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5-2 Parenting Styles and Adolescent Sexuality

Parenting styles significantly influence adolescent behavior, particularly concerning

sexuality and decision-making about sexual activities. The scenario with Sally highlights the

complexities that parents face when addressing teenage sexuality. Each parenting

style—authoritative, authoritarian, and permissive—would likely lead to different

interactions and outcomes based on their unique approaches to discipline, communication,

and warmth.

Potential Risks of Sexual Involvement for Sally

If Sally is sexually active, she faces several risks common among teenagers, including

the potential for teen pregnancy and sexually transmitted infections (STIs). The Centers for

Disease Control and Prevention notes that despite the decline in teen pregnancy rates, these

risks remain significant. Additionally, early sexual activity is often associated with negative

mental health outcomes, such as increased stress and emotional instability, which could affect

Sally's well-being and academic performance.

Parenting Styles and Responses to Sally's Situation

Authoritative Parenting

Authoritative parents, like Sally's mother, are known for being responsive yet firm

with set boundaries. This parenting style is balanced with warmth and rational, open

communication. In this scenario, an authoritative parent would likely address Sally's

suspected sexual activity by initiating a supportive yet serious conversation. They would

discuss the importance of safe sex practices, the implications of STIs and pregnancy, and the

emotional aspects of relationships. An authoritative parent would set clear expectations

regarding behavior while also providing guidance and support for contraceptive use and safe

sexual practices. For example, an authoritative parent might put a curfew and explain the

reasons behind this rule, emphasizing safety and responsibility. They would discuss
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consequences for missing curfews, such as restricted outings, but also offer a process for

earning back privileges through trustworthy behavior. Additionally, they would provide

resources for sexual health education and facilitate access to contraceptives if appropriate.

According to Finley et al. (2018), comprehensive community-wide health initiatives that

include stakeholder education play a crucial role in reducing rates of teen pregnancy. These

programs emphasize the importance of clear communication between parents and adolescents

about sexual health, which aligns with the authoritative parenting approach that balances

warmth and structure.

Authoritarian Parenting

An authoritarian parent, in contrast, would likely take a more punitive and less

communicative approach. The style is characterized by high demands but low

responsiveness. The focus would be on obedience and adherence to parental rules. If Sally

were suspected of being sexually active, an authoritarian parent might impose strict curfews,

limit interactions with her boyfriend, and enforce consequences without providing much

explanation or support for sexual health education. For instance, an authoritarian parent might

demand that Sally end her relationship or forbid dating, with strict penalties for

non-compliance, such as taking away her phone or other privileges without discussion. The

approach could lead to secretive behavior from Sally, as the environment might not feel safe

or supportive of open talks about her sexuality (Feldman, 2022, Chapter 15). The method

might suppress open communication and push adolescents towards secretive behaviors,

increasing risks rather than mitigating them.

Permissive Parenting

Permissive parents are typically warm and accepting but lack firm boundaries and

discipline. If Sally's parent were permissive, they might acknowledge her sexual activity but

fail to provide the necessary guidance or set limits. The approach might include casual
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conversations about sex and encouragement to "be safe" without specific strategies or rules.

For example, a permissive parent might offer minimal restrictions, perhaps only asking Sally

to inform them if she plans to be out late. There may be no specific consequences defined for

not following this loose guideline. While this environment might encourage open

communication, the lack of clear guidelines might not adequately prepare Sally to make

informed decisions about her sexual health. It could potentially lead to higher risk-taking

behaviors, as adolescents may not have a clear understanding of boundaries and

consequences.

Personal Perspective on Best Approaches

If Sally were my daughter, I would adopt an authoritative approach, emphasizing

open communication and education about safe sexual practices. It's crucial to discuss not only

the physical aspects of sexual health but also the emotional and psychological impacts.

Providing a supportive environment where Sally feels comfortable discussing her feelings

and questions about sexuality would be my priority. The approach fosters trust and

understanding, which are essential for guiding adolescents through the complexities of sexual

development and relationships.

When considering strategies for preventing teen pregnancy and promoting safe sexual

practices, it's beneficial to look at evidence-based approaches that involve both the teen and

their community. According to Finley et al. (2018), comprehensive community-wide health

initiatives that include stakeholder education play a crucial role in reducing rates of teen

pregnancy. These programs often emphasize the importance of clear communication between

parents and adolescents about sexual health, which aligns with the authoritative parenting

approach that balances warmth and structure. Implementing such strategies can help in

effectively guiding adolescents like Sally through the complexities of their sexual

development.
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Conclusion

Parenting styles deeply influence how adolescents navigate their sexual development.

An authoritative approach, blending firm guidelines with supportive communication, is most

beneficial for helping adolescents like Sally make informed and safe choices regarding their

sexuality. By understanding and strategically addressing these factors, parents can create an

environment that supports their children's healthy development into adulthood.
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