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Longitudinal associations of
parent-child communication,
dating behaviors,
decision-making processes, and
sex initiation among United
States Latina/o adolescents
Patricia Cabral1*, Jan L. Wallander2, Marc N. Elliott3 and
Mark A. Schuster4
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Sciences and Health Sciences Research Center, University of California, Merced, Merced, CA,
United States, 3RAND Corporation, Santa Monica, CA, United States, 4Kaiser Permanente Bernard J.
Tyson School of Medicine, Pasadena, CA, United States

Objective: This study examined differences and identified developmental

predictors of oral, vaginal, and anal intercourse initiation across generational

status among Latina/o adolescents of both genders. More specifically, we

compare generational status and gender differences in the longitudinal

predictions from parent-child sex communication and dating behaviors to

sex initiation 5 years later, and how these associations may be mediated by

perceived peer norms, intentions, and attitudes regarding sex among Latina/o

adolescents.

Methods: Using prospective longitudinal data from the Healthy PassagesTM

project collected in Houston and Los Angeles, Latina/o girls (n = 879)

and boys (n = 885) who were identified as 1st- (18%), 2nd- (58%), or 3rd

(24%)-immigrant generational status reported on their dating behaviors and

parent-child communication about sex at 5th grade (M age = 11.12 years), their

perceived peer norms and attitudes regarding sex at 7th grade (M age = 13.11

years), and if they had initiated oral, vaginal, or anal sexual intercourse by 10th

grade (M age = 16.06 years).

Results: Third-generation Latina girls were more likely than 1st- and 2nd-

generation Latinas to have initiated sexual intercourse by 10th grade. More

advanced dating behaviors in 5th grade had a positive association with sex

initiation for all generational status groups among Latino boys, but only among

1st-generation Latina girls. Moreover, mediating decision-making processes

of peer norms and attitudes differed for each group.
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Conclusion: Pre-adolescent dating behaviors are associated with long-term

differences in adolescents’ sexual behaviors, which may point to targets for

prevention efforts. Acculturation differences may contribute to different ways

in which adolescents decide to engage in sexual intercourse based on the

previous dating experiences.

KEYWORDS

parent-child sex communication, dating behaviors, sex initiation, Latino, decision
making, adolescent

Introduction

Early sexual intercourse initiation, defined in the
United States (US) as sexual debut before age 16 (Madkour
et al., 2010; Epstein et al., 2018), is associated with engagement
in other sexual risk behaviors (e.g., inconsistent condom use and
multiple sexual partners; O’Donnell et al., 2001; Akumiah et al.,
2020). Latina/o youth are twice as likely as their non-Latina/o
White peers to report engaging in sexual intercourse before age
13 (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), 2014;
Moilanen et al., 2018). Moreover, their sexually transmitted
infection (STI) prevalence is more than twice that of non-Latino
Whites (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC),
2019). Therefore, delaying sex initiation among US Latina/o
youth may have significant public health implications by
reducing sexual risk behaviors.

To develop better prevention strategies, researchers have
endeavored to identify psychosocial influences on delaying sex
initiation (Scott et al., 2014; Rotz et al., 2020). However, these
influences are often confounded by acculturation processes in
which cultural, behavioral, and psychological changes take place
as a result of contact between culturally dissimilar people (Berry,
2006; Schwartz et al., 2010). Specifically, Latina adolescents
more acculturated to the mainstream US culture are more likely
to initiate sexual intercourse before the end of high school than
those who are less acculturated, in this way appearing more
similar to White adolescents (Cabral et al., 2017). Yet, it remains
unclear how these differences occur and may be affected by
parents and peers and individual decision-making processes
among Latino youth. To that end, we examine here how parent
communication about sex, early dating behaviors, and decision-
making processes may influence sexual intercourse initiation
among Latino/a adolescents of both genders and at different
acculturation levels.

Parent-child communication about sex

Parents are an important source of sexual health
information for youth. However, most Latino parents in

the US do not talk comprehensively about sex or dating
with their teens and are often unwilling to acknowledge the
possibility of their child having sex (Guzman et al., 2013;
Martinez and Orpinas, 2016). Latino parents often report
difficulty communicating about sex, and tend to talk about sex
with their daughters more than with their sons mainly due
to pregnancy concerns (Raffaelli and Ontai, 2001; Hoff et al.,
2003; Raffaelli and Green, 2003; Jerman and Constantine, 2010;
Ashcraft and Murray, 2017). Yet, adolescents, who are aware of
this dynamic, want their parents to deliver the same message
to sons and daughters (Guilamo-Ramos et al., 2006; Vexler,
2007; Guilamo-Ramos and Bouris, 2008). Another challenge
is that parents whose expectations and values differ from
those of the majority culture, as is the case for many Latino
families in the US, are less likely and more reluctant to talk to
their children about sex than parents of other ethnic groups
(Guilamo-Ramos et al., 2006; Kenny and Wurtele, 2013; Lantos
et al., 2019) due to a perceived lack of expertise in the topic
(Martinez and Orpinas, 2016). Nevertheless, when parents and
youth have good communication, youth initiate intercourse
later (Beckett et al., 2010; Coakley et al., 2017). Therefore, the
association between parent-child communication about sex
and sexual intercourse initiation should be examined among
Latina/o adolescents.

Dating behaviors and sex initiation

In American society, dating and romantic relationships
are considered a hallmark of adolescents’ healthy development
(Collins, 2003; Furman and Rose, 2015; Chang and Rosenthal,
2018). However, when adolescents begin dating exclusively
(going steady) at a younger age, they are more likely to
engage in sexual activity at an earlier age (Collins et al.,
2009; Gordon and DeLamater, 2015; Lee et al., 2018). In
fact, romantic relationships are the context in which most
US adolescents’ sexual behavior occurs (Muise et al., 2018).
Among US Latino families, parents are particularly cautious
regarding their children’s dating practices. They often prohibit
or impose stringent rules regarding dating as strategies to
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protect adolescents, especially daughters from premature sexual
involvement (Raffaelli and Ontai, 2001; Raffaelli, 2005; Haglund
et al., 2019).

Many Latino parents are apprehensive about US-style
dating, which has evolved into more brief sexual encounters and
a de-emphasis on traditional, committed relationships (Garcia
et al., 2012; MIT International Students Office, 2021). Likewise,
Latino parents are often uneasy about the majority culture in
the US valuing independence among adolescents rather than
adolescents being influenced more by family (Garcia et al., 2012;
MIT International Students Office, 2021). For these reasons,
early dating experiences among Latina/o youth often occur
without parental knowledge (Raffaelli and Ontai, 2001; Raffaelli,
2005). Despite these differences, the link between early dating
behaviors and sexual intercourse initiation specifically among
Latina/o youth does not appear to have been examined.

Dating behaviors and parent-child
communication about sex

Studies suggest that parents should begin talking to their
children about sex before they start dating (Guzmán et al.,
2003; O’Donnell et al., 2006; Pariera and Brody, 2018). Many
US parents report discussing dating and relationships with
their children prior to discussions about sex (Grossman et al.,
2018). In fact, dating behaviors among their children may be
a motivating factor for parents to begin discussing sex with
their teens. However, most Latino parents underestimate their
children’s engagement in sexual activity (Guzmán et al., 2006;
O’Donnell et al., 2008; Scull et al., 2022) and may, therefore,
underestimate the onset of and engagement in dating behaviors.
Thus, it remains unclear if parent-child discussions about sex is
associated with dating behaviors among Latina/o youth.

Cognitive decision-making processes
in sex initiation

Social influences, such as from parents and peers, must
be mediated by cognitive decision-making processes regarding
sexual behaviors. Specifically, according to the Theory of
Planned Behavior, intentions, attitudes, and perceptions of
peer norms (Ajzen, 1991) are major cognitive determinants
of adolescent decisions regarding sexual behaviors (Halpern-
Felsher et al., 2005; Buhi and Goodson, 2007; Kalolo and
Kibusi, 2015; Lin et al., 2021). For example, Spanish language-
dominant US Latina/o youth who reported intentions to have
sexual intercourse in the next 3 months were more likely
to have had sexual intercourse in the following 3 months
(Villarruel et al., 2004). Moreover, intentions are determined
by attitudes about behaviors and perceptions of peer norms
(Ajzen, 1991). Indeed, adolescents are more likely to initiate

sexual intercourse if they have permissive or positive attitudes
toward sex (O’Donnell et al., 2003; Cuffee et al., 2007; Cox
et al., 2015; Coyne et al., 2019). Also, when US adolescents
perceive their peers to be engaging in sexual activity, they tend
to have higher intentions to initiate sexual intercourse and are
more likely to initiate sexual intercourse (Flores et al., 2002;
Cox et al., 2015). However, it is important to examine these
associations specifically among Latina/o youth in the US, as
sexual attitudes and intentions may differ compared to non-
Latino youth or their more acculturated peers (Killoren et al.,
2011a). For example, Latina/o adolescents are more resistant to
peer pressure to engage in antisocial behaviors than their US-
born counterparts (Bamaca and Umaña-Taylor, 2006; Sanchez
et al., 2020). Thus, it is possible that peers play a stronger role in
adolescents’ sexual decision-making for Latina/o youths born in
the US than for those born outside the US.

Given the centrality of the family in the Latino culture
(Kulish et al., 2019), it is likely that parent-child communication
about sex plays a role in shaping Latina/o adolescents’ sexual
decision-making processes (Malcolm et al., 2013). For example,
parent-child communication about sex is associated with youth’s
sexual risk attitudes (Lederman et al., 2004; Hurst et al., 2022).
Also, engagement in dating behaviors may influence decision-
making processes regarding sexual intercourse initiation. In fact,
among Latina/o adolescents, being in a romantic relationship is
associated with higher intentions to have sex (Guilamo-Ramos
et al., 2009). Yet, the influence of early dating behaviors on
subsequent attitudes about sex and sex initiation among Latino
youth remains unclear.

To support healthy sexual outcomes among Latina/o
adolescents, we must understand the role of both social
influences and decision-making processes for sexual behaviors.
Specifically, we propose a conceptual model (see Figure 1) of
how parent-child discussions about sex and adolescents’ pre-
adolescent dating behaviors may influence sexual intercourse
initiation through the adolescents’ decision-making processes,
including attitudes and peer norms regarding sex. However,
these associations may be further compounded by Latino
adolescents’ acculturation to the US, which has been associated
with different rates of sexual risk behaviors (Afable-Munsuz and
Brindis, 2006; Lee and Hahm, 2010; Cabral et al., 2017; Ertl et al.,
2018).

Immigrant paradox in sex initiation

Acculturation typically follows migration, which typically
brings about changes in attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors
that unfold across time and generations. Acculturation is
typically associated with when an individual or a family
arrived in the US and occurs as a process of change in
cultural patterns that result from continuous firsthand contact
between people from different cultures (Redfield et al., 1936;
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FIGURE 1

Conceptual hypothesized model.

Berry, 1997). In fact, previous studies reveal a pattern of
associations between cultural orientations and acculturation
indices, including generational status (Umaña-Taylor et al.,
2009; Miller, 2010; Testa et al., 2019). The acculturation
process of immigrant families may contribute to challenges
experienced by Latino families, including language barriers,
depleted social resources, and experiences of discrimination. In
fact, immigration and associated acculturation processes play
an important role in the experience of many Latino families.
Paradoxically, recently immigrated individuals tend to have
an initial health advantage, despite having a predominantly
lower socioeconomic status which is usually associated with
poorer health outcomes (Franzini et al., 2001). Then, as children
in immigrant families acculturate to the US, their health
outcomes appear to become less favorable, a phenomenon
termed the immigrant paradox (Coll and Marks, 2012). This
pattern is especially salient for health risk behaviors among
less acculturated generations, immigration generational status
being a common proxy variable for acculturation. In fact, 1st-
generation Latina/os, who themselves migrated to the US, have
been found less likely to engage in sexual risk behaviors, such as
later age of first intercourse (Cabral et al., 2017), higher condom
use, and lower number of sexual partners (Guarini et al., 2011),
than Latina/os who are born in the US.

Social and cognitive processes may illuminate these
paradoxical findings across the generational status. Specifically,
parental and peer factors have both been found to mediate and
moderate associations between Latina/o youth acculturation in

the US and sexual behaviors (e.g., Cabral et al., 2017). For
example, among the 1st- and 2nd-generation Latino youth, lack
of maternal communication about sex is a key predictor of risky
sexual behaviors (Trejos-Castillo and Vazsonyi, 2009; Estrada-
Martínez et al., 2021). Moreover, decision-making processes
appear to differ across acculturation levels, in which Latina/o
youth with higher acculturation tend to express more positive
attitudes toward casual sex (Ahrold and Meston, 2010; Blanc,
2021). This may be further compounded by dating behaviors.
For example, among higher acculturated adolescents, a lower
likelihood of being in a romantic relationship is associated with
lower intentions to have sex (Guilamo-Ramos et al., 2009). Yet,
these associations have not been examined together in a single
developmental model for sexual intercourse initiation among
Latina/o adolescents across different generational statuses,
especially considering the spectrum of oral, vaginal, and
anal intercourse.

Current study

This study examined differences in and developmental
correlates of oral, vaginal, and anal intercourse initiation
across generational status among US Latina/o adolescents
using a longitudinal design. Specifically, we hypothesized that
(H1) less acculturated Latina/os, as indicated by generational
status, will report a lower prevalence of sexual intercourse
initiation by 10th grade. Moreover, we examined hypotheses
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about sexual intercourse initiation among Latina/o youth
based on a conceptual model depicted in Figure 1, including
(H2) early parent-child sex communication and pre-adolescent
dating behaviors will be, respectively, negatively and positively
associated with sexual intercourse initiation by 10th grade;
and (H3) intentions to initiate sex, perceived peer norms, and
attitudes about sex will mediate these relationships. Due to
differences across acculturation for sexual intercourse initiation,
we explored, in the absence of a strong basis for forming
hypotheses, how these relationships (see H2 and H3) varied by
generational status.

Materials and methods

Data came from Healthy PassagesTM, a multisite
longitudinal study of health behaviors and outcomes, and
associated risk and protective factors (see; Windle et al., 2004;
Schuster et al., 2012), prospectively following a cohort across 5th
(assessed 2004–2006), 7th, and 10th (2009–2011) grades. In this
manner, the Healthy PassagesTM data collection was designed to
begin prior to the initiation of most risk behaviors in the vast
majority of cases. Specific to sex initiation, less than 4% of US
adolescents initiate sex before the age of 13 (2.1% females, 3.9%
males) according to the National Youth Risk Behavior Survey
(YRBS), a school-based survey measuring adolescent health
risk behaviors and experiences that is conducted every other
year among a nationally representative sample of US public and
private high school students. Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC), as the funding agency, invited proposals
from an existing network of sites distributed nationally to
become a research site. Of these, research sites in Birmingham,
Alabama; Houston, Texas; and Los Angeles, California were
selected and deemed to be best qualified based on a range of
factors, one of which was that they collectively could recruit
around 6,000 youth participants evenly distributed among
the three largest racial/ethnic groups in the US (i.e., Black,
Latino/a, and White). All instruments were tested in a pilot
study including over 600 diverse participants in the relevant
age range and subjected to analysis to support their use in the
Healthy PassagesTM study.

Sampling procedures and participants

Sampling for the Healthy Passages study included 5th
graders in regular public school classrooms in three sites
(Birmingham, Alabama; Houston, Texas; and Los Angeles,
California). Child participants were selected using a two-
stage probability sampling procedure. Public schools within
the study sites were randomly selected with probabilities
proportionate to a weighted measure of the scarcity of a

school’s students relative to race/ethnicity targets to ensure
adequate sample sizes of Black, Latina/o, and White students,
the three largest racial/ethnic groups in the US. All 5th-grade
students in regular classrooms within selected schools during
two consecutive school years (2004–2005 and 2005–2006) were
invited to participate (see Schuster et al., 2012). There were no
exclusion criteria. Among families who provided permission to
be contacted and completed interviews in 5th grade (N = 5,147;
2,607 girls; 1,813 Latina/o), 4,773 (93%) and 4,521 (89%)
completed the 7th and 10th grade assessments, respectively.
Retention was 89% by 10th grade.

Because child participants were not presented with dating
behavior questions at Wave 1 and the very low number of
Latino/a youth at the Birmingham site (n = 26), the data analytic
sample (n = 1,764, 49.8% girls) consisted of those from the Los
Angeles and Houston sites who completed all three waves, and
could be classified as first- (18%), second- (58%), or third- (24%)
generation subjects (n = 23 could not be classified). The 49
Latina/o participants who were thus excluded did not differ from
the analysis sample in any demographics. Final sample mean
age = 11.13 years (SD = 0.59) at 5th grade, 13.11 years (0.61) at
7th grade, and 15.66 years (0.65) at 10th grade. Selected sample
characteristics are presented in Table 1 (see Schuster et al., 2012,
for more details).

Data collection procedure

Institutional review boards at each study site and the CDC
approved the study. At each of the three assessment waves,
two trained interviewers completed the full Healthy PassagesTM

assessment protocol with an adolescent and their primary
parent or caregiver (mother, 88%; father, 6%; and other, 6%) at
their home or a research facility. The parent provided signed
informed consent, and the adolescent signed assent at each
assessment. The adolescent and parent were then separated
and assessed individually in private spaces. Interviews were
conducted using two formats (see Windle et al., 2004 for details).
The larger portion of items was administered using a computer-
assisted personal interview (CAPI) procedure administered
by an interviewer. Sensitive data, including information on
sexual behaviors used in this study, were instead collected by
computer-assisted audio self-interview (CASI) method, where
the participant responds to items completely on his/her own
without involvement by the interviewer. A Spanish version
could be chosen by participants at each assessment, except for
adolescents in 10th grade (applied partly or fully at 5th grade: 8%
of adolescents, 23% of parents; 7th grade: 4% of adolescents, 30%
of parents; and 10th grade: 30% of parents). The Spanish version
was developed using standard back-translation and verification
by bilingual staff experienced with this procedure.
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TABLE 1 Descriptive characteristics for the overall sample (N = 1,764) and by gender and generational status.

Overall Latino boys Latina girls

1st Gen. 2nd Gen. 3rd Gen. 1st Gen. 2nd Gen. 3rd Gen.

M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)

Parent-child sex communication (5th gr)c

Mom: How babies are made 1.91 (0.74) 1.63 (0.72)a1 1.57 (0.66)a1 1.57 (0.64)a1 1.98 (0.74)a2 1.92 (0.75)a,b2 1.84 (0.69)b2

Mom: What is sex 1.67 (0.76) 1.46 (0.71)a1 1.40 (0.64)a1 1.44 (0.60)a1 1.77 (0.80)a2 1.65 (0.76)b2 1.64 (0.74)a2

Mom: Wait to have sex 2.02 (0.89) 1.85 (0.86)a1 1.78 (0.86)a1 1.70 (0.81)a1 2.11 (0.86)a2 2.03 (0.90)a2 1.90 (0.88)b2

Dad: How babies are made 1.35 (0.60) 1.57 (0.74)a1 1.45 (0.66)b1 1.40 (0.58)b1 1.49 (0.68)a1 1.33 (0.58)b2 1.30 (0.56)b1

Dad: What is sex 1.30 (0.58) 1.44 (0.68)a1 1.35 (0.62)a,b1 1.30 (0.55)b1 1.37 (0.61)a1 1.30 (0.60)a,b1 1.22 (0.50)b1

Dad: Wait to have sex 1.62 (0.82) 1.78 (0.86)a1 1.66 (0.82)a,b1 1.58 (0.77)b1 1.76 (0.82)a1 1.63 (0.83)b1 1.48 (0.76)c1

Attitudes (7th gr)d

Sex with casual friend 1.80 (0.91) 2.19 (1.03)a1 2.07 (1.0)a1 2.07 (0.94)a1 1.47 (0.74)a2 1.52 (0.73)a2 1.55 (0.73)a2

Sex with boy-friend/girl-friend 1.89 (0.95) 2.24 (1.07)a1 2.08 (0.98)a,b1 2.04 (0.93)b1 1.55 (0.83)a2 1.71 (0.87)b2 1.70 (0.86)a2

Sex acceptable with condom 2.10 (1.03) 2.37 (1.08)a1 2.31 (1.01)a1 2.34 (1.02)a1 1.81 (1.0)a,b2 1.96 (1.0)b2 1.74 (0.89)a2

Sex acceptable in love 1.97 (0.97) 2.23 (1.07)a1 2.18 (1.01)a1 2.22 (0.95)a1 1.72 (0.89)a,b2 1.80 (0.90)b2 1.63 (0.82)a2

Sex acceptable if older than 18 2.43 (0.95) 2.59 (0.98)a1 2.59 (0.92)a1 2.65 (0.94)a1 2.17 (0.87)a2 2.28 (0.93)a2 2.26 (1.0)a2

Intentions (7th gr)e 1.55 (0.96) 1.90 (0.96)a1 1.79 (0.93)a1 1.72 (1.02)a1 1.04 (0.87)a2 1.26 (0.86)b2 1.42 (0.88)b2

% % % % % % %

Dating behaviors (5th gr)

Held hands 20.2 27.6a1 27.0a1 28.6a1 11.0a2 12.3a2 15.9a2

Alone with boy-friend/girl-friend 13.2 16.7a1 17.9a1 22.6a1 6.9a2 5.9a2 13.9b2

Kissed on mouth 11.2 14.8a1 12.5a1 18.4a1 7.8a2 8.0a2 9.4a2

Said “I love you” 17.4 22.7a1 22.3a1 28.2a1 9.7a2 10.8a2 13.9a2

Hands under clothes 1.5 0.0a1 2.1a1 2.1a1 2.3a2 0.8a2 2.4a1

Peer norms (7th gr)f 23.7 29.6a,b1 23.6a1 31.6b1 17.9a2 20.5a1 26.0a1

Gen., generational status; k, thousand; yr, year; bf/gf, boyfriend/girlfriend. Superscript letters across rows represent significant differences across generational status within gender.
Superscript numbers across rows represent significant differences between gender within generational status. Prevalence reported represent weighted percentages.
c Range = 1–3.
d Range = 1–4.
e Range = 0–3.
f Peer norms of vaginal intercourse (VI) initiation indicate the percentage who reported at least one friend to have initiated sex at 7th grade.

Measures

Sexual intercourse initiation
Adolescents indicated in the 10th-grade assessment whether

they had ever performed or received oral sex, vaginal
intercourse, or anal intercourse, in separate questions, and those
who responded yes to any were coded as having initiated sexual
intercourse by 10th grade (Yes = 1, No = 0). Reported sexual
intercourse included same-sex experiences.

Parent-Child Communication about Sex (items adapted
from Dittus et al., 2004). Adolescents reported at 5th-grade
assessment about their discussions with each parent with
two items about reproduction (How many times has your
mother/father ever talked to you about how babies are made
or where babies come from?) and four items about sexual
activity (e.g., How many times has your mother/father ever
told you that you should wait to have sex until you are
married?α = 0.83). Responses were made on a three-point scale

(1 = Never talked about it; 2 = Talked about it once or twice;
3 = Talked about it lots of times). Based on structural equation
modeling (SEM) measurement model analysis (see details in
Supplementary Appendix A), individual items were entered as
observed variables in the analysis to indicate the latent factor of
parent-child communication about sex.

Dating Behaviors (items adapted from Dittus et al.,
2004). Adolescents indicated in 5th- grade assessment if
they had ever: (a) held hands with a boyfriend/girlfriend,
(b) told a boyfriend/girlfriend they love him/her, (c)
kissed a boyfriend/girlfriend, (d) been left alone with
a boyfriend/girlfriend, or (e) had their hands under a
boyfriend/girlfriend’s clothes or vice versa (α = 0.82). Responses
for each item were dichotomized into no (0) or yes (1).
Based on SEM measurement model analysis (see details in
Supplementary Appendix A), individual items were entered as
observed variables in the analysis to indicate the latent factor of
dating behaviors.

Frontiers in Psychology 06 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.897311
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/


fpsyg-13-897311 August 11, 2022 Time: 10:55 # 7

Cabral et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.897311

Sexual Decision-Making Processes (items adapted from
Schuster et al., 2006) were measured in 7th grade. Intentions
were measured as a single item based on the adolescent’s
response to whether they intended to wait until the end of
high school or marriage to have [vaginal] intercourse (Do
you intend to wait until the end of high school before having
vaginal intercourse [again]?). Responses were on a four-point
scale (0 = Yes, definitely to 3 = No, definitely not). Perceived
peer norms were assessed with a single item (How many of
your friends have had oral or vaginal sex?). Responses were
dichotomized (0 = None; 1 = at least one friend). Adolescents
reported their attitudes about sexual intercourse indicating their
agreement with five statements regarding sex (e.g., It is ok for
people your age to have vaginal intercourse with a casual friend;
It is ok for people your age to have vaginal intercourse if they are
in love; α = 0.84), using a four-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly
disagree to 4 = Strongly agree). Based on SEM measurement
model analysis (see details in Supplementary Appendix A),
these five individual items were entered as observed variables
in the analysis to indicate the latent factor of parent-child
communication about sex.

Generational status
Parents were asked if they and the adolescent were born

inside or outside the US. Using a common classification scheme
(Coll and Marks, 2012), the adolescent was classified as (a)
first generation if both were born outside the US; (b) second
generation if the adolescent was born inside but the parent
was born outside the US; and (c) third generation if both were
born inside the US.

Covariates
We controlled for adolescents’ age at 5th grade, total

household income (nine categories), and one- vs. two-
parent household for extraneous influence on early dating
behaviors and parent-child sex communication. Additionally,
we controlled for adolescents’ age at 10th grade when sexual
intercourse initiation was the outcome.

Statistical analysis

All analyses were performed using sampling weights to
account for the survey design, including the effects of design,
non-response, and attrition over time; clustering of youth
within schools in each area; and stratification by site (see
Schuster et al., 2012). Consequently, the weighted results
reported here adjust for differential attrition over time and
represent the population in the sampling frame of the three
defined communities. Missing responses to sex initiation in
Wave 3 (<10%) were addressed using responses from previous
waves. All analyses were conducted separately for girls and
boys due to marked differences in sexual intercourse initiation
between gender. Using SPSS v.24, chi-square analysis and t-tests

were used to examine differences among observed variables
across generational status, including in sexual initiation
to address hypothesis 1. Applying a structural equations
modeling (SEM) framework using Mplus v.7, a series of
sequential tests were conducted to address hypotheses 2 and
3 and the final exploratory aim, in each case separately for
girls and boys. SEM analysis can integrate both parametric
and non-parametric variables in one analysis, while details
about the analysis will be provided as results are reported;
as an overview, first, we conducted a confirmatory factor
analysis to assess the adequacy of the measurement model,
followed by measurement invariance (or equivalency) tests.
Measurement model testing and results are reported in
Supplementary Appendix A.

Subsequently, we tested the overall structural equation
model among the whole sample of Latina girls and Latino boys.
Finally, to investigate whether generational status moderated
the hypothesized relationships, a multiple-group SEM analysis
was conducted (Kline, 2005; Byrne, 2012), testing whether
path coefficients between latent factors of the hypothesized
model (Figure 1) differed across generation status groups.
Again, these were conducted separately for girls and boys. SEM
analyses controlled for household income, household parental
composition, and age at 5th grade on the exogenous variable
of parent-child sex communication and dating behaviors, as
well as age at 10th grade on the outcome of sexual initiation.
Standard criteria were applied (Hu and Bentler, 1998) when
examining three goodness-of-fit indices [Comparative Fit Index
(CFI), Tucker Lewis Index (TLI), and Root Mean Square Error
of Approximation (RMSEA)] to determine how the model
reproduced the observed data.

Results

Descriptive statistics across groups for variables of interest
are presented in Table 1. The prevalence of sex initiation across
demographic and categorical predictive variables is shown in
Table 2. See Supplementary Appendix B for intercorrelations.

Sexual intercourse initiation
differences

Group differences in sexual intercourse initiation are
detailed in Table 2. Highlighting significant differences in sexual
intercourse initiation across some of the variables of interest
here, 1st- [OR = 0.59, 95% CI (0.38, 0.90), p = 0.02] and 2nd-
generation [OR = 0.64, 95% CI (0.46, 0.90), p = 0.01] girls were
about half as likely to have initiated sexual intercourse by 10th
grade in comparison to 3rd-generation girls. There were no
significant differences for Latino boys across the generational
status. Girls and boys who reported holding hands at 5th
grade [girls OR = 1.77, 95% CI (1.10, 2.85), p < 0.001; boys
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TABLE 2 Prevalence of sexual intercourse (oral, vaginal, and anal) initiation by demographic and categorical predictors.

Overall sample (%) Latino boys (%) Latina girls (%)

Overall sexual initiationa 33.1 39.3 27.0

Oral sex initiation 26.8 34.5 19.2

Vaginal sex initiation 26.4 31.3 21.5

Anal sex initiation 9.7 13.3 6.1

Generational status χ2 (2) = 8.10 (p = 0.02) χ2 (2) = 1.48 (p = 0.47) χ2 (2) = 9.44 (p = 0.01)

First 29.81 36.51 23.51

Second 32.31,2 39.21 25.31

Third 38.22 42.11 34.62

Parent composition χ2 (1) = 30.05 (p = 0.000) χ2 (1) = 24.66 (p = 0.000) χ2 (1) = 8.83 (p = 0.003)

Two-parent house 27.81 32.41 23.01

Other 38.72 46.92 30.92

Dating behaviors

Held hands χ2 (1) = 110.54 (p = 0.000) χ2 (1) = 70.86 (p = 0.000) χ2 (1) = 21.05 (p = 0.000)

Yes 53.91 59.31 42.81

No 27.82 31.72 24.62

Alone with boy-friend/girl-friend χ2 (1) = 79.97 (p = 0.000) χ2 (1) = 60.08 (p = 0.000) χ2 (1) = 6.59 (p = 0.01)

Yes 55.91 60.61 38.61

No 29.72 34.72 26.02

Kissed on mouth χ2 (1) = 74.88 (p = 0.000) χ2 (1) = 68.16 (p = 0.000) χ2 (1) = 5.07 (p = 0.02)

Yes 57.41 69.01 37.01

No 30.12 34.42 26.12

Said “I love you” χ2 (1) = 105.95 (p = 0.000) χ2 (1) = 72.57 (p = 0.000) χ2 (1) = 17.56 (p = 0.000)

Yes 55.41 61.71 42.51

No 28.42 32.42 25.02

Hands under clothes χ2 (1) = 15.56 (p = 0.000) χ2 (1) = 9.58 (p = 0.002) χ2 (1) = 5.36 (p = 0.02)

Yes 64.71 73.71 53.31

No 32.62 38.72 26.62

Peer norms of sex initiationb χ2 (1) = 269.02 (p = 0.000) χ2 (1) = 188.72 (p = 0.000) χ2 (1) = 75.39 (p = 0.000)

None 24.01 27.71 21.01

1 or more 62.32 72.92 21.02

Prevalence reported for predictor variables represent overall (combined oral, vaginal, and anal) sex initiators as weighted percentages. Bold chi-square values represent significant group
differences. Different numerical superscripts across column cells for that predictor represent significant differences across response options for the given predictor of interest (bolded in
first column).
aSex initiation as reported by 10th grade.
bPeer norms of sex initiation indicate the percentage who reported at least one friend to have initiated vaginal intercourse at 7th grade.

OR = 1.56, 95% CI (1.00, 2.47), p = 0.05], as well as those who
perceived at least one friend to have had sexual intercourse at
7th grade [girls OR = 3.66, 95% CI (2.47, 5.43), p < 0.001;
boys OR = 7.17, 95% CI (5.12, 10.05), p < 0.001], were more
likely to have initiated sexual intercourse by 10th grade. Also,
boys who engaged in kissing [OR = 2.07, 95% CI (1.32, 3.24),
p < 0.01] and saying “I love you” [OR = 1.65, 95% CI (1.01,
2.69), p < 0.05] were more likely to have initiated sexual
intercourse by 10th grade.

Additionally, boys who reported communicating with their
mothers [OR = 0.79, 95% CI (0.65, 0.97), p = 0.02] and with
their fathers [OR = 0.75, 95% CI (0.61, 0.94), p = 0.01] in 5th
grade about waiting to have sex were significantly less likely
to have initiated sexual intercourse by 10th grade. Girls who

reported communicating about what sex is with their mothers
in 5th grade were significantly less likely to have initiated sexual
intercourse by 10th grade [OR = 0.71, 95% CI (0.51, 0.98),
p = 0.04]. Girls and boys who reported higher positive attitudes
toward sex with a casual friend in 7th grade [girls OR = 1.49,
95% CI (1.16, 1.92), p < 0.01; boys OR = 1.29, 95% CI (1.03,
1.61), p = 0.03] and acceptability of sex among people who
are over 18 and not married [girls OR = 1.25, 95% CI (1.00,
1.57), p < 0.05; boys OR = 1.35, 95% CI (1.12, 1.63), p < 0.01]
were more likely to have initiated sexual intercourse by 10th
grade. Also, boys who reported in 7th grade more positive
attitudes about sex with a condom [OR = 1.54, 95% CI (1.28,
1.85), p < 0.001] were more likely to have initiated sexual
intercourse by 10th grade.
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Multi-group comparisons of the
structural model across generational
status

As detailed in Supplementary Appendix A, the
measurement model testing using CFA confirmed that the
observed variables could be used as expected for the indicated
latent variables. Using this measurement model then, first
a baseline structural model was tested separately for each
generational status group among girls and boys, each of which
showed adequate fit among both girls and boys across 1st-,
2nd, and 3rd-generation groups. All fit statistics are reported in
Table 3. Based on the retained invariant measurement models
(see Supplementary Appendix A for details), we tested the
invariance of path coefficients, separately among girls and boys.
First, joint unconstrained models (i.e., path coefficients are
allowed to vary freely across groups) for all generational status
groups were estimated. As detailed in Table 3, the structural
model (M1) that freely estimated all paths across generational
status groups showed an acceptable fit for both girls and boys.
Second, a partially constrained model (M2) in which only the
paths that were either significant or non-significant uniformly
for all generational status groups in M1 were constrained to
be equal across generational status groups. All other paths,
including covariances among control variables, were left freely
estimated (Kline, 2005). Among girls, the partially constrained
model (M2) had a good fit to the data, as shown in Table 3, and
the χ2 difference test comparing the partially constrained model
(M2) to the unconstrained model (M1) indicated they were
not significantly different: 1χ2 (df ) = 34.05 (10), p < 0.001.
Among boys, the partially constrained model (M2) also had a
good fit to the data, as shown in Table 3, and the χ2 difference
test comparing the partially constrained model (M2) to the
unconstrained model (M1) indicated they were significantly
different: 1χ2 (df ) = 49.38 (18), p < 0.001. Thus, the partially
constrained model (M2) was selected as the final model
for both girls and boys because it was more parsimonious.

The resulting path coefficients for this model are shown in
Figure 2.

Generational status differences in
specific paths of the model

As a final test of significant differences in path coefficients
among the generational status groups separately for girls and
boys, several additional models were tested in which paths
that differed in significance across generational status groups
were constrained to be equal across groups (Kline, 2005). Each
path was tested individually based on the partially constrained
scalar invariant model (M2; Kline, 2005). Among Latino boys,
this strategy revealed that paths from dating behaviors to
intentions [1χ2 (df ) = 69.07 (1), p < 0.001], attitudes to
intentions [1χ2 (df ) = 21.06 (1), p < 0.001] and sexual
intercourse initiation [1χ2 (df ) = 20.53 (1), p < 0.001], and
intentions to sexual intercourse initiation [1χ2 (df ) = 24.63 (1),
p < 0.001] differed significantly between 3rd- and 1st-generation
groups, resulting in a significant χ2 differences when compared
to the partially constrained model (M2). With the exclusion
of the path from dating behaviors to intentions, which also
differed significantly between 2nd- and 3rd-generation groups
[1χ2 (df ) = 19.25 (1), p < 0.001], these paths also differed
significantly between 1st- and 2nd-generation groups [attitude
to intentions, 1χ2 (df ) = 10.52 (1), p < 0.01; attitude to
sexual intercourse initiation, 1χ2 (df ) = 4.55 (1), p < 0.05;
and intentions to sexual intercourse initiation, 1χ2 (df ) = 32.23
(1), p < 0.001]. Among Latina girls, the path from peer
norms to sexual intercourse initiation [1χ2 (df ) = 6.09 (1),
p < 0.05] differed significantly between 1st- and 3rd-generation
groups, resulting in significant χ2 difference when compared
to the partially constrained model (M2). Additionally, the
path from dating behaviors to intentions [1χ2 (df ) = 11.25
(1), p < 0.001] differed significantly between 1st- and 2nd-
generation Latina girls.

TABLE 3 Structural equation modeling fit statistics for baseline and multi-group comparison models.

Latina girls Latina boys

χ2 CFI TLI RMSEA χ2 CFI TLI RMSEA

Baseline model separately by groups

First generation 262.17 0.95 0.94 0.04 280.22 0.95 0.94 0.05

Second generation 362.23 0.97 0.97 0.03 297.46 0.98 0.97 0.03

Third generation 299.65 0.95 0.94 0.04 247.95 0.97 0.96 0.04

Multi-group comparison

Model 1 (M1): Joint unconstrained models (i.e., path coefficients are allowed
to vary freely across groups) for all generational status groups

931.48 0.97 0.96 0.04 894.54 0.97 0.97 0.04

Model 2 (M2): A partially constrained model, in which only the paths that
were either significant or non-significant uniformly for all generational
status groups in M1 were constrained to be equal across generational status
groups. All other paths were left freely estimated

914.99 0.97 0.97 0.03 845.16 0.98 0.97 0.03
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FIGURE 2

Standardized path coefficients (standard errors) arc presented for the partially constrained structural model across generational status groups
(standardized results). Path coefficients for 1st-, 2nd-, and 3rd- generation status groups are presented in that order. Path coefficients above or
to the right of paths represent results for Latino boys. Path coefficients below or to the left of paths represent results for Latina girls. Age at
grade, household income, and parental household composition were controlled for on the exogenous and outcome variables. Factor loadings
and residuals of the measurement model are provided in Table 3. Bold indicates significant coefficients. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

The final model (see Figure 2) indicated that for all
generational status groups of boys as well as 2nd- and 3rd-
generation girls, dating behaviors were associated with parent-
child sex communication in 5th grade. Among boys of all
generational statuses and 1st-generation status girls, dating
behaviors in 5th grade predicted 10th-grade sexual intercourse
initiation. Significant direct path coefficients are shown in
Figure 2. Additionally, mediational paths were tested. For all
generational status groups, attitudes mediated the association
between dating behaviors and sexual intercourse initiation for
girls (1st-generation β = 0.03, S.E. = 0.02, p < 0.05; 2nd-
generation β = 0.07, S.E. = 0.02, p < 0.01; 3rd-generation
β = 0.08, S.E. = 0.03, p < 0.01) and boys (1st-generation
β = 0.13, S.E. = 0.03, p < 0.01; 2nd-generation β = 0.14,
S.E. = 0.03, p < 0.01; 3rd-generation β = 0.13, S.E. = 0.03,
p < 0.01). Moreover, among 3rd-generation girls, peer norms
mediated the association between dating behaviors and sexual
intercourse initiation (β = 0.12, S.E. = 0.07, p < 0.05).
For 1st-generation Latino boys only, attitudes and intentions
mediated the association between dating behaviors and sexual
intercourse initiation. Specifically, attitudes mediated the
association between dating behaviors and intentions (β = 0.20,
S.E. = 0.08, p = 0.01), intentions mediated the association
between attitudes and sexual intercourse initiation (β = 0.19,

S.E. = 0.08, p < 0.05), and finally, attitudes and intentions
together mediated the association between dating behaviors and
sexual intercourse initiation (β = 0.08, S.E. = 0.04, p < 0.05).
Finally, among 2nd-generation boys, attitudes mediated the
association between parent-child sex communication and sexual
intercourse initiation (β = 0.03, S.E. = 0.02, p < 0.05), which,
in turn, mediated the association between dating behaviors and
sexual intercourse initiation (β = 0.01, S.E. = 0.01, p < 0.05).

Discussion

This study aimed to compare generational status and gender
differences in the longitudinal predictions from parent-child
sex communication and dating behaviors to sex initiation (oral,
vaginal, and anal) 5 years later, and how these associations are
mediated by perceived peer norms, intentions, and attitudes
regarding sex among Latina/o adolescent girls and boys. This
is the first study to concurrently examine the longitudinal
influence of parent-child discussions about sex and dating
behaviors on subsequent sex initiation as mediated by various
decision-making factors among Latina/o adolescents in the US
with different family migration histories. As the largest ethnic
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minority group in the US, Latina/o youth are particularly
vulnerable in that Latina/o adolescents tend to initiate sex
earlier than non-Hispanic White adolescents in the US, and are
less likely to use condoms consistently leading to an increased
risk of contracting STIs and higher rates of unintentional
pregnancy (Morales-Aleman and Scarinci, 2016). The findings
from this study clarify how differences in early sex initiation
and related attitudes, intentions, and subjective peer norms are
shaped in early adolescence by dating behaviors and parental
communication about sex to identify whether each process
increases or reduces the risk of early sex initiation. As a
multisite study, longitudinal study which captures changes in
developmental hallmarks related to sexual behaviors, data from
the Healthy PassagesTM allow us to highlight the variations
across generational status among Latina/os and throughout
early- to mid-adolescence. In comparison, most other studies
often neglect acculturation processes (Titzmann and Lee, 2018)
related to generational status differences and are limited to
observing behaviors in later adolescence.

Our first hypothesis that less acculturated Latina/os would
report a lower prevalence of sexual intercourse initiation was
supported for girls, in that less acculturated 1st- and 2nd-
generation Latinas reported a lower prevalence of sexual
intercourse initiation than 3rd-generation girls. However, this
was not supported by Latino boys. These generational status
differences among girls and the lack of evidence for the
immigrant paradox among boys are consistent with previous
findings (Guarini et al., 2011; Haderxhanaj et al., 2015). Also
consistent with previous research, our results demonstrate that
Latino boys have higher levels of sexual initiation than Latina
girls (Guarini et al., 2011).

Our findings partially supported hypotheses 2 and 3 about
the roles of early parent-child sex communication and dating
behaviors on sexual intercourse initiation 5 years later, and the
mediation of decision-making processes in these relationships
among Latina/o adolescents. Specifically, the overall model,
which had a good fit for all groups, demonstrated that for girls
of 1st generation and boys of all generational status groups,
engaging in dating behaviors in 5th grade was associated with a
greater likelihood of sexual intercourse initiation by 10th grade.
Moreover, for girls and boys of all generational status groups,
engaging in pre-adolescent dating behaviors was associated
with a greater likelihood of perceiving peers having initiated
sexual intercourse and higher positive attitudes about sexual
intercourse. The association between dating and sex initiation
is in line with previous work which focused on comparing
Black and non-Black adolescent groups, which found similar
associations between early dating relationships and sex initiation
among males and females in the US (Cooksey et al., 2002).
As no recent studies have replicated previous research to
examine the association between general dating patterns and
sex initiation, this study expands our understanding of the link
between early dating patterns and sex initiation by focusing on
Latina/o adolescents and identifying decision-making processes,

specifically attitudes, that mediate this relationship. Also, for all
groups, such positive attitudes were associated with a greater
likelihood of sexual intercourse initiation. We discuss these
findings in turn.

First, we found that early dating behaviors were positively
associated with subsequent sexual intercourse initiation for
most groups. It is important to note that early dating may
be driven by a third variable not explored in this study,
for example, age of pubertal onset which is often associated
with various health behaviors and outcomes (Brooks-Gunn,
2021). Yet, it may be that the earlier an adolescent begins
to engage in dating behaviors, the longer the period of
opportunity is for exploring sexual behaviors (Furman et al.,
1999). Early romantic, or even exploratory, relationships may
build confidence in sexual interactions (Wood et al., 2008) and,
further, reinforce interest in sexual behaviors (Birnbaum and
Reis, 2019). Moreover, the direct association between dating
behaviors and sexual intercourse initiation was consistent across
generational status for boys, but was only significant for 1st-
generation girls. It may be that, for boys, there are no differences
in expectations whether primarily adhering to traditional Latino
or US cultural norms regarding dating and sex. Conversely,
for girls, the protective immigrant experience appears to
erode with early dating experience, as other protective factors
erode with acculturation (Finch, 2019). Early dating behaviors
among less acculturated girls may increase their engagement
in sexual interactions (Raffaelli and Ontai, 2001). Essentially,
by breaking with traditional cultural values regarding dating,
Latina girls may not experience the protective mechanism
typically associated with lesser acculturation, similar to the
association between bicultural stress and problem behaviors
(e.g., aggression and substance use; Bosma et al., 2019). Perhaps,
differences in how less acculturated girls are brought up
regarding dating and sex in comparison to more acculturated
girls may not be as effective in delaying sexual intercourse
initiation (Haglund et al., 2019).

Second, whereas the association between dating behaviors
and sexual intercourse initiation was mediated by attitudes and
intentions for 1st-generation Latino boys, it was only mediated
by attitudes for 2nd- and 3rd-generation Latina girls and Latino
boys. This association was also mediated by peer norms for 3rd-
generation Latina girls. Also, this association was mediated by
both parent-child sex communication and attitudes for 2nd-
generation boys. For all groups of boys and girls, attitudes
were both a direct predictor and mediator of sexual intercourse
initiation. This suggests that independent of acculturation
differences, sexual attitudes are an important factor in the
sexual decision-making process. Moreover, Latina/os typically
have more restrictive attitudes about sex than non-Latina/os
(Eisenman and Dantzker, 2006), which appear to differ across
generational status depending on the specific sexual attitude in
our study (see Table 1). Attitudes for Latina/o youth who are
more exposed to US dominant cultural norms may be influenced
more by the dominant culture than is the case for those with less
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exposure (Scull and Malik, 2019; Blanc, 2021), who may be more
aligned to attitudes of their cultural heritage.

Our results also demonstrated differences across Latina girls’
generational status groups regarding peer norms and intentions.
These generational status differences in mediating decision-
making factors may suggest that girls of different generational
statuses may rely on different decision-making processes related
to sexual intercourse, depending on their acculturation. In fact,
cognitions may shift in acculturation processes and account for
some of the observed generational status differences (Abraído-
Lanza et al., 2016). For example, more acculturated adolescents
tend to have greater intentions to engage in risky behaviors
generally than those less acculturated (Blake et al., 2001).
Perhaps, less acculturated Latino/a youth are more likely to
hold sexual decision-making values that are more aligned with
traditional cultural norms than more acculturated youth, which
may be a protective mechanism. Yet, our findings would also
suggest that, despite aligning their attitudes, intentions, and
norms to traditional cultural scripts, the protective mechanism
often associated with holding on to traditional cultural views
may be eroded when adolescents engage in dating behaviors
early in life. This may be because engaging in such behaviors, in a
sense, releases adolescents from traditional cultural expectations
against early romantic exploration (Raffaelli and Ontai, 2001).

Also, for more acculturated 3rd-generation Latina girls,
perceiving their peers to have initiated sexual intercourse was
associated with their own sexual intercourse initiation. This
finding is in line with previous work that suggests peers play a
stronger role in sexual intentions for US-born Latina/o youth
(Killoren et al., 2011b). Less acculturated Latinas may be more
resistant to peer influences, such as peer pressure, than those
more acculturated. Thus, erosion of the protection associated
with holding on to cultural traditions among Latina/o youth
appears to be reflected in decision-making processes (i.e., peer
norms and attitudes).

Finally, generational status differences may suggest that how
adolescents decide to have sexual intercourse differs according
to their cultural experiences via acculturation processes.
Differences in decision-making strategies may be the result of
greater adherence to traditional cultural views of sexual behavior
among some groups, which, in turn, is a strong predictor
of behaviors (Villar and Concha, 2012). Also, the consistent
emphasis on attitudes regarding sexual intercourse initiation as
a mediator in this association among most generational status
groups may suggest that cultural conflicts often experienced
among many Latino/a youth are most reflected in attitudes (e.g.,
Villarruel et al., 2004). That is, as Latino/a youth navigate the
often-opposing views of traditional cultural views and norms
and those of the dominant US culture regarding sexual and
dating norms and behaviors (e.g., Roysircar-Sodowsky and
Maestas, 2000), their attitudes toward dating and sex may
be most influenced by these experiences. Thus, our model
results suggest a nuanced process of sexual decision-making is
influenced by early dating behaviors and acculturative processes.

Limitations

Foremost, the observational design did not allow us to
establish causal links between variables. Also, we could not
account for changes across time in decision-making processes
because observed variables in 7th grade were not measured
in 5th grade. Generational status is a single indicator of
acculturation, which is a complex process. Moreover, this was
measured without consideration for the migration status of a
second parent, or time in the US for either child or parent,
which can have differential effects (Coll and Marks, 2012).
Being restricted to single-item measurements of constructs,
such as intentions and peer norms, is an additional limitation.
Because Latina/o participants were sampled from only two
geographic regions, findings might not generalize to other
regions in the US. Further, because our Latino sample has
familial roots primarily in Mexico and Central America,
and because of its within-group heterogeneity, caution must
be exercised in generalizing to Latino groups with other
origins. Age of sexual intercourse initiation was not measured
with the traditional cut-off score of early sex initiation
(Zimmer-Gembeck and Helfand, 2008). Measures of intentions,
perceived peer norms, and attitudes relied on references to
vaginal intercourse only; thus, we were unable to address
the comprehensive influence of these sexual decision-making
processes on oral and anal sex.

Future research

Despite adolescents’ diverse sexual experiences, including
oral and anal intercourse, most studies have focused only
on vaginal intercourse. We attempted to bridge this gap by
examining sexual initiation across oral, vaginal, and anal sex.
However, we were unable to examine differences across sexual
orientations. Future research should endeavor to do so, as well
as examine other sexual risk behaviors (e.g., contraceptive use)
and outcomes (e.g., the prevalence of STIs).

Our findings support the link between parental
communication about sex with pre-adolescent dating behaviors
and, subsequently, sex initiation. Future research should
explore communication specifically about dating behaviors,
including how and when parents discuss dating behaviors
with their children, as well as the longitudinal association of
these factors with subsequent adolescent sexual behaviors.
Moreover, discussions about sex may differ depending on the
gender composition of parent-child dyads (Evans et al., 2020;
Pasqualini and De Rose, 2020). In fact, our descriptive results
demonstrate that mothers discussed sex topics at a higher
prevalence than fathers. Future studies should explore how
opposite-gender parent-child dyads address sex discussions
among Latino families. Expanding our understanding of
parent-child communication in relation to early dating
behaviors among US Latina/o adolescents across various
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measures of sexual behaviors may help further clarify why some
Latina/o adolescents are at higher risk.

Implications

Once replicated, these findings may guide family-level
prevention strategies aimed at delaying sexual intercourse
initiation among Latina/o youth. Specifically, Latino parents
need guidance to discuss dating and sexual behaviors with their
pre-adolescent children (Guilamo-Ramos and Bouris, 2008;
Wilson et al., 2010; Pariera and Brody, 2018), as dating behaviors
should be addressed early in Latino families. These behaviors
should be addressed prior to 5th grade, which appears to be a
critical period of dating initiation for Latina/o youth. This may
be particularly important among less acculturated Latina girls.
Sexual risk prevention programs may be adapted to address
dating behaviors. Yet, targeted prevention strategies must
balance between respecting Latino parents’ traditional values
while also providing sufficiently informative guidance to their
children for navigating sexual situations they may encounter
in their dating relationships. Also, programs that focus on
attitudes may be best at reaching a larger group of Latina/o
youth and most effective at delaying sex initiation (Morrison
et al., 2018). Multifaceted strategies that aim to address each
decision-making process may also be successful for Latina/o
youth from diverse acculturative experiences (Lee et al., 2018).
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parentŰadolescent communication about sex on condom use. Health Educ. Behav.
40 384–391.

Martinez, L. M., and Orpinas, P. (2016). ¿ Confías en mí? The impact of
Latino parent characteristics on discussions with their adolescent about sexual
health and pregnancy prevention. SAGE Open 6:2158244015622245. doi: 10.1177/
2158244015622245

Miller, M. J. (2010). Testing a bilinear domain-specific model of acculturation
and enculturation across generational status. J. Couns. Psychol. 57:179. doi: 10.
1037/a0019089

MIT International Students Office (2021). Dating culture 101 in the united
states. Available online at: https://iso.mit.edu/americanisms/dating-culture-101-
in-the-united-states/ (accessed June 8, 2021).

Moilanen, K. L., Leary, J. M., Watson, S. M., and Ottley, J. (2018). Predicting
age of sexual initiation: Family-level antecedents in three ethnic groups. J. Early
Adoles. 38, 28–49. doi: 10.1177/0272431615586462

Morales-Aleman, M. M., and Scarinci, I. C. (2016). Correlates and predictors of
sexual health among adolescent Latinas in the United States: A systematic review
of the literature, 2004–2015. Prevent. Med. 87, 183–193.

Morrison, S. U., Adler-Baeder, F., Bub, K. L., and Duke, A. (2018).
Contextualizing relationship education and adolescent attitude toward sexual
behavior: Considering class climate. Child Youth Care Forum 47, 133–150. doi:
10.1007/s10566-017-9423-0

Muise, A., Maxwell, J. A., and Impett, E. A. (2018). What theories and methods
from relationship research can contribute to sex research. J. Sex Res. 55, 540–562.
doi: 10.1080/00224499.2017.1421608

O’Donnell, L., Myint, U. A., O’Donnell, C. R., and Stueve, A. (2003). Long-
term influence of sexual norms and attitudes on timing of sexual initiation among
urban minority youth. J. School Health 73, 68–75. doi: 10.1111/j.1746-1561.2003.
tb03575.x

O’Donnell, L., O’Donnell, C. R., and Stueve, A. (2001). Early sexual initiation
and subsequent sex-related risks among urban minority youth: The reach for
health study. Family Plan. Perspect. 33, 268–275. doi: 10.2307/3030194

O’Donnell, L., Stueve, A., Duran, R., Myint-U, A., Agronick, G., San Doval,
A., et al. (2008). Parenting practices, parents’ underestimation of daughters’ risks,
and alcohol and sexual behaviors of urban girls. J. Adoles. Health 42, 496–502.
doi: 10.1016/j.jadohealth.2007.10.008

O’Donnell, L., Stueve, A., Wilson-Simmons, R., Dash, K., Agronick, G.,
and JeanBaptiste, V. (2006). Heterosexual risk behaviors among urban young
adolescents. J. Early Adoles. 26, 87–109. doi: 10.1177/0272431605282653

Pariera, K. L., and Brody, E. (2018). “Talk more about it”: Emerging adults’
attitudes about how and when parents should talk about sex. Sexuality Res. Soc.
Policy 15, 219–229. doi: 10.1007/s13178-017-0314-9

Pasqualini, M., and De Rose, A. (2020). Parent-child communication about sex
and romantic feelings: Does having older siblings make a difference? Genus 76,
1–18. doi: 10.1186/s41118-020-00097-0

Raffaelli, M. (2005). Adolescent dating experiences
described by Latino college students. J. Adoles. 28,
559–572. doi: 10.1016/j.adolescence.2005.04.001

Raffaelli, M., and Green, S. (2003). Parent-adolescent communication
about sex: Retrospective reports by Latino college students.
J. Marria. Family 65, 474–481. doi: 10.1111/j.1741-3737.2003.
00474.x

Frontiers in Psychology 15 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.897311
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10935-009-0180-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10935-009-0180-1
https://doi.org/10.1093/swr/30.3.169
https://doi.org/10.1080/716100416
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2014.302524
https://doi.org/10.1177/1077801218808395
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2004-2108
https://doi.org/10.1037/1082-989X.3.4.424
https://doi.org/10.1037/fam0000916
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-010-9546-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-010-9546-1
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12978-015-0097-5
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12978-015-0097-5
https://doi.org/10.1080/10810730.2012.757397
https://doi.org/10.1080/10810730.2012.757397
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-010-9587-5
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2010.00799.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2010.00799.x
https://doi.org/10.1037/cdp0000222
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph16050833
https://doi.org/10.3200/BMED.29.4.155-166
https://doi.org/10.3200/BMED.29.4.155-166
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-009-9495-8
https://doi.org/10.1111/jocn.13933
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18126349
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-010-9521-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-010-9521-x
https://doi.org/10.1177/2158244015622245
https://doi.org/10.1177/2158244015622245
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0019089
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0019089
https://iso.mit.edu/americanisms/dating-culture-101-in-the-united-states/
https://iso.mit.edu/americanisms/dating-culture-101-in-the-united-states/
https://doi.org/10.1177/0272431615586462
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10566-017-9423-0
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10566-017-9423-0
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2017.1421608
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1746-1561.2003.tb03575.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1746-1561.2003.tb03575.x
https://doi.org/10.2307/3030194
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2007.10.008
https://doi.org/10.1177/0272431605282653
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13178-017-0314-9
https://doi.org/10.1186/s41118-020-00097-0
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2005.04.001
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2003.00474.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2003.00474.x
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/


fpsyg-13-897311 August 11, 2022 Time: 10:55 # 16

Cabral et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.897311

Raffaelli, M., and Ontai, L. L. (2001). ’She’s 16 years old and there’s boys calling
over to the house’: An exploratory study of sexual socialization in Latino families.
Cult. Health Sex. 3, 295–310. doi: 10.1080/13691050152484722

Redfield, R., Linton, R., and Herskovits, M. J. (1936). Memorandum for
the study of acculturation. Am. Anthr. 38, 149–152. doi: 10.1525/aa.1936.38.1.
02a00330

Rotz, D., Goesling, B., Redel, N., Shiferaw, M., and Smither-Wulsin, C. (2020).
Assessing the Benefits of Delayed Sexual Activity: A Synthesis of the Literature.
Washington, DC: Office of Planning, Research.

Roysircar-Sodowsky, G., and Maestas, M. V. (2000). “Acculturation, ethnic
identity, and acculturative stress: Evidence and measurement,” in Handbook of
Cross Cultural And Multicultural Personality Assessment, ed. R. H. Dana (Mahwah,
NJ: Erlbaum), 131–172.

Sanchez, D., Whittaker, T. A., and Crosnoe, R. (2020). Preliminary findings of
the links between gender role attitudes and sexual behaviors in Mexican American
early adolescent boys. Psychol. Men Masculinit. 21:1. doi: 10.1037/men0000205

Schuster, M. A., Eastman, K. L., and Corona, R. (2006). Peer reviewed:
talking parents, healthy teens: A worksite-based program for parents to promote
adolescent sexual health. Prevent. Chron. Dis. 3:238.

Schuster, M. A., Elliott, M. N., Kanouse, D. E., Wallander, J. L., Tortolero, S. R.,
Ratner, J. A., et al. (2012). Racial and ethnic health disparities among fifth-graders
in three cities. New England J. Med. 367, 735–745. doi: 10.1056/NEJMsa1114353

Schwartz, S. J., Unger, J. B., Zamboanga, B. L., and Szapocznik, J. (2010).
Rethinking the concept of acculturation: implications for theory and research. Am.
Psychol. 65: 237. doi: 10.1037/a0019330

Scott, M. E., Berger, A., Caal, S., Hickman, S., and Moore, K. (2014). Preventing
Teen Pregnancy Among Latinos: Recommendations From Research, Evaluation,
And Practitioner Experience. Bethesda, MD: Child Trends.

Scull, T. M., and Malik, C. V. (2019). Role of entertainment media in sexual
socialization. Int. Encycl. Med. Literacy 2019, 1–11. doi: 10.1002/9781118978238.
ieml0214

Scull, T. M., Carl, A. E., Keefe, E. M., and Malik, C. V. (2022). Exploring parent-
gender differences in parent and adolescent reports of the frequency, quality,
and content of their sexual health communication. J. Sex Res. 59, 122–134. doi:
10.1080/00224499.2021.1936439

Testa, S., Doucerain, M. M., Miglietta, A., Jurcik, T., Ryder, A. G., and
Gattino, S. (2019). The vancouver index of acculturation (VIA): New evidence

on dimensionality and measurement invariance across two cultural settings. Int.
J. Int. Relat. 71, 60–71. doi: 10.1016/j.ijintrel.2019.04.001

Titzmann, P. F., and Lee, R. M. (2018). Adaptation of young immigrants: A
developmental perspective on acculturation research. Eur. Psychol. 23:72. doi:
10.1027/1016-9040/a000313

Trejos-Castillo, E., and Vazsonyi, A. T. (2009). Risky sexual behaviors in first
and second generation hispanic immigrant youth. J. Youth Adoles. 38, 719–731.
doi: 10.1007/s10964-008-9369-5

Umaña-Taylor, A. J., Alfaro, E. C., Bámaca, M. Y., and Guimond, A. B.
(2009). The central role of familial ethnic socialization in Latino adolescents’
cultural orientation. J. Marria. Family 71, 46–60. doi: 10.1111/j.1741-3737.2008.00
579.x

Vexler, E. J. (2007). Voices Heard: Latino Adults and Teens Speak Up about Teen
Pregnancy: a National Survey of Latinos, March 2007. Washington, DC: National
Campaign to Prevent Teen Pregnancy.

Villar, M. E., and Concha, M. (2012). Sex education and cultural values:
Experiences and attitudes of Latina immigrant women. Sex Educ. 12, 545–554.
doi: 10.1080/14681811.2011.627733

Villarruel, A. M., Jemmott, J. B., Jemmott, L. S., and Ronis, D. L.
(2004). Predictors of sexual intercourse and condom use intentions
among Spanish-dominant Latino youth: A test of the planned behavior
theory. Nurs. Res. 53, 172–181. doi: 10.1097/00006199-200405000-0
0004

Wilson, E. K., Dalberth, B. T., Koo, H. P., and Gard, J. C. (2010). Parents’
perspectives on talking to preteenage children about sex. Perspect. Sex. Reprod.
Health 42, 56–63. doi: 10.1363/4205610

Windle, M., Grunbaum, J. A., Elliott, M., Tortolero, S. R., Berry, S., Gilliland,
J., et al. (2004). Healthy passages: A multilevel, multimethod longitudinal study of
adolescent health. Am. J. Prevent. Med. 27, 164–172. doi: 10.1016/j.amepre.2004.
04.007

Wood, R. G., Avellar, S., and Goesling, B. (2008). Pathways to adulthood and
marriage: teenagers’ attitudes, expectations, and relationship patterns. Princeton,
NJ: Mathematical Policy Research.

Zimmer-Gembeck, M. J., and Helfand, M. (2008). Ten years of longitudinal
research on US adolescent sexual behavior: Developmental correlates of sexual
intercourse, and the importance of age, gender and ethnic background. Dev. Rev.
28, 153–224. doi: 10.1016/j.dr.2007.06.001

Frontiers in Psychology 16 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.897311
https://doi.org/10.1080/13691050152484722
https://doi.org/10.1525/aa.1936.38.1.02a00330
https://doi.org/10.1525/aa.1936.38.1.02a00330
https://doi.org/10.1037/men0000205
https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJMsa1114353
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0019330
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118978238.ieml0214
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118978238.ieml0214
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2021.1936439
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2021.1936439
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2019.04.001
https://doi.org/10.1027/1016-9040/a000313
https://doi.org/10.1027/1016-9040/a000313
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-008-9369-5
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2008.00579.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2008.00579.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2011.627733
https://doi.org/10.1097/00006199-200405000-00004
https://doi.org/10.1097/00006199-200405000-00004
https://doi.org/10.1363/4205610
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amepre.2004.04.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amepre.2004.04.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dr.2007.06.001
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/

	Longitudinal associations of parent-child communication, dating behaviors, decision-making processes, and sex initiation among United States Latina/o adolescents
	Introduction
	Parent-child communication about sex
	Dating behaviors and sex initiation
	Dating behaviors and parent-child communication about sex
	Cognitive decision-making processes in sex initiation
	Immigrant paradox in sex initiation
	Current study

	Materials and methods
	Sampling procedures and participants
	Data collection procedure
	Measures
	Sexual intercourse initiation
	Generational status
	Covariates

	Statistical analysis

	Results
	Sexual intercourse initiation differences
	Multi-group comparisons of the structural model across generational status
	Generational status differences in specific paths of the model

	Discussion
	Limitations
	Future research
	Implications

	Data availability statement
	Ethics statement
	Author contributions
	Funding
	Acknowledgments
	Conflict of interest
	Publisher's note
	Author disclaimer
	Supplementary material
	References




