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Abstract
Understanding how culture and familial relationships are related to Mexican-origin youths’
normative sexual development is important. Using cultural-ecological, sexual scripting, and risk
and resilience perspectives, the associations between parent-adolescent relationship
characteristics, adolescents’ cultural orientations and familism values, and sexual intentions
among 246 Mexican-origin adolescents (50% female) were investigated. Regression analyses were
conducted to examine the connections between youths’ cultural orientations and familism values
and their intentions to engage in sexual intercourse and to test the moderating role of parent-
adolescent relationship characteristics and adolescent sex. For boys, under conditions of high
maternal acceptance, higher Anglo orientations and higher Mexican orientations were related to
greater sexual intentions. For girls, familism values played a protective role and were related to
fewer sexual intentions when girls spent less time with their parents. The findings highlight the
complex nature of relationships between culture, family relationships, and youths’ sexual
intentions and different patterns for girls versus boys.

Sexual development is a normative aspect of adolescence (Graber, Brooks-Gunn, & Galen,
1998); however, the majority of research has focused on youths’ risky sexual behaviors
(Diamond & Savin-Williams, 2009). This is particularly true for Latino youth (Raffaelli &
Iturbide, 2009). Latino youth have higher teen birth rates than any other ethnic group and
higher rates of sexually transmitted infections (STIs) than non-Latino Whites (National Vital
Statistics, 2005). To gain insight into Latino youths’ sexual risk taking, scholars are calling
for research on normative sexual development for Latino youth (Raffaelli, & Iturbide, 2009).
An aspect of youths’ normative sexual development is their intentions to engage in sexual
intercourse. Despite the common belief that adolescents’ sexual behaviors are impulsive,
there is evidence that adolescents’ intentions to engage in sexual activities are related to
their actual behaviors (Gillmore et al., 2002). Adolescents’ intentions have predicted their
sexual behaviors in several domains, including pregnancy and sexual intercourse (East,
Khoo, & Reyes, 2006). Given the strong theoretical (e.g., Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975) and
empirical (e.g., East et al., 2006) support linking intentions to behaviors, examining
adolescents’ intentions to engage in sexual intercourse is a necessary step in understanding
the development of adolescents’ sexuality.
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The purpose of the present study was to investigate the family and cultural correlates of
Mexican-origin adolescents’ sexual intentions. Drawing on cultural-ecological (Ogbu, 1981)
and sexual scripting (e.g., Longmore, 1998) perspectives, which emphasize the importance
of the cultural context, our first goal was to examine how adolescents’ cultural orientations
(i.e., Mexican and Anglo orientations) and familism values were related to their sexual
intentions. Informed by a risk and resilience perspective, our second goal was to investigate
the moderating roles of mother- and father-adolescent relationship qualities in the linkages
between adolescents’ cultural orientations/values and their sexual intentions. We also tested
the moderating role of adolescent sex as part of our second goal.

This study was designed to understand the role of culture in Mexican-origin adolescents’
sexual intentions by using an ethnic-homogeneous design (McLoyd, 1998) and focusing on
how within-group variability in cultural processes (e.g., the extent to which youth endorse
familism values or exhibit Mexican or Anglo cultural orientations) are linked to diversity in
youths’ sexual intentions in a specific cultural context. Comparisons of youth from different
Latino backgrounds reveal differences in their sexuality-related outcomes. Mexican-origin
girls, for example, are more likely to experience a teen birth as compared to Cuban and
Puerto Rican adolescent girls (Ryan, Franzetta, & Manlove, 2005). Further, Latino
subgroups are diverse with regard to family background and cultural factors (e.g., SES,
degrees of enculturation and acculturation; Roosa, Morgan-Lopez, Cree, & Specter, 2002),
all factors that may be related to adolescents’ sexual development. It is important, therefore,
to examine the links between cultural experiences and sexuality within Latino subgroups.

Adolescents’ Cultural Orientations and Familism Values
Cultural orientations and values are important because adolescents learn how to enact sexual
roles based on their cultural context (O’Sullivan & Meyer-Bahlburg, 2003), and adolescents
with different cultural orientations and familism values may enact different sexual roles.
Support for the role of culture in sexuality, particularly sexual decision-making processes,
has been provided by qualitative work with Latina adolescents (Villarruel, 1998). This work
has revealed the importance of including assessments of culture in future studies on Latina
youths’ sexuality, which are consistent with the goals of this study.

A number of scholars argue that cultural processes are multidimensional and must take into
account cultural adaptation in reference to both the host and ethnic culture (Gonzales,
Knight, Morgan-Lopez, Saenz, & Sirolli, 2002). Yet, empirical studies typically rely on
single dimensions and “proxy” measures (e.g., language fluency, nativity). Several
researchers have reported that language preference (i.e., English versus Spanish) was related
to sexual experiences, revealing that English-speaking Latinas were younger when they
experienced their sexual debut (i.e., time of first sexual intercourse) and were at greater risk
of having early sex compared to Spanish-speaking Latinas (Adam, McGuire, Walsh, Basta,
& LeCroy, 2005; Ford & Norris, 1993; Upchurch, Aneshensal, Mudgal, & McNeely, 2001).
In the present study, we build on existing work by examining how youths’ cultural
orientations in reference to both Mexican and Anglo (U.S.) cultures are linked to their
sexual intentions.

In addition to the importance of studying Mexican and Anglo cultural orientations, familism
values are a salient aspect of Mexican culture (Cauce & Domenech-Rodríguez, 2002; Marín
& Marín, 1991) and may be important in the development of adolescents’ sexual intentions.
The value of familism encompasses the sense of loyalty and attachment that individuals feel
to their nuclear and extended families (Marín & Marín, 1991), and the responsibility they
have to contribute to the family’s well-being (Cauce & Domenech-Rodríguez, 2002).
Familism has been linked with positive youth adjustment in prior work (Fuligni, Tseng &

Killoren et al. Page 2

J Youth Adolesc. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2013 February 22.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



Lam, 1999; Kaplan, Napoles-Springer, Steward, & Perez-Stable, 2001), highlighting the
potential protective nature of familism values for Latino youth. Researchers have speculated
on the role that familism plays in adolescents’ sexual decision-making (e.g., Perkins &
Villarruel, 2000). In her focus group interviews, Villarruel (1998) found that many Latinas
indicated that they intended to remain virgins and delay sexual initiation to protect their
families.

The Moderating Role of Parent-Adolescent Relationship Characteristics
We drew on a risk and resilience perspective (e.g., Masten, Best, & Garmezy, 1990) to
examine the moderating roles of parental acceptance and involvement in the connections
between adolescents’ cultural orientations/values and their sexual intentions. According to a
risk and resilience model, support in the parent-adolescent relationship is an important
correlate of adolescent adjustment (Bámaca, Umaña-Taylor, Shin, & Alfaro, 2005; Crouter,
Head, McHale, & Tucker, 2004). Close relationships with parents have been linked to
positive adjustment among Latino youth (Bámaca et al., 2005), and to more shared family
time in European American families (Crouter et al., 2004). Supportive relationships and
shared family time may be related to more socialization opportunities and the transmission
of values from parents to their children (Christopher, 2001). Accumulating evidence
suggests that close and involved relationships with parents are associated with less
engagement in deviant and risk-taking activities (Bámaca et al., 2005; Crouter et al., 2004).
Youth who describe more positive relationships with parents and spend more time with
parents may be less motivated and have more limited opportunities to engage in deviant and
risky behaviors.

Most existing studies focus on mothers, ignoring fathers’ contributions to family dynamics
and youth adjustment. Researchers have noted the importance of examining the role of both
mothers and fathers because mothers’ and fathers’ relationships with adolescents are unique
(Parke & Buriel, 1998). For example, Mexican American father-adolescent relationships are
characterized by less physical affection and open communication than mother-adolescent
relationships (Crockett, Brown, Russell, & Shen, 2007). Additionally, there are structural
differences, in that relationships with fathers are described as more “peer-like” (i.e., more
egalitarian) than relationships with mothers (Parke & Buriel, 1998). Given the potentially
different relationships that mothers and fathers have with their sons and daughters, we
explored how support and involvement with mothers and with fathers moderated the
associations between cultural orientations and familism values and sexual intentions.

The Role of Adolescent Sex
There are several reasons to consider the role of adolescent sex in Latino adolescents’ sexual
behaviors. First, there is consistent evidence that Latino boys are more likely to have sexual
intercourse (e.g., Huerta-Franco & Malcara, 1999) and to have four or more sexual partners
compared to Latina girls (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2008). Second, sex
has been described as an organizing feature of family life in Mexican culture (Cauce &
Domenech Rodriguez, 2002) with potentially different socialization experiences for girls
versus boys. There is evidence, for example, that parents are more protective of daughters
than of sons (Azmitia & Brown, 2002), that girls had more restrictions placed on their
activities outside the home by parents as compared to their brothers (Ayala, 2006), and that
boys were encouraged by parents to date more than were girls (Villarruel, 1998). Therefore,
we included adolescent gender as a potential moderator of the associations among culture,
family, and sexual intentions.
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Hypotheses
Drawing on cultural-ecological, sexual scripting, and risk and resilience perspectives and the
empirical literature, we developed five hypotheses. First, given previous findings linking
acculturation and sexuality (Adam et al., 2005; Ford & Norris, 1993; Upchurch et al., 2001),
we expected that Anglo orientation would be positively associated with youths’ sexual
intentions and Mexican orientation would be negatively associated with youths’ intentions
for sex. Second, because many Latina adolescents reported that they remained virgins to
protect the reputations of their families (Villarruel, 1998), we expected a negative
association between familism values and adolescents’ sexual intentions. Third, we expected
that parental acceptance and time spent with parents would function as protective factors in
the associations between adolescents’ cultural orientations and familism values and their
intentions to engage in sex when cultural orientations and values place youth at risk. In
particular, when adolescents have strong ties to Anglo culture, fewer ties to Mexican culture,
or weak familism values, supportive relationships with parents and time spent with parents
may serve a protective role through the socialization that occurs within the parent-adolescent
relationship context. Fourth, how parent-adolescent relationship characteristics moderate the
associations between cultural orientations and values and sexual intentions also may differ
for boys and girls. We expected that the associations between both familism values and
Mexican orientations and sexual intentions would be stronger when girls as compared to
boys reported close and involved relationships with parents, given the emphasis on family
relationships for girls in Mexican culture (Azmitia & Brown, 2002). Fifth, because the
transmission of values (e.g., emphasis on traditional male roles) is more likely to occur when
youth report supportive relationships with parents (Christopher, 2001), we anticipated that,
for boys reporting high levels of acceptance and time spent with parents, there would be a
positive relationship between Mexican orientation and sexual intentions.

Method
Participants

The data came from a study of family socialization and adolescent development in Mexican-
origin families (Updegraff, McHale, Whiteman, Thayer, & Delgado, 2005). The 246
participating families were recruited through schools in and around a southwestern
metropolitan area. Criteria for participation were as follows: (1) mothers were of Mexican
origin; (2) a 7th grader was living in the home and not learning disabled; (3) an older sibling
was living in the home (in all but two cases, the older sibling was the next oldest child in the
family); (4) biological mothers and biological or long-term adoptive fathers lived at home
(all non-biological fathers had been in the home for a minimum of 10 years); and (5) fathers
worked at least 20 hours/week. Most fathers (i.e., 93%) also were of Mexican origin.

To recruit families, letters and brochures describing the study (in both English and Spanish)
were sent to families, and follow-up telephone calls were made by bilingual staff to
determine eligibility and interest in participation. Families’ names were obtained from junior
high schools in five school districts and from five parochial schools. Schools were selected
to represent a range of socioeconomic situations, with the proportion of students receiving
free/reduced lunch varying from 8% to 82% across schools. Letters were sent to 1,856
families with a Hispanic 7th grader who was not learning disabled; however, for 396
families (21%), the contact information was incorrect and repeated attempts to find updated
information were unsuccessful. Eligible families (n = 421) represented 23% of the initial
rosters (n = 1856), 29% of those we were able to contact (n = 1460), and 32% of those we
were able to contact and screen (n = 1314). Of those eligible, 284 agreed to participate (67%
of eligible families), 95 refused (23% of eligible families), and 42 moved between the initial
screening and schedule call and no updated contact information was available (10% of
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eligible families). Interviews were completed by 246 families (of the 284 who agreed to
participate). We did not complete interviews with 38 families (13% of the families who
agreed to participate) because they were not locatable at the time of scheduling or were
unwilling to participate or not home (repeatedly) when the interview team arrived at their
home. Because the target sample size (N = 240) was surpassed, the latter group was not
pursued.

Families represented a range of education and income levels, from poverty to upper class.
The percentage of families that met federal poverty guidelines was 18.3%, a figure similar to
the 18.6% of two-parent Mexican American families living in poverty in the county from
which the sample was drawn (U.S. Census, 2000). Median family income was $40,000 (for
two parents and an average of 3.39 children). Mothers and fathers had completed an average
of 10 years of education (M = 10.34; SD = 3.74 for mothers, and M = 9.88; SD = 4.37 for
fathers). Sixty-six percent of mothers and 68% of fathers completed the interview in
Spanish. Most parents had been born outside the U.S. (71% of mothers and 69% of fathers).
Older siblings were 50% female and 15.70 years of age (SD = 1.6; range 13 to 21 years of
age; modal age was 15; 16% were in 8th grade, 31% were in 9th grade, 20% were in 10th

grade, 16% were in 11th grade, 9% were in 12th grade, and 2% were beyond high school).
Forty seven percent had been born outside the U.S, and 82% were interviewed in English.
The present analyses focused only on older siblings because there was little variability in
younger siblings’ sexual intentions.

Procedures
Data were collected during home interviews and a series of telephone interviews. Home
interviews lasted an average of two hours for adolescents. Parents reported on background
characteristics and adolescents reported on their family relationships and cultural
orientations and values. Interviews were conducted individually using laptop computers by
bilingual interviewers. Questions were read aloud due to variability in family members’
reading levels.

During the weeks following the home interview, 7 nightly telephone interviews were
conducted (5 weekday nights and 2 weekend nights). Participants reported on their daily
activities based on a cued recall strategy (McHale, Crouter, & Bartko, 1992). From these
data, time spent with parents was calculated.

Measures
All measures were forward- and back-translated for local Mexican dialect according to a
procedure developed by Foster and Martinez (1995).

Sexual intentions—Adolescents reported on their intentions to engage in sexual
intercourse (e.g., “How likely is it that you will have sexual intercourse in the next year?”)
using the average score of a 5-item measure with response options ranging from 1 (very
unlikely/very unsure) to 5 (very likely/very sure). Four items were used from East (1998)
and an additional item was included to appropriately represent boys’ sexual intentions (i.e.,
“How likely is it that you would try to persuade someone to have sex with you?”).
Cronbach’s alphas were .88 for English-speaking and .92 for Spanish-speaking youth.
Higher scores represented greater sexual intentions.

Anglo and Mexican orientation—Adolescents rated their Anglo and Mexican
orientations using the ARSMA-II (Cuéllar, Arnold, & Maldonado, 1995). The ARSMA-II
includes two subscales capturing orientations to Anglo (13 items) and Mexican (17 items)
culture. Participants responded to items using a 1 (not at all) to 5 (extremely often or almost
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always) on each subscale. A sample item for the Anglo orientation scale is “I like to identify
myself as an Anglo American,” and a sample item for the Mexican orientation scale is “My
family cooks Mexican food.” Cronbach’s alphas were .75 and .90 for English-speaking
youth and .85 and .84 for Spanish-speaking youth for the Anglo and Mexican orientation
subscales, respectively. Higher scores represented greater cultural orientations on these
average scale scores.

Familism—Familism values were assessed using the familism subscale of the Mexican
American Cultural Values Scale (Knight et al., 2010). Three conceptual domains were
assessed on this 16-item measure: (1) support and emotional closeness (e.g., “Family
provides a sense of security because they will always be there for you”); (2) obligations
(e.g., “A person should share his/her home if a relative needs a place to stay”); and (3)
family as referent (e.g., “Children should be taught to always be good because they represent
the family.”). Adolescents responded on a 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) scale.
Five items were adapted from Sabogal, Marín, Otero-Sabogal, Vanoss Marín, and Perez-
Stable (1987) and the remaining items were developed through focus groups with Mexican
American families. The 16 items were averaged to create a scale score with higher scores
indicating higher familism values. Cronbach’s alphas for adolescents’ familism values
were .89 for English-speaking youth and .93 for Spanish-speaking youth.

Parent-adolescent acceptance—Acceptance with mothers and fathers was rated by
adolescents using an 8-item acceptance subscale of the Children’s Reports of the Parent
Behavior Inventory measure (Schwarz, Barton-Henry, & Pruzinsky, 1985) at separate points
in the interview. Adolescents evaluated acceptance with parents on a 5-point scale (1 =
almost never to 5 = almost always) and the items were averaged. A sample item is, “My
mother/father speaks to me in a warm and friendly voice.” In the present study, Cronbach’s
alphas for English-speaking youth were .90 for youth and mothers and .93 for youth and
fathers. Cronbach’s alphas for Spanish-speaking youth were .92 for youth and mothers and .
85 for youth and fathers. Higher scores indicated greater acceptance.

Time spent with parents—Parent-adolescent shared time (i.e., time adolescents spent
with both mothers and fathers) was collected during the series of seven nightly phone
interviews. During phone interviews, adolescents reported on the durations (in minutes) and
the companions (e.g., siblings, parents, peers) of 86 daily activities. The number of minutes
that adolescents reported spending with mothers and fathers was aggregated across the seven
nightly phone interviews to measure total time spent with mothers and fathers (regardless of
the presence of others in the activities). Mothers’ and fathers’ time spent with adolescents
was highly correlated (r = .72, p < .001); therefore, time spent with both parents was used.
That is, the time spent with parents variable includes the proportion of time spent with both
mothers and fathers (i.e., time spent with mothers and fathers divided by total time
adolescents reported across the seven phone calls). Further, adolescents’ reports were used
because they participated in all seven calls, whereas parents only participated in four calls.
Correlations between adolescents’ and parents’ reports of time spent together for the 4
phone calls that both participated in were .86 for mothers and youth and .83 for fathers and
youth. Eating meals and watching television were the most frequent activities for
adolescents to engage in with both their mothers and fathers.

Results
Overview

The analyses are organized around the two study goals. First, we examine how adolescents’
cultural orientations/familism values were linked to Mexican-origin adolescents’ intentions
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to engage in sexual intercourse. Second, we investigate the moderating roles of mothers’ and
fathers’ acceptance and time spent with parents on these associations, examine the
moderating role of sex, and explore the 3-way interactions between cultural orientations/
familism values, parent-adolescent relationship qualities, and adolescent sex in predicting
sexual intentions. Initially, descriptive statistics and correlations for study variables were
conducted to assess normality of the data, describe the sample, and examine bivariate
relationships, separately for boys and girls (see Table 1). With regard to missing data, two
adolescents did not have data on the sexual intentions variable and there was incomplete
phone data for 12 adolescents (i.e., adolescent refused to participate in phone interviews);
these adolescents were excluded from the analyses.

Next, a series of hierarchical regressions were performed to analyze associations between
adolescents’ cultural orientations and familism values and their sexual intentions.
Regressions were run separately for Anglo orientation, Mexican orientation, and familism
values and for each moderator (i.e., maternal acceptance, paternal acceptance, and time
spent with parents) predicting youths’ sexual intentions. The models included four steps
illustrated here with Anglo orientation and maternal acceptance as the predictor and
moderator, respectively. In the first step of all models, age was entered as a control variable
because older youth are more likely to be sexually active than younger youth (Guttmacher
Institute, 2006). In the second step, main effects of adolescent sex, Anglo orientation, and
maternal acceptance were included. In the third step, all 2-way interactions were entered
(e.g., Adolescent sex × Anglo orientation, Adolescent sex × Maternal acceptance, Anglo
orientation × Maternal acceptance) and in the fourth step, the 3-way interaction (e.g., Anglo
orientation × Maternal acceptance × Adolescent sex) was included. Moderation was tested
using procedures established by Baron and Kenny (1998). All variables were centered
before being entered into regression equations and follow up tests were conducted for
significant interactions according to procedures suggested by Aiken and West (1991). To
correct the Type I error that may result from the number of regression models, a Šidàk-
Bonferroni correction was made (Šidàk, 1967). This correction is a modification of the
Bonferroni technique, but has less impact on statistical power (Keppel & Wickens, 2004).
According to this correction, it was appropriate to use p < .05 as the significance level.

The regression analyses below are described in the following order: Anglo orientation,
Mexican orientation, and familism values. Within each section, the regressions for mothers’
and fathers’ acceptance and time spent with parents are described separately.

Anglo Orientation
Parent-adolescent acceptance—In this model (see Table 2), sexual intentions were
predicted from adolescents’ reports of their Anglo orientation and acceptance with mothers.
The first step was significant, revealing that older adolescents reported greater intentions for
sex than did younger adolescents. For the remaining regression models, the first step was
always significant; therefore, the discussion of the models will begin with the second step.
The second step, which included adolescent sex, Anglo orientation, and maternal
acceptance, was significant. Boys reported greater sexual intentions than girls; this effect
was significant in all of the regression analyses and will not be discussed in the remaining
analyses. Contrary to our hypothesis, Anglo orientation was not positively associated with
youths’ sexual intentions. Further, higher levels of maternal acceptance were associated with
lower levels of sexual intentions. The third step in the model including the 2-way
interactions did not account for a significant increase in the variance explained beyond the
second step. The final step in the model, which included the 3-way interaction between
adolescent sex, Anglo orientation, and maternal acceptance was significant and accounted
for a significant increase in variance.
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To follow-up on the significant 3-way interaction, interactions between Anglo orientation
and maternal acceptance were conducted separately for boys and girls. When maternal
acceptance was included as the moderator, the follow-up tests were not significant.
However, when Anglo orientation was included as the moderator, follow-up tests revealed
that there was a negative relationship between maternal acceptance and sexual intentions
when boys reported less orientation to Anglo culture, t (120) = −2.54, p < .05, but not when
boys reported more orientation to Anglo culture, t (120) = .49, ns (see Figure 1). Thus, boys
who were less Anglo-oriented reported fewer intentions to have sex in the presence of
acceptance from mothers. This finding did not support our hypothesis. The interaction was
not significant for girls.

Turning to adolescents’ reports of fathers’ acceptance as a moderator (also show in Table 2),
the second step in the model predicting sexual intentions from Anglo orientations and
fathers’ acceptance was significant, with only adolescent sex as a significant predictor.
Further, the 2-and 3-way interactions were not significant.

Time spent with parents—In the model predicting sexual intentions from Anglo
orientation, adolescent sex, and time spent with parents, shared time was not a significant
predictor and the 2- and 3-way interactions were not significant (see Table 2).

Mexican Orientation
Parent-adolescent acceptance—For acceptance with mothers (see Table 3), the second
step in the model predicting sexual intentions from Mexican orientation and acceptance, was
significant, revealing that mothers’ acceptance was negatively related to adolescents’ sexual
intentions. Contrary to our hypothesis, Mexican orientation was not negatively related to
youths’ intentions for sex. The third and fourth steps also were significant and accounted for
a significant increase in variance. Supporting our hypothesis, there was a significant
Mexican orientation × Adolescent sex × Maternal acceptance in the fourth step. Follow up t-
tests revealed that for boys reporting high (but not low) maternal acceptance, there was a
positive relation between Mexican orientation and sexual intentions, t (207) = 1.92, p = .06
(see Figure 2). Thus, for boys with high levels of acceptance from mothers, greater
orientations to Mexican culture were associated with greater intentions for sex, compared to
boys with low levels of acceptance from mothers. The slope for girls was not significant, t
(207) = −1.23, ns.

For acceptance with fathers, the second step in the model was significant, with adolescent
sex as a significant predictor (see Table 3). The third step was also significant, revealing a
significant 2-way interaction between Mexican orientation and sex; however, follow-up t-
tests were not significant. The 3-way interaction was not significant.

Time spent with parents—For time spent with parents, the second step in the model was
significant, with only adolescent sex as a significant predictor (see Table 3). The third step
in the model was significant, revealing a 2-way interaction between Mexican orientation and
sex, but the follow-ups were not significant. The 3-way interaction was not significant.

Familism values
Parent-adolescent acceptance—The second step in the model for acceptance with
mothers was significant (see Table 4), such that mother-adolescent acceptance was
negatively related to sexual intentions. The 2- and 3-way interactions were not significant
predictors.
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In the model predicting sexual intentions from familism values and acceptance, the second
step was significant for fathers, with only adolescent sex as a significant predictor.
Additionally, contrary to our hypothesis, familism values were not negatively related to
youths’ intentions for sex. The interactions did not explain additional variance.

Time spent with parents—The second step predicting sexual intentions from adolescent
sex, familism values, and time spent with parents was significant. The third and fourth steps
also were significant. There was a significant 3-way interaction between familism values,
adolescent sex, and time spent with parents (see Figure 3), such that there was a significant
negative association between familism values and sexual intentions for girls who reported
spending less time with parents, t (114) = −2.41, p < .05, as compared to girls who reported
spending more time with parents t (114) = −.47, ns. Thus, for girls who were spending less
time with parents, having greater familism values were associated with fewer intentions for
sex compared to girls who were spending more time with parents. The interaction was not
significant for boys.

Discussion
In general, research on Latino youths’ sexuality is focused on risky sexual behaviors and
little is known about Latino youths’ normative sexual development (Raffaelli & Iturbide,
2009). This study provides insights into Mexican-origin youths’ normative sexual
development by investigating the associations among culture, family relationships, and
youths’ sexual intentions. Emerging from this cross-sectional study was the complex story
of the interconnections among culture, family, and sex in predicting adolescents’ intentions
to engage in sexual intercourse. Supporting cultural-ecological, sexual scripting, and risk
and resilience perspectives, there was an interaction between adolescents’ Anglo
orientations, perceptions of maternal acceptance, and adolescent sex in predicting intentions
for sex. For boys, but not girls, higher levels of maternal acceptance were associated with
lower sexual intentions when boys reported low involvement in Anglo culture. That is,
maternal acceptance was associated with fewer sexual intentions for boys when they were
less involved in US culture, and when boys had stronger ties to US culture, maternal warmth
was not related to boys’ intentions to engage in sexual intercourse.

This pattern was contrary to our hypotheses. One potential explanation pertains to the nature
of the measure of Anglo orientation, which is based on behaviors and involvement in Anglo
culture. This measure assesses the frequency of hanging out with Anglo peers, watching
television in English, and listening to music in English. Given that greater levels of
acculturation are linked to involvement in sexual activity (Ford & Norris, 1993; Gilliam et
al., 2007), being less involved in or exposed to Anglo culture and having a supportive
mother may be beneficial to boys in that they report lower intentions for sex. It may be that
under conditions of less exposure to mainstream culture, boys benefit from a close and
supportive relationship with their mothers. In addition to emphasizing the importance of
cultural orientations, these findings underscore the importance of mothers’ role when
examining youths’ sexual intentions as mothers are significant socializing agents in youths’
lives (Thornton, Chatters, Taylor, & Allen 1990). The findings from the current study
highlight the importance of Mexican-origin mothers as influential figures in their young
adolescents’ lives, especially their sons.

The relationships between youths’ Mexican orientation, maternal acceptance, and adolescent
sex also were complex. In support of our hypothesis, under conditions of high maternal
acceptance, boys who were more oriented to Mexican culture reported greater intentions for
sex than boys who were less oriented to Mexican culture. Within Latino culture, the
importance of boys’ masculinity is highlighted through the gendered sexual script of
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machísmo that emphasizes traditional gender roles for men (e.g., men who have many sex
partners are more masculine) and informs how they should behave sexually (Faulkner,
2003). Given that values are most likely to be transmitted from parent to child in the context
of emotionally close relationships (Christopher, 2001), mothers may be encouraging their
sons to be more masculine when they report stronger ties to Mexican culture. The findings
of this study emphasize the need to highlight gender and gendered sexual scripts in future
studies of Latino families and youth sexuality.

Turning to familism values and shared time, although shared time did not directly predict
adolescents’ sexual intentions, we found that for Mexican-origin girls, but not boys, there
was a negative association between familism values and sexual intentions for girls who
spent less time with parents. When girls spent less time with their mothers and fathers, it
appeared that familism values were protective. Latina adolescents who emphasize the
importance of the family are more likely to delay sexual initiation to protect their families
(Villarruel, 1998), and it appears that when adolescents spend less time with their parents,
familism values may be preventing them from engaging in sexual intercourse. When girls
spend more time with their mothers and fathers, familism values do not play a large role in
determining their sexual intentions. Because they are spending time with their parents, they
may have fewer opportunities to socialize with the opposite sex and engage in risky
behaviors, such as early sexual intercourse (e.g., Fortenberry et al., 2006).

Limitations, Contributions, and Directions for Future Research
There were several limitations to the current study that provided directions for future
research. First, the data were cross-sectional. Future studies should be longitudinal to
examine how the cultural context and family factors are related to youths’ sexual intentions
over time, and how these intentions (both to engage in sex and to engage in safe sex) are
related to later sexual behaviors, including safe sex behaviors. Second, only adolescent self-
reports were used. Other reporters or observational data on the parent-adolescent
relationship will contribute to the literature on youth sexuality by giving diverse
perspectives of relationship experiences (Furman, Jones, Buhrmester, & Adler, 1989) and
reducing shared method variance. Third, our sample included Mexican-origin youth from
two-parent families. Given previous empirical findings linking family structure and youth
sexual outcomes (Upchurch, Aneshensel, Sucoff, & Levy-Storms, 1999), investigating these
associations in diverse family structures is crucial. Fourth, we do not know how many of the
youth in the study were already sexually active. In future studies, it will be important to
discriminate among sexually active and sexually inactive youth when investigating these
associations. Fifth, future studies should include larger sample sizes to increase the power to
detect significant associations. By including these aspects in future studies of sexuality with
Mexican-origin youth, researchers will gain a better understanding of normative sexual
development among this population.

The current study offers several contributions to the literature on adolescent sexuality. This
was one of the few studies to examine Mexican-origin youth sexuality using an ethnic-
homogeneous design. This work reveals the diversity within this Mexican-origin youth
sample and highlights the significance of focusing on adolescent adjustment within a
cultural context. The present investigation further extended work on the role of culture by
measuring how adolescents’ cultural orientations and familism values were related to their
sexuality. In addition, to our knowledge, this is the first study to quantitatively assess how
youths’ familism values are related to their sexual intentions. Finally, given the unique roles
of parents in youths’ lives (Crockett et al., 2007; Parke & Buriel, 1998), the associations
among adolescents’ relationships with both mothers and fathers and their intentions to
engage in sexual intercourse were investigated. The implications of our findings for HIV
prevention are important. For instance, boys experiencing warm relationships with mothers
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and reporting a high orientation to Mexican culture may be particularly at risk. In these
contexts, mothers may be encouraging their sons to be more masculine (e.g., have numerous
sexual partners; Faulkner, 2003), and, as a result, their sons may be at risk for contracting
sexually transmitted diseases, including HIV. Targeting HIV prevention efforts at youth who
are particularly at risk may be important. Overall, our study revealed that adolescents’
relationships with parents served as both risk and protective factors. Understanding how
family and cultural characteristics may pose different risks and benefits for girls versus boys
is informative for future preventive interventions.
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Figure 1.
Interaction between maternal acceptance and Anglo orientation predicting boys’ sexual
intentions.
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Figure 2.
Interaction between Mexican orientation and adolescent sex predicting sexual intentions for
youth reporting high acceptance with mothers.
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Figure 3.
Interaction between familism values and time spent with parents predicting girls’ sexual
intentions.
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