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Parents’ views on their
children’s sexuality education.
Results of the BZgA study on
Youth Sexuality

Sara Scharmanski, Angelika Hessling

Since 1980, the German Bundeszentrale fur gesundheitliche

Aufklarung (BZgA; Federal Centre for Health Education) has regu-
larly conducted the representative Youth Sexuality Study. This con-
tinuous monitoring provides information on the sexual and repro-
ductive health of young people in Germany, which in turn forms
an important basis for evidence-based health communication. This

10

series of studies also includes a survey of parents. In this article,

we present the results of this parent survey from the 9th iteration

of the Youth Sexuality Study.

The BZgA study on Youth Sexuality

ince 1992, the BZgA has been mandated by
S the Schwangerschaftskonfliktgesetz (SchKG;
Pregnancy Conflict Act) to develop concepts
for sexuality education and to provide information
on obtaining contraception free of charge through-

out Germany (Bundeszentrale fir gesundheitliche

Auftklarung [BZgA], 2016). These sexuality education
materials reach the target groups directly or are em-
ployed by multipliers as part of sexuality education
and sexuality education programmes. The BZgA has
a long tradition of conducting and funding large
representative studies to evaluate and assess these
measures and programmes. An important monitor-
ing instrument in this context is the representative
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cross-sectional survey on Youth Sexuality, which has
been conducted regularly since 1980. The resulting
study data can be used to determine the current
sexual and contraceptive behaviour of young peo-
ple as well as the characteristics of sexuality educa-
tion (Scharmanski & Hessling, 2021b, 2022a).

As the home remains a central pillar in the context
of sexuality education for young people (Scharman-
ski & Hessling, 2021c¢), and since parental sexuality
education is positively associated with safe sexuality
for their children (Déring, Walter & Scharmanski, in
preparation), the parents’ perspective on their chil-
dren’s sexuality and contraception is of great impor-
tance (see also the article by Kunz & Koschmieder in
this issue of FORUM). This article focuses on the re-
sults of the parents’ survey, which is part of the study
on Youth Sexuality.

Before presenting the main findings of the par-
ents’ survey, it is important to note that, due to the
methodology of the Youth Sexuality Study, only the
current situation and trend developments from the
past 40 years can be descriptively presented. On

the basis of the available data, it is only possible to
make a limited number of assumptions about possi-
ble causes that may have influenced these develop-
ments. Further research projects that focus on pos-
sible cause-effect relationships are recommended.

Parents' views on their children’s sexuality

Do parents talk about sexuality with

their children?

For young people, conversations with parents are
one of the most important sources of knowledge
and advice about sexuality and contraception
(Scharmanski & Hessling, 2022a).

In the Youth Sexuality Study parents and adoles-
cents were asked to what extent the topics of sexual-
ity and partnership were discussed in their families.
According to the adolescents surveyed, most fam-
ilies talk openly about sexuality and relationships:
70% of the 14- to 17-year-olds without a migrant
background express this opinion (Scharmanski &
Hessling, 2021c¢).

As part of the 9th iteration of the Youth Sexuality Study, 2,422 legal guardians of young
people aged between 14 and 17 were interviewed between May and October 2019. The
intention was that the mothers of girls and the fathers of boys would answer the questions,
which was largely achieved: 99% of girls' mothers and 89% of boys' fathers participated in

the survey.

As part of the representative repeat survey on Youth Sexuality, the sex assigned to the ado-
lescents and their parents at birth was recorded in the categories "male” and "female”. Due
to the methodological design of the survey, it was not possible to make a further nonbinary
differentiation of gender. This approach was dictated solely by methodological necessity
and not by a lack of diversity-sensitive perspective.

In order to ensure that the results are comparable with previous trend iterations, the survey
included only parents of young people without a history of immigration were included in
the survey, i.e., the parents were born in Germany or have German citizenship since birth.
The survey was conducted as an oral interview in the home environment.
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COMMUNICATION ABOUT SEXUAL TOPICS AT HOME:
COMPARISON OF PARENT AND ADOLESCENT RATING.

Question: Are sexuality and relationships topics of conversation at home? (number of “yes” answers in %)

78%

Parents of girls Girls

rce: BZgA, data from Youth Sexuality Study (2019)

73%

Parents of boys Boys

Basis: 14- to 17-year-old girls/boys without migrant background and their parents

A comparison of parents’ and children’s assess-
ments (see Figure 1) shows that the parents rate
the openness of communication about sexual and
relationship topics in their own family slightly high-
er than their adolescent children: The ratings show
a gap of 5% between girls and their parents and a
gap of 6% between boys and their parents.

What do parents think about sexual contacts
between minors?

Although both the parents and the adolescents
report a predominantly open atmosphere of com-
munication about sexuality and relationships in the
family, parents’ attitudes towards specific sexual acts
by minors are different.

The latest data from the parents’ survey clearly show
that the proportion of parents who are fundamental-
ly opposed to girls under the age of 18 having sex-
ual contact has increased over the past five years -
from 13% in 2014 to 25% in 2019 (see Figure 2). This
brings the proportion of parents who disapprove of
sexual contact between young people under the

age of 18 back to where it was almost 30 years ago.
There is a similar trend for boys, although at a lower
level (2014: 10% compared to 20% in 2019).

Parents’ views on providing contraceptive
advice to their children

Do parents provide contraceptive advice to their
children?

Most parents of children between the ages of 14
and 17 have already given their daughter or son de-
tailed advice about contraceptive options, and this
advice is usually given by the parent of the same
sex. Three out of four mothers of girls (75%) state
that they have given their daughters such advice,
while the figure is significantly lower for fathers of
boys (65%). Counselling by opposite-sex parents is
less common (less than 60%, respectively).

Although parental contraceptive advice for sons
is still lower overall than for daughters (65% com-
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ATTITUDE TOWARDS SEXUAL ACTIVITIES OF MINORS,
LONG-TERM TREND AMONG PARENTS OF GIRLS.

Question: What is your attitude towards sexual intercourse between young people under 18? Are you generally against
it or would you not be against it in certain circumstances? (number of “generally against” answers in %)
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Source: BZgA, data from Youth Sexuality Study (2019)

2019
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Basis: 14- to 17-year-old girls with German citizenship, from 2014 without migrant background

pared to 75%), there has recently been a recent con-
vergence - apart from 2014 result (see Figure 3).

Parents’ specific contraceptive recommendations
are depended mainly on the sex of their children.
Almost all parents of boys recommend condoms to
their sons (93%), including 59% who recommend
condoms as the only method of contraception. The
pill plays a subordinate role in the advice given to
boys: 36% of parents recommend the pill, while
only 4% of boys' parents consider the pill to be the
only suitable contraceptive.

The opposite is true for girls’ parents, where the
pill plays a central role, with 73% of parents rec-
ommending it to their daughters and 32% recom-
mending it exclusively. However, more girls’ parents
(40%) than boys' parents (32%) advise their daugh-
ters to use the pill in combination with a condom.
Overall, 60% of girls’ parents recommend using a
condom, while only 20% advise the exclusive use of
a condom.

It is striking that the specific contraceptive advice
given by parents varies according to the (assumed)
sexual activity of the children. Girls whose parents
believe they know for sure that their daughter is
sexually active are more likely to be advised to take
the pill (83%) than girls whose parents only assume
that their daughter has probably or definitely not
yet had a sexual relations (71%, respectively). This
effect is even more pronounced among boys’ par-
ents, albeit at a lower level: Sons whose parents
believe they know for sure that they are sexually
active are more likely to receive a parental recom-
mendation for the pill (55%) than boys whose par-
ents only suspect or assume for sure that their son
has not yet had a sexual relation (37% and 32%,
respectively).

In addition, the (copper) IUD plays an even greater
role in parental contraceptive advice for girls (10%
of cases). However, (copper) IUDs are very rare-
ly used by daughters: Only 1% of girls under the
age of 18 who have already had sexual intercourse
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PARENTAL ADVICE ON CONTRACEPTION, LONG-TERM TREND.

Question: Have you (your child) ever spoken in detail about means of contraception?
(number of “yes" answers in %)
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Source: BZgA, data from Youth Sexuality Study (2019)
Basis: Parents of 14- to 17-year-old girls with German citizenship, from 2014 without migrant background
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state that they have already had experience with
this contraceptive method (Scharmanski & Hess-
ling, 2021b).

Have parents’ contraceptive recommendations
changed recently?

Data from the Youth Sexuality Study (Scharmanski &
Hessling, 2021b) also show that young women have
recently become significantly less likely to use the
pill. If we look at the results of the parents’ survey,
we see that not only are girls using the pill less often,
but their parents are also less likely to recommend
the pill as contraception.

Although around seven out of ten girls’ parents
(73%) still advise their daughters to use the pill

when speaking about contraception, this propor-
tion has fallen significantly since the last iteration of

survey (see Figure 4).

One positive aspect of the longer-term trend is that,
compared with 2005, significantly more parents are
now recommending the combined use of the pill
and condoms.

It is also positive that the majority of parents still rec-
ommend safe contraceptive methods: Parallel to the
decline in the recommendation of the contraceptive
pill, the condom has become much more important
as the only contraceptive method recommended by
parents between2014 and 2019 - both for girls (by
12%) and boys (by 9%).
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GIRLS’ PARENTS RECOMMENDATIONS REGARDING USING THE PILL AS CONTRACEPTION, TREND COMPARISON.

Question: What would you recommend to your child as the most adequate form of contraception?
(here: contraceptive pill) (in %)
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Source: BZgA, data from Youth Sexuality Study (2019)

Basis: Parents of 14-to 17-year-old girls with German citizenship, from 2014 without migrant background

Parents’ views on sexuality education for
their children

How do parents feel about sexuality

education?

Almost seven out of ten parents (69%) state that
they themselves or their partner were the main
source of sexuality education for their child. Just
over three-quarters of these parents report they
have had no difficulties (76%).

However, 24% state that they did find their child’s
sexuality education difficult sometimes. The trend
shows that significantly more parents reported dif-

ficulties with their children’s sexuality education in
2019 than 5 years ago (see Figure 5).

Another notable finding from the current iteration
is that this assessment correlates with the parents’
formal education: Parents with a higher level of ed-
ucation (29%) are significantly more likely than those
with a medium or basic level of education (20% and
19%, respectively) to say that they find sexuality ed-
ucation difficult. This difference did not exist in 2014.

Regardless of their children’s sex, fathers are slight-
ly more likely than mothers to say that they found
sexuality education of their children difficult (26%
vs. 22%).
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SELF-CONSCIOUSNESS AMONG PARENTS ABOUT SEXUALITY EDUCATION, LONG-TERM TREND.

Question: Did you find it difficult to give your child sexuality education? (number of “yes” answers in %)
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Basis: Parents of 14- to 17-year-old adolescents with German citizenship who provided their children with sexuality education,
from 2014 without migrant background

*1980: Mothers/fathers instead of parents of girls/boys
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Which sexuality education topics do parents find
difficult?

All parents were asked about a list of sexuality ed-
ucation topics they found difficult (see Figure 6).
Overall, most parents find it easy to discuss many
sexuality education topics, such as ‘the roles of men
and women’, 'marriage and other forms of partner-
ship’, ‘affection and love’ and ‘premarital sexual in-
tercourse’. Only 12% of mothers and fathers have
difficulties with one or more of these topics. Again,
there are few differences between the sexes.

Previous surveys have already shown that parents
find one topic in particular is difficult to talk about
with their children: sexual practices. Most mothers
and fathers find it difficult to talk about this with their
children (57% and 55%, respectively). At the same
time, however, this is the most frequently mentioned

topic about which adolescents themselves would

like more information (Scharmanski & Hessling,
2022b).

There is another difficult topic for mothers: porno-
graphy (40%). This topic is less of a problem for fa-
thers (35%) - in fact, this is the only topic where fa-
thers find it significantly easier than mothers to pass
on information to their children. The differences be-
tween mothers and fathers are particularly large for
the topics of homosexuality and pregnancy termina-
tion (11% and 9%, respectively) as well as - and this is
not surprising - for conversations about menstruation
and pregnancy/birth (24% and 14%, respectively).

One striking result of the 2019 survey is that the pro-

portion of parents who find certain topics difficult
to talk about to their children is generally higher
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DIFFICULT TOPICS IN SEXUALITY EDUCATION FROM PARENTS’ PERSPECTIVE (IN %).

Question: Please indicate the topics about which you would find it difficult
to give your child concrete information.

Compared  Compared

The 10 most named topics to 2014 to 2009
57
Sexual practises +2 +2 +4  +12
55
42
Masturbation 0 +3 +4  +12
42
40
Pornography +4 +6  +10  +12
35
29
Prostitution +8 +9 +14  +18
30
27
Male circumcision -1 0 +4 +5
29
Sexual violence, 24 +7 +12  +12 +16
sexual abuse 30
romosexalty m B I B
Sexually transmitted 23
+11 +15 +14 +18
infections 26
pregneneyterminten m B e R
Mienstrstionevdiaten h R e
0 10 20 30 40 50 60

B Mothers M Fathers

Source: BZgA, data from Youth Sexuality Study (2019)
Basis: Parents of 14- to 17-year-old adolescents without migrant background (2009: German citizenship)
Trend: Difference between 2014/2019 in %
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PARENTS’ PREFERRED MEDIA FOR GETTING MORE INFORMATION, BY SEX IN %

Question: Via what media would you prefer to obtain
more information about the areas you listed?

The 8 most mentioned topics

Internet

Books

Print media

Women's magazines

Television films

0y
Public lectures o 9%
DVDs 6% 6%
0 10
B Mothers M Fathers

Source: BZgA, data from Youth Sexuality Study (2019)
Basis: Parents of 14- to 17-year-old adolescents without migrant background

now - in some cases much higher - than it was in
2014 and 2009 (see Figure 6). The frequency with
which these topics are mentioned has increased by
an average of 9% for mothers and 14% for fathers
since 2009. With regard to the possible causes of
this development, the available data do not allow us
to draw any direct causal links. However, the follow-
ing correlation must be considered when assessing
the increase in parental difficulties with sexuality
education: Adolescents are entering into an active
sexual life at an increasingly later age (Scharmanski
& Hessling, 2021b). At the same time, parents who
are certain that their child is already sexually active
report comparatively fewer difficulties with sexuali-
ty education (12% rather not sure vs. 27% definite-
ly not sure). This means that as the proportion of
young people who are not yet sexually active has

44%

21%
24%

| require no other information sources.

20 30 40 50

increased, so too has the proportion of parents who
find it difficult to discuss certain topics.

Where do parents get information about sexuali-
ty and contraception?

When parents advise their children on contracep-
tion, they mainly rely on their own experience (93%).
Mothers in particular often consult other sources of
information to prepare the discussion, e.g., by ask-
ing friends (21%) or doctors (19%). Fathers are less
likely to do this (16% and 4%, respectively).

As the previous section emphasized, parents find
certain topics more difficult to discuss with their
children. Nevertheless, only 21% of mothers and
24% of fathers actively seek further information (see
Figure 7). The general openness to receive addition-
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al information is related to the parents’ educational
level: Parents with basic education level are particu-
larly likely to state that they do not feel the need for
further information (31%). This figure is lower for
parents with medium or higher qualifications (24%
and 19%, respectively). Younger parents are also
slightly more open than older parents (rejection of
further information by parents up to the age of 49:
21%; by the generation over 50: 28%).

However, most parents are by no means completely
opposed to gathering additional information. The
internet is the main source of information on sexu-
ality education for parents - adolescents also report
the same (Scharmanski & Hessling, 2021a).

Interestingly, the growing importance of the internet
has not led to a significant decline in the number of
books used for sexuality education over the last 15
years. In fact, between 2014 and 2019, in particu-
lar, the importance of specialist books has actually
increased (among mothers 6% and among fathers
7%), making them parents’ most important support
medium for sexuality education after the internet.

Moreover, the educational correlation mentioned
above is also applies to the use of the two most im-
portant information media: the internet and books.
Parents with a higher formal education state that
they use online sources and specialist books more
often than do those parents with lower qualifica-
tions (differences between 11% and 16%). This is
particularly true for fathers in the case of free bro-
chures (11% difference according to educational
level); for mothers, the educational correlation is
less pronounced (5%).

Conclusion

This article provides an overview of the key data
from the parent survey of the 9th iteration of the
Youth Sexuality Study. The main findings can be
summarised as follows:

* Most families (without a migrant background)
talk openly about sexuality, relationship and
contraception.

* However, it is striking that, in 2019, more par-
ents expressed reservations about an active
sexual life for minors than in previous decades.

* Regarding parental contraceptive advice, it is
noticeable that the recommendation to use the
pill is declining in parallel with the actual use
among young people. Parents are more likely to
recommend the use of condoms or the com-
bined use of the pill and condoms.

e Parents are one of the main sources of sexuality
education for young people. However, there
has been a significant increase in the proportion
of parents who say they find sexuality education
difficult.

Because of its methodological design, the Youth
Sexuality Study can highlight developments and
provide an up-to-date database. However, there is
limited information on possible causes that might
explain these developments. Other study designs
and methodological approaches would be need-
ed to explore the explanatory relationships in more
depth.

Nevertheless, it is crucial to continue to support
parents in providing sexuality education and con-
traceptive advice to their children, and to provide
evidence-based and evaluated materials and coun-
selling services - both online and offline. Only in this
way can parents help to strengthen the sexual and
reproductive health of the younger generation and
enable their children to enjoy a safe and healthy
sexuality.
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