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 The Relationship between the Levels of Sexual Health Literacy 

of Parents and Their Adolescent

ABSTRACT
Background and Objective: Children and adolescents are at risk of experiencing 
sexual behaviors, which can harm their physical and mental health. Parents 
must understand gender issues and distinguish between normal and abnormal 
sexual behaviors to prevent maladaptive behaviors. This study aimed to examine 
the sexual health literacy of parents and adolescents and their correlation.
Materials and Methods: The research conducted was correlational and focused 
on employees of Bushehr University of Medical Sciences. The sample size 
consisted of 87 parents and 33 children, selected through available sampling 
between 2020 and 2021. The researcher created questionnaires to measure 
the sexual health literacy of both parents and children. Data analysis was done 
using SPSS 23 software and the U-Man-Whitney test at a significance level of 
0.5.
Results: The Results show that the total score of parents’ sexual health literacy 
is equal to 117.05 and the standard deviation is 17.50. The highest average is 
related to an understanding with an average of 59.43 and the lowest is related 
to evaluation with an average of 16.89. It is 108.52 with a standard deviation 
of 25.56. The highest average is related to an understanding with an average 
of 54.97 and the lowest is related to evaluation with an average of 15.76. Also, 
the findings do not show a significant relationship between the level of sexual 
health literacy of parents and children.
Conclusion: The study found no notable correlation between parents’ and 
children’s sexual health. However, parents displayed a higher level of health 
literacy compared to their children. This could positively impact the education 
of adolescents, given the importance of family-oriented education. Therefore, 
it is crucial to empower parents to educate their teenagers.
Paper Type: Research Article
Keywords: Adolescent, Parent, Sexual Health Literacy. 
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Introduction
Adolescent health and wellness is a key focus 
for experts and policymakers. Health literacy is 
crucial for acquiring health knowledge, adopting 
healthy habits, and accessing healthcare services, 
particularly during this stage of life (1, 2). 
Insufficient health literacy creates various issues 
in public health and is associated with unfavorable 
health consequences like STIs and unintended 
pregnancies. Hence, parents’ understanding of 
gender concerns, like the differentiation between 
natural and abnormal sexual conduct, is crucial 
in avoiding children’s maladaptive actions (3).

It’s been reported that annually, over 113 
million cases of sexually transmitted diseases 
affect individuals under 25 worldwide, with over 
half of the global population engaging in sexual 
activity during their adolescence. Additionally, 
there are approximately 4.5 to 9 million teenage 
pregnancies each year, resulting in 10 high-risk 
abortions and numerous complications, including 
death, every ten minutes for teenage girls (4). 
Adolescents in Iran also exhibit high-risk sexual 
behaviours, as supported by evidence (5) . 
Teenage boys and girls are reportedly engaging 
in sexual intercourse more frequently, with the 
prevalence increasing from 12.8% to 20% (6-8) 
Unofficial stats reveal a surge in abortion, risky 
sexual activities, and a significant drop in the age 
of first sexual encounters among Iranian teens. 
Such behaviors put children and adolescents at 
great risk of physical and mental harm, whether 
they are victims of sexual abuse or willingly engage 
in dangerous activities (9). Studies indicate that 
a significant portion of school students possess 
inadequate health literacy (10) Further evidence 
highlights Iranian women’s limited health literacy, 
while Shavad’s research indicates that pregnant 
women have higher health literacy levels than 
those with chronic illnesses (11).

The initial social institution, family, has a crucial 

responsibility in educating children on sexual 
matters (12). Research indicates that family-
oriented prevention programs can effectively 
decrease negative behavioral health outcomes. 
Certain nations are prioritizing family-based 
primary care and allocating sufficient resources 
for family-centered prevention programs. Since 
families embody the culture of societies and 
parents bear the primary responsibility of caring 
for children and teenagers, it is crucial to prioritize 
family-focused sex education (13). Health is 
influenced by various factors such as social, 
economic, and environmental conditions, personal 
habits, and more. Among these, health literacy 
plays a crucial role in determining one’s well-
being (14) Health literacy involves the capacity 
to seek, comprehend, and assess health-related 
information and apply it to everyday choices and 
behaviors (15). The health literacy of parents 
and its impact on children’s health is a prime 
illustration of health literacy (16). Research shows 
that parents’ level of health literacy is closely 
linked to their children’s health (17-19) Other 
studies reveal that there is a strong correlation 
between the educational level, socioeconomic 
status, cultural background, and family income 
of parents and their health literacy status (10) 
which ultimately affects their children’s sexual 
behavior (20).

It is crucial for parents to be aware of gender 
issues, including distinguishing between normal 
and abnormal sexual behavior, dealing with a 
child’s sexual issues appropriately, age-appropriate 
behavior, when to teach sexual issues, forming 
a sexual identity, maturity, communicating with 
peers, and controlling children’s information 
sources, in order to prevent maladaptive behaviors 
in children (21). Parents’ silence and neglect of 
sexual issues during puberty can pose challenges 
and problems for children (22). Puberty-related 
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issues, causing guilt and embarrassment, can 
result in isolation, introversion, and masturbation. 
Failing to educate and inform children correctly can 
lead to immoral and negative behaviors, leading 
to rebellious behavior during sexual maturity. 
Neglecting children during this phase can have 
detrimental effects on their development (23).

Parents who possess accurate information 
about health and sexual issues can positively 
impact their children’s behavior, particularly 
when it comes to important sexual matters 
during adolescence. As this period is crucial 
for future health and well-being, this present 
study was conducted to examine the relationship 
between the level of sexual health literacy of 
parents and their adolescent.

Materials and Methods
This correlational study was conducted by the 
staff of Bushehr University of Medical Sciences 
from 2020 to 2021. The researcher introduced 
themselves to the employees and explained the 
purpose of the research. Those who met the 
criteria and were willing to participate were given 
a questionnaire, and parents were instructed 
on how to assist their children in completing it. 
The sample size of 87 parents and 33 children 
was determined using the Cochrane formula and 
available sampling. Eligibility criteria included 
being married and having a child between 12 
and 18 years old.

The researcher utilized two questionnaires 
for data collection: one for adult sexual health 
literacy and one for adolescent sexual health 
literacy.

The adult sexual health literacy questionnaire 
was based on Hosni’s questionnaire and 
Masoumi’s questionnaire (24, 25). The present 
study led to modifications in some questions of 
the adult sexual health literacy measurement 
tool. The tool consists of 32 questions based on 

a 5-point Likert scale, with 4 categories: access, 
understanding, evaluation, and application. The 
scale awards 1 point for completely disagreeing, 
2 points for disagreeing, 3 points for having no 
opinion, 4 points for agreeing, and 5 points for 
completely agreeing. The highest possible score 
is 160, while the lowest is 32. The questionnaire’s 
validity was assessed by 5 experts from Bushehr 
University of Medical Sciences, and its reliability 
was determined using Cronbach’s alpha, which 
was found to be 87. The questionnaire was scored 
at weak levels (32-74.5), medium levels (74.6-
117.5), and high levels (117.6-160).

To assess adolescent sexual health literacy, a 
researcher-created questionnaire was utilized 
due to irrelevance of some questions in existing 
questionnaires. The tool includes 32 questions 
based on a 5-point Likert scale, measuring access, 
understanding, evaluation, and application. 
Responses range from 1 (completely disagree) 
to 5 (completely agree). Expert opinions from 
Bushehr University of Medical Sciences were 
considered and the questionnaire’s reliability 
was determined with a Cronbach’s alpha score 
of 0.89. Questionnaire resulting was in a score 
range of 160-117.6.

The SPSS software was utilized to analyze 
the data, including both descriptive statistics 
(mean and standard deviation) and analytical 
statistics (Y-Man-Whitney) to determine the 
correlation between the health literacy level 
of parents and their adolescent offspring.

Results
Tables 1 display data on the frequency of gender 
and education level for parents and their children. 
The majority of parents held bachelor’s or 
master’s degrees, while most children were 
in 11th or 12th grade. Male participants were 
predominant among parents, and boys among 
children. 



Journal of H
ealth Literacy / Volum

e 8, Issue 2, Sum
m

er  2023

90

 According to Table 2, parents’ sexual health 
literacy had a medium total score of 117.05 ± 
17.50. Table 2 shows that adolescents’ sexual 

health literacy scored an average of 108.52 ± 
25.56, indicating their medium level of sexual 
health literacy.

Table 1. Demographic information of the research participants

Variable Number/percentage Variable Number/percentage

children 
Gender

Girl 12 (54.022) parents 
Gender

Male 47 (54.022)

Boy 21(45.977) Female 40(45.977)

children 
Degree of 
Education

the seventh 3(9.09)

parents 
education

High school 9(10.34)

Eighth 2(6.06) Diploma 10(11.49)

ninth 5(15.15)
Bachelor’s 

Degree
32(36.78)

the tenth 6(18.18)
Master’s 
degree

29(33.33)

the tenth 9(27.27) Ph.D. 7(8.045)

twelfth 8(24.24)

Table 2. The level of sexual literacy of parents and of adolescents

Component
Parents sexual literacy Adolescents sexual literacy

Min Mix Mean SD Min Mix Mean SD

Access 10 30 21.80 4.74 6 30 19.61 6.29

Understand 32 80 59.43 9.88 19 76 54.97 13.49

Appraise 9 23 16.89 3.51 8 21 15.76 3.96

Apply 13 25 18.93 2.66 9 25 18.18 4.34

total score 81 155 117.05 17.50 51 150 108.52 25.56

Upon analyzing the correlation between 
parents’ sexual health literacy and their 
adolescent’s sexual health literacy, it was found 
that there was no noteworthy association 

between the two (P-Value < 0.05) (Table 3). 
Furthermore, the components of parents’ sexual 
health literacy did not have a significant impact 
on their child’s overall sexual health literacy.

Table 3. The relationship between the level of sexual literacy of parents and adolescent

Component Min Mix Mean SD P-value

Access
Adolescents 6 30 19.61 6.29

0.075
Parents 10 30 21.80 4.74

Understand
Adolescents 19 76 54.97 13.49

0.377
Parents 32 80 59.43 9.88

Appraise
Adolescents 8 21 15.76 3.96

0.203
Parents 9 23 16.89 3.51

Apply
Adolescents 9 25 18.18 4.34

0.461
Parents 13 25 18.93 2.66

The total score of sexual 
health literacy

Adolescents 51 10 108.52 25.56
0.341

Parents 81 155 117.05 17.50
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Discussion
The sexual health literacy of parents and their 
adolescent children was moderate, with average 
scores of 117.05 and 108.52, respectively. Parents 
had higher sexual health literacy than their 
adolescent children, but the difference was not 
statistically significant (P < 0.05). These results 
can be compared to a 2018 study in Nicaragua, 
which found that although public awareness and 
knowledge of sexual and reproductive health 
among adolescent students was moderate, gaps in 
information and poor knowledge of contraceptive 
methods were identified (26). Benti Abdallah 
et al. (2020) found that parents who are well-
informed about sexual information are more 
likely to assist their children in obtaining such 
information as a preventative measure against 
sexual abuse (27).

A study conducted in 2017 evaluated the 
sexual and reproductive health literacy of 
students residing in both rural and urban regions 
of Laos. The results revealed that over 50% of the 
students exhibited inadequate levels of sexual 
health literacy (28). The evaluation of sexual and 
reproductive health literacy in Bandar Abbas, 
Iran, indicated a lack of adequate knowledge 
among adults in the city (29). In Ghana, a study 
found that the majority of parents felt responsible 
for educating their children about sexual and 
reproductive health, as it impacts their overall 
health and wellbeing (30).

Cultural variances may account for divergent 
outcomes in studies. Talking about sex in families 
is more feasible in certain nations. Other 
elements that can influence adolescents’ sexual 
health literacy include parental education and 
awareness of unfamiliarity dangers. Educating 
people through various channels can enhance 
their comprehension of sexual topics.

This study is one of the first in Iran to 
investigate the sexual health literacy of 

parents and their adolescent children, and its 
relationship between them. A strength of the 
study is the simultaneous examination of the 
health literacy levels of both parents and their 
children, allowing for feasible comparison of 
their answers. However, the study also faces 
potential limitations such as non-responsiveness 
and lack of interest from some parents, potentially 
due to their children’s lack of familiarity with 
sexual issues. Another limitation concerns the 
survey, as both parents and their children may 
have experienced challenges in answering the 
questions. Additionally, the research was limited 
to a specific city and group of people, and to 
generalize the results, further studies in different 
regions and groups are needed to examine and 
compare differences from various dimensions. 
The results of such studies can inform decisions 
and policies to improve the current situation.

Conclusion
The study found no correlation between the sexual 
health literacy of parents and the sexual health 
of their children. However, parents had higher 
health literacy than their children. As parents 
play a crucial role in society, they can positively 
influence their children’s sexual education and 
address any sexual problems they may have. 
Therefore, it is crucial to educate parents 
about sexual issues. Health and sex education 
policymakers should focus on improving the 
sexual literacy of parents, especially those with 
lower education levels, and teach them how to 
discuss this topic with their children and provide 
them with necessary information. Besides, 
Adolescents require tailored information and 
training based on factors such as family and 
societal awareness of sexual issues, cultural 
status, and religious practices.
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