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The Role of Parents in Adolescent HIV/STD Risk Prevention

‘ : : ?hile drug prevention efforts have embraced the
family, the controversial nature of issues related
to sexuality and the difficulty in having open

discussions about thesc issues have adversely impacted
HIV/STD prevention efforts, including within the family.
Many experts agree that parents are the most powerful
socializing agents in the lives of adolescents. Parents and
other adults are in a unique and powerful position to shape
young people’s attitudes and behaviors, and to help them
to become healthy adults. They do this in part by providing
accurate information abour risks, consequences, and
responsibilities, and by teaching the skills needed to make
responsible decisions abourt health. Relarive to other
information sources, parents have an unique opportunity
to engage their children in dialogues abour HIV/STD
prevention and sexuality-related issues because the
discussions can be continuous (i.e., not one-time events),
sequential (i.e., building one upon the next as the child’s
development and experiences change) and time-sensitive
(i.e., information is immediately responsive to the child’s
questions and anticipated needs rather than programmed,
such as in a school curriculumy).

Research Findings

Recent research has identified and examined familial factors
which facilitate risk reduction behaviors in adolescents.
Factors such as parental monitoring, communication and
parental artitudes have been examined as correlates of risky
sexual behavior and drug use in adolescents. One study
found that greater parental monitoring was related to less
deviance (using an index that included both sexual behavior
and drug use} for both African-American and Hispanic
adolescents.’ Another study found that parental monitoring,
the quality of mother-child interactions, and mother’s
attitudes about sexualiry predicted adolescent’s sexual
behavior, but family structure variables including income,
parental educarion, and maternal marital status, did not.?
Further research has examined specifically how the
process of parent-child communication about sexuality
impacts adolescents’ risky sexual behaviors. Findings from
this research suggest important areas that should be addressed
in preparing parents to communicate with their children: (1)
e importance of delivering a comprehensive message; (2)
parental skill and sensitivity in discussing HIV/STD

prevention and sexuality; and (3) dming of the communication.
Research findings indicate:

* More comprehensive or broader messages abour
sexuality delivered by the mother are associared with less
sexual risk behavior among adolescents.®

* Mothers who are skilled communicators about sexualiry-
related topics are more likely to discuss a broad range of
topics with their adolescent, and are more likely to be

heard by their child during those discussions. *

* A measure that included both communication content
and process was related to less adolescent sexual risk

behavior even when cuntmﬂing for morther’s arritudes
and sexual behavior.s

* Parent-adolescent discussions about sexuality and sexual
risk were associated with an increased likelihood of
teenager-partner discussions abour sexual risk and of
teenager's condom use, but only if parents were open,
skilled and comfortable in having those discussions.©

* Mother-adolescent discussions about condoms that
occur before the adolescent’s sexual deburt, when
compared to discussions that occur after sexual debur or
not at all, are associared with greater condom use during
the teen’s sexual debut. Using a condom ar first
intercourse sets the stage for continued condom use.”

* Nor talking about sexuality-related issues can be
consequential because the adolescent can be influenced
by other sources such as peers. Teens who did not
discuss sexuality issues or condoms with their mothers
showed a stronger connection between peer norms and
their own behavior compared to teens who did talk.

Furthermore, parents often underestimare their
children’s involvement in sexual activities even as their
children progress through adolescence, thus limiting their
perceptions of the need to discuss sexuality with them.® In
sum, these findings suggest thar giving parents general
parenting strategies, information and communication skills
can be an effective HIV/AIDS prevention strategy.
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