related to relationships and sex [6]. In
addition, relationships with parents change over the course of development. From early
to middle adolescence, youth shift toward growing independence, often accompanied by
increased separation from parents, while new opportunities for connection and mutuality
with parents arise as adolescents move toward adulthood [7]. Pivotal changes in young
people’s engagement with romantic relationships and sex and with parental relationships
during adolescence and emerging adulthood highlight the need to understand family
communication about sex and relationships in a dynamic way. However, few studies
longitudinally assess adolescents’ talk with their parents and no studies qualitatively
investigate family talk about sex from early adolescence to emerging adulthood. The
current study provides a unique longitudinal qualitative exploration of young people’s
perceptions of communication with their parents about sex and relationships from early
adolescence to middle adolescence to emerging adulthood.
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Early adolescence is a developmental stage when teens often begin to explore dating
and relationships [6]. Middle adolescence typically involves increased engagement in
romantic relationships and sexual activity. Emerging adulthood (age 18–25) is often charac-
terized by exploration of intimacy and sexuality [5]. This developmental stage is marked
by particularly high levels of sexual risk, including higher risk of sexually transmitted
infections (STIs) and unplanned pregnancies [8,9], due to high rates of casual sex [10] and
higher numbers of sexual partners [11] than other age groups.

Family talk about sex and relationships occurs (or is absent) in the context of parent–
child relationships as a whole, which shift and grow from early to middle adolescence
and into emerging adulthood. Theorists describe interplay between individuality and
attachment, which involves interactive dynamics of teens’ growing separation from parents
as well as the development of mutuality and connection with them [7]. Early adolescence
is a time with high parental authority and increasing teen separation from parents. These
trends continue to develop during middle adolescence, with increasing independence from
parents [7]. In a shift from adolescence, emerging adulthood entails new opportunities for
mutuality and connection with parents [12]. With growing differentiation from parents
during emerging adulthood, young people often develop less hierarchical relationships
with parents [13] and increased openness in family communication [14].

These shifts in parent–child relationships are also reflected in how young people
talk with their parents about sex and relationships. Early adolescents may be relatively
comfortable talking with parents about sex, but as adolescents become sexually active,
they often report increasing avoidance and discomfort in talking with parents about sex,
often tied to concerns about parents’ negative judgements about their behaviors or not
wanting their parents to worry about them [15,16]. This is also consistent with shifts
toward increasing autonomy and desire for privacy later in adolescence. For example,
interviews with parents of participants in the current study showed that parents viewed
their teens as responding more negatively to talk with parents about sex during middle
adolescence than in early adolescence [17]. Further, conversations with parents about sex
can be more in-depth and focused on a specific relationship during emerging adulthood
than those in early or middle adolescence [18]. In contrast, a longitudinal quantitative
study of adolescents’ reported talk with their parents about sex showed stable levels of
communication from age 14 to 18 [19], although the range of topics was limited and the
quality of conversations was not assessed. A qualitative study found that from the first to
the last year of college, emerging adults’ described talk with parents about sex as becoming
more open and reciprocal over time [14]. Cross-sectional studies with emerging adults
suggest similar patterns, such as a study which found college students reported a wish
to talk more frequently and openly with parents about sexual issues [20], representing a
change from adolescence.

Gender plays a key role during adolescence in whether parents talk with their teens
and the content of their communication [2,21,22]. Specifically, mothers are more likely
than fathers to talk with teens about sex and parents are more likely to talk with their
female than male teens about sexual topics. The content of parents’ talk with teens often
includes gender-based norms and expectations, such as messages to girls about delaying
sex and resisting boys’ advances [23,24]. For example, a recent study found that mothers
had a greater likelihood of talking with their daughters about sexual risk than sex-positive
topics compared to other groups (i.e., fathers and sons, fathers and daughters, mothers
and sons) [25]. However, few studies assess the role of gender in parents’ talk with their
emerging adult children about sex, or continuity and change in the role of gender over the
course of adolescent and emerging adult development. A recent study of parents found that
while the content of talk with male and female teens was relatively consistent over time,
parents were more likely to describe talk with boys than girls about sexual behavior from
early adolescence to emerging adulthood and to describe a lack of readiness as a reason
not to talk with early adolescent girls about sex [18]. These patterns fit with traditional
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gendered approaches to talk with sons and daughters about sex [26], which may persist
over the course of development.

Investigation of how adolescents view talk with parents about sex and relationships
over the course of development is needed to better understand what types of communica-
tion with parents works for young people at different stages of development. This study
can suggest ways parents can adapt their approaches to talking with their children to match
their developmental stage regarding both sex and relationships and connections with par-
ents. The current paper explores participants’ perceptions and content of talk with parents
about sex and relationships over time and the role of teen and emerging adult gender in
these conversations in a U.S. sample. This is the first qualitative study to investigate young
people’s perspectives on parent–child talk about sex and relationships over three stages of
development: early adolescence, middle adolescence, and emerging adulthood.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Recruitment and Participants

This longitudinal interview sample includes adolescents recruited from three schools
who were part of an evaluation of a sex education program when the participants were in
middle school. The students participated in the school-based program, Get Real: Comprehen-
sive Sex Education That Works, developed by Planned Parenthood League of Massachusetts.
Researchers interviewed 15 participating teens at three time points: when the teen was
in 7th grade (Time 1, age = 13–14 years old), when the teen was in 10th grade (Time 2,
age = 15–16 years old), and after high school (Time 3, age = 21–22 years old) [27]. For teens
who completed Time 1 and Time 2 interviews, teens were contacted four years later by
phone, text or email and invited to participate in an additional interview. Parental consent
was required at Time 1 and Time 2. At Time 3, all participants were over 18 years old and
therefore provided their own active consent. Of the original 29 teens interviewed at Time 1,
17 teens completed the interview at Time 3, eight teens were unreachable, and four teens
declined to participate. The analysis sample for this paper only includes the 15 teens who
completed interviews at all three waves. The sample is small, but it is similar to other
longitudinal qualitative investigations [28].

Time 1 interviews were completed in person and Time 2 and Time 3 interviews were
completed over the phone. Fourteen participants completed interviews in English, and
one teen completed an interview in Spanish. Interviews took about 30 min. They were
then translated, as needed, and transcribed. Participants were given $25 at Time 1 and
Time 2, and $40 at Time 3 in appreciation of their participation. The interviewers asked
each participant to make up a code name to safeguard their confidentiality; those code
names are used in this paper. Interviewers gave each participant a resource list with
organizations supporting youth and family social, emotional, and sexual health. Human
subjects’ approval was granted from The Institutional Review Board at Wellesley College
to conduct this research (January 2011, December 2013, August 2018).

The current sample includes seven male teens and eight female teens. Over half (n = 8)
of teens self-identified as Black/African American (53%), three identified as White/Caucasian
(20%), three identified as Hispanic (20%), and one teen identified as Multiracial (7%). At
Time 3, participants described their current status as either working (40%, n = 6) in jobs
such as food service and retail, or in college (60%, n = 9), which included trade school and
four-year colleges. At Time 1, 43% (n = 6) of students reported rarely talking to their parent
about dating, relationships and sex, 43% (n = 6) reported sometimes talking, and 14% (n = 2)
reported talking often. At Time 2, 31% (n = 4) of students reported rarely talking to parents,
61% (n = 8) reported talking sometimes and 8% (n = 1) reported talking often. At Time 3,
27% (n = 4) reported talking to parents rarely, 40% (n = 6) reported talking sometimes and
33% (n = 5) reported talking often.
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2.2. Interview Protocol and Procedures

Before starting the interviews, participants were reminded of the purpose of the study
and told that they might feel embarrassed or uncomfortable, and that they could choose not
to answer any questions. Interviews were semi-structured and included similar questions at
each time point, addressing the content of communication with their parents, their comfort
with this communication, and their understanding and experiences of talking with their
parents about sexual issues. To address content of communication, interviewers said, “I’m
going ask you about some things that families sometimes talk about. For each one, will you
tell me whether you’ve talked about this topic with [your mother/father]? Then, I’ll ask
you to try to remember a conversation you had about each topic”. To explore participants’
experiences and perceptions, interviewers made follow-up comments such as such as “tell
me more about that” and “what do you think about that”. To assess comfort, interviewers
asked participants, “How comfortable are you talking about sex and relationships with
[your mother/father]? What do you think makes it [comfortable/uncomfortable] for you to
talk with [your mother/father] about sex and relationships?” Time 2 and Time 3 interviews
included questions about any change over time in talk with their parents about sex and
relationships. Interviewers included the PI and additional interviewers. The PI trained
all interviewers to understand the protocol and sample. To minimize social desirability
related to interviewing participants over multiple time points, the research team discussed
bias in interview training.

2.3. Data Analysis

Themes in the interviews were identified through a content analysis approach [29].
The investigators identified overarching themes, then discussed and revised them. Next,
the investigators looked for further examples in other interviews. The authors assessed how
participants talked with their parents about sex and relationships and how they approached
these conversations across the three time points. The authors conducted reliability checks
for their qualitative coding, with reliability equaling the number of agreements divided
by the total number of codes [30]. They coded data from five participants at a time and
discussed coding disagreements. The final intercoder reliability was 90%, showing a
high level of coder agreement. The themes were not mutually exclusive, such that a
participant’s response could be coded with more than one theme. NVivo 10.0 [31] was used
for qualitative coding.

3. Results

The first two themes reflect teens’/emerging adults’ experiences with talk about sex
and relationships with their parents: comfort (and discomfort) talking with parents and
engagement with talk with parents about sex and relationships. The remaining 5 themes fo-
cus on content areas related to talk with parents about sex and relationships, including: talk
about dating and relationships, talk about pregnancy and parenting, talk about protection,
talk about STIs, and talk about sexual behavior. To more clearly show how teen–parent
conversations change over time, the results include examples of individual participants’
interview responses for each time point. Table 1 provides overall percentages for each
theme and subtheme across each time point and Table 2 includes comparisons based on the
participants’ gender.

3.1. Comfort

For the comfort theme, participants described how comfortable they feel talking with
their parents about sex and relationships and why they feel this way. This theme included
two sub themes: comfort and discomfort.
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Table 1. Overall Percentage of Themes across Time Points (n = 15).

Time 1 Time 2 Time 3

n n n

Comfort
Comfort 12 13 12

Discomfort 4 7 10
Engagement with Talk
Positive Engagement 10 12 11

Negative Engagement 4 10 9
Talk about Dating and Relationships 13 11 14
Talk about Pregnancy and Parenting 12 12 14

Talk about Protection 9 12 11
Talk about STIs 8 2 9

Talk about Sexual Behavior 12 13 5

Table 2. Comparison of Themes by Participant Gender across Time Points.

Time 1 Time 2 Time 3

Male Female Male Female Male Female

n n n n n n

Comfort
Comfort 6 6 5 8 5 7

Discomfort 1 3 3 4 4 6
Engagement with Talk
Positive Engagement 4 6 5 7 5 6

Negative Engagement 1 3 4 6 4 5
Talk about Dating and Relationships 7 6 5 6 6 8
Talk about Pregnancy and Parenting 6 6 6 6 6 8

Talk about Protection 4 5 6 6 4 7
Talk about STIs 4 4 0 2 4 5

Talk about Sexual Behavior 5 7 7 6 2 3
Note: When comparing responses across gender, please note that there is an unequal number of male (7) and
female (8) participants.

Participants’ reports of comfort in talking with their parents about sex and relation-
ships was relatively stable across time. At Time 1 and Time 3, 12 participants reported
comfort with talk and at Time 2, 13 participants reported comfort with these conversa-
tions. However, participants’ explanations for why they feel comfortable differed over
time. At Time 1, participants described feeling comfortable due to parents providing new
information or experiences to conversations about sex and relationships. At Time 2, teens
described comfort as related to parents being understanding and not judgmental. At Time
3, emerging adults reported that their own increase in maturity or experience helped them
feel comfortable talking with their parents about sexual issues as well as viewing their
parents as trusted sources of information. At Time 1, Brittany described how her mother’s
experiences helped her feel comfortable, “We’re both women and like she’s already been
through puberty and she’s like been through a lot more than I have and she like knows
what to do.” At Time 2, Brittany mentioned her mother’s understanding helped her feel
comfortable with these conversations, “She’s understanding. Like she understands that
I’m going through puberty and I’m a teenager and all that.” At Time 3, Brittany described
how her own growth and experiences helped her feel comfortable, “I’m definitely more
open for conversation when it comes to that stuff, because now that I’m in a relationship
like I know what’s going on and I know what it’s like to be in a relationship.” Another teen,
Olivia, described her ongoing comfort talking with her mother about sex and relationships.
At Time 1 Olivia said, “She’s honest and sometimes, most of the time she doesn’t go like,
“Wait until you’re older,” at Time 2 she said, “My mom talks to me to like—as a person
that I can confide in and it’s not like judgmental but she also like gives me advice and stuff
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about it,” and at Time 3 she said, “She makes it so that like I don’t ever really feel judged
and I can randomly stop her in the middle of what she’s doing and I can just ask her about
this stuff. But I just appreciated that she listened to me and she told me that like she agreed
with me and that um—that she’s just here for whatever I do.”

Participants’ reports of discomfort in talking with parents about sex and relationships,
on the other hand, tended to increase over time. At Time 1, 4 participants reported
discomfort with talk compared to 7 at Time 2 and 10 at Time 3. At all three time points,
participants described feeling embarrassed or awkward talking to parents about sex and
relationships. At Time 3, some participants described discomfort with talk about specific
topics that felt too personal or might generate conflict. One participant, Sara, talked about
her overall discomfort talking with her mother at Time 1, “I’m in the middle. Like I’m not
comfortable with my mom, like extremely comfortable,” and at Time 2, “It’s just constantly
talking about it can be kind of weird, especially if you’ve been—if people act like you’re
not supposed to talk about that stuff with your mom.” At Time 3, she described how her
discomfort related to talking about a specific content area, “When it comes to like pregnancy,
talking about pregnancy with my mother makes me really uncomfortable, so I don’t do
it.” Another participant, McLovin, explained his discomfort in talking with his mother
about sex across all time points. At Time 1, he said “It’s kind of weird talking to my mom
about sex, and she’s talking like back to me. It’s kind of weird. Like, it’s just weird,” at
Time 2 he said, “with my mom, the only thing I’m like uncomfortable talking about is sex,
because like any time the conversation comes up with her, it’s kind of like it makes me
feel awkward. But like anybody else really—it could even be like my supervisor at work, I
could talk to her about sex. It’s like my mom, it just—she makes everything so awkward,”
and at Time 3 he said, “She like forces it. Like she just goes above and beyond. Like she’s
very graphic. And I’m just like, ‘Ma, stop. Please stop.’“

3.2. Engagement with Talk

Engagement with talk refers to participants’ participation in or responses to talk
with parents about sex and relationships. This theme was divided into two sub themes:
positive engagement with talk and negative engagement with talk. Positive engagement with talk
includes participants’ active participation in a conversation with a parent, such as asking
questions or openly sharing with a parent. Negative engagement includes avoidance or
negative reactions to talk (e.g., eye-rolling).

Most participants expressed positive engagement with talk, with some variation over
time. For Time 1, 10 participants reported positive responses with parents about talk,
while 12 participants reported positive engagement at Time 2 and 11 participants at Time
3. Across all three time points, examples of positive responses included asking questions
related to sex and relationships or confiding in parents. Olivia described her openness with
her mother at Time 1, “We were watching a movie once, and they said something about a
booty call or something, and I asked her what it was, and she told me what it was,” and
how this openness changed when she was in high school, “I’ve always just asked my mom
about questions. But it really—nothing really personal to myself, but then when I started
to have sex, then I started to ask her more questions that were personal to myself.” Lastly,
Olivia described how she continues to talk with her mother as an emerging adult at Time 3,
“I wouldn’t really talk to her about like—like how you talk to your girlfriends about like,
‘Oh, I just had this sex and it was amazing,’ and stuff. Like I wouldn’t do that. That’s weird.
But like (laughs)—if um—if I have a question or I felt weird or something like that, then I
would tell her like, ‘Oh, has this ever happened to you?’ Or like um, ‘This happened and
I feel like—I don’t know how I feel about it.’“ Tony described his conversations with his
mother at Time 1, “It was probably like a year ago when I started asking questions and
talking about like (sex)—because I started seeing a lot of stuff on TV and they wanted to
clarify it for me.” At Time 2, he added, “She gives, like, good feedback. Um, like, she’ll
always give good feedback on what I say, or she’ll always, um—I mean, she lets me finish
when I’m talking, yeah.” At Time 3, Tony described his process talking with his mother
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now that he is in a relationship, “She’ll like ask how we’re doing (him and his girlfriend)
and stuff. But there’s been like a couple of occasions where I’ve talked to her about it. I just
really just listen and just tell her I am.”

Negative engagement with talk seemed to show an increase over time with fewer
participants describing negative engagement at Time 1 (4 participants) compared to Time
2 (10 participants) and Time 3 (9 participants). Across all three time points, negative
engagement included teens’ avoidance of some or all talk with parents about sex and
relationships. For example, at Time 1 Sasha described why she avoids confiding in her
mother, “Well, because sometimes my mom she like goes and tells everybody, and that gets
me embarrassed. Because it’s just between me and her.” Sasha also reports avoidance of
some conversations with her mother at Time 2, “It’s just certain things I like keeping it to
myself,” and Time 3, “I just feel like that’s like my personal business.” Another teen, Steven
Smith, discussed why he holds back from talking to his mother at Time 2, “I don’t really
like tell everything because, you know, she’s my mom. So like I don’t always tell her about,
you know, girls I’m hanging out with or something,” and at Time 3, “I will often withhold
information just because like um it doesn’t seem relevant or like I don’t think she needs to
know certain things.” He added an example of his negative response to a conversation with
his mother, “My mom then I guess kind of talked about like the orgasm disparity between
women and men and how important it is to try and be conscious of that. But that was the
extent of it because I asked her to stop talking.”

3.3. Talk about Dating and Relationships

For the first content theme, talk about dating and relationships, responses included any
reported talk about the teens’ dating or relationships. This theme includes topics such as talk
about participants’ interest in or current dating or relationships, parent rules around dating
or relationships, or teens friends’ or family members’ involvement in dating or relationships.
Most participants described talk with parents about dating and relationships at Time 1
(n = 13), Time 2 (n = 11), and Time 3 (n = 14). At Time 1, talk between teens and parents
about dating and relationships often related to rules about dating and relationships. At
Time 2, parents often shared advice about dating and relationships, including suggestions to
delay dating. At Time 3, emerging adults described talk with parents focused on emerging
adults’ specific relationships such as checking in about them or asking questions about
how their relationships were going. Parents also gave dating and relationship advice to
their emerging adult children. One teen, Brittany, described her mother’s rules at Time 1
about when it’s acceptable to date, “She says around sixteen.” Brittany’s mother also gave
her relationship advice at Time 2 “When I turned 15, she was like, ‘Soon you’re going to
start dating but you have to be careful because like that person might not turn out who you
want—like who you expected them to be and they can like hurt you like emotionally and
physically.’“ At Time 3, Brittany’s mother asks about her current relationships, “She just
does like an overall check-up, just making sure that like we’re good, we have everything
we need and stuff like that.” Another teen, Sasha, described her mother’s rules at Time
1 about when she was allowed to date, “She says when I’m in college, but . . . . I was like
when I get to 10th, 11th, 12th, that’s when I’ll start.” At Time 2, she described her mother’s
relationship advice “So the boy I kind of talk to now, she don’t really like. So she just tells
me all the time to not be with him. And I understand why she don’t like him, because he’s
just like—I don’t know, when he’s with his friends he acts different.” Sasha also talked
about her mother’s relationship advice at Time 3, “be with someone who has goals, who
wants stuff in life, wants to be a successful person—you know, things like that.”

3.4. Talk about Pregnancy and Parenting

The second content theme, talk about pregnancy and parenting, includes talk about
pregnancy, preventing pregnancy, or preparing for or becoming a parent. Frequency of
talking with parents about pregnancy and parenting was stable at Time 1 and Time 2 (n = 12,
respectively), similar to Time 3 (n = 14). At all three time points, participants described
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talk with parents about delaying pregnancy and parenthood. Talk at Time 1 also included
biology of pregnancy or childbirth. At Time 3, some conversations shifted to include future
planning or exploration of parenthood. For example, Chris described how his mother
talked with him at Time 1 about her own experience with pregnancy, “She told me like in
the past how she went through it and stuff and that gave me knowledge about girls who
get pregnant and what goes on.” At Time 2, Chris’ mother discussed why it’s important to
delay pregnancy, “She just gave an example like there’s a couple of friends that I know and
they’re already pregnant at age 15. . . then you’re going to have one of your girlfriends walk
around with your kid and you might not want that at a young age and they’re miserable.”
For Time 3, Chris described his conversations with his mother about parenting, “it was
just like one of those conversations where it just like comes up. I told her I didn’t really
want kids.” Another teen who called herself Student described her conversations with her
mother about delaying parenthood at Time 1, “(She) just don’t want me to have like a guy
that’s not really like committed, kind of just wants to have a baby but not really like in the
baby’s life.” At Time 2, Student describes her mother’s messages about delaying pregnancy,
“One time like when I first watched Teen Mom, I was just kind of confused of how like
it happens and stuff. She was like letting me know like it’s not something that like she
would want for me.” Lastly, at Time 3, Student talked about her conversations with her
mother about parenthood, “I have like a lot of friends who still live at home and they like
just recently had a kid. And so that’s actually been like kind of like the common topic of
conversation lately. She just wants us to be like stable and able to take care of ourselves on
our own before we bring in like another child into the world.”

3.5. Talk about Protection

For the third content theme, talk about protection, participants describe how they
talk with their parents about protection, such as using condoms or other types or forms of
protection, to protect from pregnancy or STIs. The majority of participants reported talk
about protection at all three time points, with the lowest reported talk at Time 1 (Time 1,
n = 9; Time 2, n = 12, Time 3, n = 11). Messages about using protection were consistent over
time and typically involved brief conversations where parents advised their children to use
protection. For example, Olivia described how what she was learning in school sparked
a conversation with her mother about protection, “I was like, ‘Mom, did you know there
were seventeen ways how to use a condom?’ And she was like, ‘No, there’s not.’ And I was
like, ‘Yeah, I learned it today.’“ At Time 2, Olivia described her mother’s messages about
staying protected, “She tells me like, ‘Be protected.’“ At Time 3, Olivia and her mother
discuss different forms of birth control and the importance of staying protected, “I tell her
like when I don’t like my birth control and when I’m going to switch it. Actually recently
I talked to her about wanting to stop using birth control for a while since I’ve been on it
for so long. And she was just like, ‘You should make sure that you’re protected, like using
condoms if you’re not going to use birth control.’“ Another teen, Student, described her
conversations with her mother about the importance of using protection at Time 1, “She just
said like if I’m not sure if I want to have a kid at the time, then make sure it’s protected.” At
Time 2, Student describes her mother’s advice about the importance of staying protected,
“She’s like letting me know like um—like what can happen if someone does have like an
STD or an STI and if I have sex with that person and it’s unsafe, like what can happen to
me and precautions I should take.” At Time 3, Student describes how she can go to mother
with questions about protection, “It comes up in conversation. Like I said, if like you have
a question.”

3.6. Talk about STIs

Participants described how they talk with their parents about STIs such as symptoms
or types of STIs, importance of avoiding STIs and getting tested. Participants were less
likely to describe talk with parents about STIs compared to other topics. At Time 1, 8 teens
reported talking with parents about STIs, which dipped to two participants at Time 2, and
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was at 9 for Time 3. There were no clear thematic differences in talk about STIs across waves
of data collection. Since so few teens reported talking about STIs at Time 2, the following
example interview excerpts only include examples from Time 1 and Time 3. For example,
Charles described how he talked about STIs with his father at Time 1, “Well my dad tells
me like how they can come about, like liquid—like not liquid but like fluids like saliva and
blood and whatever and how it can be transmitted and stuff.” At Time 3, Charles describes
how he and his father continue to talk about different types of STIs and their symptoms,
“He always tells me about the different ones, like STI and STD’s and the differences. You
know, obviously we learned about that in school—how they can come about, you know,
whether it’s blood, physical interactions, and all this other stuff. And you know, what to
look for on people, smells, you know, all that stuff you have to take into account.” Another
teen, Raven, described her conversations with her mother and stepfather about STIs at
Time 1, “We talk about if I think something is wrong with me, I should tell them because
it could spread. They talk about crabs and stuff.” At Time 3, Raven described how her
stepfather used photos of STIs to illustrate the importance of using protection, “There was
a picture of like somebody—stuff that like (the infection?)—he’ll be like, you know, ‘This is
why you should like use protection.’ You know?”

3.7. Talk about Sexual Behavior

For the final content area, talk about sexual behavior, participants described how they
talked with their parents about readiness for sex, reasons for delaying sex, and current
or future sexual activity with a partner. At Time 1 (n = 12) and Time 2 (n = 13), most
participants reported talk about this content area with parents, while fewer participants
reported talk with their parents about sexual behavior at Time 3 (n = 5). At Time 1 and
Time 2, teen–parent talk about sexual behavior typically related to delaying sex and reasons
for delay. At Time 3, some emerging adults described why they talked less with parents
about this topic. One teen, Steven Smith, described his mother’s messages to him about
readiness for sex at Time 1, “Well like they just say that I shouldn’t have sex until like I’m
really in love. They’re not that strict with marriage because they’re not religious” and at
Time 2 he described a similar message from his mother, “She just says that um—that I have
to be—like it’s better if it’s with somebody that you really know and that you really love
and that it’s always safe.” At Time 3, Steven Smith discusses why he talks less with his
mother about sex, “I’m in a relationship and she understands that I’m having sex. I’m
assuming she assumes if I had any questions that I felt like she would be able to answer,
that I would ask her. But otherwise uh I don’t need to ask her. I don’t know, she’s not really
like—like she’s still my mom, but like in a lot of ways she doesn’t play like the mother role
as much anymore, just because I’m more independent now.” Another teen, Tony, describes
his parents’ messages about delaying sex at Time 1 “They wanted me to be prepared and
they wanted me to really be in love with the person and not just do it just to do it” and Time
2 he said of his mother, “She says if—well, the person that I have sex with first should be a
person that I love.” At Time 3, Tony described few conversations with his mother about
sex, but also shared her ongoing advice about this issue, “It doesn’t really come up like that
much now because I’m in a relationship. She told me to never rush into it and make sure I
know exactly—make sure I know like what the consequences are going to be. And also
make sure that I know—well make sure I’m just not like abusing—well not really abusing,
but I mean being out, just being promiscuous and stuff like that.”

3.8. Comparison of Gender across Time Points

This section provides preliminary findings for the frequency of responses based on
male and female teen/emerging adult participants. Given small numbers of male (n = 7)
and female (n = 8) emerging adults in this sample, results address tendencies rather than
statistical differences. For themes focused on experiences of family communication about
sex, the number of participants who described expressed comfort/discomfort and positive
engagement/negative engagement appeared to vary by gender across multiple time points
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(see Table 2). Specifically, female participants appeared more likely to report discomfort and
disengagement in talk with parents about sex than male participants across all three time
points. Interestingly, female participants also tended to report more positive engagement
and more comfort than male participants, with the exception of comfort at Time 1. Themes
focused on the content of talk with parents showed more consistency than experience
themes across male and female participants, with no clear patterns evident over time.

4. Discussion

This is the first qualitative study to longitudinally investigate youth perspectives on
talk with parents about sex and relationships from early adolescence to emerging adulthood.
Findings for talk about sex and relationships over time show that family talk about sexual
issues goes beyond adolescence, but shifts in content to reflect changes in adolescent
and emerging adult development. This study’s findings fit with an understanding that
emerging adulthood can entail connection and mutuality with parents, who continue to be
key sources of support for their children [12]. This paper provides a unique exploration of
the content and experiences of family talk about sex over the course of adolescence and
emerging adulthood.

While parent–child communication continued from early adolescence to emerging
adulthood, our findings suggest that this process is complex and that young people’s expe-
rience of talk with parents varies over time. While participants’ comfort and engagement
with talking with parents about sex and relationships remained relatively constant (and
high) over time, their expressed discomfort and disengagement appeared to increase, with
many middle adolescent and emerging adult participants describing both positive and
negative attitudes toward these conversations. Participants’ responses suggest both a desire
for parental connection and a need for privacy and independence, which fits with later
stages of adolescent and emerging adult development [7]. Growing discomfort over time
may also reflect a shift in conversations about sex and relationships from more hypothetical
in early adolescence to more experience-based in middle adolescence and emerging adult-
hood, consistent with shifts toward involvement in relationships and sexual activity [6].
As adolescents become sexually active, they may become increasingly uneasy talking with
parents about sex, as they may worry that their parents may be disappointed in them or
judge their behavior [15,16]. A new scale which assesses openness in parent–teen talk about
sex may provide opportunities to assess how the quality of parent–teen talk about sex
relates to teens’ sexual risk behaviors [32]. Our findings for older adolescents and emerging
adults suggest that young people’s comfort and engagement with talk may also vary with
the content area as some participants identified topics that felt too personal or likely to
generate family conflict. This interplay between connection and distancing makes parents’
approaches to talking with their children about sex and relationships more difficult, as they
may simultaneously experience their children as wanting to talk with them and pushing
them away. This finding suggests a need for parents to be persistent and patient as they
tolerate their children’s shifting responses to family communication and seek opportunities
to connect with their children about sex and relationship issues.

Most participants described ongoing talk with parents about dating and relationships
and pregnancy and parenthood. However, participants’ responses showed change in the
content of these conversations over time. Talk about dating and relationships shifted
from a focus on rules for dating to conversations about how emerging adults were doing
in their relationships, with parental advice across all three time points. Similarly, talk
about pregnancy and parenthood also showed continuity and change, with talk about
delaying parenthood at all three time points, as well as changes from more concrete
education (e.g., how someone gets pregnant) to conversations about future pregnancy and
parenthood, consistent with changing needs and learning at each stage of development.
Discussion of planning for parenthood was unique to emerging adulthood and has been
little documented in prior research, which has focused more on parents’ messages to their
adolescent children about delaying sex and using protection (e.g., [24,33]).
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Protection and STIs were both consistently discussed over time, with fewer partici-
pants reporting talk about STIs than other sexual topics. Further, few participants described
talk about STIs at Time 2, which is surprising, given most participants reported talk about
protection at this time point. This lack of talk may reflect parents’ heightened concerns
about pregnancy compared to STI contraction at this stage of adolescents’ development.
The lack of family communication about STIs during middle adolescence is concerning.
Accurate information about STIs may be critical at this time as over half of U.S. adolescents
are sexually active by age 18 [34], with high rates of STIs among young people in the
U.S. [8], accounting for half of all new cases.

For talk about sexual behavior, participants at Time 3 were less likely to describe family
talk compared to the other two waves or to other sexual topics. While participants often
described talk with parents during early and middle adolescence about delaying sexual
behavior, participants in emerging adulthood identified this talk as no longer relevant,
often due to their involvement in serious relationships or their sexual activity. This may
be due to the focus of family talk about sex on delaying sex and negative consequences of
sex [24,33], perhaps due to parents’ fears that talking about the positive aspects of sex may
encourage their sexual behavior [17,35].

This study also explored gender variation in the perceptions and content of partici-
pants’ family communication, which has been identified in multiple studies [2,21,22]. While
differences in the content of talk were not evident across male and female participants,
female participants appeared more likely than male participants to describe both positive
and negative perceptions of talk with parents about sex and relationships. For example,
while discomfort talking with parents seemed to increase over time for the overall sample,
the numbers at each time point were higher for female than male participants. This may
reflect higher involvement in talk with parents for females compared to male young people,
which fits prior research that parents talk more about sexual issues with female teens than
male teens [36]. Perhaps a higher level of communication and engagement overall creates
more opportunities for both positive and negative interactions. It is interesting that there
were not clear differences in the content of talk described by male and female participants,
which counters studies that identify gender stereotypes in how parents talk with their sons
and daughters about sex [23,24]. It may be that limitations of this small sample or a lack of
follow-up questions about the content of talk within different topics in part explain this
absence of findings.

This study provides new insights to continuity and change in the content and expe-
riences of talk with parents about sex and relationships from adolescence to emerging
adulthood. It adds to research documenting the parents’ role as a supportive resource
on sex and relationships extending beyond adolescence [3,14,20] and suggests that fam-
ilies adapt their conversations to reflect changes in parent–child relationships from high
parental authority in early adolescence [7] toward greater mutuality during emerging
adulthood [12]. This study’s findings reveal patterns of simultaneous positive and negative
engagement in talk with parents about sexual issues, especially in middle adolescence and
emerging adulthood, that highlight parents’ opportunities and challenges in talking with
their children about sex and relationships. These findings demonstrate the possibility for
ongoing connection and communication with adolescents and emerging adult children
and also explains some reasons why many parents experience roadblocks to talk with
teens about these topics [33]. It also provides examples for how family talk about sex
and relationships can evolve over time to adjust to adolescents’ developmental stage and
changing patterns of parent–child relationships.

This study is limited by its convenience sample, which largely consists of partici-
pants who have actively engaged in talking with their parents about sex and relationships.
Participants were part of a comprehensive sex education program when they were early
adolescents, which may have increased parent–child talk about sex and relationships.
Future studies which track family talk about sex and relationships over time would be
strengthened by the inclusion of families with less engagement in talk about sexual issues.
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This is a small sample, so results should be considered preliminary. However, the longi-
tudinal data in this study are unique, investigating communication over eight years of
adolescence and emerging adulthood, which contributes to existing research despite the
small sample. Future research with larger samples would benefit from the exploration of
sub-groups within the sample, such as those with varying religiosity and experiences of
school-based sex education. An additional limitation is that data from some participants
from our original sample were not included in the current analysis as it did not include
interviews at all three time points, primarily due to changing contact information. In
order to explore family communication longitudinally, only teens/emerging adults who
completed all three waves of interviews were included in the current analysis. Low repre-
sentation of fathers in this study is a further limitation. Research suggests that the gender
of both parents and their children contribute to the content and impacts of family talk
about sex [2,21,22], yet little research explores fathers’ talk about sex with their sons or
daughters [1,37]. Future studies would benefit from the exploration of fathers’ talk with
their same and different-gender children and its continuity and change over the course
of adolescence and emerging adult development. While a strength of the current sample
is it’s racial/ethnic diversity, variation in family sexuality communication across racial
and ethnic groups [37,38] suggests the need for future research to investigate change in
adolescents and emerging adults from different racial/ethnic groups over time. Larger
samples are needed to assess the role of adolescents’ and emerging adults’ gender over
time in talk with parents about sex and relationships. Quantitative studies are also needed
to investigate whether conversations with parents about sex and relationships reduce risky
sexual behaviors in emerging adulthood, as they have been shown to be protective in
adolescence [1,2,39].

Parental conversations with early adolescents may lay the groundwork for talk about
sex and relationships throughout young people’s development and are recommended by
the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services [40]. Parental practice talking with
their early adolescent children about sex and relationships may help parents build a base of
comfort and connection to navigate the challenges and opportunities for family talk about
sexual issues during their children’s middle adolescence and emerging adulthood. Most
programmatic support for parents’ talk with their children about sex and relationships
focuses on early and middle adolescence [41,42]. Programmatic emphasis on the ongoing
process of family communication and the need for parents to adapt talk with their chil-
dren to fit their developmental stage could support parents’ talk with their children into
emerging adulthood.

5. Conclusions

This study gives a unique window into young people’s experiences of talk with parents
about sex and relationships from early adolescence to emerging adulthood. These findings
underscore the ongoing and meaningful role parents can play in talk with their children
about sexual issues. They also spotlight growing challenges that parents may face as their
children develop and experience dual responses of valuing talk with parents about sex
and relationships and increasing discomfort with some aspects of these conversations.
Establishing open communication with children at an early age may help parents to
continue these conversations throughout adolescents and into emerging adulthood. Parents’
persistence and patience are needed to tolerate their children’s shifting responses to family
communication and find opportunities to connect with teens about sex and relationships.
Programs can support parents by encouraging ongoing family communication over the
course of development, providing tips to adapt parental responses to their children’s
developmental stage, and recognizing the ups and downs that may come as parents
continue to engage with their children throughout their development.
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