
and adolescents’ condom use is not me-
diated by discussions between teenagers
and their partners about sex.

These findings underscore the impor-
tance of examining both the content and
the process of parent-teenager communi-
cation about sex to arrive at a more com-
plete understanding of how that com-
munication affects teenagers’ sexual
behavior. Our results differ somewhat
from those of earlier research,24 but the dis-
crepancies may be explained by the ear-
lier study’s failure to assess the commu-
nication process and by important
differences in the types of variables mea-
sured and in the way they were measured.

The findings have implications for the
prevention of HIV, other STDs and preg-
nancy among teenagers. Parent-teenager
discussions about sex are associated with
teenagers’ safer sex behavior, including
delayed initiation of sexual activity and
increased condom use;25 therefore, pro-
grams that increase parent-teenager com-
munication about sex may be effective
prevention tools. Our work indicates that
an important component of such pro-
grams would be the inclusion of commu-
nication skills training for parents. Obvi-
ously, parents need to know what
messages are developmentally appropri-
ate for their children; our data indicate that
they also need to know how to talk with
their children. Parents’ manner of com-
municating with their children can influ-
ence the extent to which youngsters hear
the message.26

Our research had some limitations.
First, the sample comprised only members
of racial or ethnic minorities, and partic-
ipants were not recruited in a systematic
manner; thus, the sample may not be rep-
resentative of all teenagers or even of teen-
agers in the geographic areas in which the
study was conducted. In addition, the way
in which the sample was recruited may
have caused the more motivated and
more stable mother-adolescent pairs to
volunteer to participate, so we may have
the “cream of the crop” of the sampling
frame. Even so, the adolescents included
in our analyses had engaged in a consid-
erable level of risk behavior; in addition,
black and Hispanic youth are at increased
risk for STDs and therefore are an impor-
tant population to study and target for in-
tervention.

A further limitation is that the data were
obtained from the teenagers’ reports, and
this restricts the extent to which parental
responsiveness can be studied. Observing
parents and teenagers communicating
about sex and sexual risk would be use-

risk discussions were not significantly as-
sociated with either measure of condom
use. Thus, in sum, the parent-teenager
communication factors predicted condom
use in the same manner that they predict-
ed partner communication.

Finally, to determine whether the asso-
ciation between parent-teenager com-
munication and condom use was medi-
ated by teenager-partner communication,
we repeated the regression analyses, with
communication with the partner includ-
ed as a predictor. The results (Table 3) were
substantially the same as those from the
earlier analyses, indicating that the rela-
tionship between parent-teenager com-
munication and condom use is direct and
independent.

Discussion
We have found that parent-teenager com-
munication about sexuality and about sex-
ual risks may promote teenagers’ discus-
sions with their partners about sex, but
only when parents communicate with
their teenagers in a skilled and open man-
ner. Similarly, parent-teenager communi-
cation may encourage teenagers to use
condoms, but only if parents are skilled,
comfortable and open in discussions
about sexuality and risks related to sexu-
al behavior. Moreover, the association be-
tween parent-teenager communication

ful in corroborating our findings. Third,
the construct of parental responsiveness—
used here to describe openness and skill
in discussing topics related to sexuality
and sexual risk—needs to be refined. More
refined measures of the components of re-
sponsiveness may show that they inde-
pendently influence teenagers’ behavior.

As evidence based on broader samples
and more refined measures accrues re-
garding the importance of the parent-teen-
ager communication process in deter-
mining teenagers’ sexual risk behavior,
such evidence must be incorporated into
HIV prevention strategies. 
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Table 2. Regression coefficients showing ef-
fects of parent-teenager communication vari-
ables on teenagers’ condom use at most
recent intercourse and on teenagers’ lifetime
condom use, by type of parent-teenager com-
munication

Type of communication b SE
and variable

CONDOM USE AT RECENT SEX
Sexuality
Sexuality discussions –.017 .060
Responsiveness .063* .030
Sexuality x responsiveness .052*** .015
χ2(4)=19.02, p<.001

Risk
Risk discussions .147 .010
Responsiveness .066* .030
Risk x responsiveness .070** .023
χ2(4)=16.68, p<.001

LIFETIME CONDOM USE
Sexuality
Sexuality discussions .009 .037
Responsiveness .028 .018
Sexuality x responsiveness .023** .008
F (3, 358)=4.12, p<.006

Risk
Risk discussions .091 .063
Responsiveness .029 .018
Risk x responsiveness .032** .013
F (3, 358)=3.96, p<.008

*p≤.05. **p≤.01. ***p≤.001. Note: SE=standard error.

Table 3. Regression coefficients showing
effects of parent-teenager communication
variables and teenager-partner communica-
tion on teenagers’ condom use at most recent
intercourse and on teenagers’ lifetime condom
use, by type of parent-teenager communica-
tion

Type of communication b SE
and variable

CONDOM USE AT RECENT SEX
Sexuality
Partner communication .105 .080
Sexuality discussions –.042 .062
Responsiveness .064* .030
Sexuality x  responsiveness .050*** .016
χ2(5)=20.47, p<.001

Risk
Partner communication .071 .079
Risk discussions .121 .102
Responsiveness .066* .030
Risk x responsiveness .066** .023
χ2(5)=16.23, p=.006

LIFETIME CONDOM USE
Sexuality
Partner communication .135** .049
Sexuality discussions –.019 .037
Responsiveness .029 .017
Sexuality x responsiveness .020** .008
F (4, 355)=4.97, p<.001

Risk
Partner communication .123* .049
Risk discussions .054 .063
Responsiveness .028 .017
Risk x responsiveness .026* .013
F (4, 355)=4.70, p<.001

*p=.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. Note: SE=standard error. 


