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Abstract

Introduction Few studies longitudinally investigate parent-teen communication about sex and data are particularly sparse
regarding parent—child communication during emerging adulthood.

Methods This study assesses continuity and change in parent—child sexuality communication over three time points from
adolescence to emerging adulthood. It uses interview data from 15 parents in the USA at three time points over an eight-year
period from 2012 to 2019 (when the teen was in 7th grade, when the teen was in 10th grade, and after the teen finished high
school). Data were analyzed using content analysis.

Results Our findings showed that parents continued to talk with their emerging adult children about sex and relationships.
Whereas the topics of conversation were similar over time, the content of conversations shifted, with a growing focus on
specific relationships and situations. Parents described the gender of their teen/emerging adult children as salient in shaping
their comfort in talking with them about sex and relationships.

Conclusions These findings suggest that emerging adulthood may provide ongoing opportunities for parents and their chil-
dren to talk in open and connected ways about sex and relationships.

Policy Implications Programs that support family communication about sex and relationships could expand to address the
changing needs of adolescents and emerging adults as they develop, and the ongoing role of parents in supporting their
children’s health beyond adolescence.

Keywords Talk about sex - Emerging adulthood - Parent—child communication - Development - Qualitative - Longitudinal

Introduction

Adolescents’ and young adults’ sexual behaviors can put
them at risk for sexually transmitted infections (STIs) and
unplanned pregnancies, with higher rates than other age
groups (CDC, 2019; Finer & Zolna, 2016). Emerging adults
(18-25 years old), categorized as in-between adolescence
and full-fledged adulthood, are particularly at risk, as this
developmental stage often entails exploration of intimacy
and sexuality (Arnett, 2000). This exploration contributes
to high rates of sexual risk-taking, including casual sex
reported by 50-80% of college students (Gute & Eshbaugh,
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2008; Jonason & Marks, 2009), and over 20% of emerging
adults reporting six or more sexual partners (Caico, 2014).
Family sexuality communication during early (10-13 years
old) and middle (14-17 years old) adolescence can be effec-
tive in reducing teen sexual risk behavior and increasing com-
fort with family talk about sex (Bastien et al., 2011; Padilla-
Walker, 2018; Santa Maria et al., 2015). However, despite the
ongoing role of parents in supporting their children’s health
in emerging adulthood (Koepke & Denissen, 2012) less is
known about the influence of family conversations about
sex during this developmental period or the role of emerging
adults’ gender in shaping these conversations. Further, no lon-
gitudinal studies of family talk about sex track parents’ com-
munication with their children from adolescence into emerg-
ing adulthood. Investigation of family talk about sex over time
is key to understanding how parents adapt their communica-
tion to address their children’s changing needs and develop-
mental processes over these life stages. If talk with parents
continues to support health during emerging adulthood, it
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is important for parents and health educators to understand
how parents can talk with their children in ways that support
their health during this developmental stage. The current
study adds knowledge to the field of parent—child sexuality
communication by 1) focusing on family communication
during emerging adulthood, a time of little investigation of
family talk about sex, and 2) assessing change over time in
parent—child communication using three time points: early
adolescence, middle adolescence, and emerging adulthood,
and 3) exploring patterns of sexuality communication based
on teen and emerging adult gender. This paper can guide par-
ents regarding talk with their emerging adult children about
sex and inform policy related to sex education programs.

Each stage of adolescence brings distinct developmental
and relational processes (Kirby, 2007), which have impli-
cations for family sexuality communication. For exam-
ple, early adolescence often entails exploration of dating,
whereas middle adolescents typically become more involved
in romantic relationships and sexual activity. During late
adolescence/emerging adulthood more serious romantic
relationships and sexual activity become normative, as well
as exploration of different types of sexual activity, including
one-night stands, which increase teens’ risk for STDs and
teen pregnancy (Oswalt, 2010).

Parents’ talk with their children about sex and relation-
ships must be understood in the larger context of change in
parent—child relationships in adolescence and emerging adult-
hood. Theorists describe interplay between individuality and
attachment during adolescence, which involves interactive
dynamics of teens’ growing separation from parents as well
as the development of mutuality and connection with them
(Grotevant & Cooper, 1985). Early adolescence is character-
ized by high parental authority and increasing teen separation
from parents, which further develops during middle adoles-
cence, bringing more self-direction and distance from parents.
Many emerging adults experience increased autonomy and
importance of peer relationships, often associated with leav-
ing home for school or work (Furman & Buhrmester, 1992),
although they often continue to live at home with a parent
during this period, primarily due to financial constraints (Fry
et al., 2020). Emerging adulthood is also a time of increased
mutuality and connection with parents, when “reliance on
parents and self-disclosure become possible again” (Koepke
& Denissen, 2012). Therefore, despite often having physical
separation from their children at this time, parents’ potential to
serve as trusted resources to support emerging adults’ health
should not be dismissed. This developmental framework for
parent—child relationships fits with findings that teens can
be reluctant to talk with parents about sex when they first
become sexually active (Crohn, 2010; Golish & Caughlin,
2002). In our previous analysis of qualitative data from par-
ticipants in the current study, we found that parents perceived

teens as more uncomfortable and avoidant of talk with parents
about sex in high school than in middle school (Grossman
et al., 2018). However, developmental change during emerg-
ing adulthood may allow for increased openness in family
communication (Morgan et al., 2010). The unique develop-
mental tasks of emerging adulthood (e.g., increased intimacy
and exploration of sex and relationships) and this stage of
parental-child relationships (showing both separation and
growing mutuality) may require different parenting messages
and strategies than earlier adolescent stages.

Few studies assess parents’ talk with their emerging adult
children about sex and relationships. Quantitative studies
in this area suggest that conversations with parents about
sex and relationships may be protective for emerging
adults’ sexual health (Fletcher et al., 2015) and for sexual
self-esteem among college women (Riggio et al., 2014). A
qualitative study of college students found that participants
wanted parents to have more frequent and open conversa-
tions with them over time about sex, addressing topics such
as dating and relationships, protection methods and sexu-
ally transmitted diseases (Pariera & Brody, 2018). Another
qualitative study assessing emerging adults’ talk with their
parents about sex in their first and last year of college found
that participants at the end of college described their com-
munication with parents as more reciprocal and focused on
relationships over time and reported increased openness and
comfort with talk compared to their first year (Morgan et al.,
2010). With few exceptions, most studies of family sexual-
ity communication during emerging adult include primarily
White samples. Recent research identifies variation in how
families from different racial/ethnic backgrounds talk with
adolescents about sex and relationships (Flores & Barroso,
2017; Widman et al., 2013). Studies are needed that include
racially/ethnically diverse emerging adult samples.

While the timing of adolescents’ development varies, to
be effective in reducing adolescent sexual risk, sexuality
communication needs to adapt to each stage to fit teens’
social, emotional, and sexual development (Kirby, 2007).
For example, messages about delaying sex are protective
for early adolescents (Grossman et al., 2014), but are likely
to be ineffective for older teens who are already sexually
active. A quantitative study of college students found that
parents’ messages about sex changed after teens become
sexually active, becoming more focused on issues such
as how to choose a birth control method and recognizing
symptoms of STIs (Beckett et al., 2010). However, this
study only followed students for one year. A longitudinal
quantitative study which followed families from when
adolescents were 14—18 years old found little change over
time in parent-teen talk about sex, but family talk during
adolescence was predictive of safer sex behaviors at age
21. However, this study was not able to assess quality or
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nuanced variation within this communication (Padilla-
Walker, 2018). A further longitudinal study found low
levels of parent-teen communication over time (Padilla-
Walker et al., 2020). A paper based on earlier data from
this same sample found change in parents’ talk with their
teens about sex and relationships from early to middle ado-
lescence. For example, when teens were in middle school,
parents’ talk with their teens focused on limit-setting and
restrictions on dating, whereas when teens were in high
school, parents focused on how to engage in healthy rela-
tionships (Grossman et al., 2018). However, no studies of
family talk about sex include data which spans adolescence
and emerging adulthood.

Throughout adolescence, gender plays a key role in
family sexuality communication (Ritchwood et al., 2017;
Widman et al., 2016), although less is known about its role
during emerging adulthood. Both teens and parents may be
more likely to talk with same sex family members about
sexual issues (Caughlin et al., 2000; Wright, 2009). During
adolescence, the content of parent-teen talk about sex and its
associations with teens’ sexual behavior are shaped by teens’
gender (Deutsch & Crockett, 2016; Ritchwood et al., 2017,
Widman et al., 2016). The content of parent-teen communi-
cation often reflects gender-specific messages about sexual
behavior (Heisler, 2014; Manago et al., 2015; Shtarkshall
et al., 2007; Ward, 2003), such as parents’ greater likelihood
to talk with daughters than sons about postponing sex and
avoiding boys’ sexual advances (Kuhle et al., 2015). Parents
are also more likely to perceive their early adolescent daugh-
ters than sons as not ready to talk about sex (Grossman et al.,
2018). Studies are needed to explore whether and how the
role of gender in family communication about sex changes
over time and whether gender differences in communication
during adolescence extend into emerging adulthood.

Despite the critical changes in development, sexual behav-
ior, and parental relationships during emerging adulthood, little
research investigates continuity and change in parents’ commu-
nication with their children about sex. To our knowledge, this
is the first study to qualitatively explore parents’ experiences
of sexuality communication with their children over three time
points: early adolescence, middle adolescence, and emerging
adulthood. All analyses are exploratory. A prior paper used
data from this sample to assess similarities and differences in
parents’ perceptions of sexuality communication when teens
were in middle school and high school (Grossman et al., 2018).
The current paper focuses on a new wave of interview data
(after high school) for a sample of parents in the United States,
which compares parents’ perceptions of family talk about sex
when their children are emerging adults with early and middle
adolescence. It also explores the role of teen/emerging adult
gender in family talk about sex.
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Methods
Recruitment and Participants

This longitudinal interview sample consisted of parents of
adolescents recruited from three schools who participated
in a sex education evaluation study when the students were
in middle school. Get Real: Comprehensive Sex Educa-
tion That Works is a 3-year comprehensive sexuality com-
munication program developed by Planned Parenthood
League of Massachusetts which emphasizes delaying sex
while providing medically accurate information about pro-
tection. Researchers interviewed participating parents 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) (see Grossman et al., 2014 for more
information about school recruitment and consent). Parents
completing interviews at Time 1 and Time 2 were contacted
again 4 years later by phone, text, or email and asked to
complete an active consent form to participate in a Time 3
interview. Outreach to parents included multiple contacts
at various times of day and included all available contact
information provided by parents at previous waves of data
collection. Of the original 29 parents interviewed at Time 1,
18 parents completed the interview at Time 3, eight families
were unreachable, and three families declined to participate.
The analysis sample for this paper only includes parents who
completed interviews at all three waves. Fifteen parents met
this requirement. While the sample is small, it is comparable
to that of other qualitative longitudinal studies of adolescents
and families (e.g., Lipstein & Britto, 2015). Three parent
interviews were excluded from this sample, because the
parents did not complete interviews at all three time points.

At all three time points, the research team conducted
interviews over the phone. For the final sample who had
data at all three waves (N = 15), 14 participants completed
interviews in English, and one parent completed an inter-
view in Spanish. Interviews took 45-60 min and were
translated, when needed, and transcribed. Parents were
given $25 at Time 1 and Time 2, and $40 at Time 3 for
their participation in the study. Each parent was asked to
create a code name at Time 1 to protect their confidential-
ity; those pseudonyms are used here. At the end of each
interview parents were given a resource list with contact
information for organizations supporting youth and fam-
ily social, emotional, and sexual health. Human subjects’
approval was granted from The Institutional Review Board
at Wellesley College to conduct this work at each time
point (January 2011, December 2013, August 2018).

The current sample includes thirteen mothers and
two fathers. Close to half of this sample self-identified
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as Black/African American (47%) or as White/Caucasian
(47%), and 7% as Hispanic. Over a third of parents (38%)
graduated from college or received more training after
college, 27% had some college education and 33% had
graduated from high school or had some high school edu-
cation. Participants described their children as eight male
and seven female-identified. At Time 3, parents described
their emerging adult children as either working (56%) in
jobs such as food service and retail, or in college (44%),
which included trade school and four-year colleges.

Interview Protocol

Prior to interviews, participants were reminded of the pur-
pose of the study and told that they may feel a bit embar-
rassed or uncomfortable, and that they could choose not to
answer any questions. Interviews followed a semi-structured
format, with questions that addressed parents’ communica-
tion with their teens and emerging adults about sex and rela-
tionships at each time point. Specifically, we asked parents
about the content of their communication with their teens/
emerging adults, their comfort with this communication, and
their understanding and experiences of talking with their
teens/emerging adults about sexual issues. Interview ques-
tions were similar across all three time points. For content
of communication, interviewers stated, “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 [teen’s name]? Then I’1l ask you to try to remem-
ber a conversation you had about each topic.” To address
comfort, interviewers asked parents, “How comfortable are
you talking about sex and relationships with [teen’s name]?
What do you think makes it [comfortable/uncomfortable] for
you to talk with [teen’s name] about sex and relationships?”
Time 2 and Time 3 interviews included questions about
change over time in communication about sex and relation-
ships which were not included at Time 1. For example, at
Time 3 participants were asked about their comfort with talk
about sex, “Has that changed since [teen’s name] was in high
school? [If yes] why do you think this has changed?” Inter-
viewers at each time point included the PI and additional
interviewers. There was overlap in interviewers at each time
point, as well as interviewers unique to a specific wave of
data collection. The PI trained all interviewers to understand
the protocol and sample. To minimize bias, such as social
desirability related to interviewing participants over multiple
time points, the research team discussed bias in interview
training. Further, reliability checks included a team member
who did not conduct any of the project interviews. Prior to
each interview, interviewers were asked to review names
and background information for each participant such as
their family background, living status and names of family

members to avoid asking information already known to the
research team about participants and their families.

Analysis

Content analysis was used to systematically identify themes
in the interview transcripts (Patton, 2002). In the initial cod-
ing of transcripts, overarching themes were identified. These
were then discussed, revised, and named by the first and sec-
ond author. After a theme was identified, additional examples
were sought in other interviews. To explore continuity and
change in parents’ approaches to and discussion with their
teens about sex and relationships, the authors explored how
the same themes were addressed over three time points. To
ensure coding trustworthiness, the first and second authors
conducted reliability checks for coding, in which reliability
equals the number of agreements divided by the total of codes
(Miles & Huberman, 1994). The researchers coded data in
groups of five participants, discussing inconsistencies after
comparing each round of coding. The final intercoder reli-
ability of 95% represented a high-level agreement between
the two coders. The themes were not mutually exclusive, in
that one participant’s responses could generate more than
one code. NVivo 10.0 (QSR International, 2012) was used
to facilitate coding.

Results

The first three themes reflect parents’ experiences of and
approaches to talk with their children about sex and rela-
tionships: Reasons for sexuality communication, Comfort
(or discomfort) talking about sex, and Perceptions of chil-
dren’s engagement with family sexuality communication.
The final three themes focus on whether and how parents
talk with their teens about specific content areas: Talk about
dating and relationships, Talk about sexual risk and protec-
tion, and Talk about sexual behavior. To provide a window
into continuity and change in parents’ approaches to com-
munication with their children about sex and talk with their
children about sexual topics, the results provide examples
of individual parents’ responses over multiple time points.
In addition, the overall percentages of themes across the
group for each time point are reported. Table 1 includes the
overall percentages for each theme and subtheme across each
time point and Table 2 includes comparisons based on teen/
emerging adult gender.

Reasons for Talk
In the Reasons for sexuality communication theme, parents

described why they talked with their children about sex and
relationships. At Time 1 (73%, n=11) and Time 2 (60%,
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Table 1 Percentages of themes

across three waves of interviews Time 1 Time 2 Time 3
for all parents N All N All N All
Reasons for Talk
Why Talk 11 73% 9 60% 2 13%
Why Not Talk 6 40% 6 40% 11 73%
Parent Comfort
Parent Comfort 11 73% 14 93% 12 80%
Parent Discomfort 5 33% 0 0% 4 27%
Teen/Emerging Adult Engagement in Talk with Parents
Positive teen/emerging adult engagement 10 67% 10 67% 13 87%
Negative teen/emerging adult engagement 6 40% 9 60% 8 53%
Talk about Dating and Relationships 15 100% 14 93% 15 100%
Talk about Sexual Risk and Protection 14 93% 15 100% 14 93%
Talk about Sexual Behavior 11 73% 9 60% 10 67%

n=9), many parents described why they talked frequently
with their teens about sex and relationships compared to
fewer parents at Time 3 (13%, n=2). Parents’ descriptions
for why they talked with their children about sex had com-
mon themes across all three time points, often relating to
protecting teens from risk. However, parents’ descriptions
at Time 1 of their reasons for talk with their teens often
focused on preparing their children for future relationships
compared to addressing current relationships at Time 2 and
Time 3, with a focus at Time 3 on concrete and specific
issues related to teens’ current relationships and sexual
behavior. For example, Maria shared her reasons for talking
with her son about sex at Time 1 “I want my son to learn
from me before he learns from one of his friends in school,”
and at Time 2 “Now I can talk to him with more details than
before. Before I talked to him a little more limited for age,
but now the topics are broad.” At Time 3, Maria explained
why she talks with her son now, “He is now on another
level, he has his girlfriend, he is with her, he tells me that he
wants that intimacy with his girlfriend and the thing is a little
more different. There is no curiosity, it is already in another
stage, on a more adult stage.” Another mother, Susan, talked
about why she talks with her daughter about sex. At Time 1
she shared “She’s old enough for certain things and she’s a
teenager now, so I try to talk to her. Yeah, I think that was
the best time to talk to her. She’s not a young lady yet, but
it is soon. So I’m trying to prepare her.” At Time 2 Susan
shared, “I thought it was not necessary too much before
because she wasn’t really hooking up with people. But now
she’s more social and she’s going to be more adult now. She
wants to have a boyfriend, that’s when I know it’s probably
the time.” Finally, at Time 3 Susan shared why she talks with
her daughter about delaying pregnancy and avoiding STIs,
“Just to make sure she stays safe, like sexually protecting
herself from the STDs and pregnancy at a young age. She’s
21 and technically there are kids that have kids at that age,
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but I would want her to secure her future and be established
so she’s not struggling.”

At Time 3, parents often described reasons they had lit-
tle or no talk with their children about sex or relationships
(73%, n=11) as compared to Time 1 (40%, n=6) or Time
2 (40%, n=6). At Time 1 and Time 2, parents’ explanations
for no talk or little talk with teens about sex or relationships
focused on perceptions that teens lacked readiness to have
these conversations or were not interested or involved in sex
or relationships. In contrast, parents’ primary explanations
at Time 3 for not talking or low levels of talk with their
children related to teens’ growing maturity and experience
and relationship status. For example, Rose explained why
she did not talk to her daughter at Time 1, “We didn’t go
over details because she’s just waiting to get her period, so
she’s kind of like a little girl still.” At Time 2, Rose shared
about her daughter, “None of her friends have boyfriends so
I don’t think it’s um—I think once that starts happening, I'll
probably start opening up more conversations like that. But
right now it’s kind of like I know she’s not dating anybody or
seeing anybody because she’s home with us a lot. So I think
once that starts happening, I will talk more.” However, at
Time 3 Rose described why she rarely talks with her daugh-
ter about these issues, “I took her to get the birth control
pill and I’1l text her to say, ‘It’s here.” But I don’t really ask
her too much—since it is kind of a serious relationship, it’s
like I don’t...I think if it was more of a casual—you know,
just kind of starting dating and this and that, I would be
more inquisitive.” Another mother, Cara, talked about why
she rarely talked with her daughter at Time 1 “I really feel
like [my daughter] is far away, you know, from—from, you
know, from that. And I know she’s 13, but... um we just—I
just know she’s definitely far away from even dating or even
being out where—because we have um—how do I say this?
Me and my husband, you know, we make sure we know
where Sasha is at all times.” At Time 3, Cara discussed how
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Table 2 Percentages of themes across three waves of interviews by teen/emerging adulthood gender

Time 3

Time 2

Time 1

Female

N

Male

N

Female Teens

Male Teens N Female Teens N Male Teens N

N

Emerging
Adults

Emerging
Adults

Reasons for Talk

0%

25%

2
6

29%

2
3

88%

7
3

71%
71%

5
5

75%

6

1

Why Talk

5 71%

75%

13% 38% 43%

Why Not Talk
Parent Comfort

100%
29%

7
2

63%

5
2

100%
0%

7

88%
0%

7

100%
14%

7

50%

4
4

Teen/Emerging Adult Engagement in Talk with Parents

Parent Comfort

25%

1

50%

Parent Discomfort

100%
71%

7
5
7
6
4

75%

6
3
8
8
6

43%

3
4
6
7
3

88%

7
5
8
8
6

57%

4
3
7
6
4

75%

6

Positive teen/emerging adult engagement
Negative teen/emerging adult engagement 3

38%

57%

63%

43%

38%

100%
86%

100%
100%
75%

86%

100%
100%
75%

100%
86%

100%
100%
88%

8
8
7

Talk about Dating and Relationships

100%
43%

Talk about Sexual Risk and Protection

Talk about Sexual Behavior

57%

57%

her daughter’s learning from her recent pregnancy relates to
why she does not talk with her about sex, “I mean it doesn’t
come up often. I think she knows a lot. She learned a lot by
going through, you know, the woman’s clinic about, you
know, how to protect yourself from future pregnancies.”

Parent Comfort

This theme addresses parents’ comfort and discomfort in
talking with their teens about sex and relationships. At all
three time points, most parents described feeling comfort-
able talking with their children about sex and relationships
(Time 1: 73%, n=11, Time 2: 93%, n= 14, Time 3: 80%,
n=12). At Time 1, many parents described relative ease
in talking with their teens about sex. At Time 2 and Time
3, many parents described ways their comfort increased
over time, often due to their teens’ development and shift-
ing parent—child relationships. Susan’s responses show how
her comfort changed over time. At Time 1, Susan shared “I
would say very comfortable (talking with her daughter about
sex),” and at Time 2 she said, “[My daughter] reached her
age now that I’'m more comfortable with her.” At Time 3,
Susan shared about her daughter, “She’s opened up and I
opened up to her too. I think when she was in high school,
she was more shy or more—more private. She’s more
opened up now.” Other parents were similar in describing
their level of comfort across all three waves. For example,
at Time 1 Cordelia shared, “I don’t have any trouble talk-
ing to my kids about sex,” and at Time 2 she mentioned
she was “Very comfortable—pretty comfortable. I’'m not
embarrassed by the topic and I don’t want my kids to be
embarrassed by the topic, so they could say anything to me
and I would hope that I could say anything to them.” Lastly,
at Time 3 Cordelia said, “I’m pretty comfortable. I’'m not a
shy person about things. Like I’ve always—you know, I hate
the thing where menstruation is supposed to be something
you’re embarrassed about and you can’t—you can’t shop for
the things. I’ve always told my girls to be out in the open.
And similarly, I'm not—I"m not ashamed or embarrassed to
talk about these things.”

Some parents at Time 1 and Time 3 described discomfort
in talking with their children about sex (Time 1: 33%, n=>5,
Time 3: 27%, n=4), but no parents at Time 2 described
discomfort. Parents’ descriptions of discomfort often related
to feeling ill at ease discussing sex, with some parents at
Time 3 focusing on the role of gender in their discomfort.
For example, Jada shared her discomfort in talking with her
son at Time 1, “I’m still somewhat uncomfortable... to me
it’s more the awkwardness of finding the right words at the
right time. But, you know, the sigh of relief is, no matter how
uncomfortable I am, I'm willing to do it” and her decreased
comfort talking with her son about sex as he got older, “I
think I pulled back more...It was definitely a gender thing.
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Because with my daughter I still talk to her about things
like that (Time 3).” A father, Rian, explained his daughter’s
openness at Time 1 made him uncomfortable, “Um she’ll
just randomly ask like how old was I, or what age you think
is too young. Like you know, those are the kind of questions
verbatim that’s been asked. You know, and it kind of throws
me off. But I do appreciate that um, you know, it’s open
enough to ask me something like that,” and at Time 3 some
conversations about sex were still outside of his comfort
zone, “no, because it’s still—you know, even though I'm
comfortable, it’s probably to a certain extent.”

Teen/Emerging Adult Engagement in Talk
with Parents

The third theme, Perceptions of children’s experiences of
talk about sex, explores how parents view their children’s
responses to talking with them about sex and relationships.
It includes subthemes of Positive Engagement and Negative
Engagement. Most parents at all 3 time points described
their children’s Positive Engagement in conversations about
sex (67%,n=10 at Time 1, and 67%, n=10 at Time 2, 87%,
n=13 at Time 3), particularly at Time 3. Time 1 parent
responses often focused on teens expressing positive engage-
ment by asking questions. At Time 2 and Time 3, parents
often commented that their children seemed open and com-
fortable with conversations about sex. For example, Jada at
Time 1 talked about the questions her son asked about sex,
“[My son] has actually asked me what fellatio is because of
that book that I bought him...so the book has actually been a
really good tool for us. It actually forced me talk and I think
they get a broader picture, and I think that they don’t—it’s
not taboo for them anymore.” At Time 2 Jada described her
son’s response to her communication, “He kind of listens
and just doesn’t say anything. It’s like he’s putting it in his
pocket somewhere, and maybe he’ll use it someday.” At
Time 3, Jada explains, “he’ll occasionally talk about when
they have—you know, when they’re [he and his girlfriend]
having disagreements or um, you know, um if he feels like
he’s, you know, being too smothered—that type of thing.”
Another mother, Alex described her son’s engagement when
they talked about sexually transmitted infections at Time 1,
“I was like, ‘That’s the way that you can catch something
that you can never, ever, ever get rid of because there’s no
medicine for it.” He was like ‘For real?’ I was like, ‘Yeah, for
real.”” At Time 3, Alex described her son’s response when
she talks with him about sex, “He got comfortable as he got
a little older.”

Parents’ descriptions of their children’s Negative Engage-
ment with conversations about sex and relationships were sim-
ilar over time, with close to half of parents describing negative
engagement from their children (Time 1: 40%, n=6, Time
2: 60%, n=9, Time 3: 53%, n=8). At all three time points,
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parents’ descriptions of their children’s disengagement often
included avoiding conversations, eye-rolling and perceived
embarrassment. Cara described how her daughter responded
to their conversations about dating at Time 1, “I talk to her
about really I don’t want her dating in high school. She just
gives me a look.” At Time 2, Cara shared how her daughter
responds to conversations related to delaying sex, “Well I want
to teach her actually to wait because when you’re young you
can make um, you know, wrong decisions. I mean I hope she
listens to me. You know? I got a good feeling she does, but she
puts on an act. You know, sometimes she puts on, you know,
she don’t want to tell me, you know, because she’s at that
teenage stage where she thinks she knows everything.” Lastly,
at Time 3, Cara talked about how her daughter has other peo-
ple she can ask for help when she feels uncomfortable, “It
might be uncomfortable for her to talk to me totally about
everything. Which I’'m happy she has other people besides
me...because I'm her mom still and it’s like, ‘Oh mom,” you
know?” At Time 1 Jasmine talks about her daughter’s reac-
tions to her conversations about sex, “We talk about it all the
time, and I always talk about it, you know, if we’re watching
movies and something comes on. You know, she’s always like,
‘Ew mom, that’s nasty.”” Jasmine shared similar experiences
at Time 2, “She’ll say, ‘Ma, I already know. I already know’”
and Time 3, “I guess she’s older now and whatever. And every
thing I do—1 talk to her, I try to talk to her about every little
thing or whatever...and she’ll be like, ‘I know, Ma.””.

Talk About Dating and Relationships

The first content theme, Talk about dating and relation-
ships, showed high levels of talk at all three time points
(Time 1: 100%, n=15, Time 2: 93%, n= 14, Time 3: 100%,
n=15). However, the focus of conversations shifted at each
time point. At Time 1, conversations centered on rules for
dating and relationships. At Time 2, communication often
addressed teens’ interest or involvement in dating and rela-
tionships. At Time 3, conversations often focused on actual
relationships, rather than waiting for their children to date
or exploring new relationships and parents often described
conversations that addressed their children’s current relation-
ships, how to manage them, and giving advice about what
is healthy and unhealthy within those relationships. Kevi
at Time 1 described her conversations with her son about
dating, “I think right now it’s that he’s too young. And I—/
say about 15. But there’s no um set rule. But that’s what I
suggested to him.” At Time 2, Kevi described a conversa-
tion with her son about his involvement in relationships, “I
always tell him how to have respect for his girlfriend and
it will come back to him as well, and never to be in a bad
relationship.” At Time 3, Kevi described how she talked
to her son about his relationship “I always say, you know,
‘A relationship goes both ways. You both have to give and
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take. And you know, if you’re feeling like things aren’t going
right, then you guys need to break apart.” Cordelia shared
her experiences talking with her daughter about dating at
Time 1, “I think it’s premature now, they’re 13. I tell them
I don’t know the number because I don’t know how mature
they’re going to be at age X. So I’d rather not put an age out
there until I see them at that age,” and their conversations
about relationships at Time 2, ““We’re constantly having dis-
cussions about their feelings—they find this one attractive,
they find that one attractive.” At Time 3, the conversation
shifted to focus on her daughter’s current relationship and
her response when her daughter wanted to move in with her
boyfriend, “And I tell her, you know, ‘If you get yourself into
this situation where you’re living with this guy and he’s abu-
sive but you have nowhere to go and you have no economic
choices, then you’re going to be screwed.””

Talk About Sexual Risk and Protection

This theme showed high levels of communication across all
three time points, with Time 1 at 93% (n=14), Time 2 at
100% (n=15), and 93% (n=14) at Time 3. Some aspects
of talk were similar across all three time points, with a
consistent focus for many parents on delaying pregnancy
and using condoms. However, at Time 1 and Time 2, par-
ents’ conversations with their teens were often hypothetical
and focused on preparation for future relationships. A new
focus in Time 3 was conversations exploring and planning
for parenthood. Maria described conversations with her son
at Time 1, “Yes, this one time I was at the store. And I was
standing where they sell the contraceptives. He looked at
them and he started to laugh with his little cousin who is the
same age as him. So I told him ‘It’s fine to laugh, but this is
no laughing matter. You have to look at this like as a serious
matter. This is something normal that people use in order to
prevent pregnancy, to keep from ending up pregnant.’ that’s
what I told him.” At Time 2 Maria shared, “Yes. I’ve told
him that when he feels like he’s ready, that he let me know
and I’ll take him to the hospital or to talk to his father so
that he can get him condoms and that. But he tells me, ‘Oh
Mommy, I’m not thinking about that now. I want to finish
my studies first and the girls are crazy.”” At Time 3 Maria
describes how her son is now thinking about parenthood,
“He asks me what is the most appropriate age to have chil-
dren, we talk a lot about that, and he tells me that in three or
four years, he says he has to have his first son. He wants to be
stable, wants to get married first and then have a child.” Lynn
describes her engagement with her son about teen pregnancy
at Time 1, “I remember watching the American Teenage
show... and this one couple, the girl is pregnant, the boy
thinks he’s supposed to do the right thing, so he decides to
marry her... And then his father, the boy’s father, decides
instead of paying for a wedding, he would like to buy them a

condo. And so they were very, very excited and now they’re
starting to pick out um colors to paint the walls in the condo.
And when that show was over, I just had a down-to-earth
conversation with both of the kids. I was like, ‘Nobody is
buying you a condo if you get anybody pregnant.” (Laughs)
‘And I am not raising anybody else’s children.”” At Time
2, Lynn shared, “” My son just pulled a condom out of his
back pocket. And we were like, “Why do you have that?
Where did you get that?” And he was like, “‘What? I always
carry a condom.” And I was like, ‘Really?’ But it turns out
we were at a street fair that day and they were handing them
out, so that’s funny. And I did have an opportunity to tell
him that they have expiration dates and he needs to look at
them to make sure that if he ever needs to use one that it’s
not expired.” At Time 3, Lynn described talk with her son
about future parenthood, “He doesn’t seem to be somebody
that wants to have children because of the future of climate
change. But he has mentioned more than once that he would
be willing to adopt.”

Talk About Sexual Behavior

The final content theme, Talk about sexual behavior,
addresses how parents talk with their children about sexual
activity, such as conversations about delaying sex or talk
about teens’ sexual relationships. The majority of parents
at all three time points addressed sexual behavior (Time 1:
73%, n=11, Time 2: 60%, n=9, Time 3: 67%, n=10), but
as with talk about STIs and pregnancy, parents’ discussions
with teens at Time 1 and Time 2 were often more hypotheti-
cal and future-based than their conversations at Time 3, as
well as more focused on delaying sex. At Time 3, parents
focused more on how to manage sex within the context of
relationships. Rose explained what she told her daughter
about sex at Time 1, “I want her to be in love, not to feel
cheap or any of that type of thing. I want her to be really
ready.” At Time 2, Rose described, “I think she feels not
ready but I haven’t asked her. I think it scares her, to tell
you the truth. I mean just the whole, you know, relationship
thing—being close to somebody like that. Because right now
it’s like—it’s not—it’s just in her place—I mean it’s not her
time. But going off to college, I feel like I'm going to have
to prepare her more.” Lastly, at Time 3 Rose talked about her
daughter’s sexual behavior in her current relationship, “She
told me like she wasn’t ready [for sex] and he [her boyfriend]
was understanding about it.” Kevi described her response
when her son asked when he was old enough to have sex at
Time 1, “He actually asked me one time when was the right
age. And I said, ‘It’s not more of an age, it’s more when
you’re in love with somebody.”” At Time 2, Kevi described
conversations she had with her son about having sex, “I gave
examples of people that have had sex—unprotected sex—
and have had babies, um whether it be somebody in our
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neighborhood or whatever, and just how much responsibil-
ity it is and I don’t think they really think of it before and
it’s something that you really, really have got to think about
because it’s for the rest of your life.” Finally at Time 3, Kevi
described a conversation with her son about exploring sex
in new relationships, “When he and his girlfriend broke up
this year, I just said to him, ‘All I ask is that you don’t jump
right into a relationship—you take some time. And when
you are jumping into it, take every consideration into wait-
ing to have sex.””

Role of Teen/Emerging Adult Gender in Family Talk

This section provides preliminary findings for the role of
teen gender in family communication about sex, both quali-
tatively (parents’ responses which reflected on the role of
gender) and quantitively (frequency of responses based on
parents with male and female teen/emerging adult children).
As the sample is primarily mothers, analyses did not address
parent gender. For the thirteen mothers in the sample, seven
had children who identified as female and six as male. For
the two fathers in the sample, one father had a child who
self-identified as male and one as female. Given small
numbers of parents of male and female emerging adults in
this sample, results address tendencies rather than statisti-
cal differences. Only one theme, Parent Comfort, showed
responses where parents consistently addressed gender as
playing a role in their experience of talk about sex. At Time
3, several parents’ explanations for their own discomfort
with talk about discussing sexual topics with their children
addressed discomfort talking with their children who iden-
tify with a different gender from themselves, with a focus
on mothers’ reported discomfort talking with their male
children.

For themes focused on the process of family communi-
cation about sex, the percent of parents who addressed dif-
ferent themes often varied based on their children’s gender
(see Table 2) as well as by time point. For Reasons for Talk,
patterns suggested that at Time 2 and Time 3, parents more
often described why they talked with their male than female
children, while parents appeared more likely to share why
they did not talk with female teens at Time 1. For Parent
Comfort, parents tended to report comfort talking with their
female compared to male children about sex, which was evi-
dent at all three time points. Parents also tended to express
more discomfort taking with male than female teens at Time
1. For Teen/Emerging Adult Engagement in Talk with Par-
ents, parents tended to describe both positive and negative
engagement with talk for male and female teens.

Themes focused on content of talk with parents showed
more consistency than process themes across parents of male
and female children. The likelihood of parents’ reported talk
with male and female children appeared similar for Talk
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about Dating and Relationships and Talk about Pregnancy
and STIs. However, parents seemed more likely to report
talk with their male than female children about sexual behav-
ior at all three time points.

Discussion

Findings across the three waves of data suggest that parent—
child talk about sex and relationships is not limited to
adolescence. While each stage brings shifts to the content
and process of sexuality communication, the communica-
tion continues. These results fit with an understanding that
emerging adulthood can be a time of connection and mutual-
ity with parents, who continue to be key sources of support
for their children (Koepke & Denissen, 2012).

However, parents also described less need to talk with
their emerging adulthood children about sex, based on their
children’s growing maturity and knowledge, reflecting an
awareness of their children’s development. Parents’ reasons
for talk also shifted with each time point, moving from prep-
aration for relationships, to relationship exploration, to con-
crete issues and decision-making in more serious relation-
ships. These changes in how parents talk with their children
about sex and relationships reflect developmental stages of
adolescent and emerging adult relationships (Arnett, 2000;
Kirby, 2007), suggesting that parents’ communication with
their children adapted to reflect their children’s changing
needs and relationships contexts.

Most parents described comfort talking with their chil-
dren about sex and relationships, particularly at Time 2 and
Time 3. Parents described growing comfort with talk as their
teens matured and they grew accustomed to their own roles
in addressing sexual issues, which may reflect strengthen-
ing parent—child relationships during emerging adulthood
(Koepke & Denissen, 2012). More parents described dis-
comfort at Time 1 and 3 than Time 2. Discomfort at Time
1 may reflect parents’ perceptions that it is more difficult to
talk with younger than older teens about sex (Coffelt, 2010)
and parents’ concerns that younger children may not be
mature enough for these conversations (Pluhar et al., 2008;
Tobey et al., 2011). Emerging adulthood marks the end of
adolescence, which may lead to less clarity about parents’
roles in talk with their children about sex. In contrast, par-
ents may feel clear about the importance of their roles in
talking during middle adolescence about sex. Parents’ expla-
nations for discomfort also tied to their children’s gender,
with some mothers describing discomfort talking with their
male children about sex and relationships. It may be that
the time of transition between adolescence and adulthood
raised more questions for parents about how to talk with
children from a different gender about sexual issues. Given
that most of our sample is mothers, it would be useful in



Sexuality Research and Social Policy (2023) 20:216-229

225

future research to investigate parental comfort and discom-
fort among father-daughter and father-son pairs.

Parents described their children’s ongoing positive
engagement over time in talk about sex. At Time 1, parents
described teens’ engagement in the form of asking ques-
tions, while their descriptions at Time 2 and Time 3 focused
on their children’s increasing openness and comfort in talk-
ing about sex and relationships. Parents described their
children’s negative engagement in similar ways over time,
including eye rolls, verbal push-back, and avoidance. Over-
lap in parents’ descriptions of their children’s positive and
negative engagement at each time point suggests that chil-
dren’s responses to talk about sex is not monolithic. Their
disengagement may reflect discomfort in discussing sexual
issues, while their engagement may reflect a wish to under-
stand and discuss these topics. Teens’ patterns of engage-
ment and disengagement may also reflect their emotional
lability at different developmental stages. These findings
suggest that a teen’s avoidance of talk in one moment does
not necessarily signal a lack of interest in talking about sex
or suggest that a teen will not respond to a conversation at
another time. Parents need to show persistence and tolerance
of their teens’ mixed messages about these conversations,
and look for opportunities when their teens may be open to
talking about sexual issues.

Parents’ reports showed that conversations with their chil-
dren at all three time points often addressed topics of sex and
relationships, suggesting that issues of sex and relationships
remain a focus of conversations across multiple stages of
adolescent and emerging adult development. However, the
content of conversations shifted over time, with a growing
focus on specific relationships and situations as children
got older. This shift occurred across all three content areas:
dating and relationships, risk and protection, and sexual
behavior. At Time 1 and Time 2, parents described a focus
on preparing their children for sex and relationships, laying
out ground rules, and exploring hypothetical situations.
In contrast, at Time 3 parents described discussions with
their emerging adult children about how to address specific
relationship and sexual situations. At Time 3, parents also
described a new focus on planning for parenthood, such as
discussing when to have children, which has been little docu-
mented in prior research. Rather than a primary focus on
delaying sex, which is a key message parents share with their
adolescent children (e.g., Elliott, 2010; Manago et al., 2015),
the focus during emerging adulthood on planning for parent-
hood suggests a major transition in parenting roles as parents
shift from a risk prevention focus to one that involves sup-
port for navigation of new developmental roles. Exploration
of this shifting parental focus would be a productive area for
future research, which could also be used to guide parents’
ongoing conversations about this topic. The changes in par-
ents’ talk about sex and relationships suggest that parents

adapt their talk to fit the developmental issues facing their
children at different time points, consistent with findings that
parents’ sexual messages shift after teens became sexually
active (Beckett et al., 2010). They also suggest the ongoing
relevance of parents in providing support and feedback to
their children into early adulthood.

As found in multiple studies (Bulat et al., 2016; Deutsch
& Crockett, 2016; Widman et al., 2016), gender plays a role
in the content and process of talk about sex and relation-
ships. This study suggests that the role of teen and emerg-
ing adult gender changes over time and may be particularly
relevant for how and why parents and their children engage
with each other about sexual topics. While parents’ explicit
focus on gender was limited to their descriptions of com-
fort and discomfort talking with their children about sex,
the data suggest some gendered patterns in communication
processes over time. Parents’ focus on reasons for not talk-
ing with teens at Time 1 largely reflected their lack of talk
with daughters. This may relate to gendered ideas about
girls’ readiness to talk about sexual issues and a perceived
need to protect them from talk about sex and relationships
(Grossman et al., 2018). Parents reported higher comfort
with female children at Time 1 and Time 3, but not Time
2 may reflect parents’ clarity described earlier in the dis-
cussion at the importance of talking with all teens dur-
ing middle adolescence. Perceptions of risk for their male
children at this developmental period and their need to
actively address sexual issues may over-ride their discom-
fort in talking with opposite gender teens. Consistent with
this reasoning, parents were most likely to describe both
positive and negative engagement from their male teens at
Time 2, suggesting that middle adolescence may be a time
when parents are actively reaching out to talk with their
sons about sex and relationships, with a mixed reception.
Content of communication was relatively consistent across
teens’ and emerging adults’ gender, although parents were
more likely to describe talk about sexual behavior with
male than female children across all three waves, which
may reflect traditional gender role socialization, as stud-
ies show that parents often focus more on sexual behavior
with their sons while avoiding talk about sex or focusing
on abstinence messages with their daughters (e.g., Kuhle
et al., 2015).

Most research on parents’ talk with their children about
sex and relationships and its effects on sexual risk behavior
focuses on adolescence (e.g., Guilamo-Ramos et al., 2012;
Widman et al., 2016). This paper adds to a growing body of
research which indicates that parents’ roles in talking with
their children about sex extend beyond adolescence (Fletcher
et al., 2015; Morgan et al., 2010; Pariera & Brody, 2018).
This study suggests that at least from parents’ perspectives,
communication continues into emerging adulthood. Fur-
ther, parents’ changing descriptions of conversations over
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time suggest their capacities to change and adapt to fit the
changing needs and developmental stages of their children.
Rather than ending communication about sex and relation-
ships after adolescence, parents may have potential to sup-
port and guide their children beyond this period.

This study’s findings show continuity of parental engage-
ment with teens in talk about sex and relationships over time,
even as the content and process shifted. While not directly
assessed by this study, conversations these parents had with
their early adolescent children may have laid the ground-
work for their ongoing communication about sexual issues.
The US Department of Health and Human Services (2021)
recommends that parents talk with their children about sex
“early and often” addressing the issues and questions that
come with each stage of development. It may also be help-
ful for parents to build their own comfort with talking about
sex when their teens are young, since teens may push back
against these conversations when they become sexually
active, for fear parents will judge them or worry about their
sexual behavior (Crohn, 2010).

Quantitative studies are needed to assess whether and
how parent—child conversations continue to support health
and reduce risky sexual behaviors into emerging adulthood.
Longitudinal qualitative studies with larger and more rep-
resentative samples would also provide a more complete
picture of continuity and change in family communication
about sex and relationships. In addition, future research
which includes matched pairs of parents and their emerging
adult children would bring a more holistic picture of fam-
ily communication, and could investigate whether and how
emerging adults view family communication about sex dif-
ferently from their parents, as findings show for adolescents
(Atienzo et al., 2015; Grossman et al., 2017). Regardless of
the approach, assessment of talk with parents about sex and
its relationships with emerging adults’ health must reflect
the changing content of talk with parents and expectations
for emerging adult health and development.

There are several limitations of this paper. First, this sam-
ple primarily consists of parents who are highly engaged in
conversations with their children about sex. These families’
participation in a comprehensive sex education program
when their teens were in middle school, which included
activities to support parent-teen communication, may have
increased parent-teen talk about sex and relationships.
Future research would benefit from inclusion of parents in
longitudinal research who talk less or do not talk at all with
their teens about sex and relationships during adolescence.
This is also a small sample, particularly when split by teen
gender, so results should be considered preliminary. How-
ever, this longitudinal sample’s unique data, investigating
communication over eight years of adolescent and emerg-
ing adult development, suggests that it contributes to our
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understanding of family communication, despite the small
sample size. Several parents from our original sample did
not complete interviews at all three time points, largely
because family contact information had changed, and some
families were unreachable at later waves of the study. These
parents showed some demographic differences from parents
who completed all three waves of interviews. To explore
family communication longitudinally, only parents who
completed all three waves of interviews were included in
the current analysis. In addition, there were only two fathers
in this study.

Mothers are more likely to talk with their teens about
sex and relationships and are the focus of most research on
sexuality communication (Widman et al., 2016). However,
research suggests that fathers can play an important role in
this communication (Guilamo-Ramos et al., 2012; Wright,
2009), and future studies would be strengthened by a greater
focus on father-teen sexuality communication. This study
consists of a sample that is diverse in terms of participants’
racial/ethnic background and education background and
achievement, which is a strength of this research. However,
given the small sample size and the multiple racial/ethnic
groups included, we were unable to explore similarities and
differences across these groups. Given variation in family
sexuality communication across racial and ethnic groups
(Malacane & Beckmeyer, 2016; Wright, 2009), future
research would benefit from following individual racial/eth-
nic groups over time or comparing communication across
groups. Further, with few exceptions (Flores & Barroso,
2017), little research investigates the role of social class in
family sexuality communication, which would be a useful
area of exploration in future research. Despite these limita-
tions, this in-depth exploration of parents’ experiences of
and perspectives on family sexuality communication over
three time points provides a unique window into parents’
perspectives on family sexuality communication over mul-
tiple stages of adolescent and emerging adult development.

Research on family talk about sex documents the impor-
tance of ongoing parent—child conversations beyond “the
talk” to support teens’ sexual health (Guilamo-Ramos et al.,
2012; Widman et al., 2016), although most parents report
only one or few conversations with their teens about sex
(Padilla-Walker, 2018). This study’s findings extend that
framework to suggest a continuing role for parent—child
talk throughout young people’s development. However,
parents may face challenges when their comfort or lack of
it, and their children’s engagement in conversations about
sex and relationships, may not always fit together smoothly.
Research suggests that parents struggle with both teens’
resistance to talking about sex and their own discomfort
with these conversations (Elliott, 2010). For parents, this
may require patience as their children may show avoidance



Sexuality Research and Social Policy (2023) 20:216-229

227

of or negative responses to parents’ efforts to talk with
them about sex and relationships, as well as tolerance of
their own discomfort with these conversations, which may
vary over the course of development.

On a policy level, most school-based sex education pro-
grams which include parent involvement focus on middle
school or high school-age youth (Marseille et al., 2018;
Santa Maria et al., 2015). Whereas programs for emerging
adults which support family engagement may not be realis-
tic, existing sex education programs would benefit from a
focus on the changing needs of adolescents and emerging
adults as they develop, and the ongoing role of parents
in supporting their children’s health beyond adolescence.
Programs which provide online guidance for parent-teen
communication could add a component that addresses an
ongoing role for parents beyond adolescence. While the
health benefits of teen-parent communication are clear
(Grossman et al., 2014; Secor-Turner et al., 2011; Widman
et al., 2016), more resources are needed that recognize
health-promoting roles that parents can play across their
children’ development. Specifically, parents may need
guidance as to how to understand family sexuality commu-
nication as a process that spans their child’s development,
and to adapt the content and process of family sexuality
communication as their children develop.

Conclusion

This study’s findings support an understanding of parent-
ing roles as ongoing during emerging adulthood as most
families continued to talk about sex and relationships. In
this study, parents adapted their communication with teens
to reflect their development over time. Overall, these find-
ings suggest that emerging adulthood may provide new
opportunities for parents and their children to talk in
open and connected ways about sexual topics. Our find-
ings for ongoing family sexuality communication suggest
that supports for parent—child talk about sex and relation-
ships should not be limited to adolescence. This study can
encourage parents to maintain a health-promoting role by
continuing to talk and engage with their teens into emerg-
ing adulthood. It can also inform sex-education programs
as to the need to continue health education beyond adoles-
cence and into early adulthood.
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