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Chapter One

Introduction

The study of human communication is an all-encompassing,
pervasive endeavor, Communication scholars have subdivided the
field into more discrete, manageable context areas such as public
communication,organizational cormunication, interpersonal communica-
tion, intercultural communication and family communication, This
project focuses on one of the more recent context areas that has
emerged in the communication field, namely, family communication.
Within each family, there are norms for communication: who talks to
whom? about what topics? where and when? One topic that has been
deliberately and consistently ignored in many families is the topic
of sex education. While many factors such as family history and
cultural influences may affect the degree of silence in the home
about human sexuality, the scope of this study is limited to the
investigation of two basic questions: 1) Does communication climate
affect the extent to which parents and children talk about sexuality?
2) Do three additional variables: a. the sex of the parent, b, the
degree of religiosity in the family and c. the degree of perceived
attitude similarity between parents and children about sexuality,
affect the extent to which sexuality is talked about between parents
and children?

This chapter shall consist of a brief justification for the
study, an explanation of the purpose for the study, an outline of
the research questions, and an identification of the hypotheses.

Finally, an overview is provided for the remaining chapters in the



dissertation.

Justification for the Study

Numerous studies from 1915 to the present clearly document
the contention that sexual information is primarily obtained from
peers, not from parents (Bennett and Dickinson, 1980, p. 114).
Ironically, both students and their parents would 1ike to be able
to discuss human sexuality with each other (Inman, 1974, p. 1866;
Bennett and Dickinson, 1980, p. 115)., This study attempts to ex-
plore several possible reasons for the discrepancy between the
attitudes and actions of parents and children toward discussing
human sexuality in the home,

Before examining why this communication is lacking, it seems
pertinent to ask why this discrepancy even matters. Frequently, one
can identify discrepancies between stated attitudes of individuals
and their resultant behavior patterns. Often the penalties for
these incongruencies are small or seemingly non-existent, However,
in the case of sexuality, there are some possible severe negative
consequences for the failure of parents to provide sex education in
the home, Briefly, consider the following three possible consequen-
ces: 1) the perpetuation and spread of misinformation among peers,
2) rising rates of venereal disease, and 3) rising rates of pre-
marital pregnancies.

The lack of sex educationin the home causes students to
turn to their peers for information., What happens, then, is that by
exchanging information, jokes, and swapping stories or personal

experiences, a lot of misinformation is perpetuated. McCary, a



prominent sex educator, estimates that the information he received
behind the barn door in a small Texas town from his confused and
equally ignorant friends was about 80 percent completely wrong,

while the other 20 percent was at least partly incorrect (1973, p. 4),.

Friends are a great source of inaccurate information. Some
of the conclusions current among adolescents are:

If a boy takes his penis out of a girl's vagina

before he ejaculates, she can't get pregnant.

A1l you have to do is take one birth control pill

and you won't get pregnant, It's ok for a girl

to use someone else's birth control pills, (Uslander,

1977, p. 202)

Still other misconceptions are reported by workers at a Chicago
Planned Parenthood Center. "Girls believe they cannot get pregnant
if their boyfriend ejaculates only once." Or, "girls can only get
pregnant right after their menstrual period. The rest of the time
they are safe." Then there are girls who took their mother's,
sister's, or friend's pills right before or after they had sex
(Arnold, 1974, p, 371). Finally, there is a long standing miscon-
ception that girls cannot get pregnant the first time.

The results of ill-informed or mis-informed adolescents ex-
perimenting with sexuality are disastrous. Ignorance does not pro-
vide a deterrent to premarital sexual activity. Zelnik and Kantner
estimate that premarital sexual activity is more prevalent than it
has ever been (1978, p. 11). The results are:

epidemic rates of gonorrhea and increasing rates of

syphilis (Darrow, 1976) as well as increasing rates

of teenage unwed pregnancy (Kantner and Zelnik, 1972;

U.S. Conmission on Population Growth, 1972), When

90% of teenage women age 15-19 years old say that

they do not always use contraception during inter-

course, problems are likely to result (and for about

1/3 of these young women, the main problem is a preg-

nancy to be dealt with). (Scales and Everly, 1977,
p. 38)



In a study of teenagers suffering from venereal disease,
once again, peers had served as the chief source of sexual informa-
tion for these adolescents, As a result, all of the teenagers were
extremely ignorant of basic biological facts, including a knowledge
of venereal disease (McCary, 1973, p. 84)., Having seen the disas-
trously high rates of venereal disease that exist, it should be
evident that adolescents lack adequate information about sexuality.
Much of this is due to the fact that information is frequently
acquired from peers who lack accurate or complete data. A study by
Schwartz found that only .9 percent of the preadolescents studied
had excelient information, while:

13.9 percent had adequate information, 66.3 percent

poor information, 13.2 percent distorted information,

and 5,6 percent no information. Knowledge about

masturbation, venereal disease, nocturnal emissions,

and menstruation was poorest.(Thornburg, 1974, p. 36)

In addition to poor information and an increase in venereal
disease, the third possible consequence is the risk of premarital
pregnancy. The rising rate of premarital pregnancies is receiving
national attention and has been labelled a major social problem.
Zelnik reported that one in five U.S, females has had sexual inter-
course by age 16 and two-thirds of all women by age 19. The same
survey showed that 10 percent of U.S. women are pregnant before age
17, and twenty-five percent before they are 19 years of age. Eighty
percent of these pregnancies are premarital (Zelnik, Kim, and Kantner,
1979, p. 177). In an earlier study Zelnik and Kantner found that
about 780,000 teenagers experience a premarital pregnancy each year
and that eighty percent of these teenagers who do not want to get

pregnant are nevertheless, not using any contraception when the



pregnancy occurs (1978, pp. 135-141). 1In 1978, 20 percent of the
babies born in the U.S. had mothers who were sixteen years old or
younger, (Bernstein, 1978, p. 149),

This rapid increase in premarital pregnancy leads to severe
costs for both society and individuals. A study of over 100 pre-
marital pregnancies in New York City indicated that:

91% of the women who first had babies at 15-17 had
neither full nor part-time employment and that 72%
of those 15 and older were receiving welfare,...

Teen marriages have been found to be two to three
times more 1ikely to break up than marriages occur-
ring after age 20 (Alan Guttmacher Institute, 1976).
Sixty percent of teen brides 17 years of age and
under divorce within six months; 20% divorce within
12 months (Furstenberg, 1976)....Pregnant adolescents
comprise a large percentage of AFDC recipients cost-
ing society an estimated $100,000 per recipient over
the course of a lifetime (Krantz, 1965). (McKendry,
Walters and Johnson, 1979, p. 25)

The severity of these consequences indicates a need to examine the
nature of barriers that prevent sex education from occurring at

home between parents and their children,

Purpose of the Study

The objective of this study is to gather descriptive data
from undergraduate students regarding their sources of sex informa-
tion and possible barriers that prevented sex education from occur-
ring in their parent's home., Dubbe (1965) found that sexuality was
the single topic that adolescents found most difficult to discuss
with their parents (p. 96). lhen he asked students why it was
difficult for them to communicate with their parents about sexuality,
the primary reasons they listed were: 1) fear, 2) nagging, and

3) feeling condemned, (Dubbe, 1965, p. 86). These reasons sound



similar to a concept developed by Jack Gibb called "defensive com-
munication climate." Gibb found that defensive behavior occurs when
a person feels threatened by others (Gibb, 1961, p. 141), Indivi-
duals have a natural tendency to resist perceived threat or change
induced by others (Smith and Williamson, 1977, p. 285). Gibb
identified six behaviors that tend to create a defensive communica-
tion climate by threatening a person's self-image., Similarly, he
identified six behaviors that can aid in reducing defensiveness and
contribute to the establishment of a supportive communication cli-

mate, Gibb's categories for these behaviors are Tisted below:

Categories of Behavior Characteristic
of Supportive and Defensive Climates

Defensive Climates Supportive Climates
1. Evaluation 1. Description
2. Control 2, Problem Orientation
3. Strategy 3. Spontaneity
4, Neutrality 4, Empathy
5. Superiority 5. Equality
6. Certainty 6. Provisionalism

(Gibb, 1961, p. 143)

Each of the behaviors presented above exist in pairs., Thus,
evaluation and description comprise behaviors on opposite ends of a
continuum where evaluative behaviors may tend to elicit defensive-
ness and descriptive behavior may tend to elicit a supportive res-
ponse or create a supportive climate., Evaluation is behavior which
appears to judge the receiver., This judgment may be expressed
through tone of voice, nonverbal gestures, or verbal content., The

effect is that the receiver's guard goes up. Description in contrast



is a non-judgmental neutral presentation of information, (Gihb, 1961,
pp. 142-144),

Control is exemplified in behavior that tries to change the
behavior or attitudes of another person, "Implicit in all attempts
to alter another person is the assumption by the change agent that
the person to be altered is inadequate," (Gibb, 1961, p. 144).
Therefore, control tends to evoke resistence, Problem orientation
differs from control because now the source allows the receiver to
set his/her own goals and make her/his own decisions (Gibb, 1961,

p. 145). Such behavior is oriented toward cooperative problem-
solving,

Strategy suggests a planned approach and the attempt to
manipulate the receiver. Spontaneity, in contrast, is unplanned,
open, free, and honest (Gibb, 1961, pp. 145-146).

Neutrality is conveyed when the source is distant, uninvolved,
detached, communicating a lack of concern for the other's welfare.
Empathic behavior however, is behavior emphasizing concern for and
identification with the feelings and problems of the receiver (Gibb,
1961, pp. 146-147).

Superiority is communicated when the source implies that he/
she is older, wiser, or superior in power, position, personality
characteristics, or experience., A position of equality is conveyed
when the source tries to keep the roles on an equal level, treating
the receiver as equal in position, power, intelligence and experience
(Gibb, 1961, p. 147).

Finally, certainty relates to dogmatism. Certainty is ex-

pressed when a person claims to have the "right" answers, requires



no additional information, and sees their ideas as the truth. Pro-
visional is demonstrated by the person who wants to explore all
options, is tentative and willing to investigate issues rather than
taking sides (Gibb, 1961, p. 148). By contrasting the six pairs of
behavior, it is possible to see how the first items in each pair
tend to create a defensive climate, while the second items in~each
pair contribute to a supportive communication climate,

A major focus of the present study is to compute and compare
students' perceived communication climate existent between themselves
and their mothers, fathers, same-sex peers, and opposite-sex peers
concerning conversations about sexuality. This computation is
possible using scores from descriptive questions about each of Jack
Gibb's 12 categories. A detailed description of computation pro-
cedures is provided in Chapter Three.

A second focus of this study is to explore the effect of
three additional variables on sex education in the home. Thus, the
questionnaire also explores: a, whether or not mothers provide more
information than fathers; b. whether families with a high degree of
conservative religiosity provide less education than non-religious
families; and c, whether students perceived attitude similarity on
the part of parents and children about sexuality facilitates more
sex education in the home,

It is hoped that this descriptive study of students' percep-
tions of their parents' home will make it possible to identify commu-
nication barriers to sex education in the home. Identification of
these barriers can be a first step toward devising ways to reduce

these barriers and promote more effective sex education within the



family.

Research Questions

Having delineated the purpose of the study, it is possible
to establish the parameters for this project. Stemming from the
purpose as outlined above, two basic questions guide the research:

1. Is there a more defensive climate between parents and
children regarding the topic of human sexuality than
between children and their peers?

2. How do three variables (a. the sex of the parent, b. the
degree of perceived conservative religiosity present in
the family, and c. the degree of perceived attitude
similarity between parents and children about sexuality)
affect the extent to which sexuality is talked about

between parents and children?

The Hypotheses

Based on the research questions, the following hypotheses
were posed,

Hypothesis One: There is no difference in the degree of supportive-
ness perceived in the communication climate of conversations
between peers and between parents and children,

Since this is an extension beyond the current 1iterature, the hypo-

thesis is presented as a non-directional, null hypothesis. Uhere a

directional hypothesis is indicated and supported through the litera-

ture review presented in Chapter Two, the hypothesis will be stated
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in that format.

Hypothesis Two: More information about sexuality will be gained from
peer conversations than from parent-child conversations.

Hypothesis Three: There is no difference in the degree of desire
for more sexual information from parents versus the degree
of desire for more sexual information from peers,

The Titerature review presented in Chapter Two suggests that students

would appreciate more information about sexuality from their parents,

While peers provide the majority of information, there is no data on

whether students would prefer even more information exchange between

themselves and their peers, Thus, hypothesis three is also non=-
directional,

Hypothesis Four: More information about sexuality will be gained
from mother-child conversations than from father-child con-
versations,

‘Hypothesis Five: There is no difference in the amount of information
gained from parents as the degree of perceived religiosity of
the parents varies from. high to moderate to Tow.

Hypothesis Six: There is no . difference in the degree of supportive-
ness in the communication climate in parent-child interactions
about sex education as the degree of perceived religiosity
of the parents varies from high to moderate to low.

Since churches are changing their image and role in the area of sex

education, hypotheses five and six are stated in a non-directional

format.

Hypothesis Seven: There is no difference in the amount of information

gained from parents with sexual values perceived to be highly
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similar to the student's values versus parents with
moderately similar sexual values versus parents with

significantly different sexual values.

Overview of Subsequent Chapters

The research project exploring the seven hypotheses just
presented is an extension from previous research, An exploration of
past research on the roles of mothers, fathers, peers, schools and
churches is a basic prerequisite to my research, Thus, the second
chapter will provide a review of the related Titerature in an
attempt to answer the following questions: 1) Do peers serve as
the major source of sex information? 2) Are parents desirable as
sex educators? 3) Can schools provide adequate sex education? 4)
Does communication climate play an inhibiting role in parent-child
communication about sexuality? 5) Do mothers provide more sex
education than fathers? 6) Does religion play a positive or nega-
tive role in sex education? 7) How does similarity of sexual values
between parents and children affect sex education in the home?

The third chapter will explain the procedures and methodology
for the main study and the pilot study. It will detail the nature
of the instrument and the statistical analyses employed.

Chapter Four will contain the results of the statistical
analyses. Tables will be presented showing the basis for acceptance
or rejection of each of the seven hypotheses,

Finally, Chapter Five will provide a discussion of interpre-
tations drawn from the results. In addition, it will present impli-

cations and recommendations for further research,



Chapter Two

Review of the Related Literature

In this chapter I shall first review the relevant 1iterature
which addresses the central issues related to parent-child and peer
interactions about human sexuality, The chapter will explain where
adolescents currently obtain the majority of their sexual informa-
tion and explore possible barriérs to parent-child interactions in
the home, Finally, I will draw conclusions from the literature

review and show how my study is an extension from these conclusions.

Who Provides the Majority of Sex Education?

Research as far back as 1915 concluded that peers, not
parents served as the single most significant source of sexual
information (Bennett and Dickinson, 1980, p. 114), From a 1948
study of Kinsey through studies done in the late 1970's, the findings
consistently reveal that most adolescents obtain their sexual infor-
mation from their peers. Throughout the last thirty years, substan-
tial documentation exists to support the claim that while many
sexual norms are being bent, broken, or transformed, the norm of
silence in the home between parents and children about sexuality
remains unchanged. There appears to be a steadfast reluctance among
parents to talk about sexuality with their children,

Thornburg (1974) provides repeated examplés of studies that
show the primary source of sexual information and knowledge of pre-

adolescents comes from peers: Elias and Gebhard, 1969; Lee, 1952;



13

Ramsey, 1943; Schwartz, 1969; Thornburg, 1970, 1972; (p. 36).
Bennett and Dickinson (1980) update and expand Thornburg's review of
the literature to include: Gagnon, 1965; Gebhard, 1977; Gordon,
Scales and Everly, 1979; Kirkendall and Miles, 1968; Payne, 1970;
Roberts, Kline, and Gagnon, 1978; Schofield, 1965, 1973; (p. 115).

Even a cursory look at several representative studies demon-
strates the extent to which communication between parents and child-
ren about human sexuality is ineffective or often, nonexistent.
Morton Hunt (1974) cites a 1972 survey of over 2000 individuals in
24 cities which ranks peers as the number one source of information
about sexuality., Fifty-nine percent of the males and forty-six per-
cent of the females turned to their friends for their sexual educa-
tion., Books and other written materials provide a secondary source
of information, Parents come in a poor third, since only nine per-
cent of the males and seventeen percent of the females received their
sexual information from their parents (p, 122)., Elias and Gebhard
(1969) found that the percent of sexual information acquired from
peers was seventy-five percent, "a finding comparable to studies
done by Bell in 1938," (Thornburg, 1974, p. 37).

A 1973 survey among high school honor students revealed that
students were very critical about the failure of their parents to
discuss human sexuality with them. Two-thirds stated that their
parents had told them NOTHING, while others felt they had received
only superficial, often inaccurate information (McCary, 1973, p. 7).
Still another sample of a hundred teenage boys and a hundred teenage
girls revealed that out of a list of thirty topics, all of the

étudents "marked sex as the most difficult one to discuss with their
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parents," (McCary, 1973, p. 7). After an extensive survey of the
literature, Michael Schofield (1974) concluded that in many homes,
parents refrain from any discussidn of sexuality at all, estimating
that two-thirds of all males and one-quarter of all females learn
nothing about sexuality from their parents. This prompted him to
write, "If we had to rely on our parents to educate us about sex,
most of us would still be waiting," (p. 18).

Even in homes where parents do initially provide a minimal
amount of reproductive information, as the children grow older, the
amount of sex education diminishes, Dr. Gordon Shipman (1968) ques-
tioned 400 university students in Wisconsin and confirmed the ab-
sence of communication between parents and adolescents about human
sexuality, The minimal communication that was present noticeably
deteriorated when the children moved from childhood to adolescence

(p. 3). Merilee Inman (1974) concurs in the American Journal of

Nursing where she reports her finding from a sample of over 400
high school students in Yuma and Phoenix., They described their
sources of sex information as "dirty" talks with friends or reading

sexually oriented magazines with friends (p. 1866),

The Critical Effects

Lack of open communication about sexuality is a critical
issue since the adolescents either remain ignorant or acquire infor-
mation from their peers. This lack of detailed information contri-
butes to severe negative consequences which will be briefly outlined
below,

I11-informed adolescents experimenting with sexuality create
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some astounding statistics. In 1978, one out of every five babies

born in the U.S. was born to a mother who was not yet seventeen! In

the 1ight of such statistics, withholding information about sexuality
and contraception is nothing short of ridiculous (Bernstein, 1978,

p. 149). A survey in the mid-seventies showed unwed mothers had
received little sex information at home or at school with their
mothers either unwilling or unable to provide accurate instruction
for their daughters (McCary, 1973, p. 11).

By 1976, researchers were estimating that four out of every
ten women aged 15-19 had had premarital intercourse (Zelnik and
Kantner, 1978, p. 11). The result of this teenage sexual activity
is a seventy-five percent increase in out-of-wedliock births among
younger adolescents and a thirty-three percent increase among 18-19
year olds in the last decade according to the Alan Guttmacher Insti-
tute in 1976 (McKendry, 1979, p. 17). Kantner and Zelnik found that
more than three-fourths of all births resulting from first conceptions
were conceived premaritally, Moreover, of the teenagers who experi-
enced unwanted pregnancies, only thirteen to sixteen percent were
using any contraception ("Teens Sexually Active," 1974, p. 3). In
a later study, Zelnik and Kantner of John Hopkins sampled over 4600
teenage women and found that over three-quarters of all sexually-
active teens used contraception only sometimes or never, The same
1976 study revealed that about 780,000 teenagers experience a pre-
marital pregnancy each year and that 80% of these teenagers who do
not want to get pregnant are nevertheless, not using any contraception
when the pregnancy occurs (Zelnik and Kantner, 1978, pp. 135-141).

Admittedly, it is difficult for parents to talk to their children
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about sexuality and particularly about contraception. However, as
Uslander (1977) points out, "not talking about birth control does not
help children any more than not telling them to look both ways before

they cross the street," (p. 202).

Are Parents Desirable as Sex Educators?

As has been demonstrated, the majority of parents are consis-
tently silent about sexuality around their children, This absence
of verbal communication does not imply that the parent can abdicate
his/her role as a sex educator. As Uslander (1977) points out, and
as most sex educators agree,

from the moment of birth, children are educated

sexually. The attitude of parents and their re-

lationship to each other shapes the attitude of

the child, Children acquire sexual signals when

they are cuddlied, fondled, and spoken to as in-

fants. (p. 9)

Brenton (1972) concurs that every single day parents talk to their
children about sex through nonverbal messages. They clearly convey
attitudes and expectations (p. 134),

Yhile many parents do a poor job of verbally providing their
children with sex information, they nevertheless adamantly maintain
that home is where sex education belongs. And indeed, parents, teen-
agers, and experts agree that parents are a desirable source for sex
education.

Studies of adult opinion indicate an overwhelming

preference for parents, or parents along with school

or church, as the best source of sex education for

young people (Abelson, Cohen, Heaton, and Slider,

1970; Libby, Acock, and Payne, 1974; Roberts, Kline,

and Gagnon, 1973). (Bennett and Dickinson, 1980, p.
115)
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Not only adults, but students also want to see sex education available
in their homes. Merilee Inman (1974) in a survey of 400 Arizona
youth found that mothers particularly were mentioned as a preferred
source of sex information (p. 1966), Research by Byler, Lewis, and
Totman, 1969; Schofield, 1965; and Sorensen, 1973 confirms that
teenagers would 1ike to be able to talk with their parents about sex
(Bennett and Dickinson, 1980, p. 116), Students expressed a yearn-
ing to be able to sit and talk with both parents instead of the more
common practice of sitting down with just one parent, usually the
mother. Indeed, students are seeking more than factual information,
wanting to go beyond facts to explore values and attitudes toward
their own sexuality and their interactions with others,

Finally, experts agree with the desires of parents and child-
ren that sex education belongs in the home. In a 1971 survey of
over 125 marriage counselors and physicians, the majority of the
professionals (68%) supported the viewpoint that "the best place for
children to learn about sex is from their parents," (Coombs, p. 276).

Another source of support for parental involvement

in sex education is provided by studies indicating

that teenagers who confide in their parents or gain

a major portion of their sex education from their

parents report significantly lower levels of sexual

intercourse, less promiscuity, and more responsible

use of contraceptives than other teenagers (Kantner

and Zelnik, 1972; 1973; Lewis, 1973; Spanier, 1977),
(Bennett and Dickinson, 1980, p. 115)

Can Schools Provide Adequate Sex Education?

This study will focus on the importance of sex education in

the home because this author believes that while school programs play
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a very important role in sex education, they cannot fill the gap
that exists in most homes. Let me briefly outline the arguments
supporting this contention. Many communities will not even allow
sex education in the schools. Parents across the nation have formed
lobbying groups in the past and in recent months these groups are
being revived. Lobbying groups such as:
MOMS--Mothers Organized for Moral Stability
PURE--Parents United for Responsible Education
POSSE--Parents Opposed to Sex and Sensitivity Education
POPE--Parents for Orthodoxy in Parochial Education
PRIDE--Parents and Residents Interested in Decent Education
MOTOREDE--Movement to Restore Decency (Breasted, 1970,
p. 5; Kerckhoff, 1970, p. 105)
are very effective in limiting the amount of sex education offered
in public schools.

Second, even when the schools are allowed to offer sex educa-
tion courses, there are often great restrictions placed on what is
taught (e.g. you may scare children by teaching them about venereal
disease, but you cannot teach them about contraception). The attempt
is made to keep the program as value-free as possible, which means
you end up with a watered-down program that teaches virtually nothing
and still fails to be value-free. Szasz (1980) cogently makes the
argument that "there is no such thing as value-free sex education,
nor can there be," (p. 100). Sol Gordon, (1975) when outlining
additional problems with school programs says that "inexperience,
timidity, lack of curricular coordination...these account for the
failure of sex education in the public schools" (p. 38). nNonald
Doyle (1975) documents that teachers are notoriously ill-prepared to

teach sex education. In addition to poor teacher preparation, he

completes the argument about value-free education.
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Given the diversity of most school communities,
values taught from one point of view (or pre-
sented amorally) would violate the sensibility
of large segments of the community. To compli-
cate matters, even if a set of specific values
on sexual behavior could be agreed upon, there
is some question whether values or social be-
havior can be taught formally. It is question-
able indeed that schools can establish experi-
ences in a school environment that would be
conducive to "a healthy sexual attitude." (p. 41)

Finally, as has been illustrated earlier, initial attitudes
toward sexuality are formed at an early age at home, before the
school can intervene, Thus, one cannot diminish the importance of
sex education at home and let the schools fill the gap by default.
Sex education, no matter how covert and convo]uted.does inherently

occur at home.

What is the Role of Communication Climate?

As the previously cited studies illustrate, parents often
fail to communicate verbally in an open and effective manner with
their children about sexuality. However, 1ittle research has been
conducted beyond this point to address the issue of "why?" If
both parents and students desire more parent-child communication
about sexuality, why is it not occurring? This study attempts to
go beyond admitting the existence of the gap, to ask the question
"why?" and to explore possible communication barriers inhibiting
conversations about sexuality in the home, An additional realm of
investigation focuses on whether the degree of religiosity in the
home encourages or inhibits sex education in the home.

A number of possible answers can be given to the question

"Why don't parents communicate with their children ahbout sexuality?"
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Some parents fear that talking about sex will lead to negative con-
sequences like sexual experimentation., In other homes, strict re-
ligious values inhibit any comfortable conversation about sexuality
beyond the prohibition "don't." In general, many people are un-
comfortable with the semantics of sex talk, They find few terms
that they are comfortable using, Clinical Tanguage sounds cold

and distant, Street language carries connotations of being filthy
and obscene, A neutral sexual vocabulary does not seem to exist.
Finally, neither parents nor students are willing to recognize the
other side as sexual beings. Students cannot imagine their parents
having a sex life, since it is hidden behind closed doors. Parents
are unwilling to admit that their children have developed and grown
to the point of participating in sexual activities,

A1l of these reactions can lead to a defensive communication
climate that could inhibit open, accepting, communication between
parents and children, Meanwhile, as has been demonstrated, students
obtain most of their sexual information from their peers., Thus, it
seems that peers have established a more supportive communication
climate, where sexuality is a topic that can be more openly dis-
cussed, This study seeks to investigate the nature of the communi-
cation climate in peer conversations and in parent-child conversa-
tions to see if indeed, parent-child communications operate in, or
fail to occur because of a defensive communication climate,

Little empirical testing has been undertaken to explore
why communication channels between parents and children about
sexuality are so limited or closed. One study which does ask "why"

sex is so difficult for parents and children to discuss, generates
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reasons that relate to defensive communication climates. Dubbe
(1965) asked samples of ninth graders and college freshmen to Tist
the topics that were most difficult to discuss with parents. The
students responded that sexuality (petting, sex, and courtship) was
the number one topic most difficult to discuss with their parents,
Both age groups were consistent in their ranking of sexuality as
the most inhibiting topic, (p. 96).

Dubbe then asked students for their perceptions of why they
had trouble communicating with their parents. Among the reasons
listed were: fear, nagging, being condemned, age differences, con-
servative beliefs and feelings of inferiority. !Jpon examining:each
of these reasons in turn, they appear to contribute to a defensive
communication climate as defined by Gibb.

Jack Gibb generated 12 categories of communication behavior
and then contended that six of these categories tend to create a
supportive climate, while the other six tend to create a defensive

climate, Gibb's categories are listed below:

Defensive Behaviors Supportive Behaviors
1. Evaluation 1, Description

2. Control 2. Problem Orientation
3. Strategy 3., Spontaneity

4, Neutrality 4, Empathy

5. Superiority 5. Equality

6. Certainty 6. Provisionalism

(1961, p. 142)
A detailed description of each category was provided in Chapter One.
In his description of defensive communication, Jack Gibb
suggests that these twelve categories are interrelated, He indicates
that six .of the behaviors tend to elicit a supportive response

while six tend to elicit a defensive response., However, a comhina-
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tion of several of the supportive and defensive behaviors may
result in a climate that is perceived to be slightly supportive or
slightly defensive, As he illustrates:

If the listener thinks that the speaker regards

him as an equal and is being open and spontaneous,

for example, the evaluativeness in a message, will

be neutralized and perhaps not even perceived,

This same principle applies equally to the other

five categories of potentially defense producing

climates, The six sets are interactive. (1961, p.

143)

Thus, a continuum is established for communication climate ranging
from highly supportive climates on one end to highly defensive on
the other. Chapter Three elaborates on how the categories were
operationalized in this study.

A comparison of the reasons cited by students in the Dubbe
study (1965) for communication difficulty or avoidance and Gibb's
categories of defensive communication behavior highlights several
commonalities. The number one reason cited by the students for
avoiding conversations with their parents about sexuality was fear.
This was operationalized as "I do not tell my parents about certain
topics because I fear the anger and scoldings of which they are
capable," (p. 86). A second reason was nagging. Both of these
explanations suggest a climate of evaluation, strategy, and control
rather than an open climate of individual choice. If parents nag,
it suggests an approach governed by evaluation, strategy, certainty,
and control, Parents who respond through anger and scolding appear
to be evaluative and certain of what is proper conduct, rather than

being provisional and descriptive. The third reason cited was

feeling condemned which is a feeling more likely to be generated by

evaluative judgments than a non-judgmental, descriptive approach,
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Age difference and feelings of inferiority relate to Gibb's

fifth pair of behaviors, namely equality versus superiority.
Students feel in a one-down, unequal position relative to parents,
who claim to be older, wiser and operating from a more mature, ex-
perienced perspective on 1ife, Whereas when communicating with
peers, students are more 1ikely to be operating on an equal level
and less likely to be engaged in a struggle for equality.

Finally, conservative beliefs was listed as a communication

barrier between parents and children (Dubbe, 1965, p. 87). This
issue of differing belief systems is explained by Brooks who hy-
pothesized that the more homophilous communicators are, the easier
it is for them to effectively communicate, (1981, p. 128), Thus,
students who have significantly different attitudes about sexuality
than their parents, may be inhibited by the possibility of conflict,
While this project is primarily concerned with the communi-
cation climate differences between parent-child conversations and
peer conversations, there are additional variables that may affect
the communication climate. Three additional variables will be con-
sidered: 1) The sex of the parent involved in the communication,
2) the degree of religiosity present in the family and how sexuality
was viewed within the context of their religion, and 3) the degree
of attitude similarity shared by parents and children regarding the

topic of human sexuality.

Who Provides the Sex Education at Home?

Research shows that the 1imited sex education that occurs in

the home is usually done by the mother (Libby, Acock, and Payne,
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1974, p. 75). Roberts, Kline, and Gagnon try to explain why
mothers are more approachable and responsible for this aspect of
parenting, 1) Mothers are still seen as primarily responsible for
child care and therefore children have more opportunities to ask
them questions and perceive them as more 1ikely to respond.

2) Mothers are likely to be seen as the more emotionally expressive
parent who one could ask questions about affection or intimacy.

3) In many homes, the father is seen as the disciplinarian, and
thus children would be unlikely to approach him about topics on
which there may be value differences which could invoke conflict or
verbal rebuke, (Hass, 1979, p. 195),

While these may sound like very traditional, sex-stereo-
typical reasons for placing the burden of sex education on the
mother, I suspect that they are very accurate in the majority of
homes, Hunt's survey shows that two-thirds of the males and four=-
fifths of the females queried, reported that their fathers "had
NEVER talked to them about sexual matters before or during their
high school years" (Hunt, 1974, p. 123). Shipman (1968) concurs
that sex education is negligible in father-daughter and father-son

relationships, (p. 3).

What is the Role of Religiosity?

Another variable of interest to me is the degree of religi-
osity present in the parental home and how this religiosity affects
the climate and amount of sex information exchanged between parents
and children, Traditionally, religiosity has been an inhibiting

variable. Many religions portray the spirit as good and the body as
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evil, Catholicism is but one denomination that provides excellent
examples of this dichotomy. Thomas Aquinas is noted for saying,
"Marriage without sex is more holy than marriage with sexual inter-
course,”" and "He who loves his own wife too ardently is an adulter-
er," (Carswell, 1969, p. 679).

The result of viewing sex as negative and sinful is the
promotion of prohibitions and guilt feelings. Gunderson and McCary
(1979) in their research on sex guilt and religion maintain that
sex guilt is an intervening variable between religiosity and
sexual behavior. They establish the following chain of relation-
ships: Religiosity leads to...church attendance which leads to...
sex guilt which leads to...acquiring less sexual information which
leads to...more conservative attitudes and behavior about sex
(pp. 353-354), Mahoney (1980), in his review of the literature,
documents the argument that more religious adolescents are less
1ikely to have sexual intercourse. He cites studies such as:
Clayton, 1972; Davidson and Leslie, 1977; Jackson and Potkay, 1973;
Jessor and Jessor, 1975; Rorhbaugh and Jessor, 1975; (p. 97).
Curran, Neff, and Lippold, 1973, indicate that religiosity is nega-
tively related to the extensiveness of sexual experience (Mahoney,
1980, p. 98).

To extend the argument of negative inhibition to the realm
of sex education, I turn to Judith Rubenstein's dissertation. She
administered a Sex Education Vocabulary Checklist to ninth graders
in the Boston Public Schools and in Boston Catholic Schools. She
concluded that students in Catholic schools had approximately twice

as many unknown words per student as did the students in the public
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schools, Moreover, she then examined thirty trade books on sex
education for junior high school students, She first analyzed the
tone of each book and classified it as either: impartial, having
moral overtones, or containing Christian moral overtones. After
having classified the books, she proceeded to analyze the content
according to an information rating sheet. She concluded that books
with Christian moral overtones contained less than half as much
information as the other books (Rubenstein, 1975, p, 5153)., Thus,
not only may communication between parents and children be restrict-
ed, but even if the children turn to books which the parents have
provided, these books are likely to contain a minimum amount of
information,

However, lest the church appear to be a totally inhibiting
force in the world of sex education, let me add that religious insti-
tutions are changing, Several denominations, Protestant and
Catholic alike, are holding weekend workshops at local churches for
junior high school children and their parents. The programs are
facilitated by trained professionals who divide the parents into one
group and the adolescents into another. Each group works separately
with a facilitator, discussing not only the factual information
about sexuality, but also the problematic area of values and atti-
tudes, Facilitators are careful to diffuse dogmatic statements that
might create a defensive climate and thus the attempt is made to
keep the peer discussions operating in a supportive climate. To the
best of this author's knowledge, these innovative programs are
operating on a very small scale in scattered cities, initiated and

1

sustained through the energy of isolated individuals,  The majority
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of programs offered by churches are open to the students only, in
an attempt to provide information and instruction in the values held

by the formal religious institution.

Does Value Similarity Affect Sex Education?

The third variable that could affect the communication cli-
mate in the home regarding the topic of human sexuality is the
degree to which parents and children perceive their sexual values
as being similar, Aaron Hass (1979) in a recent study of teenage
sexuality contends that there is a greater probability of parent-
child conversations about sexuality if the teenagers perceive a
similarity of sexual values between themselves and their parents
(either both being conservative or both liberal), (p. 195). He
illustrates with comments by a seventeen-year-old male:

It's hard to be open with someone who has basically

completely opposite opinions about sexual behavior.

My parents are from the Midwest and are extremely

conservative, There really isn't anything to talk

about, it would be more like arguments, %1979, p. 199)
Thus, as Brooks pointed out, the greater the degree of homophily
between the source and the receiver, the easier it may be for them
to communicate (1981, p. 128). Value differences or conflicts may

lead to a defensive communication climate and therefore communica-

tion avoidance,

Summary of the Literature and Extensions to this Study

The literature review presented in this chapter supports

the following conclusions: 1) peers do serve as the major source
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sex information; 2) parents are desirable as sex educators; 3)
schools cannot fill the role of sex educator adequately; 4) com-
munication climate plays an inhibiting role in parent-child
comnunication about sexuality; 5) mothers provide more sex educa-
tion than fathers; 6) religion has traditionally played a negative
inhibiting role, but is slowly changing to a more positive role in
sex education, and 7) similarity of values about sexuality enhances
the ease of communication between parents and children.

Given these conclusions from the literature, the hypotheses
presented in Chapter One can be seen as extensions beyond the past
studies to explore the nature of the communication barriers which
inhibit sex education in the home,

Hypothesis one explores whether or not there is a statis-
tically significant difference in the degree of supportiveness in
the perceived communication climate of conversations between
parents and children and between peers., The Dubbe study suggested
that a defensive climate exists between parents and children ahout
the topic of sexuality. This hypothesis attempts to test empirical-
ly that suggestion.

Hypothesis two seeks to replicate the findings of earlier
studies and confirm the contention that peers still serve as the
major source of sex information for adolescents,

Hypothesis three tests the degree to which adolescents
desire more information from parents compared to the degree to
which they desire more information from their peers. As Bennett and
Dickinson have shown, parents are desirable as sex educators and

students would Tike more information from their parents (1980, op.
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115-116). This study goes beyond and explores whether or not
students would 1ike more information from peers. In addition, it
seeks to investigate the degree to which more sexual information
is desired from parents as opposed to more sexual information from
peers,

Hypothesis four seeks to replicate the findings of studies
cited earlier in this chapter that indicate mothers still provide
more sex information than do fathers,

Hypothesis five tests whether the degree of perceived
religiosity of parents affects the amount of sexual information they
convey to their children, As the literature shows, religion has
traditionally been an inhibiting factor, but may be changing to play
a more positive role.

Hypothesis six is an extension along the same Tines as
hypothesis five, It examines whether or not the degree of suppor-
tiveness of the communication climate in parent-child interactions
varies with. the degree of perceived religiosity of the parents.

Finally, hypothesis seven is an extension from Aaron Hass
who contends that similarity of sexual values may enhance open
communication in the home. Hypothesis seven attempts to empirically
test whether or not homes where parents and children share similar
sexual values are also homes where parents and children share more
sexual information,

Thus, this chapter summarizes the current relevant literature
and explains how the hypotheses for this study are extensions from
past research, In many cases, past researchers have speculated

about the role of climate, the rale of religion, or the role of
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value similarity without ever testing their assumptions or asser-
tions. This research project attempts to investigate extensions
from their assertions through the seven hypotheses previously

stated, Chapter Three will detail the methadology used to test

these seven hypotheses,



Chapter Three
The Research Design

In order to test the hypotheses presented in Chapter One, a
research project was designed to gather descriptive data about the
communication climate surrounding parent-child and peer interaction
about human sexuality. This chapter will detail the methodology
used in that design. The chapter begins with a discussion of the
pilot study, it's purposes, procedures, and results. This section
includes a delineation of the variables of interest and how they were
operationalized through the instrument. The five antecedent
variables described are: 1) amount of sexual information received
from one's parents, 2) degree of perceived religiosity of the parents,
3) similarity of sexual values between parents and children, 4) the
sex of the respondent, and 5) the sex of the parents. The three
consequent variables defined for this study are: 1) the amount of
sexual information received from one's parents, 2) the communication
climate between the subjects and their parents and between the sub-
jects and their peers, and finally, 3) the sources of sexual informa-
tion. Subjects responded to a ten-page descriptive questionnaire
containing 74 Likert-type questions with a seven point response
scale. The first 48 items operationalized Gibb's categories. The
remaining items dealt with desire for more sex information, religiosi-
ty in the home, shared sexual values in the home, and amount of sex
education received from nine difference sources.

Following a discussion of the pilot study will be a descrip-
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tion of the main study, including a description of subjects, pro-

cedures, factor analysis, the resulting formula for collapsing data
into a single communication climate score, and a summary of the re-
maining data analysis. Chapter Four will detail the results of the

main study.

The Pilot Study

The main study was preceded by a pilot study which served
several purposes. 1) It served as a practice run to see if any of
the questions were ambiguous and needed to be re-worded. 2) It
allowed the researcher to run an analysis of variance from which the
score for the total mean square was obtained and used to compute the
cell size for the main study. 3) It provided data for a factor anal-
ysis to test the unidimensionality among the 12 categories present-
ed by Jack Gibb. 4) It provided test-retest results which could be

used to check the reliability of the instrument.

Antecedent Variables

The descriptive, quantitative study described in this chapter
employed five antecedent variables: 1) amount of sexual information
received from one's parents, 2) degree of perceived religiosity of
the parents, 3) similarity of sexual values between parents and
children, 4) the sex of the subjects, and 5) the sex of the parents.
Each variable will be briefly described below.

The first variable, amount of sexual information received

from one's parents was operationalized as items #66 and #67.2 (See
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Appendix A for copy of the instrument.) They read "I received my
sex education from my mother," and "I received my sex education from
my father." Subjects responded by means of a seven point Likert-
type scale. A one-way analysis of variance was performed with three
different levels of amount of sexual information received from par-
ents to see if the three groups had significantly different communi-
cation climates.

The second variable was the degree of perceived religiosity
of the parents. This variable was tapped through the use of several
items. A subsequent factor analysis showed that three items loaded
on this factor and thus parental religiosity is a combination of
items #58, 59, and 61. The items are: "Religion and religious
values and beliefs were important in my parents' home;" "Attending
church was important in my parents' home (important to my parents);"
and "My parents' sexual views are consistent with those of the
church." Factor loadings were used to weight the three items and
compute an overall score for degree of perceived religiosity of the
parents. Perceived religiosity was then utilized as an antecedent
variable with the communication climate of parents and the amount of
sex information received from parents as the consequent variables.

The third antecedent variable of perceived similarity of
sexual values was tapped by one question. Item 57 read "My parents
and I share similar attitudes and values toward sexuality." A one-
way analysis of variance was performed using three levels of atti-
tude similarity with the amount of sex information received from
parents as the consequent variable.

Sex of the respondents was the fourth variable. It was used



34

to explore whether climate scores in all four conditions (conver-
sations with mother, father, closest same-sex friend, or closest
opposite-sex friend) differed significantly between males and fe-
males.

The final variable was the sex of the parent. Sex of the
parent was an antecedent variable used to test for significant dif-
ferences between the amount of sexual information conveyed to the

subjects.

Consequent Variables

In addition to the five antecedent variables there are three
variables which function as consequent variables in this study. They
are: 1) the amount of sexual information received from one's par-
ents, 2) the communication climate between the subjects and their
parents and between the subjects and their peers, and finally, 3)
the sources of sexual information.

The first variable, amount of sexual information received
from one's parents, functions as both an antecedent variable and as
a consequent variable. The operationalization of this variable was
explained in the previous section. The variable now functions as a
consequent variable with the degree of parental religiosity and
similarity of sexual values employed as the antecedent variables.

The second variable of communication climate was defined in
terms of Jack Gibb's twelve categories. Since many of the subjects
were enrolled in one of the Basic Communication Program courses en-
titled "Interpersonal Communication," the experimenter deemed it

wise not to use the exact labels that Gibb uses for his categories,
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lest the subjects recognize that the questionnaire was trying to

identify supportive and defensive climates. Therefore, I will

illustrate how each of the 12 categories: was defined on the ques-
tionnaire. The synonyms used for each category came directly from
the original article Jack Gibb wrote on defensive communication.

Every attempt was made to be consistent with his definition of the

12 terms.

The following questions illustrate how each category was
operationalized. Each of these questions refers to the first situa-
tion of conversations about sexuality between the subject and his/
her mother. The items were repeated for four conditions (conversa-
tions about sexuality with mother, father, closest same-sex friend,
and closest opposite-sex friend).

1) Evaluation was operationalized as "She passed judgment on me by
blaming, praising or by questioning my moral standards, values,
or motives, (e.g. She made judgments that 'This is good or bad.'
'"This is right or wrong.')."

2) Control was operationalized as "She tried to change my behavior
or attitudes. She tried to impose her values, points of view,
policies or solutions by giving advice (e.g. 'Don't do it.')."

3) Strategy was operationalized as "She planned her approach care-
fully and hoped to maneuver me and my decisions.”

4) Neutrality was operationalized as "She was detached, neutral,
showing lack of concern and little involvement."

5) Superiority was operationalized as "She acted as though she knew
what was best for me and was older, wiser, superior and more ex-

perienced in dealing with life."
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11)

12)
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Certainty was operationalized as "She claimed to have the 'right'
answers, wanted to win arguments and defended her ideas as the
truth."

Description was operationalized as "She described behavior with-
out judging or accusing (e.g. 'There are different forms of birth
control available.')."

Problem Orientation was operationalized as "“She let me set my own
goals and make my own decisions, (e.g. 'What do you think you
should ‘do? What are your options?')."

Spontaneity was operationalized as "She was straightforward,
honest, giving open and unplanned, spontaneous responses."
Empathy was operationalized as "She tried to understand my feel-
ings, put herself in my shoes, showed empathy, caring and accep-
tance."

Equality was operationalized as "She was willing to talk on an
equal level, treating me with equal power, status, respect, and
intelligence."

Provisionalism was operationalized as "She seemed willing to in-
vestigate options and issues, open and willing to explore alter-
natives."

Thus, communication climate was operationalized through

twelve separate Likert-type items each referring to one of Gibb's

twelve categories of supportive or defensive behavior. These

items were later collapsed to form one composite communication

climate score. The factor analysis which served as the basis for

this decision will be explained later in the chapter. Communication

climate functioned as a consequent variable in several ways. A
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one-way analysis of variance was run to see if the communication
climate of parents varies with the degree of perceived religiosity
of parents. In addition, t-tests were employed to see if the sex
of subjects significantly affected the communication climate with
parents and with peers.

Finally, sources of sexual information served as a consequent
‘variable with the sex of the parents operating as the antecedent
variable. The sources of sex information were recorded in questions
66-74 and included the following nine sources: mother, father,
same-sex peers, opposite-sex peers, books, school, church, personal
experience and television/movies.

Thus, the study employed a total of six antecedent variables
and three consequent variables. All variables were operationalized
through items on a descriptive questionnaire with a seven point

Likert scale.

Subjects

Students at the University of Kansas enrolled in basic com-
munication courses during 1981 served as the subjects for the pilot
study. A total of 11 males and 10 females participated in the
study. Participation was voluntary, but did fulfill a research

assignment required of all students in the basic program.

Pilot Procedures

Each subject participated in a test and after two intervening

weeks, a retest on the same questionnaire. The test was administered
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on April 2nd and 3rd in classrooms in Wescoe and Smith Halls.

The retest was administered on April 16 and April 22. Each sub-
ject was given an Informed Consent Statement to read and sign.

This statement is required by the Advisory Committee on Human Ex-
perimentation at the University of Kansas. After reading the
statement, the 21 subjects agreed to participate in the study.

Each subject then responded to a ten-page questionnaire packet.

The average response time was approximately 20 minutes. Subjects
were asked to report any unclear question or questions that were
impossible to answer. Subjects were also queried to insure they
understood the questions and were interpreting them in the intended
manner. Following the retest, a debriefing statement was given to
each subject (see Appendix B). Subjects were then thanked for their
participation and the experimenter offered to answer any additional
questions about the study, the expected findings, or any specific

items on the questionnaire.

The Instrument

The descriptive questionnaire consisted of a ten-page instru-
ment containing 74 items plus four demographic questions (see
Appendix A). The 74 items were set up on a seven point Likert-type
self report scale that gave respondents choices ranging from strongly
agree to strongly disagree. The first 12 items consisted of ques-
tions which took Gibb's 12 categories of supportive and defensive
communication behaviors and applied them to conversations about
human sexuality that took place between the respondent and her/his

mother. The next 36 items simply repeated these 12 questions but
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each time they referred to a different communication exchange.
Thus, the respondent answered the same 12 questions, four different
times, reflecting four different situations:

a) conversations with their mother about sexuality

b) conversations with their father about sexuality

c) conversations with their closest same-sex friend about

sexuality
d) conversations with their closest opposite-sex friend
about sexuality

The first seven pages of the questionnaire consisted of these 12
items repeated for each of the four conditions, totalling 48 items.

The second section of the questionnaire contained 17 items.
These 17 items dealt with: a) the degree to which subjects wanted
more information about sexuality from either parents or peers, b)
the degree to which subjects wished it were easier to talk with
parents or peers about sexuality, c) the degree to which parents and
subjects shared similar values about sexuality, d) the degree to
which the subject's home life was influenced by conservative forms
of religion and, e) the degree to which the religious views of the
parents prevented parent-child conversations about sexuality.

Finally, the last ten items surveyed where subjects received
the majority of their sex education, whether from mother, father,
same-sex peers, opposite-sex peers, books, schools, church, personal
experience, or television. Demographic data was also collected
regarding the subject's age, sex, degree of religious commitment,

and the nature of their religious affiliation.
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Pilot Analysis and Results

Based on respondent comments and suggestions, minor addi-
tions or changes were made in the instrument to maximize clarity.
One significant change was made after several subjects reported
never having talked about sexuality with their mother, father or
peers. The pilot questionnaire read, "When my mother and I talked
about sexuality: ...." Since the intent was to tap their feelings
about climate, whether or not they actually ever talked about
sexuality, this introductory 1ine was changed to read: "When my
mother and I talked about sexuality: (or, if you did not discuss
sexuality, imagine what the conversation would have been like if
you had discussed it)." This change allowed me to tap their per-
ceptions of the communication climate between themselves and their
parents and between themselves and their peers, even if sexuality
was not openly discussed.

Data from subjects' responses to the pilot questionnaire were
coded and then transferred to punched computer cards for analysis.
The analyses described below were performed on the University of
Kansas Honeywell 6000 Computer using the SPSS package programs. A
factor analysis was run to see if the 12 items operationalizing
Gibb's categories loaded unidimensionally on a factor that could be
labelled communication climate. A principal factor analysis with
iterations utilizing oblique rotations indicated that the extracted
factors were highly interrelated. This factor analysis was re-
peated for all four conditions: communication climate with mother,
father, closest same-sex friend, and closest opposite-sex friend.

A subsequent factor analysis limited to two factors was done
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with a quartimax and an equimax orthogonal rotation. The inter-
relationships found between the two factors indicated there was
unnecessary factor splitting. Finally, a factor analysis was run
where the number of extracted factors was limited to one. The
results of these factor analyses suggest that Gibb's 12 categories
are highly interrelated and thus reducible to one factor which
could be called "communication climate."

Jack Gibb provides a justification for the interrelatedness
of these factors. He suggests that while each of the six supportive
behaviors tends to elicit a supportive response and that each of
the six defensive behaviors tends to elicit a defensive response,
this is not always the case. He points out that other factors may
inhibit a given behavior from eliciting a defensive response.

Thus, communication climate is not a pure score, but an
interactive combination of the categories. A mother may provide
sexual information with a tone of certainty, while still being
descriptive and spontaneous. Composite communication climate
scores can be placed on a continuum from highly supportive to highly
defensive scores.

Since Gibb himself admits the interactive nature of the
twelve items in his category system and given the evidence that
they all load on one factor, a composite climate score was computed
for each of the four conditions. This composite score was obtained
by taking the factor loading for each of the eleven items, (as will
be explained later, neutrality was omitted as a category), multi-
plying each loading times the individual's response to that item

and summing across the eleven items, dividing the final sum by
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eleven. Thus, factor loadings served to weight each of the items.
In this manner, a collapsed communication climate score was obtained
for each of the four conditions.

A Pearson correlation coefficient for the compute scores ob-
tained from the test and retest of the pilot subjects showed the

following results:

1) Fathers r = 0.8722
n = 21
p< 0.001
2) Mothers r = 0.9077
n=21
p< 0.001
3) Same-Sex Friends r = 0.6653
n = 2]
p~ 0.001
4) Opposite-Sex Friends
r = 0,3387
n =21
p = 0.067

The power of communication climate at the .05 level was: small
effect (.10) = .07, medium effect (.30) = .27, and large effect
(.50) = ,66. Thus, it appears that the instrument is reliable for
the items dealing with communication climate in the home with
mother and father. Reliability is barely achieved with the items
measuring communication climate with same-sex friends, and no
reliability can be assumed with the items dealing with opposite-sex

friends.
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Pearson correlation coefficients were also computed be-
tween the test and retest results on an item by item basis for the
entire questionnaire. These correlations showed a number of unre-
1iable items, particularly in two areas: 1) There was low reliabili-
ty among the items measuring communication climate with opposite-sex
friends and 2) There was low reliability on the items measuring the
degree of religiosity present in their parental home.

Several design flaws in the test-retest procedure may help
to account for the unreliability of these items. First, the pre-
test was given two weeks before Easter Sunday and many undergradu-
ates went home over Easter weekend. The retest was given the two
days after Easter break. Since the subjects were not asked to
Tist one person as their closest same-sex friends and respond both
times to the questions keeping the target person in mind, it is
possible that subjects shifted to a different friend when answering
the retest questions. They may have seen an old girlfriend or boy-
friend at home on the Easter break and used this friend as their
target during the retest. Or they may have developed a new re-
lationship during the intervening two weeks.

Second, subjects were not cautioned not to talk about the
questionnaire with either their parents or their friends. Thus,
subjects may have used the questionnaire as a stimulus to discuss
sexuality with their friends. The resulting conversation could
have changed the communication climate between the individuals re-
garding the subject of sexuality and therefore the retest answers
were different.

Third, the items dealing with religiosity in the home may
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have been affected by Easter Sunday. Students returning home for
the weekend may have attended church with their parents on Easter.
If church attendance is not a regular practice in the home, the
presence of Easter Sunday may have changed their opinions on the
degree of religiosity present in their parents' home.

Finally, it may be that even if this researcher had con-
trolled for Easter weekend, subjects would still respond differently
on the items related to opposite-sex friends. It may be that Jack
Gibb's categories are a reliable measure of communication climate
in the home with parents over a long term family relationship.
However, the nature of opposite-sex relationships among college
undergraduates, may be inherently unstable and rapidly changing.
New friends are being made constantly and the relationships are
shifting and developing rapidly. Thus, the constant unfolding of
relationships may cause these items to be consistently unreliable.

Due to the above possibilities, the pilot was repeated in
June of 1981 to see if indeed the above flaws can be controlled.
Subjects will be asked to target a particular opposite-sex person
and same-sex person and keep these persons in mind during both the
test and retest responses. Also subjects will be asked not to
discuss the questionnaire with their family and friends. Finally,
Easter weekend will no longer be an intervening variable.

In summary, the first pilot served the following purposes:
1) It served as practice run to see if any of the questions were

ambiguous and needed to be re-worded.
2) It allowed the researcher to run an analysis of variance from

which the score for the total mean square was obtained and used
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to compute the cell size for the main study. The computation
indicated that n = 194 for the main study.

3) It provided data for a factor analysis which showed a uni-
dimensionality among the 12 categories presented by Jack Gibb.
The factor loadings could then be used as weights to compute an
overall communication climate score for each condition.

4) It pointed out the problem of lack of reliability among the
responses to items dealing with opposite-sex friends. Further
exploration is needed to determine whether these unreliabilities
are due to a design flaw or to the constantly changing nature of

opposite-sex relationships.

Second Pilot Procedures and Results

Students at the University of Kansas enrolled in basic com-
munication courses during Summer, 1981 served as the subjects for
the second pilot study. A total of 11 females and 9 males partici-
pated in this pilot. Participation was voluntary, but did fulfill
a research assignment required of all students in the basic program.
Each subject participated in a test and after two intervening weeks,
a retest on the same questionnaire. The test was administered on
June 8th and 9th, while the retest was administered on June 22nd
and 23rd. Following the retest, a debriefing statement was given
to each subject.

The researcher was interested in seeing if the reliability
Tevels for communication climate with opposite-sex friends would
improve over the first pilot results, Thus, subjects were asked to

target a particular opposite-sex friend and same-sex friend and
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keep these persons in mind during both the test and retest responses.
However, there was no significant improvement in the correlation
coefficient., This Tack of reliability in the communication climate
score may be due to the inherently changing nature of opposite-sex
relationships among college undergraduates, The specific test-
retest correlation coefficients for each item of the instrument are

listed in Appendix C,

‘The Main Study

The main study employed the five. antecedent variables and
three consequent variables previously described, It also utilized
the 78-item instrument described under the section on the first
pilot study. What follows is a description of the subjects, pro-

cedures, and initial data analysis from the main study.

Subjects

Students at the University of Kansas enrolled during Spring
semester, 1981 served as subjects for the research study. A total
of 97 men and 97 women (n = 194) participated in the study. AI1 of
the women and 77 of the men were students enrolled in sections of
the Basic Communication Program at the University of Kansas. Par-
ticipation in the experiment was voluntary, in response to a call
for subjects announced by instructors in the Basic Program, but
participation did fulfill a Research Evaluation Assignment required
of all students in the program, The remaining 20 male subjects

were undergraduates at the University of Kansas living in several
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different scholarship halls., The students were contacted personal-
ly during a dinner meeting. Participation was voluntary. Persons
who agreed to participate were given the questionnaire to fill out
and return to the scholarship hall main office., Data concerning
the demographic characteristics of the sample utilized in the ex-

periment appear in Appendix D,

Procedures

Data was collected on April 27, 28, 29, 30, May 1, and May
4, 1981, The researcher was available in her office from 8:30 am
to 4:30 pm on each of the days Tisted above. Students were direc-
ted by their instructors to come to 3107 Wescoe Hall if they
wished to participate in the study., Each subject was given an
Informed Consent Statement to read and sign., This statement is
required by the Advisory Committee on Human Experimentation at the
University of Kansas. After reading the statement, all 194 subjects
agreed to participate in the study. Each subject then responded to
a ten-page questionnaire packet, The average response time was
approximately 20 minutes., The questionnaires were collected fol=-
lowing their completion and a debriefing statement (see Appendix B)
was given to each subject. Subjects were thanked for their partici-
pation and the experimenter offered to answer any additional ques-
tions about the study, the expected findings, or any specific items

on the questionnaire,
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Initial Data Analysis

After the data had been collected, a principal factor analy-
sis with iterations (SPSS/PA2) was run to see if the responses in
each of the four conditions, the questions about Gibb's categories,
(items 1-12 for mother, items 13-24 for father, items 25-36 for
closest same-sex friend, and items 37-48 for closest opposite-sex
friend), all loaded on one factor. Consistent with the results of
"the pilot study, one primary factor emerged for each of the four
conditions. A principal factor analysis performed with only one

factor extracted resulted in the factor loadings reported in Table 1.

Table 1

Factor Loadings for Communication
' Climate with Mother

Evaluation 0.53247
Control 0.65704
Strategy 0.42074
Neutrality 0,23433
Superiority 0.43728
Certainty 0.67238
Description -0,63646
Problem Orientation -0.66404
Spontaneity -0,72746
Empa thy -0.,73828
Equality =0.77474
Provisionalism -0.76450
Eigenvalue = 4,69545

Factor Loadings for Communication
Climate with Father

Evaluation 0.67170
Control 0.73824
Strategy 0.34061
Neutrality 0.02341
Superiority 0.54718

Certainty 0.68078



Factor Loadings for Communication

Factor

Factor Loadings for Communication Climate
with Closest Opposite-Sex Friend

Climate with Father

(continued)

Description -0,64856
Problem Orientation -0,79149
Spontaneity -0,57043
Empathy -0,73731
Equality -0.80203
Provisionalism -0,73398
Eigenvalue =  4,97368
Loadings for Communication Climate

with Closest Same-Sex Friend

Evaluation 0.62083
Control 0.62893
Strategy 0.61584
Neutrality 0.33449
Superiority 0.63200
Certainty 0.67802
Description -0.64591
Problem Orientation -0,77900
Spontaneity -0,69557
Empathy -0.69014
Equality -0,67430
Provisionalism ~-0.64596
Eigenvalue = 4.,98736

Evaluation 0.53716
Control 0.62687
Strategy 0.56280
Neutrality 0.32378
Superiority 0.65364
Certainty 0.76492
Description -0.49685
Problem Orientation -0,68038
Spontaneity -0.62416
Empathy -0,71172
Equality -0,73140
Provisionalism -0,.67992
Eigenvalue = 4,71855

49
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Given the high loadings of all the categories except for
neutrality, it was decided to consider all the categories as one
unitary concept--the construct of communication climate, It is
interesting to note that neutrality was a category that did not load
on the factor in any of the four conditions, Jack Gibb claims
that the six categories of defensive behavior are behaviors that can
create a defensive reaction, Indeed, in a business exchange, if the
receiver acts uninvolved, detached, and unconcerned with the source's
message, such neutral behavior may evoke a defensive response. How-
ever, within the parameterscof this study, I am concerned with inter-
actions between adolescents and their parents and interactions be-
tween adolescents and their closest same and opposite-sex friends.
It is unlikely that subjects would see either their parents or their
closest friends as being uninvolved, detached, or neutral parties in
their conversations about sexuality., Thus, it is not surprising
that neutrality did not load on the communication climate factor
that emerged.

The factor loadings shown in Table 1 were used to compute
four different communication climate scores. These composite
scores were obtained by taking the factor loading for each of the
11 items (neutrality omitted), multiplying each loading by the
individual's response to that item and summing across the 11 items,
dividing the final sum by 11, These composite scores provided a
range of one through seven for the composite communication climate
score, E.g. Communication climate for interactions with mother =
Evaluation score x .53 + control score x .66 + strategy score x .42

+ superiority score x .44 + certainty score x .67 + description
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score x .64 + problem orientation score x ,66 + spontaneity score

X .73 + empathy score x ,74 + equality score x .77 + provisionalism
score x .76 / 11, In 1ike manner, a communication climate score

was computed for interactions with fathers, closest same-sex friends,
and closest opposite-sex friends,

A factor analysis of subsequent items in the questionnaire
resulted in the computation of a score for the perceived religiosity
of the parents, This score was computed in a similar manner by
taking the factor loadings and using them as weights. The score is
a combination of items 58, 59, and 61 which dealt with the impor-
tance of religious values at home, the importance of church atten-
dance to the parents, and the degree to which parental sexual views
were consistent with those of the church,

The factor analysis was useful in computing the four com-
munication climate scores and the perceived parental religiosity
score, These composite scores were used in subsequent data analysis.

Finally, initial data analysis revealed a correlation of
.44 between two variables: 1) the communication climate between
parents and children during discussions of sexuality and 2) the
degree of similarity of sexual values between parents and chiidren.
As the literature review in Chapter Two suggests, communication
climate and similarity of values should be interrelated variables.
Both Hass and Gibb suggest that similarity of values enhances the
probability of a supportive communication climate. The correlation
between the communication climate of parents with their children
during discussions of sexuality and the degree of value similarity

indicates a degree of construct validity for the instrument. As
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Smith explains, construct validity is achieved when the measure is
related to other measures which theoretically should be interrelated
(1981, p. 351). Thus, the .44 correlation between the two variables
indicates a degree of construct validity for this instrument as a
means of measuring general communication climate. In addition,

both communication climate with parents and the degree of similarity
of sexual values between parents and children were found to correlate
with the amount of sexual information parents shared with their
children, Communication climate with parents had a correlation of
.28 with amount of information conveyed to children. Similarity of
values had a correlation of .32 with amount of information conveyed

to children.

Summary of Data Analysis of Main Study

To test the seven hypotheses and explore the research
questions, several statistical analyses were performed using the
SPSS computer programs available at the University of Kansas Com-
puter Center, T-tests were used to test hypotheses one, two, three,
and four. One-way analyses of variance were applied to test hy-
potheses five, six, and seven, Whenever a significant interaction
was discovered, the Newman-Kuels procedure was used to determine
the exact nature of the difference., Additional analyses were per-
formed beyond the scope of the hypotheses to provide more informa-
tion related to the research questions, The analyses used in this
study included: factor analysis, frequency distributions, one-way

analysis of variance, and t-tests, The subprograms used to perform
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these analyses were: SPSS/FACTOR, SPSS/FREQUENCIES, SPSS/ONEWAY,
and SPSS/T-TESTS. In the next chapter, I will discuss the results

of the specific analyses in detail,

Chapter Summary

In order to test the hypotheses presented in Chapter QOne,
undergraduate-subjects (n = 194) at the University of Kansas were
given a ten-page descriptive questionnaire. This chapter details
both the pilot studies and main study, explaining the procedures,
the antecedent and consequent variables, how they were operation-
alized, and the nature of the instrument,

Each subject responded to 48 Likert-type scale items re-
garding the commynication climate during conversations about sex-
uality between the subject and his/her mother, father, closest same-
sex friend and closest opposite-sex friend, The climate score was
obtained by collapsing responses to questions adapted from Jack
Gibb's 12 categories of supportive and defensive communication., The
remaining items were also on a Likert scale and explored the degree
to which subjects wanted more sexual information, wished it were
easier to discuss sexuality, shared similar sexual values with their
parents, were influenced by conservative forms of religion and felt
this religion prevented conversations about sexuality. Subjects
also reported on their perceived source of sex education. Reliability
ratings were determined through a test-retest pilot study and a brief

description of data analysis procedures was provided.



Chapter Four
Results

This study attempted to explore the question: Is defensive
communication climate a barrier to sex education in the home? To
answer this question, seven hypotheses were tested in this research
study. The results of the data analyses are reported in this chap-
ter. Extended discussion of these results are deferred until the
next chapter. This chapter reports the effect of: 1) communication
climate, 2) sex of the parent, 3) degree of perceived conservative
religiosity of the parents, and 4) degree of sexual attitude simi-
larity, on the amount of sex information conveyed by the parents to
their adolescents., Additional issues reported on include: the
sources of sex information and the degree of desire for more sex
information from each source. Finally, gender differences are ex-
plored by means of a breakdown of results according to the sex of
the respondent.

The data were analyzed by means of t-tests and analyses of
variance, While the .05 level was adopted in advance as the cri-
terion of minimum statistical significance, the results are presented
in terms of the actual levels detected., Power levels were calculated
for all of the statistical analyses. As Cohen explains, "the power
of a statistical test of a null hypothesis is the probability that
it will lead to the rejection of the null hypothesis" (1969, p. 4).
When the results of an analysis of variance were significant, an

omega square value is also reported. The omega square statistic
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indicates the proportion of the variance in the consequent variable

that is accounted for by the antecedent variable (Kirk, 1969, p. 198).

Climate Differences Between Parents and Peers

The first hypothesis stated that no difference existed in
the degree of supportiveness perceived in the communication climate
of conversations between peers and between parents and children. To
test this hypothesis, a t-test was employed comparing the communica-
tion climate between subjects and their mothers, fathers, closest
same~sex friends, and closest opposite-sex friends when discussing
sexuality. Using the four climate scores: 1) climate with mother,
2) climate with father, 3) climate with closest same-sex friend, and
4) climate with closest opposite-sex friend, all possible pairs of
these four scores were tested. The results are presented in Table
2. Significant differences were found between the communication
climate scores for parents and for peers. In addition, the results
showed that communication climate differed significantly between
same and opposite-sex friends, with the climate between same-sex
friends being significantly more supportive than the climate between

opposite~-sex friends.
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Table 2

T-tests Comparing Communication Climate between Subjects
and their Mothers, Fathers, Closest Same-Sex Friend and
Closest Opposite-Sex Friend when discussing Sexuality.*+

Paired 2-tail
Variables Mean S.D. T-value D.F. Prob,
Climate with
Mother 2.9074 0.716
Climate with 0.95 193 0.343 n.s.
Father 2.8463 0.735

drirdede

Climate with

Mother 2,9074 0.716
Climate with -10,57 193 p<.001
Same-Sex Friend 3.5893 0.650
*kik
Climate with
Mother 2,9074 0,716
Climate with -4,81 193 p< .001
Opposite-Sex
Friend 3.2206 0,631
ddkhk
Climate with
Father 2.8463 0.735
Climate with -9.96 193 p<.001
Same-Sex Friend 3.,5893 0.650
gk
Climate with
Father 2.8463 0,735
Climate with -5,52 193 p<.001
Opposite-Sex
Friend 3.2206 0,631
ok

Climate with

Same-Sex Friend 3,5893 0.650

Climate with 6.90 193 p<.001
Opposite-Sex

Friend 3,2206 0,631

*The higher the mean, the more supportive the communication climate.
+The power of communication climate at the .05 level was: small
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effect (.,20) = .64, medium effect (.50) = .99, and large effect (.80)
= ,99,

Peer versus Parent-Child Conversatipns

The second hypothesis regarding comparative amounts of sexual
information gained from peer versus parent-child conversations was
tested by averaging the scores for the amount of information gained
from mother and father and computing one score for information ob-
tained from parents. Similarly, scores for amount of information
gained from same and opposite-sex peers were averaged into one score
for all peers. A t-test was then conducted comparing the relative
amoynts of information., As Table 3 indicates, this test supports
the hypothesis that more information about sexuality will be gained

from peer conversations than from parent-child conversations.

Table 3

T-test Comparing Amount of Sexual Information
Gained from Peers versus Parents *t{

Paired 2-tail
Variables Mean S.D. T-value D.F. Prob.

Amount of
Information
From Parents 5.1778 0.986

Amount of 7.80 193 p<.001
Information
from Peers 4,3196 1,004

*The lower the mean, the greater the amount of information conveyed,
+The power of sexual information at the .05 level was: small effect
(.20) = .64, medium effect (.50) = .99, and large effect (.80) = .99.
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Desire for Additional Sex Information

Hypothesis three explored the degree of desire for additional
information about sexuality from parents and from peers, To test
this hypothesis a series of t-tests were performed comparing all
possible pairs of responses to items 49, 50, 51,.and 52, These
items asked the subject to indicate the degree to which subjects de-
sired more information about sexuality from their mother, father,
same-sex friends and opposite-sex friends, The results indicate a
desire for more sex information from mothers, fathers and opposite-
sex friends. The only condition under which subjects feel satisfied
with the amount of sex information they are receiving is in conver-

sations with same-sex friends., The data are presented in Table 4,

Table 4

T-tests Comparing Subjects Desire for More
Sex Information from Mothers, Fathers, Same-
Sex Friends, and Opposite-Sex Friends *+

Paired 2-tail
Variables Mean S.D. T-value D.F. Prob;.
Desire Info
from Mother 3.6649 1,720
Desire Info 0.74 193 0.457 n.s.
from Father 3.5876 1.630

*dedede

Desire Info

from Mother 3.6649 1,720

Desire Info -6.77 193 p<.001
from Same-Sex

Friends 4.4021 1.476

dhkkkx



Paired
Variables

Desire Infa
from Mother
Desire Info
from Opposite
Sex Friends

Desire Info
from Father
Desire Info
from Same-Sex
Friends

Desire Info
from Father
Desire Info
from Opposite-
Sex Friends

Desire Info
from Same-Sex
,Friends

Desire Info
from Opposite=-
Sex Friends

Mean

3.6649

3.5722

3.5876

4.4021

3.5876

3.5722

4.,4021

3.5722

(Table 4 Continued)

S.D. T-value
1.720
0.72
1.634
Jededode
1.630
-6.50
1,476
*k ki
1.630
0.12
1.634
2 2 £ ]
1.476
6.38
1.634

D'F'

193

193

193

193

2-tail
Prob.

0.473 n.s.

p<.001

0.906 n's.

p<.001

*The lTower the mean the greater the desire for more information.
4+The power of desire for more information at the .05 level was:
small effect (.20) = .64, medium effect (.50) = .99, and large
effect (.80) = .99,

Mother-Child versus Father-Child Conversations

59

To test the fourth hypothesis of the study, a t-test was run

comparing the amount of sex information subjects reported receiving

from their mothers versus the amount of sex information they re-

ported receiving from their fathers (items 66 and 67).

The resul

ts
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shown in Table 5 indicate that subjects did indeed receive signifi-

cantly more sex information from their mothers than their fathers.

Table 5

T-test Comparing Amount of Sex Information
Gained from Mothers versus Fathers *¢

Paired 2-tail
Variables Mean S.D. T-value D.F. Prob.

Amount of
Information
From Mother 4,8247 1,304

Amount of -5,93 193 p <.001
Information
From Father 5.5309 1,272

*The lower the mean, the greater the amount of information received.
$The power of sexual information at the .05 level was: small effect
(.20) = .64, medium effect (.50) = .99, and large effect (.80) = ,99,

Religiosity and Amount of Information

The fifth hypothesis explored the difference in amount of
sex information gained from parents depending on the degree of per-
ceived conservative religiosity of the parents. A score symbolizing
the degree of perceived conservative religiosity of parents was
computed by using the factor loadings of items 58, 59, and 61, These
items measured: a) how important religious values and beliefs were
in the parental home, b) how important church attendance vas in the
parental home, and c) the degree to which parental views of sexuality
were consistent with those of the church. The response each subject
gave was multiplied times the loading that item showed on the factor
analysis. Thus the factor loadings provided weights for each item.

The three weighted items were then summed and divided by three to
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obtain an overall score indicating the degree of conservative
religiosity of the parents, The degree of conservative religiosity
score was recoded to provide three different groups: first, a
highly conservative group (response values 1-2), second a moderately
conservative group (response values 3-5), and a third group low in
conservative religiosity (response values 6-7),

The results of a one-way analysis of variance between the
consequent variable, amount of sex information provided by the
parents and the antecedent variable of three levels of conservative
religiosity proved to be nonsignificant. The data are presented in

Table 6.

Table 6

One-way Analysis of Variance for the Amount of
Sex Information Conveyed by Parents by the
Degree of Conservative Religiosity of Parents *

Source S.S. D.F. M.S. F Prob, of F
Main Effect

Religiosity 1.5631 1 1.5361 1.585 0.2096 n.s.
Residual 186.,0786 192 0.,9629

Total 187.6147 193

*The power of religiosity at the .05 level was: small effect (.10) =
.52, medium effect (.25) = .99, and large effect (,40) = .99,

Communication Climate and Religiosity

A one-way analysis of variance was performed to investigate
hypothesis six regarding the relationship between the degree of per-
ceived conservative religiosity of the parents and the communication

climate existing between subjects and their parents when discussing
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sexuality. The degree of conservative religiosity scores were
again recoded to provide three groups: high, moderate and Tow., Two
one-way analyses of variance were computed, one dealing with commu-
nication climate with mothers and the other with fathers. Bath
proved to be nonsignificant, No change can be detected in the
degree of supportiveness present in the communication climate with
parents (consequent variable) across differing levels of conserva-

tive religiosity, The results are provided in Table 7.

Table 7

One-way Analysis of Variance for Communication Climate with
Parents by Degree of Conservative Religiosity of Parents *

Variable: Communication Climate with Father

Source S.S. D.F, M.S. F Prob, of F
Main Effect

Religiosity 1.0202 1 1.0202 1.900 0.1697 n.s.
Residual 103.1167 192 0.5371

Total 104.1369 193

Varjable: Communication Climate with Mother

Source S.S. D.F. M.S. F Prob, of F
Main Effect

Religiosity 0.5278 1 0,5278 1,031  0.3112 n.,s,
Residual 98.2970 192 0,5120

Total 98.8248 193

*The power of religiosity at the .05 level was: small effect (.10) =
.52, medium effect (.25) = .99, and large effect (.40) = .99,

Thus, the researcher can safely conclude that religiosity was

not a significant variable in this study. The nonsignificant main
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effect sustains the null hypothesis presented as hypothesis six.

Similar Sexual Values and Amount of Information Conveyed

The last hypothesis was tested by a one-way anmalysis of
variance using amount of sex information conveyed by parents as the
consequent variable, The antecedent variable was the degree to
which parents and children were perceived to share the same sexual
values, Subject's responses to item 57 concerning the degree of
similarity of sexual values of parents and children were recoded
to form three different groups: 1) groups with highly similar
values (responses 1-2), 2) groups with moderately similar values
(responses 3-5), and 3) groups with lTittle similarity of sexual
values (responses 6-7).

The analysis proved to be significant and subsequent a
posteriori comparisons using the Student Newman-Keuls procedure
showed significant differences at the .05 level between the three
groups. While the results are significant, it is important to note
that the omega square value is only ten percent. Thus, similarity
of sexual values does correlate with more sexual information being
conveyed by the parents to the children, but it accounts for only

10% of the total variance., The results are presented in Table 8.
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Table 8

One-way Analysis of Variance for Amount of Sexual
Information Conveyed by Parents and Similarity
of Sexual Values Among Parents and Children *

Source S.S. D.F. M.S. F Prob, of F
Main Effect

Value

Similarity 21.1961 2 10.5981 12,163 p <.001
Residual 166.4186 191 0.8713

Total 187.6147 193

w?2 = ,1032

*The power of value similarity at the .05 level was: small effect
(.,10) = .52, medium effect (.25) = .99, and large effect (.40) = .99,

Newman-Keuls Test *

Group 1 Group 2 Group 3
Highly Moderately Minimal
Shared Shared Value
Values Values Similarity
Means 4,8000a 5.1739b 5.7262¢

a,b,c = represent comparisons that are significant
beyond the .05 level,

*The lower the mean, the greater the amount of information shared
between the parents and their children.

The results presented thus far have related specifically to
the hypotheses explained in Chapter One. In addition to these tests,
further data analysis was done exploring related issues, These
analyses and their results are presented in the remainder of this

chapter,



65

Communication Climate and Amount of Information Conveyed

Several one-way analyses of variance were computed between
the four communication climates and the amount of sexual information
conveyed to the subjects., The four communication climates con-
sidered were: 1) climate between the subjects and their mothers,

2) climate between the subjects and their fathers, 3) climate between
the subjects and their closest same-sex friend and 4) climate between
the subjects and their closest opposite-sex friend, The amount of
sexual information conveyed to the subjects by their mother, father,
closest same-sex friend and closest opposite-sex friend was recoded
to provide three different groups: 1) a group of individuals who
conveyed a high level of sexual information (response values 1-2),
2) a group who conveyed a moderate level of sexual information
(response values 3-5), and 3) a group who conveyed a low level of
sexual information (response values 6-7), The results are mixed

and show a significant relationship between communication climate
and amount of sexual information conveyed for interactions with
mothers and fathers. For mothers, the groups that conveyed the
most sexual information also had the most supportive communication
climate, The results are similar for fathers, The groups that
conveyed the most sexual information had the most supportive commu-
nication climate between the fathers and the adolescents. The omega
square statistic indicates that for mothers, communication climate
accounts for 13% of the variance. For fathers, communication cli-
mate with:itheir children accounts for only 4% of the total variance.
Thus, there is a moderate relationship between the degree of sup-

portiveness present in the communication climate between parents



66

and their children and .the amount of sexual information that is

conveyed to the children, The analyses with same-sex and opposite-
sex friends, however, do not show a significant re1ationship between
communication climate and the degree of sexual information conveyed.

The results are presented in Tables 9-12,

Table 9
One-way Analysis of Variance for Communication
Climate with Mother by Amount of Sexual
Information Conveyed to the Subject *

Variable: Communication Climate with Mother

Source S.S. D.F. M.S. F Prob, of F
Main Effect
Amount of Info
From Mother 13.779% 2 6.8897 15.473 p<.001
Residual 85.0454 191 0.4453
Total 93.8248 193

w?e = ,1298

*The power of sexual information at the .05 Tevel was: small effect
(.10) = .52, medium effect (.25) = .99, and large effect (.40) = ,99,

Newman-Keuls Test *

Groﬁp 1 Group 2 Group 3
High level Moderate level Low level
of info of info of info
Means 3.1572a 3.0351b 2.5720c

a,b,c = represent comparisons that are significant
beyond the .05 level

*The higher the mean the more supportive the communication climate.
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Table 10
One-way Analysis of Variance for Communication
Climate with Father by Amount of Sexual
Information Conveyed to the Subject *
Variable: Communication Climate with Father
Source S.S. D.F. M.S. F Prob, of F

Main Effect
Amount of Info

From Father 4,7666 2 2.3833 4,581 .01
Residual 99.3704 191 0.5203
Total 104.1369 193

w 2 = .0356

*The power of sexual information at the .05 level was: small effect
(.10) = ,52, medium effect (.25) = .99, and large effect (.40) = .99.

Newman-Keuls Test *

Group 1 Group 2 Group 3
High level Moderate level Low Level
of info of info of info
Means 3.2066a 3.0156b 2.7210c

a,b,c = represent comparisons that are significant
beyond the .05 level.

*The higher the mean, the more supportive the communication climate,
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Table 11
One-way Analysis of Variance for Communication
CTimate with Closest Same-Sex Friend by Amount of
Sexual Information Conveyed to the Subject *
Variable: Communication Climate with Closest Same-Sex Friend
Source S.S. D.F. M.S. F Prob, of F
Main Effect

Amount of Info
From Same-Sex

Friend 1.2240 2 0.6120 1.455 0,2360 n.s.
Residual 80.3327 191 0.4206
Total 81.5567 193

*The power of sexual information at .05 level was: small effect (.10)
= ,52, medium effect (.25) = .99, and large effect (,40) = .99,

Table 12
One-way Analysis of Variance for Communication Climate
with Closest Opposite-Sex Friend by Amount of
Sexual Information Conveyed to the Subject *
Variable: Communication Climate with Closest Opposite-Sex Friend
Source S.S. D.F. M.S. F Prob, of F
Main Effect

Amount of Info
from Opposite-

Sex Friend 1.1254 2 0.5627 1.418 0,2846 n.s.
Residual 75,7759 191 0.3967
Total 76.9013 193

*The power of sexual information at the .05 level was: small effect
(.IOY = .52, medium effect (.25) = ,99, and large effect (.40) = .99.
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Amount of Sexual Information Received from Parents
and from Peers Broken Down by sex of the Respondent

As past research has shown and this study has confirmed,
adolescents obtain significantly more information about sexuality
from their peers than from their parents. Two t-tests were per-
formed to see if the amount of sexual information obtained from
parents and from peers differed according to the sex of the res-
pondent, The results were nonsignificant and are reported in

Tables 13-14,

Table 13

T-test Comparing Amount of Sexual Information
Gained from Parents by Males and by Females *+

Variables Mean S.D. T-value D.F. 2-tail Prob.

Amount of Sex

Info Males

Received from

Parents 5.2423 0,974

Amount of Sex 0.91 192 0.364 n.s.
Info Females

Received from

Parents 5.1134 0,999

*_ ower means indicate a greater amount of sexual information conveyed.
+The power of sexual information at the .05 level was: small effect
(.20) = ,28, medium effect (.50) = ,93, and large effect (.80) = ,99.
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Table 14

T-test Comparing Amount of Sexual Information
Gained from Peers by Males and by Females *+

Variables Mean S.D. T-value D.F. 2-tail Prob,

Amount of Sex

Info Males

Received from

Peers 4.,3711 0,939

Amount of Sex 0,71 192 0.476 n.s.
Info Females

Received from

Peers 4,2680 1,068

*Lower means indicate a greater amount of sexual information conveyed.
{The power of sexual information at the .05 level was: small effect
(.20) = .28, medium effect (.50) = .93, and large effect (.80) = .99,

Communication Climate with Parents and Friends
roken Down by Sex of Responden

Earlier results have shown that the communication climate
between adolescents and parents is more defensive than the climate
between peers when discussing sexuality, Four t-tests were used to
see whether or not there was a significant difference in the four
communication climates when the sex of the respondent is used as an
antecedent variable. A comparison of the male and female respondents
shows no significant difference in the communication climates with
mothers or closest opposite-sex friends when discussing sexuality.
The results do show a significant difference, however, for communi-
cation climates with fathers and with closest same-sex friends,
Males have a more supportive communication climate when discussing
sexuality with their fathers than do females, The reverse is true

for communication climate with same-sex friends, Females have a
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significantly more supportive communication climate with same-sex
friends than do males during conversations about sexuality. The

results appear in Table 15,

Table 15

T-test Comparing Communication Climate with Mother
by Males and by Females *+

Paired 2-tail
Variables Mean S.D. T-value D.F. Prob.
Males 2.8501 0.700

-1.12 192 0.266 n.s.
Females 2.9642 0.730

T-test Comparing Communication Climate with Father
by Males and by Females *}

Paired 2=tail
Variables Mean S.D. T-value D.F. Prob.
Males 3.0419 0,606

3.84 192 p<.001
Females 2.6508 0.800

T-test Comparing Communication Climate with
Same-Sex Friends by Males and by Females *+

Paired 2-tail
Variables Mean S.D. T-value D.F. Prob.
Males 3.3861 0.646

-4,57 192 pg.001
Females 3.7925 0,591

T-test Comparing Communication Climate with
Opposite-Sex Friends by Males and by Females *+

Paired 2-tail
Variables Mean S.D. T-value D.F. Prob,
Males 3.1483 0.597

-1.60 192 0.111 n.s.
Females 3.2929 0.659
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*A higher mean indicates a more supportive communication climate.
+The power of communication climate at the .05 level was: small
?ffegt (.20) = .28, medium effect (.50) = .93, and large effect
.80) = .99,

Sources and Amount of Sexual Information Acquired
Broken Down by Sex of the Respondent

The questionnaire responses confirmed that more sexual infor-
mation is acquired from peers than parents, However, the question-
naire explored a total of nine different sources of sexual informa-
tion for adolescents, These nine sources were broken down by sex
and the means were rank-ordered to see where males and females
acquired their sex information., Subsequently a series of nine t-
tests were run to investigate which sources provided more sexual
information for males and which provided more information for
females, The results of the rank-ordering of sources are presented
in'Table 16, Table 17 presents the results of the t-tests, There
were significant differences among the males and females-in terms
of amount of sexual information received from mothers, fathers,
and personal experience. Females received significantly more
information about sex from their mothers, Males received more in-

formation from their fathers and from personal experience.



Table 16

A Rank Ordering of Sources of Sex
Information Broken Down by Sex *

S.D. Females
Same-Sex
1.5309 Friends
1.3712 Mother
Personal
1.2887 Experience
Opposite-Sex
1.0889 Friends
1.2880 Books
1.0700 School
Television
1.0901 and Movies
1.0613 Father
0.8787 Church

Mean

3.7320

4,2990

4,6082

4.,8041
5.1134
5.4433

5.6082

5.9278
6.4742

73

S.D.

1.4399

1.2923

1.5650

1.2961
1.3219
1.1296

0.9742

1.1296
0.9584

*A lower mean represents a greater amount of sexual information from

Males Mean
Personal
experience 4,0103
Same-Sex
Friends 4,0722
Opposite-
Sex Friends 4.,6701
Books

5.0412
Father 5.1340
School 5.2887
Mother

5.3505
Television
and Movies 5.4639
Church 6.5361
that source,

Table 17

T-tests Comparing Amount of Sex Information Acquired

Paired
Variables

Info from
Mother
Males

Females

from Each Source by Males and by Females *+

Mean

5.3505
4,2990

S.D.

1.090
1.292

T-value

6,13

D.F.

192

2-tail
Prob.

p<.001



Paired
Variables

Info from
Father
Males

Females

Info:from Same=--
Sex Friend
Males

Females

Info from

Opposite=Sex

Friends
Males

Females

Info from Books

Males
Females

Info from
School
Males

Females

Info from
Church
Males

Females

Info from

Personal

Experience
Males

Females
Info from
Television/
Movies

Males

Females

Mean

5.1340
5.9278

4,0722
3.7320

4,6701
4.8041

5.0412

5.1134

5.2887
5.4433

6.5361
6.4742

4,0103
4,6082

5.4639
5.6082

(Table 17 Continued)

S.D.

1.288
1.130

1.371
1.440

1.289
1.296

1.089

1,322

1.070
1.127

0.879
0.958

1.531
1.565

1,061
0.974

T-value

-4,56

1.69

-0,72

-0.41

-0.98

0 .47

-2.69

-0.99

D.F.

192

192

192

192

192

192

192

192

2=-tail

Prob.

p< .001

0.094

0.47

0.679

0.328

0.640

0.008

0.325

n.s.

74
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*A lower mean represents a greater amount of sexual information
received from that source.

+The power of sex information at the .05 level was: small effect
(.20) = .28, medium effect (,50) = .93, and large effect (.80) = ,99.

Summary

In summary, the data supported previous studies which showed
that peers not parents provide the majority of sex information for
teenagers (p<.001). Moreover, when parents do provide sex informa-
tion, more information will be provided by mothers than by fathers
(p<.001), Communication climates during discussions of sexuality
were found to vary significantly between parents and peers. When
adolescents discussed sexuality with their parents the climate was
more defensive than when discussing it with peers (p<.001), Indeed,
even the sex of the peer was a significant variable, Conversations
between same-sex peers were significantly more supportive than those
between opposite-sex peers which took place in a more defensive com-
munication climate (p<.001). Comparable results were found when
investigating the adolescents' desire for additional sex information.
Adolescents want more sex information from their fathers, mothers,
and opposite-sex peers, being satisfied only with the amount of in-
formation they acquired from same-sex friends (p<.001).

Religiosity did not prove to be a significant factor in this
study. A one-way analysis of variance showed a non-significant re-
Tationship between the degree of conservative religiosity of parents
and the amount of sex information they conveyed to their children,
Similarly, a non-significant relationship was found between the

degree of conservative religiosity of parents and the degree of
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defensiveness present in the communication climate during conversa-
tions about sexuality.

Similarity of shared sexual values between parents and
adolescents did prove to be a significant variable., A one-way
analysis of variance demonstrated that parents who shared similar
sexual values with their adolescents also shared more sexual infor-
mation with them (p<.001).

An investigation into the relationship between communication
climate and amount of sexual information shared by parents yielded
mixed results, For mothers, the greater the amount of information
shared with her children, the more supportive the communication cli-
mate during discussions of sexuality (p<.001), The same pattern
is seen with fathers (p = .01).

The final antecedent variable investigated was the sex of
the respondent, When communication climate scores were broken down
by sex, two significant findings emerged., Males have a more sup-
portive communication climate with their fathers than do females
(p<.001), However, the situation is reversed for same-sex friends,
where females have a more supportive communication climate than do
males when discussing sexuality (p<.001). The t-tests which com-
pared the amount of sex information males and females each received
from nine different sources yielded significant differences from
three sources. Females receive significantly more sex information
from their mothers than do males (p<.001), Men, however, receive
more sex information from their fathers (p<.001) and from personal
experiences (p =.008) than do women, In terms of the hypotheses

presented in Chapter One, the results are as follows:
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Hypothesis One: The null hypothesis was rejected. There is a
significant difference in the degree of supportiveness
perceived in the communication climate of conversations
about sexuality between peers and between parents and
children (p<.001).

Hypothesis Two: Confirmed. HMore information about sexuality will
be gained from peer conversations than from parent-child
conversations (p<.001).

Hypothesis Three: The null hypothesis was rejected, There is a
significant difference in the degree of desire for more
sexual information from parents and from opposite-sex
friends as compared with same-sex friends (p<.001).

Hypothesis Four: Confirmed. More information about sexuality
will be gained from mother-child conversations than from
father-child conversations (p<.001),

Hypothesis Five: Not confirmed. There is no difference in the
amount of sex information gained from parents as the
degree of perceived religiosity of the parents varies from
high to moderate to low (p = n.s.).

Hypothesis Six: Not confirmed. There is no difference in the
degree of supportiveness in the communication climate in
parent-child interactions about sex education as the degree
of perceived religiosity of the parents varies from high
to moderate to low (p = n.s.).

Hypothesis Seven: The null hypothesis was rejected. There is a
significant difference in the amount of sex information

gdined from parents with sexual values perceived to be
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highly similar to the student's values versus parents with moder-
ately similar sexual values versus parents with significantly dif-
ferent sexual values (p<.001), A posteriori comparisons using the
Student Newman-Keuls procedure showed significant differences at

the .05 level between the three groups.



Chapter Five

Discussion and Implications

A major thrust of this project was the exploration of vari-
ables that can inhibit open communication about sexuality between
parents and their children, This chapter discusses the role of
communication climate as a variable either inhibiting or encour-
aging open discussion of sexuality in the home. Young males have a
ma jor problem since they not only experience a defensive communica-
tion climate in the home, but also find themselves faced with a
defensive communication climate during discussions of sexuality
with male peers,

As presented in Chapter-One, the major variables were in-
corporated into two basic research questions:

1. Is there a more defensive communication climate between
parents and children regarding the topic of human
sexuality than between children and their peers?

2., How do three variables (a, the sex of the parents,

b. the degree of perceived conservative religiosity
present in the family, and c. the degree of attitude
similarity between parent and children about sexuality)
affect the extent to which sexuality is talked about
between parents and children?
This chapter attempts to answer those questions through analysis
of the results of the study presented in Chapter Four. Limitations

of the study, implications of the findings, and suggestions for
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further research are also provided.

Communication Climate and Sex Education

The results of this study provide an affirmative answer to
research question number one, The communication climate between par-
ents and children is significantly more defensive than the communi-
cation climate between peers during discussions of sexuality. While
the earlier study by Dubbe (1965) suggested that fear,evaluation and
nagging were defensive barriers between parents and children, this
study extends that suggestion into a specific comparison of the com-
munication climates between parents and peers,

Two significant findings related to communication climate can
be inferred from this investigation. The first finding is methodolo-
gical in nature, The factor analysis of Gibb's twelve categories of
supportive and defensive behavior indicated that (apart from neu-
trality) all the categories are interrelated and can be collapsed

into one factor which can be labelled communication climate. The

construct of communication climate was obtained by taking the factor
loading for each of the eleven items from Gibb's categories, multi-
plying each loading times the individual's response to that item,
summing across the eleven items and dividing the final sum by eleven.
This new construct is a useful tool for research in sex education
and in other arenas. It allows researchers to conceptualize a con-
tinuum of supportive and defensive communication climates and
measure the degree to which a given interaction is or is not defen-
sive,

The second finding that the communication climate between
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parents and children is more defensive than the communication cli-
mate between peers suggests that communication climate may be a con-
tributing barrier to sex education in the home. This inference

is further supported by the finding that communication climate be~
tween parents and children varies with the amount of sexual informa-
tion that mothers and fathers share with their children. For both
mothers and fathers, the greater the amount of sex information they
share with their children, the more supportive the communication
climate is during discussions of sexuality. Conversely, the more
defensive the communication climate is between parents and children,
the less information they share during conversations about sexuality.
Since communication climate with parents and amount of sex informa-
tion conveyed to the children do appear related to each other, im-
proving the communication climate seems a significant task for sex
educators to consider,

Beyond the communication climate findings related to parent-
child versus peer interactions about sexuality, additional distinc-
tions were found, The communication climate between same-sex peers
during discussions of sexuality is significantly more supportive
than the communication climate with opposite-sex peers. Roth males
and females reported that they received more of their sex education
from same-sex friends than from opposite-sex friends. It appears
that it is safer or less threatening to discuss sexuality with a good
friend of the same-sex than to discuss it with an opposite-sex
friend who may be a current or prospective sexual partner., This is
not an unexpected finding. Most individuals find it easier to dis-

cuss sexuality with a same-sex frienq than with an opposite-sex
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partner, Discussions of sexuality with an opposite-sex partner
create a threat since they may result in embarrassment or in
criticism of one's performance or expectations,

The final distinctions are based on the sex of the res-
pondent, There is no statistically significant difference between
males and females and the degree of defensiveness present in their
communication climate with their mothers during discussions of
sexuality. However, males have a significantly less defensive com-
munication climate with their fathers than do females during dis-
cussions of sexuality. This response is not unusual, It is easier
for adolescents to discuss sexuality with their same-sex parent
than with their opposite-sex parent, Since they are going through
many physical changes, it is less embarrassing to approach their
same-sex parent, Fathers and sons are more likely to feel a common-
ality of sexual experience and to identify with each other, than are
fathers and daughters, Moreover, fathers may not only feel embar-
rassed, but may feel ignorant and unprepared to discuss sexuality
with their daughters. Fathers lack first-hand knowledge and ex-
perience with the nature of female sexuality.

The defensive communication climate between fathers and daugh-
ters may have several additional sources beyound the lack of infor-
mation and embarrassment., It may be caused by: a) fathers' un-
realistic expectations about their daughters' level of innocence,

b) a sexual attraction between father and daughter that is denied
because of the cultural incest taboo, or c) the lack of an accep-
table sexual vocabulary.

Fathers may find it hard to acknowledge their daughters as



83

sexual beings. They may take a traditional stance of trying to
protect their daughters, This stance may be perceived as more
evaluative, strategic, and thus create a defensive climate, Hass
illustrates this problem when he interviews a 16 year old female
who declares:

I can't talk to my father at all, which is mostly

due to the fact that I'm his only daughter. He

thinks I'm the sweetest most virginal creature on

earth and that I'm somehow sworn to eternal celi-

bacy.(p. 197)
In the same series of interviews, a 17-year-0ld female complained:
"I cannot even mention the word ‘sex' to my father--he'd throw a
fit. He thinks I'm the picture of innocence," (Hass, 1979, p. 197).
Thus, Hass's interviews provide personal commentary consistent with
my findings. Fathers and daughters do experience a more defensive
commynication climate when attempting to discuss sexuality.

To compound the problem, there is always the risk of sexual
attraction between fathers and daughters, once each acknowledged
the sexuality of the other. Hass comments that all parents at
varying levels of consciousness or unconsciousness have experienced
sexual feelings toward a child of the opposite sex. The most common
way to deal with these feelings is denial., However, he points out
that fathers' sexual feelings for daughters are more troublesome than
mothers' sexual feelings for sons, (1979, p. 196), Fathers' feel-
ings are closer to consciousness since "males receive greater social
permission to be aware of sexual feelings in general" (Hass, 1979,
p. 196), Brenton concurs that it may be difficult for parents and

children to discuss sexuality because "the natural attraction that

exists between parents and their children gets in the way," (1972,



84

p. 136). The speculations by Hass and Brenton about attraction
causing discomfort between fathers and daughters seems plausible.
Whether the fear of discomfort and embarrassment originates with

the daughter or the father, the data clearly demonstrates that
daughters do perceive a defensive communication climate between
themselves and their fathers during conversations about sexuality.
Further research is needed to probe the source of this defensiveness;
whether fathers act from a need to protect daughters from sexual
activity or whether both parties wish to deny that the other is a
sexual being,

A final reason for avoiding father-daughter conversations
may be the lack of a comfortable sexual vocabulary with which to
carry out a discussion, Numerous sex educators have observed that
no neutral language exists with which to discuss sexuality. Males
frequently grow up using street language to discuss sexuality.
Fathers, therefore, may find themselves not only embarrassed to dis-
cuss sexuality, but further handicapped by a struggle to find an
acceptable vocabulary.

While males have a more supportive communication climate with
their fathers, females have a more supportive climate with their same-
sex friends. Males have a significantly more defensive communication
climate during discussions of sexuality with other males. This de-
fensiveness appears to relate to more traditional aspects of the
male sex-role. According to personal observations by Herb Goldberg,
women have a much easier time interacting with each other, "discuss-
ing intimate matters relating to their husbands, mutual friends, the

children or themselves," (1976, p. 128). He reports that men inter-
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act in a more tense, strained manner until women join them, At
this point, they are free to relax. "Until then there had been
no dynamism in their interaction, no spontaneity and no relaxed
sharing" (Goldberg, 1976, p. 128). He continues:

From both ends of the continuum, men seem to be
blocked when they try to relate to each other.
That is, they are not comfortable when sharing
their downsides--their failures, anxieties, and
disappointments, Perhaps they fear being seen

as weak complaining losers or crybabies, a per-
ception that threatens their masculine images.
Neither do they seem to feel comfortable sharing
their ecstacies or successes for fear of inciting
competitive jealousies or appearing boastful. Con-
sequently, verbal social interactions between men
focus on neutral, largely impersonal subject mat-
ters such as automobiles, sports, and politics.,
(Goldberg, 1976, p. 128)

If Goldberg's analysis is correct, then it is easy to see why the
communication climate between males during discussions of an intimate
topic 1ike sexuality is more defensive than the communication climate

between females.

Mothers' and Fathers' Role in Sex Education

Research question number two examined three variables (the
sex of the parent, the perceived conservative re]igjosity of the
parent, and the degree of perceived value similarity about sexuality
between parent and child) and how thgy affected the extent to which
sexuality is talked about between parents and children. The question
yielded mixed results., Sex of the parent and value similarity do
seen to have a relationship to the amount of sex information that is
conveyed, whereas religiosity does not seem to be a significant

variable,
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The study confirmed the findings of previous research which
clearly concludes that more sex education is obtained from mothers
than from fathers, As Hass implies in his study, the responsibility
for sex educatioh seems to fall on the mother as part of her tra-
ditional role and duties. She is the caretaker of the children, the
parent who supposedly spends more time with them and is more open
about dealing with affective, emotional issues. Thus, she may be
more accessible and more easily approachable than the father (1979,
p. 195). Moreover, as previous studies have shown, females receive
more sex education from mothers than males, Thus, the sex education
she is providing is primarily in a mother-daughter dyad. There
appears to be a more compelling need for mothers to sit down and
explain to their daughters about menstruation and how to adapt to
their changing bodies, than there is a comparable need for fathers
to talk with their sons, Finally, the difference may relate back to
the male sex-role expectations discussed earlier, Fathers are
simply 1iving up to the behaviors they were taught. As Goldberg
points out, fathers are usually background figures, less involved in
parenting, home for comparably short periods of time during the week,
frequently preoccupied, and minimally involved when they are around
(1976, p. 86). "“The opportunity to be with and respond to the needs
of their children does not present itself" (Uslander, 1977, p. 46).

Parental Religiosity and Sex Education

Based on the results of this study, no relationship was
found between the degree of perceived conservative religiosity of

the parents and the amount of sex information conveyed by the parents
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to their children, Similarly, no significant relationship was

found between the degree of perceived conservative religiosity of
the parents and the degree of supportiveness in the communication
climate between parents and children during discussions of sexuality.

The computation of power levels for these analyses of
variance further supports the conclusion that religiosity is not
a significant variable in this study. As Cohen explained, “the
power of a statistical test of a null hypothesis is the probability
that it will lead to the rejection of the null hypothesis" (1969,

p. 4). Since the power levels reported in Chapter Four were accep-
tably high, they would have detected the occurrence of a significant
effect.

The lack of statistical significance indicates that the con-
servative religiosity of parents does not affect either the communi-
cation climate or the amount of sex information conveyed. Conser-
vatively religious families appear no more or less defensive in
their communication climates during discussions of sexuality than
non-religious families. Moreover, as the research findings indicate,
parents play a small role in providing sexual information., Most of
it comes from peers, Since parents and children have 1ittle overt
communication about sexuality to begin with, the degree of conserva-

tive religiosity of the parents appears to be an irrelevant factor.

Value Similarity and Sex Education

The final variable in the second research question was the

degree of perceived value similarity between parents and children



88

about sexuality. This investigation showed a significant relation-
ship between the degree of perceived value similarity between par-
ents and children about sexuality and the degree of sexuality infor-
mation communicated to the children by the parents, The greater

the degree of shared sexual values between parent and child, the
greater the degree of sexual information conveyed by the parents to
the child. Hass speculated that greater similarity of sexual values
(either both liberal or both conservative), would correlate with
greater communication about sexuality (1979, p. 195). Teenagers

who perceived a value gap between themselves and their parents were
more tense about communicating with their parents about sexuality
and more likely to avoid such conversations., Consistent.with .my
results are the sentiments of a 15 year old male who described his
unsuccessful attempts to discuss sexuality with his parents.

When I tried to talk with them, they gave 'old’

opinions and then they changed the subject.

They tried to impress on me the importance of

virginity, They became very uptight and after

that experience I did not try again. (Hass, 1979,

p. 199)

Thus it appears that Brooks was quite correct when he main-
tained that individuals will have an easier time communicating if
they share similar background characteristics and values, A higher
degree of shared value similarity about sexuality seems to correlate
with a greater amount of sexual information being shared between
parents and children. The value similarity lessens the chance of
conflict, Parents can relax, discuss sexuality openly and spon-

taneously with a minimum of disagreement from their teenagers. How-

ever, the parents and teenagers who have highly dissimilar values
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about sexuality are more likely to engage in mutual evaluation and
attempt to change the attitudes and opinions of the other. These
attempts can lead to a defensive communication climate., Given

that value similarity reduces the chance of conflict and increases
the probability of creating a supportive communication climate be-
tween parents and teenmagers, it is understandable that value similar=-
ity correlates with more sexual information being shared between

parents and children,

Desire for More Sex Information

In addition to providing answers to the research questions
through investigation of the seven hypotheses, the questionnaire
provided information about the degree to which subjects desired more
information from parents and from peers. The subjects reported
satisfaction with only one of the four sources investigated, same-
sex friends. Adolescents desire more sex information from their
fathers, mothers, and opposite-sex peers. Recall that conversations
between same-sex peers about sexuality were significantly more sup-
portive than conversations with mothers, fathers, or opposite-sex
friends. Apparently these supportive conversations provide a level
of sex information that is satisfactory. For the other three groups,
however, subjects are left dissatisfied, wanting more sex informa-
tion. It appears that interactions between subjects and their mothers,
fathers, and opposite-sex friends constitute an area for further
investigation with the aim of identifying communication barriers and

developing strategies to reduce these barriers,
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Different Sources for Different Genders

The final set of findings to be discussed examines the role
of gender in sex education, An examination of the means presented
in Table 16 of Chapter Four demonstrated that males rely first and
foremost on personal experience for their sex education. Females
do not rely on personal experience as a major source of sex infor-
mation. UWomen acquire most of their sex education from same-sex
peers. The results of this investigation show a significant dif-
ference in the sources of sex education depending on gender of the
subject. Nine sources of sex education were investigated and sig-
nificant differences were found for three sources: 1) mothers,

2) fathers, and 3) personal experience, Females gain significantly
more sex information from their mothers than do males. The reverse
is true for male subjects who receive significantly more sex infor-
mation from their fathers than do females. As has been previously
discussed, it is easier for parents to talk with their same-sex
child, since natural attraction between parents and their opposite-
sex child may interfere with open communication,

The third area of significant difference was personal ex-
perience, Males are encouraged by their culture to experiment with
sexuality, whereas females are punished and negatively labelled for
their experiences. Also, males may gain the majority of their sex
information from personal experience because they are denied other
sources, As has been previously discussed, females can talk about
sexuality much more openly with same-sex friends than males can.

And, females gain more sex information from their mothers than do
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males, If males receive little sex information from their mothers,
have fathers who are notably uninvolved in sex education, and have
difficulty talking with same-sex friends, where else will they learn

about sex except through personal experience?

Limitations of the Study

Several limitations of the present study should be noted.
One is that the study was done with college students enrolled in
basic courses at the University of Kansas which tended to restrict
the population to a narrow age range of 18-22 year olds. While
this is a limitation, numerous studies have been done with other age
groups and the generalizations about major sources of sexual infor-
mation have been consistent across generations. However, the find-
ings related to communication climate with parents and the degree of
shared sexual values with parents may be different with college
students rather than high school students as subjects. High school
students tend to represent a wider population including those fe-
males who have an early premarital pregnancy and decide to keep the
child, High school students are still living at home and have im-
mediate perceptions of the communication climate rather than recol-
lections of what the climate was 1ike, Thus, the results of this
study may have limited generalizability.

The second major limitation is the methodology of self-
report of the student's perceptions of the communication climate in
conversations with their parents and peers. The issue of one-sided

self-report is a critical one, Past studies, such as the one by



92

Dr. Robert Walsh at I11inois State University demonstrate that
student perceptions often differ widely from parental perceptions
of the same event. Many parents saw themselves as being more vocal
and effective in sex education than their children saw them (Brenton,
1972, p. 135). Brenton reports the details of the Walsh study.
Dr. Walsh surveyed 750 freshmen at I11inois State University and
1100 of their parents and found that three-fourths of the fathers
and two-thirds of the mothers felt that they were the chief source
of sexual information for their children, Unfortunately, the chil-
dren did not share that perception, "Only 7% of the young men and
29% of the young women saw their parents in the same 1light, Most of
these students evaluated their parents efforts as inadequate or
worse," (Brenton, 1972, p. 135). This study deals only with the
student perspective and fails to deal with possible or even probable
inconsistencies that would result if the parent's perspective were
also sought. Students may perceive parental behaviors or attitudes
as creating a defensive climate when the defensiveness is probably
a result of the interaction between the parent and the child. This
study gives a staticsone-sided perspective on the dynamic inter-
action process that occurs when parents and peers interact on the
topic of human sexuality.

Finally, the present research presents only a single study.
Theory building is a long, involved process. As this research in-
dicates, one barrier to sex education in the home may be the defen-
sive communication climate surrounding discussions of sexuality
between parent and child, Another variable correlated with lack of

communication about sexuality is the lack of shared sexual values
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between parents and students, However, there are many more variables
to be considered in building a model that would suggest ways to
facilitate effective sex education and minimize blocking barriers.
As Kelly suggests there may be plenty of other reasons that need to
be explored and incorporated into an explanatory framework to ac-
count for the minimal amount of sex education that takes place in
the home, Among the reasons suggested by Kelly (1976) are:
1) lack of accurate information on the part of parents,
2) discomfort and embarrassment with sexual language and
vocabulary,
3) difficulty in recognizing their children as sexual beings,
and
4) a fear that sex education will stimulate curiosity and
experimentation (p. 160-161),
A1l of these reasons suggest many possibilities for further research

in this area.

Implications

The implications of this study can be examined under three
different headings: 1) theoretical, 2) research, and 3) pedagogical,
The first type of implication is theoretical, Two significant
theoretical implications that stem from this study are: a) the need
to expand the theoretical, explanatory model by including additional
variables, and b) the need to shift to larger units of analysis when
studying sex education in the home,

The inclusion of additional variables is suggested by the
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size of the omega square statistic, The research results indicate
that both communication climate and similarity of sexual values are
components that affect the amount of sexual information conveyed
from parent to child., However, the omega square statistic indi-
cates that only 13% of the variance is accounted for in the commu-
nication climate with mother, 4% in the communication climate with
father, and 10% accounted for by the degree of shared similar values
about sexuality. These percentages indicate that more variables
need to be identified to complete the model and account for the re-
maining variance. Sufficiently high power levels indicated that
religiosity is not a relevant variable in the model that attempts

to account for the lack of communication between parents and children
in the home about sexuality. Thus, the current model includes
factors that account for approximately a quarter of the total
variance, Expansion of the model is indicated to identify other
relevant variables,

In seeking to identify additional factors in the model that
might function as barriers to effective sex education in the home,
the following possibilities might be explored: a) Parents avoid the
topic initially, fearing the preschool or grade school child is too
young, Later, they find it hard to break the norm of not talking
about sexuality, or assume that the child has already acquired the
information at school. b) Parents lack comfortable vocabulary with
which to discuss sexuality. c) Parents fear that discussing sexu-
ality will only arouse curiosity and encourage sexual experimenta-
tion. d) Parents feel inadequate, lacking specific detailed know-

ledge of sexuality. "They, too, were poorly taught about sex"
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(Brenton, 1972, p. 136), e) Parents are confused about changing
values and uncertain of what guidelines are appropriate for their
children (Cory, 1979, p. 14), f) Parents and children have de-
veloped a history of defensive communication in general, If no
past norms for open communication have been established, then
certainly a sensitive topic like sexuality will be difficult to
discuss in an open manner.

Equally significant as the factors that inhibit parents,
are the factors that inhibit adolescents from responding positively
when parents attempt to discuss sexuality with them. Adolescents
often respond defensively or evasively, assuring parents they were
taught about sexuality at school., When questioned about their
evasion, adolescents report fearing that interaction with their
parents would only result in parental teasing, denial of their
sexual activity, punishment or lectures (Hass, 1979, p. 210). Thus,
the first theoretical implication of this study is that we have
onty begun to identify components of the model that would account
for the lack of communication at home between parents and children
about sexuality.

Secondly, a larger unit of analysis may be more helpful in
exploring parent-child interactions about sexuality. This study
focused on intrapersonal, perceptual data. This psychological one-
sided approach may be insufficient as a means of identifying the
major factors involved., What may be needed is an interactional,
interpersonal approach to the study of family communication about
sexuality, A multi-sided approach that views the family as a unit

or system would take into account multiple perspectives on communi-



96

cation climate, This approach would also consider individual
family history and interaction patterns which might prove to be
highly relevant variables,

As George H, Mead observed, the self is created and main-
tained through social interaction, Through the exchange of sig-
nificant symbols, the self is modified and in turn modifies all
future interactions (Mead, 1934, p. xxv). Interactions can there-
fore be best understood by examining the multiple perspectives of
the participants,and the ways in which they create shared meanings.
A one-sided psychological approach provides a 1imited perspective
on the nature of sex education within the home, An interactional
perspective would overcome these 1imitations and provide a clearer
explanation of why conversations about sexuality are avoided in
many homes,

Thus two theoretical implications can be seen., There is a
need to focus on new factors in an attempt to identify other sig-
nificant components of the model, Furthermore, these factors may
be identified through the use of a more complex approach than
studying one-sided intrapersonal perceptions.

In the process of trying to develop theory in this area,
several research implications are apparent. The approach of this
study was through the collection of intrapersonal self-report
perceptual data. Multiple methodologies as well as multiple per-
spectives on the family as an interactional untt are needed. Inter-
views may provide much richer data than paper and pencil self-
report items, Records of specific interactions through journal

entries or critical incidents may be another source of useful data.
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A second means of modifying the instrument may be to ask
subjects to target one specific interaction with their parents about
sexuality and then explore in detail the barriers present in that
interaction. The moderate and sometimes Tow reliabilities (in the
case of opposite-sex friends) indicate that subjects are shifting
their perceptions. By asking subjects to report on their global
impression of interactions about sexuality, they may vary their
responses depending on which specific interaction they are recalling,
Targeting a specific interaction between parent and child about
sexuality would improve the reliability of the data. Subsequent
interviews could then focus on concrete details rather than explor-
ing global impressions.

The next section discusses pedagogical implications. Peda-
gogical resggrch is needed to run pretests and posttests on par-
ticipants in workshops to see if, indeed, components 1ike communica-
tion climate can be improved through seminars,

The third type of implication is pedagogical in nature.
While the majority of sex education is still being provided by
peers, students reported a significant desire for more information
from parents, Sex educator Wilson Grant agrees that home is the
best place for sex education. Indeed,

the parents are the most ideal teachers and the best

method is that of daily living, The home is the best

place to convey sex information to children because

it can be done individually and integrated naturally

into all of life's experiences, (1973, p. 30)

How can we reduce the barriers that inhibit sex education in the

home between parents and children? Uslander suggests that communi-

cation climate is a starting point:
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First and foremost, as mentioned before, parents must

create a climate within the home that Tends itself to

free and open discussion. Into that atmosphere one

can then easily weave an appreciation and respect for

the rights of the individual, a sense of responsibility

of one person to another, and an understanding of the

role that sex attitudes and feelings play in regard to

interpersonal relationships both inside and outside the

home, If this can be done, it will break down many of

the barriers that now stand in the way of our going

to our children and opening the discussion. (1977,

p. 30“31 )
The results of this investigation have shown that the communication
climate with parents is notably more defensive than the communica-
tion climate with peers during discussions of sexuality, Uslander
(1977) asserts that parents think of sexuality in moral terms and
therefore tend to patronize, preach, or even condemn their children
when questioned about human sexuality (p. 30). One approach to
jmproving sex education would be to train parents in communication
skills, helping find a more positive way:to approach conversations
about sexuality with their children,

As mentioned in Chapter Two, several churches are working on
a small scale to reduce defensiveness between parents and children.
They allow the students to meet in groups with their peers and a
trained facilitator to discuss their sexual questions and concerns.
Simultaneously, parents are meeting with other parents and a facili-
tator to discuss changing sexual values, their concerns, and ways to
achieve effective communication with their teenagers about sexuality.
Eventually, the two groups are brought together and the facilitators
try to guide the interaction to minimize defensiveness and maximize
an effective exchange of ideas and feelings. Several schools have

attempted similar types of programs, Among them are the University
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of Tennessee at Chattanooga and the University of Minnesota Medical
School, The University of Tennessee's program is focused on helping
parents feel comfortable with sex education vocabulary and provi-
ding strategies for helping parents and children deal with value-
oriented issues and/or possible conflicts (Ezell, 1978, p. 268). As
Ezell concludes, "Parents cannot choose whether to give sex instruc-
tion; they can only choose whether to be hel pful or neglectful in
this matter" (1978, p. 269).

The program at the University of Minnesota Medical School
in Minneapolis follows more closely the format of bringing parents
and students together to facilitate open communication about sexuali-
ty. Rosenberg and Rosenberg concluded that several differences were
found when running family sex education seminars, as opposed to
seminars for the students alone: 1) It took longer for an atmos-
phere of trust and communication to develop, but once gained, it
seemed to be very effective. 2) The family seminars placed greater
emphasis on values and their relationships to sexuality (Rosenberg,
1976, p. 239).

These programs seem to be effective in improving the com-
munication climate between parents and children and thus facilita-
ting open communication about sexuality, A related implication deals
with the issues of sexual values, As seen in this study, it appears
that greater similarity of sexual values correlates with more
sexual information exchange between parents and children, Again,
programs such as those explained above can be useful, The programs
allow families with value differences to discuss these differences

with other families and to benefit from a trained facilitator who
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can guide the discussion and avert major conflicts and arguments.

Another implication from this study relates to the diffi-
culty males have in communicating about sexuality. The study in-
dicated that fathers play a minor role in sex education with both
sons and daughters. In addition, the communication climate during
discussions of sexuality between male peers is significantly more
defensive than the climate between female peers. This defensive
climate suggests a need for workshops for men to learn how to move
toward more open discussions of sexuality, not only with their chil-
dren, but with their peers, Men's consciousness-raising groups
have advocated a more open expression of feelings among men. Un-
fortunately, the men's movement is much smaller than the women's
movement and has had minimal impact in reducing the sex-role re-
strictions society places on men,

The final pedagogical implication is that sex education is
not a dead issue, Adolescents do desire more sexual information from
their parents as well as their opposite-sex friends. We have not
yet reached the point when sufficient, accurate sexual information
is being disseminated through the schools, through peers or other
sources. The desire among college students for more sexual informa-
tion indicates a need to encourage the development of more communica-
tion and more programs in this area. This need stands in sharp
contrast to the voice of the "Moral Majority" calling for a dis=-
continuation of school and community sex education programs. They
wish to return sex education to the home without providing parents
with the seminars necessary to facilitate this process, Effective

sex education needs to be promoted and will be effective to the
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extent that programs are available for families to attend to help

reduce barriers between parents and children.

Suggestions for Future Research

As noted previously, this study only begins to identify
elements of a model that would account for the lack of communication
in the home about sexuality. While some of the possibilities for
future research have been implied, it may be useful to outline
several areas worthy of further exploration,

First, it would be useful to administer the same question-
naire with different populations, such as older generations and
younger subjects in high school or junior high, The comparison of
their perceptions would provide information about the role of com-
munication climate across generations. In addition to administering
the questionnaire across age groups, it would be informative to
obtain parents' answers to the questionnaire., The differing per-
ceptions found by Dr, Walsh might also appear as selective perception
in this study. Do parents perceive themselves to be as defensive
as the teens perceive the parents' style of interaction? Or do
parents perceive the defensive climate arising in part out of the
teenagers' behavior? The defensive communication climate is gener-
ated through mutual interaction and the optimal way to obtain data
about that interaction is by coding and comparing the perceptions
of both parties,

Further research might be undertaken using different metho-

dologies, Paper and pencil questionnaires using Likert-type scales
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provide relatively limited data., Richer data could be obtained
using open-ended questions or personal interviews with parents and
children, Particularly in the case of personal interviews, one
cannot only ask follow-up questions, but has access to nonverbal as
well as verbal responses,

Another approach to future research would be to examine
specific variables in greater depth. The questionnaire for this
study was very general in that communication climate was computed
for any conversations about sexuality. Specific topics could be ex-
plored to see if parents and children have a more defensive communi-
cation climate when discussing birth control than when discussing
menstruation, homosexuality, venereal disease, or many other topics.
Similarly, the questionnaire provided general information about
satisfaction and desire for more information. These areas could be
explored in greater depth. On what topics do adolescents desire
more ‘information? How satisfied are they with each of their sources
of information? Does satisfaction with sexual information equal
accuracy of sexual knowledge? 1Is the information limited to certain
topic areas? What other variables may be barriers to open and effec-
tive communication about human sexuality between parents and chil-
dren and between peers? The possibilities for further research are
rich, and the information provided by additional studies could be
used in future sex education family seminars,

Finally, research studies could provide data on the effec-
tiveness of family sex education seminars, A study could be con-
ducted that pretested family members on the degree of supportiveness

in their communication climate during sexuality discussions. Then,
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following a workshop or seminar on family sex education, a posttest
could be administered to ascertain whether or not the communication

climate had significantly improved,

Conclusion

The data in this study indicate that dissimilarity of sexual
values and a defensive communication climate inhibit communication
in the home between parents and children about sexuality. This
study contributes to the understanding of sex education avoidance
in the home by identifying the significance of two variables:

a) value dissimilarity and b) defensive communication climate., Of
particular usefulness in this study and in further studies is the

development of the construct, communication climate. Prior to

this time, Gibb's categories have been used as separate, yet inter-
active components of communication climate, This research collapses
these items into a new construct. The utility of this construct,
communication climate, extends beyond sex education research, since
the construct can be utilized in many varieties of interpersonal
research,

While this research identifies two components of an explana-
tory model accounting for minimal parent-child interaction about
sexuality in the home, the moderate amount of variance accounted for
by these two factors suggests the presence of other, still uniden-
tified barriers to effective family communication about sexuality.
The resulting avoidance of family communication about sexuality

simply promotes the continual spread of sexual misinformation among
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peers. As documented in previous chapters, this misinformation
leads to severe negative consequences for both individuals and
society.

Most parents regret not having had more information from
their own parents regarding human sexuality. They intend to break
the pattern and communicate more openly with their own children.
However, when they shift into the new role of parenting a teenager,
they are often unsure of how to effectively fufill this role and
thus perpetuate the cycle of silence,

Changing norms in the culture make them even more unsure
about providing sexual values. As Hass recommends:

Parents may, therefore, need to first clarify and

become comfortable with their own sexuality before

they can expect to communicate effectively with a

child. It is my impression that, for the most

part, teenagers would want to speak with their

parents if they perceived them to be open, comfor-

table and nonjudgmental about their own sexuality

and the sexuality of others....

Teenagers are grappling with a new, expanding

sense of their sexuality, How they feel about

their "sexual self" will greatly affect their gen-

eral self-image and confidence, To the extent that

we can help them become comfortable with their

bodies and sexual expresssion, and clearer about

their sexual values, the more effectively they will

function in all other areas of their lives, (1979,

pp. 213, 216)

Enhancing effective communication between parents and children about
human sexuality is a meaningful goal, It may not be an easy goal

to attain, but the rewards are significant, both for individuals

and for society as a whole, This study suggests that reducing
defensive behaviors and striving for a more suppartive communication

climate in the home may be one small step toward achieving that goal.
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Notes

11 am aware of only two churches who actually instituted this joint
parent-child workshop, one in Springfield, Missouri and one
in Oklahoma. Most churches hold sessions only for the
students,to present them with information about sexuality
and to instill religious values regarding sexual activities.
Unfortunately, most parents are happy to delegate this task
to the church and are unwilling to take the time and effort

to get involved in a joint workshop.

2Note that "amount of sexual information received from parents" does
not represent a quantitative amount of total sex informa-
tion possessed, Rather it indicates the proportion of
the subject's total sex information received from each
parent, regardless of whether the subject's total amount

of information is high or low.
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