
Analyses of the combined sample suggest that the more

a stepfather cares about his stepchild, the less the

adolescent’s disposition toward having sex may be,

whereas the more the two attend public entertainment

events together (e.g., movies or sporting events), the

more positive the disposition. In separate analyses by

gender, however, no specific aspect of involvement

significantly predicted disposition toward sex among

males, and participation in religious activity with step-

fathers was associated with negative disposition among

females. Thus, few specific activities are especially impor-

tant predictors of the association between stepfather

involvement and sexual attitudes. However, in conjunc-

tionwith the prior analyses, these results suggest that the

combination of these activities and the underlying level

of involvement they represent is important for males. In

contrast, for females overall, stepfather involvement is

unrelated to attitudes toward sex, but the specific act of

attendinga religious serviceoreventwith their stepfather is

related to their sexual attitudes. These results, then, seem

to underscore the importance of religiosity for females.

DISCUSSION

Our results show that the aspects of family context that

are central to adolescents’ sexual attitudes differ by

gender. For males, greater stepfather involvement is

associated with less motivation to have sex, but for

females, the association is nonsignificant. Females’ atti-

tudes toward sexual activity are related to religiosity and

mothers’ attitudes toward teenage sex. The role of

religiosity is so important for females that the only

significant association between stepfather involvement

and females’ sexual attitudes is for participation in

religious activities with one’s stepfather.

Although we have not explicitly tested the family

control, family culture and family involvement schemes

against one another, the results suggest that family

involvement may be more closely associated with teen-

agers’ sexual attitudes than family structure. There is an

important exception to this assertion: One potential

proxy for parental control—the duration of the step-

father’s presence in the household—was significant

among male adolescents, and the coefficient estimate

indicates that it had a modest association with the

outcome. Nonetheless, when the findings regarding step-

father involvement are considered in context with other

work,27,28,40,41 they suggest that the association between

parental authority and teenage sexuality may be deter-

mined less by family structures and the duration of such

structures thanby intrahousehold, interpersonal relation-

ship dynamics that vary according to gender.

Thestrengthofour research, therefore, lies in its focuson

both gender and the nonbiological family context. That is,

research often treats the stepfamily household as an issue

of structure, rather thanone of context.Herewedo just the

opposite; in so doing, we address calls for greater attention

to family processes55 while expanding upon the studies

that have focused on the biological parent-child relation-

ship.1,8,11,12We illustrate that context not onlymatters, but

matters in gender-specific ways, corroborating the litera-

ture that indicates males benefit more from the presence

of a stepfather than do females.51,52

This study was limited to examining the association

between stepfather-stepchild relationships and the step-

child’s attitudes toward engaging in sex. Because the

influence of the stepfamily context on teenage sexuality is

understudied, an examination of the effect of stepfather

involvement on adolescents’ attitudes was a plausible

starting place. Now that we have established a link

between involvement and attitudes, future research may

seek to disentangle any direct or indirect relationships

among stepfather involvement, teenagers’ attitudes and

a variety of sexual behaviors (e.g., initiation, number of

partners, use of birth control and protection against

disease transmission). Such work would build upon the

findings presented here as well as those studies that have

focused on the link between attitudes and behaviors.15–19

Additional research should also conduct parallel anal-

yses among households with stepmothers. More broadly,

similar research on adolescent outcomeswill benefit from

investigating the relative merits of the family control,

family culture and family involvement perspectives by

comparing associations with involvement across a variety

of family structures and cultures. More attention should

be paid to variations within family type and the factors

TABLE 3. Coefficients from linear regression analyses of the association between se-
lected characteristics and adolescents’ disposition toward having sex, by gender

Characteristic Model 1 Model 2

Males Females Males Females

Latino 0.07 (0.09) 0.14 (0.09) 0.00 (0.08) 0.13 (0.09)

Black 0.15 (0.12) 0.06 (0.10) 0.15 (0.11) 0.05 (0.10)

Age 0.02 (0.03) –0.01 (0.03) 0.02 (0.03) –0.01 (0.03)

Grades –0.11* (0.06) –0.02 (0.05) –0.09 (0.05) –0.03 (0.05)

Religiosity –0.08 (0.05) –0.11* (0.04) –0.08 (0.05) –0.10* (0.05)

Monthly child support –0.04 (0.03) –0.03 (0.03) –0.05 (0.03) –0.03 (0.03)

Mother’s education 0.03 (0.03) 0.03 (0.03) 0.01 (0.03) 0.02 (0.03)

Ever had sex 0.29** (0.01) 0.37*** (0.09) 0.27** (0.10) 0.37*** (0.09)

Romantically involved in

past 18 mos. 0.10 (0.08) 0.09 (0.08) 0.08 (0.08) 0.08 (0.09)

Mother reluctant to talk about sex –0.03 (0.06) –0.08 (0.07) –0.02 (0.05) –0.07 (0.06)

Mother warns about sex –0.01 (0.06) –0.16* (0.06) –0.02† (0.05) –0.15*,† (0.06)

Mother disapproves of sex –0.06 (0.06) –0.07* (0.03) –0.06 (0.05) –0.08** (0.03)

Mother approves of sex with

special friend 0.06 (0.05) 0.04 (0.03) 0.05 (0.05) 0.05 (0.03)

Mother has recommended

birth control 0.04 (0.04) 0.05 (0.03) 0.05 (0.04) 0.05 (0.03)

Mother involvement –0.05 (0.11) –0.10 (0.08) 0.10 (0.13) –0.03 (0.10)

Biological father involvement 0.02 (0.06) 0.05 (0.07) –0.02 (0.06) 0.04 (0.07)

Stepfather’s yrs. in household na na –0.02* (0.01) 0.00 (0.01)

Stepfather’s education na na 0.02 (0.04) 0.05 (0.04)

Stepfather employed na na –0.08 (0.18) –0.19 (0.20)

Stepfather involvement na na –0.18* (0.08) –0.10 (0.10)

Intercept 0.63 (0.60) 0.80 (0.57) 0.74 (0.63) 0.94 (0.55)

R2 0.24 0.28 0.28 0.30

*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. †Slopediffers significantlybygender. Notes:Models containbinary indicatorsofmean

substitution for variables with missing values; of these, mean substitution for child support is significant in the

models for males. na=not applicable, because variable was not included in the model. Data in parentheses are

standard errors.
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