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perspectives on
father-adolescent talk about
sex and relationships

Jennifer M. Grossman*, Audrey J. DiMarco and

Amanda M. Richer

Wellesley Centers for Women, Wellesley College, Wellesley, MA, United States

Introduction: Father-adolescent talk about sex can protect adolescents from

sexual risk behaviors. However, few studies explore how family members view

fathers’ talk with adolescents about sex and relationships. An understanding

of how fathers, mothers, and adolescents view fathers’ roles in talk with

adolescents about sex and relationships can help to guide fathers’ talk with

adolescents and inform programs to provide targeted support for father-

adolescent communication about sex and relationships.

Methods: This study investigates family perceptions of father-adolescent

communication about sex and relationships by triangulating data from fathers,

mothers, and adolescents using content analysis to conduct between-family

analysis and within-family approaches with 15 families (n = 45 individuals) with

high school-aged adolescents from across the U.S.

Results: Analyses showed agreement on the importance of fathers’ roles in

family talk about sex. The findings showed shared recognition of the importance

of fathers’ roles in family talk about sex. Between-group analyses showed that

fathers, mothers, and adolescents view fathers’ roles as emotional supports

and open communicators with their adolescents about sex and relationships

and as educators and advisors for their adolescent children. Within-family

analysis showed that families often agreed that there were gender di�erences

in how fathers talked with their sons and daughters, but family members

expressed di�erent views on howadolescents’ gender impacts father-adolescent

communication about sexual topics.

Discussion: These findings may encourage fathers who are uncertain about

the value of their roles in talking with their adolescent children about sex and

relationships. They also highlight the importance of examining how fathers’

messages to their adolescents about sex and relationships may continue to

follow patterns of gender stereotypes. This is the first study to qualitatively

triangulate perspectives of fathers, mothers, and adolescents on father-

adolescent communication about sex and relationships. Since fathers are often

less involved than mothers in parent-adolescent communication about sex and

relationships, an understanding of how mothers and adolescents see fathers’

roles and messages can help provide a pathway for fathers’ engagement which

works within a family system.
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1 Introduction

Fathers’ talk with adolescents about sex can help reduce

adolescents’ sexual risk behavior (Wright, 2009; Guilamo-Ramos

et al., 2012), yet most research and intervention programs focus on

the mother-adolescent dyad (Guilamo-Ramos et al., 2012; Widman

et al., 2016). Many fathers believe that it is important to talk with

their adolescents about these topics (Guilamo-Ramos et al., 2019;

Grossman et al., 2022), but fathers are less likely than mothers

to talk with adolescents about sex and relationships (Sneed et al.,

2013; Grossman et al., 2021). This may in part relate to fathers’

discomfort talking with adolescents about sexual issues and lack

of clarity about their roles in these conversations and how to

initiate them (Guilamo-Ramos et al., 2019; Grossman et al., 2022;

Scull et al., 2022). While some qualitative studies investigate how

fathers understand and experience talk with adolescents about

sex and relationships (e.g., Randolph et al., 2017; Guilamo-Ramos

et al., 2019; Scull et al., 2022), little research explores how other

family members view this communication. As many fathers seek

to identify and fulfill their roles in supporting their adolescents’

sexual health, an understanding of how adolescents and other

caregivers in the family (often mothers) view fathers’ roles in talk

with adolescents about sex and relationships can help to guide

fathers’ talk with adolescents about sex and relationships. It can also

inform programs which provide targeted support for fathers’ talk

with adolescents about sex and relationships.

High school (age 14–18) is a key time for adolescents’

development of relationships and sexual behavior (Giordano et al.,

2006) and provides an important window for fathers to talk with

adolescents about sexual issues. Only 16% of 9th grade adolescents

have had sex, while 48% of adolescents have had sex by the

end of high school [Centers for Disease Control and Prevention

(CDC), 2021]. Talk with adolescents about sex is more effective

in reducing sexual risk behaviors before adolescents are sexually

active (Clawson and Reese-Weber, 2003). However, more than 40%

of adolescents have sex before parents talked with them about

protection methods or sexually transmitted infections (Beckett

et al., 2010). Therefore, understanding the roles fathers can play

in talk with their high school adolescents about sexual issues is a

meaningful way to support adolescents’ sexual health.

1.1 Parent sexuality communication

Much research documents mothers’ roles as the primary family

source of talk with adolescents about sex (Flores and Barroso, 2017)

and the protective impact of mother-adolescent communication

about sex on adolescent sexual behavior (Widman et al., 2016;

Scull et al., 2022) as well as sexual health attitudes and self-efficacy

(Guilamo-Ramos et al., 2007; Hutchinson and Montgomery, 2007;

Sneed et al., 2015). Parent-adolescent talk about sex is most effective

when adolescents see parents as knowledgeable, efficacious, and

comfortable with talk about sex (Guilamo-Ramos et al., 2006; Flores

and Barroso, 2017), but the specific components that make father-

adolescent communication effective are not well understood. Initial

findings suggest that fathers’ talk with adolescents about sex can

play a protective role (Wright, 2009; Guilamo-Ramos et al., 2012;

Grossman et al., 2022), although research is mixed about its impact,

with stronger effects on adolescents’ sexual behavior for mothers’

than fathers’ talk with adolescents about sex (Widman et al.,

2016). Research has not yet explored whether father-adolescent talk

about sex has similar impacts for sons and daughters, but parent-

adolescent talk (largely assessed with mothers and adolescents)

shows greater protective impact on contraceptive and condom use

for daughters than sons (Widman et al., 2016). The impact of

family communication about sex can be understood through sexual

socialization theory, which describes a process through which

adolescents learn about sexual beliefs and values through parents’

messages to their children (Shtarkshall et al., 2007) through avenues

such as conversations, shared cultural messages, and role modeling.

These beliefs in turn shape adolescents’ own sexual values and

beliefs (Ashcraft and Murray, 2017).

Fathers may differ from mothers in their approaches to,

content of, and role in talk with their adolescents about sex

and relationships (Guilamo-Ramos et al., 2019; Scull et al.,

2022). While research identifies direct communication (i.e. talk

about sexual issues) as a primary approach for mother-adolescent

communication (Wright, 2009; Scull et al., 2022), fathers use

multiple ways to bring up sexual topics with their adolescents,

including direct communication, less straight-forward approaches,

and leading by example (Grossman et al., 2021, 2022). Similar to

mothers, fathers often focus their talk with adolescents on areas

they identify as important for adolescents’ health and safety, such

as healthy and unhealthy relationships and pregnancy and STI

(sexually transmitted infection) prevention (Sneed et al., 2013; Kim

et al., 2021; Grossman et al., 2022). Qualitative studies suggest

that fathers see their responsibility to adolescents in talk about sex

as educators and advisors, responsive listeners, and role models

(Grossman et al., 2022). Initial findings suggest that adolescents

also view fathers as making meaningful contributions to talk about

sex, with male adolescents identifying a need for father-adolescent

talk about specifics of condom use and talking with adolescents

about male perspectives and their own experiences (Flores and

Barroso, 2017; Guilamo-Ramos et al., 2019). However, few studies

investigate how adolescents view fathers’ role and messages in

father-adolescent talk about sex.

We know of no studies which investigate how mothers

view fathers’ talk with adolescents about sex. Parenting research

shows that children’s outcomes improve with greater collaboration

between their parents (e.g., Schoppe-Sullivan et al., 2023).

Developing programs to support father-adolescent talk about sex

and relationships also need to consider the larger family system,

in order to promote healthy and effective communication. The

lack of research on mothers’ perspectives on father-adolescent

communication about sexual topics is a key gap in informing

program development. In addition, as mothers are often the

primary sex educators of their adolescents (Wright, 2009; Scull

et al., 2022), their perceptions are important. Mothers also play

a key role in gatekeeping fathers’ level of engagement with their

children (Schoppe-Sullivan and Altenburger, 2019), which suggest

that their support could open up opportunities for father to talk

with their adolescent children about sex and relationships.

Dyadic research on mother-adolescent communication about

sex may help to understand the need to explore multiple

perspectives on father-adolescent communication. Prior research
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onmother-adolescent communication shows a disconnect between

how mothers and adolescents view their conversations with each

other about sexual topics with adolescents less likely than their

mothers to report that a conversation about a sexual topic

(e.g., birth control, delaying sex) occurred (Atienzo et al., 2015;

Scull et al., 2022). This may in part reflect parents’ vague

comments about sex which can be ambiguous for adolescents

to interpret (Aronowitz and Agbeshie, 2012) and tend to occur

when parents feel awkward or uncomfortable talking with their

adolescents about sexual topics (Murphy-Erby et al., 2011;

Alcalde and Quelopana, 2013). Regardless of whether adolescents’

perceptions of talk with parents about sex are accurate, it is

adolescents’ perceptions of communication (rather than those

of parents) which are predictive of adolescents’ reduced sexual

risk behavior (Kapungu et al., 2010). Therefore, gaps in how

parents and adolescents perceive family talk about sex are

important to understand. It is also important to explore how

adolescents and fathers perceive father-adolescent talk about sex

and relationships, which has not yet been investigated. Research

that investigates multiple family perspectives on father-adolescent

communication can help to paint a fuller picture of its roles and

potential impact.

1.2 Role of adolescent gender and
development

Adolescent gender plays a key role in mothers’ and fathers’

talk with adolescents about sex, shaping its content, frequency,

and impact (Wright, 2009; Widman et al., 2016; Flores and

Barroso, 2017; Evans et al., 2020). Therefore, research is needed

to explore how families view fathers’ communication with sons

and daughters about sexual topics. While mothers are more likely

to talk with their daughters than sons about sex, fathers more

often talk with their sons than daughters about sex (Wright, 2009;

Evans et al., 2020). Fathers often express particular discomfort

talking with their daughters about sex, identifying a lack of

role clarity and fear of being intrusive or ineffective, as well

as belief that mothers should take this role (Wyckoff et al.,

2008; Kachingwe et al., 2023; Grossman et al., 2024). Questions

about whether fathers should have a role in talk with their

adolescents about sex make uncertainty of fathers’ roles salient

in ways which may differ from mothers. Some fathers point out

their daughters’ discomfort talking with a parent of a different

gender, while others note that male perspectives can be useful

for both sons and daughters (Grossman et al., 2022). One study

found that adolescent daughters viewed fathers’ discomfort talking

with them about sex as a barrier to effective father-daughter

communication (Nielsen et al., 2013). Fathers also talk more

with their daughters than sons about delaying sex (Flores and

Barroso, 2017), suggesting that fathers may pass on traditional

gender role expectations that daughters must resist boys’ sexual

advances (Flores and Barroso, 2017; Evans et al., 2020). Differences

in father-adolescent communication with their sons and daughters

show why it is useful to explore family members’ beliefs about

the role of adolescent gender in father-adolescent communication

about sex.

1.3 The current study

Understanding how fathers, mothers, and adolescents view

fathers’ roles and messages to adolescents about sex and

relationships can help identify opportunities for fathers to engage

in talk with adolescents about sex and relationships in ways

that fit within the family system. For example, fathers may

assume that mothers and adolescents would not welcome or

value their engagement in talk with their adolescents about sex

and relationships (Wyckoff et al., 2008; Grossman et al., 2024),

while studies suggest that adolescents want fathers to be part of

these conversations (Nielsen et al., 2013; Guilamo-Ramos et al.,

2019). Fathers’ belief that mothers and adolescents want fathers

to join these conversations may increase fathers’ engagement

with adolescents in talk about sex and relationships. Further, no

papers triangulate how family perspectives of mothers, fathers, and

adolescents within the same family see fathers’ roles. Comparing

individuals in the same family can add a unique understanding

about the family system in which father-adolescent communication

about sex occurs rather than solely investigating fathers, mothers,

and adolescents as separate groups.

In our prior research (Grossman et al., 2022, 2024), we analyzed

interviews with 43 fathers, including the fathers from this sample,

to assess fathers’ perspectives on the content and process of their

talk with their teens about sex and relationships. The 15 fathers

in the current sample were drawn from that larger sample of

fathers included in our prior work, while the 15 mothers and 15

adolescents included in this sample have not been included in prior

publications. The current research addresses gaps in our prior work

by including mothers’ and teens’ perspectives in order to take a

more holistic family-based approach to understanding father-teen

communication about sexual topics. This is particularly important

as family members’ perspectives often differ in terms of how they

describe the content and frequency of family communication about

sex (Grossman et al., 2017; Scull et al., 2022). This study contributes

to the field as it is the first study to triangulate fathers, mothers,

and adolescents’ perspectives on father-adolescent communication

about sex and relationships.

To compare how fathers, mothers, and adolescents view father-

adolescent talk about sex and to assess how individuals in the

same family view this communication, this study will use both

between-family and within-family analytic approaches. This study

uses a between-family approach to do in-depth investigation of

how fathers, mothers, and adolescents separately view fathers’ roles

and messages in talk with adolescents about sex. This study uses

a within-family analysis to investigate how members of the same

family view fathers’ roles in talk with the adolescent about sex in

similar and different ways.

2 Materials and methods

2.1 Recruitment and participants

We worked with several community programs across the U.S.

to invite fathers of high school-aged adolescents (14–18 years old)

to participate in our interview study. We advertised through online

flyers in English and Spanish and conducted Zoom informational
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sessions in collaboration with community programs. Participants

were instructed to complete an online survey to provide contact

information and establish their eligibility to participate in the

study. Eligible participants identified as a father (biological, step,

adoptive, or foster) and had a relationship with their high school-

aged adolescent. Of the 64 fathers who completed the online survey,

21 fathers were either not eligible or chose not to move forward

with the interview process. Those who met the requirements were

contacted via phone call, text, or email to participate in interviews.

Adolescents of participating fathers and an additional parent, if

identified, were invited to participate in their own interviews. Only

adolescents with parental consent to participate were contacted.

A total of 71 interviews were conducted in English and 10 in

Spanish. Forty-three fathers, 16 mothers, and 22 adolescents were

interviewed as part of a larger study. Out of the 43 fathers, 15 were

part of a family where the mother and adolescent also participated

in interviews. These 15 family triads of fathers, mothers, and

adolescents make up the sample for this study.

The parents in our sample of 15 triads live throughout the

U.S (see Table 1). Over half (60%, n = 9) of families lives in

the Western part of the U.S., 20% (n = 3) lived in the Midwest

and 20% (n = 3) of lived in the South. All fathers identified

as male and heterosexual. Most fathers were biological (80%, n

= 12) and the majority identified as Latino (47%), Black (20%),

or White (20%). Most fathers worked full time (80%, n = 12).

Fourteen fathers (93%) live with their adolescents all the time.

For one family, the father lives with the adolescent some of the

time. Seven fathers (47%) self-identified as immigrants to the

U.S. Six fathers reported their highest education level (40%) was

graduating high school while 5 fathers (33%) reported completing

college. All mothers identified as female. Most mothers were

biological (80%, n = 12) and the majority identified as Latina/o

(47%), Black (20%), or White (20%). Halk of mothers worked

full time (47%, n = 7) Fourteen mothers (93%) live with their

adolescents all the time. For one family, the teen splits their time

between the mother’s and father’s household. Six mothers (40%)

self-identified as immigrants to the U.S. Ten mothers (67%, n =

10) reported completing college. The adolescents in our sample

(see Table 2) had an average age of 15 years old (SD = 1.10),

and nine identified as male (60%) while six identified as female

(40%). All 15 adolescents (100%) lived with their father some or

all the time.

We compared sample descriptives for the 15 fathers who were

part of the current sample and the 28 fathers who were part of the

larger interview study, but who did not have a participating child

or second parent. Compared to the larger sample, the 15 fathers

who participated in the current study were more likely to live in the

Western part of the U.S., (60% vs. 29%), were less likely to identify

as White (20% vs. 46%) or Black (20% vs. 39%), and more likely to

identify as Latino (47% vs. 11%). Fathers in the current sample were

more likely to live with their teen all the time (93% vs. 71%) and

have completed a high school degree or less (64% vs. 14%), while

fathers in the larger sample were more likely to have completed

some college (29% vs. 0%) or have completed a four-year degree or

higher degree after college (57% vs. 36%). Fathers in both samples

were equally likely to be a biological parent (82% larger vs. 80%

current sample).

TABLE 1 Father and mother sample demographics (n = 15).

Father (n = 15) Mother (n = 15)

N Percent N Percent

Biological parent 12 80 12 80

Race

White 3 20 3 20

Black 3 20 3 20

Latino/a 7 47 7 47

Asian 2 13 2 13

Self-identified as

immigrant

7 47 6 40

Employment status

Working full time 12 80 7 47

Working part time 0 0 1 7

Stay at home parent 2 13 6 40

Not working 0 0 1 7

Prefer not to answer 1 7 0 0

Education

Did not finish high

school

3 20 1 7

Finished high school 6 40 2 13

Completed some

college

0 0 2 13

Finished college 2 13 5 33

Finished another

degree after college

3 20 5 33

Prefer not to answer 1 7 0 0

Lives with teen

All of the time 14 93 14 93

Some of the time 1 7 1 7

Region

Northeast 0 0 0 0

Midwest 3 20 3 20

South 3 20 2 13

West 9 60 9 60

2.2 Data collection

Interviews were conducted from February to June of 2021.

Ranging from 50min to 1 h and 20min, most interviews

with fathers were ∼1 h long. Interviews with mothers were

∼1 h, while interviews with adolescents lasted about 45min.

All interviews took place on Zoom where they were recorded

and facilitated at a convenient time for the participant. The

four interviewers, one of which was the PI, all had previous

experience conducting qualitative interviews. Additionally, all

interviewers completed a PI-led training to understand the protocol
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TABLE 2 Adolescent sample demographics (n = 15).

Adolescent (n = 15)

N Percent

Gender

Male 9 60

Female 6 40

Race

White 3 20

Black 3 20

Latino/a 7 47

Asian 2 13

Grade

9th 7 47

10th 6 40

11th 2 13

12th 0 0

Lives with father

All of the time 14 93

Some of the time 1 7

and asked questions in both individual and group settings to

further clarify the interview questions. At the beginning of

each interview, the interviewers reiterated that the purpose of

the study was to better understand how families communicate

about the topics of dating, relationships, and sex–especially

regarding how fathers and adolescents communicate about these

subjects. The interviewer also acknowledged that these topics

can be uncomfortable or embarrassing to talk about, which is

completely normal. Participants were informed that they could

skip any questions they did not want to answer. Then they

were asked to think of a pseudonym to protect their identity.

Interview protocols were based on the team’s prior research

on family communication about sex and broader research on

father-adolescent communication. Protocols were later modified

based on feedback from the interview team and participants in

pilot interviews. Fathers, mothers, and adolescents were asked

questions in the context of father-adolescent communication

about dating, relationships, and sex. Main topics included what

a father’s role in these conversations entails, what information is

important for adolescents to understand, and whether and how

adolescent gender plays a role in communicating messages or

expectations for adolescents. They were also asked about barriers

to father-adolescent communication. Questions varied slightly to

be applicable for father, mother, and adolescent interviews. For

example, mothers were asked about what they think is important

for adolescents to understand, as well as how her response would

compare to that of the adolescent’s father. Adolescents were asked

a modified question about what they think their father views as

important for them to know.

2.3 Data analysis

Content analysis was used to identify and organize themes

and subthemes found in the interview transcripts (Hsieh and

Shannon, 2005). First, interview transcripts were coded using

NVivo 12.0 (QSR International: Melbourne, Australia) to identify

patterns in study data. For between-group analysis, the authors

summarized preliminary reflections on themes and subthemes

for each group (fathers, mothers, and adolescents). Then themes

and subthemes were compared and integrated across the three

groups to explore thematic similarities and differences between

groups. Themes and subthemes were discussed, edited, and labeled.

The authors developed written definitions for each theme and

subtheme to create a coding scheme, specifying which content

should be included and excluded. Using these definitions, the

authors returned to the transcripts for a final round of coding,

with additional discussion and revisions of the theme definitions

as needed. Since the themes were not mutually exclusive, the same

text in a transcript could be coded multiple times. We then used a

modified constant comparative analysis (Strauss and Corbin, 1998)

to conduct a within-family triangulation analysis to explore how

responses frommembers of each family (father, mother, adolescent)

compared to each other (i.e., how responses within a family were

consistent or inconsistent for a given topic). For this analysis, we

created a document for each main theme identified in content

analyses which included responses from each member of a specific

family. We read each family’s interview (father, mother, adolescent)

consecutively to identify themes of agreement and disagreement

and areas of focus within each individual family. We then drafted

memos comparing responses within each family. Finally, we

combined memos across families to identify common patterns

within families. Analyses for this paper focused on participants’

perceptions of a father’s role in talk with the adolescent about

sex and relationships, important information that fathers want

adolescents to know, and the role of adolescent gender on the

messages adolescents receive from their father.

2.4 Rigor

To reinforce the accuracy of the coding, reliability checks

were conducted, where reliability is calculated by the number

of agreements divided by the total number of codes (Miles and

Huberman, 1994). To reduce bias in interpreting the interview

content, reliability checks included an individual who did not

conduct any of the interviews. Data was coded in groups of

five participants from each category of fathers, mothers, and

adolescents, after which the inconsistencies were discussed and

resolved. The final intercoder reliability is 91%, which demonstrates

a high level of agreement between the two coders.

2.5 Ethical considerations

This study was approved by the Institutional Review Board

(IRB protocol #201059R, 28 October 2020). All participants

provided informed consent before participating in the interviews.
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Adolescent participants received parental consent to participate,

as well as giving their own assent. All participants were

informed about the study’s purpose and the costs and benefits of

participation. They were told that their participation was voluntary

and that they could skip any questions or end the interview at

any time. Participants also received an explanation of how their

privacy would be protected prior to consenting. All participants

were offered a $50 gift card for their time and given a list of

resources for adolescents’ sexual health.

3 Results

3.1 Between family analysis

3.1.1 Between family analysis: father roles in talk
about sex and relationships

The theme Father roles in talk about sex and relationships

focuses on family members’ priorities for whether and how fathers

should be involved in engaging with their adolescents around

sex and relationships (see Table 3). This theme includes four

subthemes: educator and advisor, support and communication, role

model, and extent of fathers’ roles. The subtheme of educator and

advisor addresses fathers’ roles providing information and guidance

for their adolescents regarding sex and relationships. This role was

identified as important by fathers (n = 12), mothers (n = 9), and

adolescents (n = 10), with a similar focus between groups. Felix

talked about his role guiding his son, “He needs to know what’s

expected of him in engaging with the opposite sex, you know do’s

and don’ts. He needs to be clear on like what things I am not

okay with. . . I really want him to know like what is socially okay

and what’s crossing the line.” Vanessa (a mother in the sample)

described a similar role for fathers in advising their sons, “The

ideal one for me is an informed father, a father that explains

things with the right words. . . that teaches them what is the right

thing to do regarding relationships.” Adolescents also described the

importance of fathers sharing advice. Jack shared, “The father’s role

would be like to try and listen and understand what the child is

trying to tell them and try and give advice to help them out.”

The subtheme of support and communication addresses

fathers’ emotional support for their adolescents and open

communication about sex and relationships. The importance of

this role was expressed similarly by fathers (n = 12), mothers (n

= 12), and adolescents (n = 10). One father, Derek2, discussed

how he shows support for his daughter, “As long as she knows she

could talk to me about whatever she wants to talk about, I think

that would be the most important part of this conversation. That

she doesn’t need to hide anything. . . That would be my biggest

goal, that there is a communication, there is an avenue that if she

needs me, I could definitely be there.” Manymothers shared similar

beliefs about the importance of fathers’ open communication

with their adolescents. For example, Elena shared, “I think that

both a father and a mother should be willing to engage in open

conversation with their children about sex and relationships, at

an age-appropriate level.” Adolescents also discussed the key roles

fathers play in support and communication. Aaron described how

he views a father’s role, “That no matter who it is that I’m dating,

he’ll be supportive of me, unless they’re really bad for me. He wants

the best for me.”

The role model subtheme focuses on how fathers show

adolescents how to act in a healthy relationship, often with an

adolescent’s mother. This subtheme was primarily discussed by

mothers (n = 7), while virtually absent in interviews with fathers

(n = 1) and adolescents (n = 0). Several mothers talked about role

modeling as one of fathers’ most valuable contributions. Joy talked

about why she thinks this role is meaningful, “I think that one of

the father’s roles is modeling, love, and respect for the mother of

the adolescent. I think that it’s difficult to have conversation about

dating and relationships if what you modeled is unhealthy because

then the kid doesn’t necessarily find you credible.” Mari shared,

“having that male role model to ask questions, to be super open

with, I feel that’s super important.”

The subtheme of extent of fathers’ roles focuses on expectations

for fathers’ involvement in talk with their adolescents about sex and

relationships. This topic was discussed more by mothers (n = 12)

and fathers (n = 12) than adolescents (n = 7). Participants across

all three groups often discussed how both fathers and mothers

should be involved in talk with adolescents about sex, with many

describing how the extent of parent roles in talk should differ

based on adolescent gender. One father, Ted, shared his thoughts

on fathers’ roles, “The father should, if not lead the conversation,

play just a vital part of the conversation, especially giving her (his

daughter) perspective about what adolescent boys, you know, what

what’s on their mind, what they think like, and what they– You

know, no matter what they say, we know adolescent boys.” A

mother, Mari, talked about the importance of fathers’ involvement

for all adolescents, with a unique role for male adolescents, “I feel

like both of our roles are super important. And of course, with

dad, him being a male, right? There’s probably things that he shares

with his dad that he doesn’t share with me, which is totally fine.”

Haley, an adolescent, also talked about differing roles for fathers

depending on the adolescent’s gender, “I think if there’s a boy

talking about that, then the father would play a lot more role than

their mother.”

3.1.2 Between family analysis: what fathers want
adolescents to understand

The theme What fathers want adolescents to understand

addresses key messages fathers want to pass on to adolescents

about sex and relationships. This theme included two subthemes:

healthy and unhealthy relationships and sexual risk. The subtheme

of healthy and unhealthy relationships addresses fathers’ messages

to adolescents related to taking care of their social and emotional

health in relationships, treating people with respect, and resisting

peer pressure. These messages from fathers were described by

fathers (n = 10), mothers (n = 8), and adolescents (n = 10),

with a similar focus between groups. For example, Jones described

his messages to his son, “to experience different things, and

not get locked down to somebody. There’s gonna be growing

relationship changes throughout your life, so don’t take anything

like it’s the end of the world like, ‘Oh so-and-so doesn’t like

me.”’ A mother, Joy, talked about her husband’s message to her

adolescent related to his race, “I think that as a darker man, he’s
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TABLE 3 Results of thematic analysis.

Father Mother Adolescent

N Percent N Percent N Percent

Father roles in talk about sex

Educator/advisor 12 80 9 60 10 67

Support and communication 12 80 12 80 10 67

Role model 1 7 7 47 0 0

Extent of fathers’ roles 12 80 12 80 7 47

What fathers want adolescents to understand

Healthy and unhealthy relationships 10 67 8 53 10 67

Sexual risk 11 73 3 20 10 67

Role of adolescent gender in talk about sex 14 93 15 100 11 73

concerned about [adolescent’s name]’s self-esteem in how he makes

his dating choices, coming from that worldview. He says ‘You’re

out here to be yourself. So if someone, you know, is displeased

with your physical appearance, your financial contribution, your

conversation, anything, then it just means that you’re not a good

match.”’ An adolescent, Stephen, shared what message he thinks his

father wants him to know, “always being respectful. I think the way

my dad treats my mom like that. I have a lot of sisters and so there’s

that too, like just the way he’s taught me to treat my sisters, just treat

them like I’ll never hit a woman, never– Like almost kind of just put

her first and make sure that like everything is good with her.”

The subtheme of sexual risk addresses fathers’ messages to

adolescents related to reducing sexual risk behavior by avoiding

STIs and adolescent pregnancy, often focused on thinking through

consequences of sexual decisions. These messages were primarily

described by fathers (n = 11) and adolescents (n = 10), but less

by mothers (n = 3). For example, one father, Mickey shared his

message to his son, “‘you come to me and I will show you how

to properly put on a condom. I don’t care if anybody promises

you that they’re on some type of pill or IUD or shot or whatnot

or some type of birth control.’ He needs to protect himself at

all times.” An adolescent Heather, talked about message from her

father, “Be very careful in what you do and who you trust yourself

with, because a family member has an adolescent pregnancy and

she’s struggling right now. So it’s just kind of like, ‘Her life doesn’t

seem very easy. Do you want that for yourself?”’ Mothers who

raised this topic described similar messages from fathers to their

adolescents. Wendy shared her husband’s focus, “with his family,

there are several young people who have had children at an early age

so he says that he does not want that to happen with his children.”

3.1.3 Between family analysis: role of adolescent
gender in talk about sex

Almost all participants talked about similarities and differences

in how adolescents’ gender shaped fathers’ engagement with their

sons and daughters related to sex and relationships. The theme,

Role of adolescent gender in talk about sex, was discussed by most

fathers (n = 14), all mothers (n = 15) and many adolescents (n =

11). Many fathers, mothers, and adolescents discussed differences

in how fathers approached talk with their daughters compared to

their sons about sex and relationships, often focusing on fathers’

greater comfort talking with sons than daughters about sex and

relationships and their emphasis with their daughters on protecting

themselves in relationships. A father, Roberto, talked about how

it would be easier for him to talk with a son than a daughter

about sex and relationships, “I think I would have the courage,

because we would have the same sex. I would have the courage

to speak. . . tell him about our body, right? Our organs–what are

they for. And about having a relationship, about masturbation–the

dangers that exist with doing it with anyone, right? I would feel

more comfortable because we are both boys.” Olivia, an adolescent,

also expressed her belief that her father would be more at ease

talking with a son than daughter about sexual issues, “He would

probably have a more casual approach and be more willing to share

his past experiences just because he feels like it would probably be

easier for him to relate to a son rather than a daughter.” Beth, a

mother, provides an example of how her husband focused more on

their daughters’ safety than that of their sons, “Making sure that

she takes care of herself and is always safe and always makes sure

that she watches out for herself with guys because not every guy

can be trusted, unfortunately.” However, several fathers highlighted

ways in which their messages about sex and relationships were (or

would be) similar for sons and daughters, although this was rarely

discussed by mothers and adolescents. For example, one father, Al,

talked about how he applies the same messages to his sons and

daughters, “Realistically, the message is the same, male, or female,

in my opinion. You need to be safe. You need to understand how

enjoyable it can be, and you need to know about consent, and you

need to know about any potential dangers with it and all that. But

there’s no difference, in my opinion, my boys are gonna have the

exact same rules.”

3.2 Within family analysis

In this section, we investigated the consistency of responses

within each family (triangulation between a father, mother, and

daughter/son in the same family) for each main theme.
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3.2.1 Within family analysis: father roles in talk
about sex and relationships

In most participating families (n = 10, 67%), fathers, mothers,

and adolescents consistently described the importance of Father

roles in talk about sex and relationships, although their specific ideas

about what fathers’ role should be varied among family members.

For example, Al described how he views a father’s role, “Whether

that’s a bad relationship, whether that’s just jumping into sex too

soon. Whether that’s having a baby when you weren’t prepared to

have a baby. Whether that’s, you know, getting, uh, a vaccination

for HPV, whatever it might be. I feel like a dad’s responsibility

then is to teach your kids all of these things.” Al’s wife Elena

also emphasized the importance of a father’s role, but focused on

different factors, “I think that the most important thing that a

father can do is to model healthy relationships for their children

regardless of the gender. . . secondly, I think that both a father and

a mother should be willing to engage in open conversation with

their children about sex and relationships.” Lastly, their son, Aaron,

shared, “I think it should be someone’s sort of duty to inform their

kids but not like overstep or make their kid uncomfortable. . .A lot

of times, especially in America, and there’s like the stereotypical

like gender role. Like the father should go out and work, and

the mother should stay home with the kids. But I don’t really

subscribe to that. So I think that the parents should really share

the responsibility as they see fit.” In all but one of these families

(n = 9), participants described fathers as highly involved in family

talk with the adolescent about sex and relationships. For example,

Derek2 shared, “I look at myself as somebody who could give her

advice on the opposite side. I think I know guys pretty well and I

try to give her as much insight as I can. She’s going to make her own

decisions and act only hope that I’ve raised her to a point where

those decisions will be good.” In the family which described low

father engagement, the mother, Roxana, described a wish for the

father’s engagement, but a lack of actual talk with their adolescent

daughter, “I can’t imagine him talking about that.”

In some families (n= 5, 33%), there was disagreement between

family members about whether fathers should play an important

role in talk with adolescents about sex and relationships. In Jones’

family, he and his wife described the mother’s role as primary in

talk about sex and relationships, while his daughter identified a key

role for fathers. Jones explained, “I don’t know why that is, but it’s

kind of done that way since they’ve kind of gotten to the puberty

age. It’s always been, you know, mom takes us to the doctor, mom

takes us to the gynecologist. You know what I mean? You know,

my wife is probably having a more active role in it.” His wife Nicole

agreed, “The female in the relationship takes the lead, just because

I feel like [adolescent’s name] would be more comfortable talking

to me.” In contrast, his daughter Olivia discussed how she sees a

father’s role, “Be there if you have any questions or kind of just be

in your corner and like be able to support you and your decisions

while, um, like warning you of potential dangers or like red flags

that they might see. . . I think that the father’s job is usually to be like

the protector of their children and to caution them frommaking the

same mistakes that they might’ve made when they were younger.”

In families where there was disagreement about whether fathers

should play ameaningful role in talk with adolescents about sex and

relationships, at least one family member described the father in the

family as disengaged from talk with the adolescent about sex and

relationships. As with Jones’ description of his lack of engagement

in talk with his adolescent about sex, Omar talked about how his

ideas for a father’s role do not match his own interactions with his

son, “In my case, well, it’s been a bit difficult, because no–we haven’t

had that confidence and we haven’t really had those talks that we

should have as a father and son.”

3.2.2 Within family analysis: what fathers want
adolescents to understand

In most families (n = 9) there was agreement between fathers,

mothers, and adolescents about What fathers want adolescents to

understand about sex and relationships, with a frequent focus

on healthy relationships. For example, everyone in Pedro’s family

described Pedro’s messages about the importance of being in a good

relationship. Pedro shared key messages he wants his son to know,

“to be careful, to make sure who he is dating, and when that time

comes just to make sure that you know, it’s a good person to him.”

Pedro’s wife Freida emphasized overlap with Pedro in what they

want to share with their son, “I think the ideas are pretty similar. I

feel like we have the same interest for our kids. We want them to be

in a happy relationship.” Their son Zaro talked about what he feels

his father wants to convey, “He would tell me about how I canmake

the relationship stronger, how I know that person’s the right person

for me. I think that’s how he’s gonna help me.”

Among families where there was less agreement about fathers’

messages (n= 6), there was often agreement between the father and

adolescent about what the fathers wanted to convey, while mothers

either expressed that they were unsure what messages fathers

wanted to share or felt fathers did not have messages about sex and

relationships to share with adolescents. For example, Derek and

his daughter both spoke about his message about the importance

of healthy relationships. Derek shared his message to his daughter

about what he wants her to experience in a relationship, “to be

in a relationship where she felt confident and she, in my opinion,

would be in charge. She would call her own shots. . . empowered

is the word I was looking for.” His daughter Lucy described

how she sees her fathers’ ideas about what he wants for her in

relationships, “Something safe, safe, no abusers, they’re supposed to

love each other, be in a healthy relationship, maybe have a family.”

In contrast, Lucy’s mother Beth shared that she was unsure what

messages Derek wanted to share with Lucy, “I don’t know that we

really have talked about it. I guess we’ve had some assumptions like

that we’re probably on the same page, but no, we haven’t really

discussed it.”

3.2.3 Within family analysis: role of adolescent
gender in talk about sex

In most families (n= 10), there was agreement between fathers,

mothers, and adolescents regarding whether fathers’ messages

about sex and relationships differed based on their adolescent’s

gender (Role of adolescent gender in talk about sex). Nine out of the

10 families who were in agreement described similar explanations

for gender similarities and differences in fathers’ talk. In these

cases, all family members described a focus on how fathers talked
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(or would talk) differently with their sons than daughters based

on girls perceived physical and emotional vulnerability and need

for protection. For example, Felix described how he talks with

his daughters, “I talked to them about what to expect from a

male, and then what are some red flags to look for in guys based

upon even their home life or the way they talk to you, the way

they treat you.” His wife Joy emphasized Felix’s messages to their

daughters compared to sons about self-protection, “He would give

more information about how to protect yourself, making sure

they were self-sufficient.” Their son Jack described why his father’s

conversations would be different with his daughters, “A boy is safer

emotionally, in a relationship.”

However, in seven out of the 10 families, even when there

was agreement that fathers’ messages differ based on adolescent

gender, there was inconsistency between family members about

how messages were similar or different. For example, in Cesar’s

family, all family members identified differences in how Cesar

would talk with his adolescents based on their gender. However,

Cesar and his son focused on Cesar’s lack of comfort talking with

a daughter about sex and relationships, while Cesar’s wife focused

on how he would restrict his daughters’ behaviors related to sex.

Cesar shared, “I get nervous. I think that if he [my son] were a girl,

I would be worse off. . . imagine talking to a woman like that and

my daughter. No, man.” Similarly, his son Andrés commented, “If

I was a girl, then he wouldn’t feel as comfortable as he feels with a

boy.” In contrast, Cesar’s wife Wendy shared, “We talked about it

and I say, ‘And if he was a girl, would you buy him the condoms

too?’ He says, ‘No. What? Are you crazy?’... I think he would keep

her locked up.”

Some families (n = 5) showed less agreement regarding

whether fathers’ messages differed based on adolescents’ gender,

although there were not consistent patterns across family members.

In one family, the father (Al) described his messages as consistent

across adolescent gender, while his wife and their adolescent

described differences in his messages. Al shared, “Realistically, the

message is the same, male or female, in my opinion. You need

to be safe. You need to understand how enjoyable it can be, you

need to know about consent, and you need to know about any

potential dangers with it and all that.” His wife Elena shared,

“(Al) would talk to our children, regardless of what gender they

are, about the importance of consent. He would probably stress

that more strongly in cisgendered male child than he would with

a female child, because both of us feel very strongly about rape

and getting consent.” Their adolescent Aaron commented, “He’s

definitely preached to be safe, that’s his number one thing. ‘Be safe,

make sure that if you ever feel uncomfortable with somebody, you

get out right then.’ And that’s just because he’s seen me as a female

and it’s just a lot of dangerous stuff out there.”

4 Discussion

This study is unique in its triangulation of multiple family

perspectives on father-adolescent talk about sex and relationships

and its use of both between- and within-family analyses.

Communication about sex is often perceived differently across

family members, with inconsistencies in whether family members

report having a conversation about a sexual topic, typically with

adolescents less likely to report a conversation than parents

(Atienzo et al., 2015; Scull et al., 2022), although little research

compares variation in mothers’ and fathers’ perspectives. The

use of triangulation helps to understand whether and how

family members view conversations in similar and different

ways. Comparing perspectives across groups (between-family

analyses) can provide insight into common patterns of how

family roles (father, mother, adolescent) shape perspectives on

fathers’ communication about sex and relationships. Investigating

family members’ perspectives in a single family (within-family

analysis) can both confirm and add nuance to common patterns,

to understand how family perspectives may differ. It may also

give voice to less common patterns, which show how families can

diverge in their ways of understanding fathers’ roles in talk with

adolescents about sex and relationships.

Both analyses suggest a high level of agreement about fathers’

roles in family talk about sex. The findings showed shared

recognition of the importance of fathers’ roles in family talk about

sex. This investment in fathers’ roles in talk with adolescents

about sex and relationships contrasts with low levels of fathers’

engagement in talk with adolescents about sex identified in prior

research (Wright, 2009; Sneed et al., 2013; Grossman et al., 2021)

and suggests the need to overcome barriers that may prevent fathers

from talking with their adolescents even if they believe their active

engagement is important (Guilamo-Ramos et al., 2019; Grossman

et al., 2022). Between-family analyses show agreement across father,

mothers, and adolescents on fathers’ roles as emotional supports

and open communicators with their adolescents about sex and

relationships in addition to educators and advisors. This finding is

interesting as it diverges from traditional fatherhood roles, while

reflecting roles more traditionally associated with how mothers

support their adolescents. Families’ focus on fathers serving as both

advisors and supports for adolescents’ health shows the need for

fathers to have access to resources to support these roles, which

can be challenging since most educational resources on parent-

adolescent talk about sex are geared toward mothers (Guilamo-

Ramos et al., 2012). Between-group findings also show a disconnect

between groups, with only mothers identifying role modeling as an

important aspect of fathers’ engagement with their adolescents. It

is interesting that fathers and adolescents did not identify this as a

paternal role, which has been described by adolescents and fathers

in prior research (Guilamo-Ramos et al., 2019; Grossman et al.,

2022). Mothers may be in a unique position to observe and identify

when fathers lead by example and may see role modeling as a way

fathers can contribute even if they are not directly involved in talk

with adolescents about sex and relationships.

Within-family analyses confirmed a high level of family

agreement on the importance of fathers’ roles in talk with

adolescents about sex and relationships. It also provided

insight into the minority of families with inconsistent views

of fathers’ roles, such as when some family members believe

fathers play a key role in talk with adolescents about sex

and relationships, while others see mothers as a more

central support. The view of mothers as the primary family

sex educators for their adolescents is well-documented

(Flores and Barroso, 2017), but disparate viewpoints within

families about the centrality of a father’s role have not been

previously explored.
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Fathers’ focus on healthy relationships emerged as a key

message in both analyses and has been identified as a key message

from both mothers and fathers in prior studies (Kapungu et al.,

2010; Sneed et al., 2013). Between-groups analyses also found

that fathers and adolescents, but rarely mothers, viewed sexual

risk as a focus of fathers’ messages to adolescents. Talking with

adolescents about sexual behavior is taboo in many families due

to beliefs and traditions such as those related to culture, religion,

and gender (Padilla-Walker et al., 2020), which may lead to a lack

of communication between fathers and mothers about this topic.

Further, sincemothers may not be involved in father- conversations

about sexual behavior, such as when fathers take the lead in

talking with sons about condom use (Guilamo-Ramos et al., 2019),

mothers may be unaware when these conversations occur.

Within-family analyses provide additional data on the

disconnect between mothers’ and fathers’ perspectives. In families

who disagreed about fathers’ messages to adolescents about sex

and relationships, fathers and adolescents tended to express similar

views, while mothers indicated that they either lacked information

about father-adolescent communication or expressed that there

was no father-adolescent communication about sexual issues.

Traditional views that mothers play the primary family role in

talk with adolescents about sex and relationships (Flores and

Barroso, 2017) may lead mothers to assume that fathers are not

involved in talk with their adolescent children about these topics,

which may contribute to low communication between mothers

and fathers about fathers’ talk with their adolescent children about

sex and relationships, although research is needed to explore this

issue. Since parental talk with adolescents about sex can protect

adolescents from sexual risk behaviors (Widman et al., 2016; Scull

et al., 2022), these findings suggest the need for parents to talk with

each other about who will share messages with adolescents about

sex and agree on shared messages about this topic.

Analyses also identified gender as a key factor in fathers’ roles

and communication with adolescents about sex and relationships,

consistent with prior research (Widman et al., 2016; Flores and

Barroso, 2017; Evans et al., 2020). Between-group analyses echoed

findings from prior research on gender differences in how fathers

talk with their sons compared to their daughters about sex and

relationships (Wright, 2009; Flores and Barroso, 2017; Evans et al.,

2020). Findings showed fathers’ greater comfort talking with sons

than daughters, often emphasizing how a match in parent and

adolescent gender between father and son can facilitate comfort

and communication, consistent with prior research (Wyckoff et al.,

2008; Grossman et al., 2024). Our findings also were consistent

with a parents’ traditional gender socialization focus on daughters’

vulnerability and need for protection (Flores and Barroso, 2017;

Evans et al., 2020). While some studies suggest that fathers are

sharing less gender-stereotyping messages with their adolescents,

such as talking with sons as well as daughters about consent

(Grossman et al., 2022), research suggests many parents continue to

pass on gender stereotyping messages to their adolescents, such as a

focus for girls on maintaining virginity and resisting boys’ advances

(Flores and Barroso, 2017; Evans et al., 2020). These findings affirm

the value of fathers’ engagement with their adolescents in talk about

sex and relationships, including their daughters, but also identified

fathers’ discomfort talking with their daughters about sexual issues.

These findings highlight the importance of supports for fathers to

learn to talk in thoughtful ways with their adolescent daughters

about sex and relationships in order to support adolescents’ health.

Within-family analysis showed that even with a common

recognition of differences across adolescent gender, members

within a family expressed different views on how adolescents’

gender impacts father-adolescent communication. For example,

some family members emphasized comfort while others focused

on the content of messages. Further, some families did not agree

on whether messages were similar or different across adolescent

gender. While much research investigates patterns of gender

differences in parent-adolescent talk about sex (Widman et al.,

2016; Evans et al., 2020), this paper’s findings highlight the

complexities of investigating this issue, which encompasses both

adolescent and parent gender, the gender match between parent

and adolescent, and how gender shapes the content and process of

talk with adolescents about sex.

While this study does not assess the role of teens’ sexual

identities in father-teen talk about sex and relationships, prior

research suggests that fathers are often uncomfortable talking with

teens about sexual identity and that teens, rather than fathers, often

bring up this topic in father-teen conversations (Grossman et al.,

2024). Given the current study’s findings that families see fathers as

key supports for teens’ sexual health, skills and resources for father

are needed to promote healthy father-teen conversations about

sexual identity. This is especially important as parents’ bias against

sexual minorities can be harmful to LGBTQ+ teens (Hubachek

et al., 2023).

A strength of this study is its racial and ethnic diversity. Given

that almost half of this sample identified as Latino/a, the study’s

findings may be more reflective of these cultural groups than

families from other racial/ethnic backgrounds. Future research

would benefit from a comparison of racial/ethnic groups, which

was not feasible given the small sample size in this study. The

limitations of a small sample size are balanced by this being the first

study to triangulate fathers, mothers, and adolescents’ perspectives

on father-adolescent communication about sex and relationships.

The use of small samples is justified in cases such as hard to

reach samples (Etz and Arroyo, 2015). This sample size is also

consistent with other peer-reviewed qualitative papers, particularly

those which include dyadic comparisons (e.g., Grossman et al.,

2022; Saini et al., 2023). The gender-based findings from this

study and prior research show the need for more studies which

investigate the role of gender in father-adolescent talk about

sex and relationships and how it influences the effects of this

communication on adolescents’ sexual health and behavior. This

study sample includes families which include a mother and father

and almost all families live in the same household. In addition,

all fathers identified as heterosexual, although we do not have

this information for mothers and adolescents. Research is needed

to explore these processes among diverse families. For example,

given the number of fathers who do not live with their adolescents,

there is a need for future research to explore father-adolescent

communication for non-residential fathers and their adolescents,

a nascent area of research exploration (e.g., Guilamo-Ramos et al.,

2023). Families who volunteered for this project are likely to be

more engaged in family talk about sex and relationships than
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most families. Research is needed on more representative families

who are less engaged in family talk about sex and relationships,

which is a challenge given lows levels of fathers’ participation in

social science research (Davison et al., 2016). This study focused

primarily on family members’ attitudes about father-adolescent

communication about sex and relationships. Studies which use

dyadic approaches to compare reports of father-adolescent talk

from fathers and adolescents from the same family would provide

opportunities to explore whether fathers and adolescents follow

similar patterns as mothers and adolescents in the congruence

of perceived communication. Future studies that compare family

members’ perceptions of both mother-adolescent and father-

adolescent communication could provide a more complete picture

of family systems of talk about sex and relationships. This study

was also conducted during the COVID pandemic, which may have

shaped families’ perceptions of father-adolescent communication.

This is the first study to use triangulation analysis to investigate

multiple perspectives on fathers’ roles and messages to adolescents

regarding sex and relationships. Fathers’ talk with adolescents

about sex can protect adolescents from sexual risk behaviors

(Wright, 2009; Guilamo-Ramos et al., 2012), yet fathers talk with

adolescents about sex less frequently than mothers and many

fathers do not talk at all with adolescents about sexual topics (Sneed

et al., 2013; Grossman et al., 2021). Gaining perspectives from

multiple family members can help to identify potential supports

(e.g., family investment in father-adolescent talk about sex) or

barriers (e.g., lack of shared understanding of father roles and

messages) to fathers’ involvement in talk with adolescents about

sex and relationships. These findings are encouraging based on

the shared recognition that fathers play an important role in

socializing their adolescents about sex and relationships. Findings

that adolescents and mothers support fathers’ involvement in talk

with adolescents about sex and relationships can help to reduce

fathers’ uncertainties about whether they can play a role in talk with

adolescents about sex and relationships. The disconnects identified

in this study between mothers’ and fathers’ perceptions of fathers’

roles and messages suggest that even in families who support

father-adolescent communication, parents may not talk to each

other about this issue. High school is a key period for adolescents’

development of relationships and sexual behavior (Giordano

et al., 2006), which makes it a meaningful time for parents to

coordinate and implement talk with their adolescents about sex

and relationships. These findings suggest the need to explore

family systems of communication about sex and relationships,

such as whether mothers and fathers talk with each other about

communication with their children about sex and relationships

and whether and how their messages express similar and different

values and expectations.
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