1duosnuey Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny

1duosnuey Joyiny

Author manuscript
J Res Adolesc. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2017 June 07.

-, HHS Public Access
«

Published in final edited form as:
J Res Adolesc. 2016 September ; 26(3): 603-609. doi:10.1111/jora.12209.

Sexual behaviors in Mexico: The role of values and gender
across adolescence

Graciela Espinosa-Hernandez [Assistant Professor],
Psychology Department at University of North Carolina, Wilmington. UNCW, 601 South College
Road, Wilmington, NC 28403, (910) 962-4057 hernandezm@uncw.edu

Sara A. Vasilenko [Research Associate], and

Methodology Center at the Pennsylvania State University. The Methodology Center, The
Pennsylvania State University, 400 Calder Square Il, State College, PA 16801, (814) 867-4511
svasilenko@psu.edu

Mayra Y. Bamaca-Colbert [Assistant Professor]

Human Development and Family Studies Department at the Pennsylvania State University. 311A
Health & Human Development East, The Pennsylvania State University, University Park PA
16802, (814) 867-2812 myb12@psu.edu

Abstract

Adolescent sexuality research has expanded to include non-coital behaviors, but there is limited
knowledge about individual factors such as cultural values associated with these sexual behaviors
outside of industrialized nations. Thus, we examined associations between Latino values
(familism, sexual guilt, and importance of female virginity) and three sexual behaviors (making
out, oral sex, and vaginal sex), among adolescents ages 12 to 19 (53% female) in Mexico. Findings
indicate that sexual guilt and importance of female virginity were consistently associated with all
sexual behaviors. Some associations differed by gender and school level. For instance, sexual guilt
was a better predictor of high school girls’ oral and vaginal sex. This study expands our
understanding of adolescent sexuality in Mexico.

Despite greater emphasis in Mexico on interventions targeting risky sexual behaviors
(Campero, Walker, Atienzo, & Gutierrez, 2011; Pick, Givaudan, & Poortinga, 2003),
relatively little is known about the prevalence and predictors of non-coital sexual behaviors
among adolescents in Mexico. In this study, we examined rates of making out, oral sex, and
vaginal sex among youth attending middle schools and high schools in Mexico and explored
whether cultural Latino values were associated with these behaviors.

Mexican nationally representative samples indicate that between 28% and 30% of youth
have engaged in sexual intercourse (Gutierrez & Atiezo, 2011; Olaiz et al., 2006), with boys
and older adolescent more likely to have engaged in the behavior than girls or younger
adolescents (Campero et al., 2011; Gonzalez-Garza, Rojas-Martinez, Hernandez-Serrato &
Olaiz-Fernandez, 2005). Less is known about non-intercourse behaviors among adolescents
in Mexico. Among 10t graders, heavy petting and oral sex were infrequent with a smaller
percentage of girls reporting heavy petting (8%) and oral sex (4%) than boys (24%; 7%;
Campero et al., 2011).
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Cultural Values and Adolescent Sexual Behavior

This study is guided by the integrative ecological model of adolescent sexuality adapted by
Raffaelli, Kang, and Guarini (2012) to explain culturally diverse adolescents’ sexuality.
Drawing on key model constructs, we examined culturally-relevant values (individual
factors) in sexual behaviors among adolescents living in Mexico, an understudied cultural
context.

Research conducted in the U.S. indicates that Latino parents may socialize adolescents to
delay engaging in sexual behavior by the transmission of general (familism) and sexual (e.g.,
verguenzaand marianismo) Latino cultural values (Villarruel, Jemmot, Jemmot & Ronis,
2007). Familism is the strong bond of nuclear and extended family members, marked by
feelings of loyalty, reciprocity, and solidarity and desire to meet family expectations
(Villarruel et al., 2007; Villarreal, Blozis, & Widaman, 2005). Marianismo encourages
women to be pure, asexual and spiritually stronger than men, to delay sex until marriage,
and defer decision making to men (Gil & Vasquez, 1996; Villarreal et al., 2005). Verguenza
is defined as sexual guilt and lack of knowledge about sex (Sugar, 1995). In the current
study, we assessed aspects of marianismo and verguenza relevant for adolescent sexuality
(e.g., aspects of marianismo related to the importance of avoiding sexual activity until
marriage). Accordingly, we refer to these values as familism, importance of female virginity,
and sexual guilt.

Empirical evidence indicates that these Latino values may delay the timing of normative
sexual behaviors in Latino adolescents in the U.S. (Davila, 2005; Espinosa-Hernandez,
Bamaca-Colbert, Vasilenko & Mirzoeff, 2013). However, little is known about whether these
values contribute to adolescent sexual behaviors in Mexico. Adolescent sexual behaviors in
Mexico may be shaped by specific contexts that transmit different cultural values than those
encountered by Mexican-American adolescents. For example, sexuality education in
Mexican elementary schools became obligatory in 1998, and topics such as family planning
and “responsible parenting” have been included in textbooks since then (Pick, Givauda, &
Brown, 2000). Moreover, 40% of adults in Mexico believe that premarital sex is morally
unacceptable (Poushter, 2014). Although it has been suggested that cultural values shape
adolescents’ sexual behavior in Mexico (Amuchastegui, 2001; Pick et al., 2003), to our
knowledge no prior quantitative research has explored these links. Thus, we examined
associations between Latino values and sexual behaviors among adolescents in Mexico.

Gender and Age Differences in Values and Sexual Behavior

Research suggests that girls in Mexico are discouraged from initiating sexual activity or
expressing sexual desire (Pick et al., 2003) and, thus, their transition to first sexual
intercourse may be accompanied by sexual guilt. Traditional views regarding female
sexuality are likely promoted by the Catholic Church, the predominant religious institution
in Mexico (Amuchastegui, 2001). Perhaps due to the alignment with values like marianismo
and sexual double standards that discourage sexual behavior for Latinas (Raffaelli &
Iturbide, 2009), studies of Latino sexual values in the U.S. often focus on female adolescents
(Davila, 2005; Espinosa-Hernandez et al., 2013). One study of Mexican-American

J Res Adolesc. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2017 June 07.



1duosnuen Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny

1duosnuep Joyiny

Espinosa-Hernandez et al. Page 3

adolescents found that values such as familism might be more relevant for girls’ than boys’
sexual expectations (Killoren, Updegraff, & Christopher, 2011), but it is unknown whether
similar patterns would be found in Mexico.

Moreover, it is unclear whether the relevance of cultural values differs by gender across
adolescence. As adolescents grow older, engaging in sexual behaviors becomes more
normative (Gonzalez-Garza et al., 2005); therefore, older adolescents may perceive sexual
activity as acceptable and be less influenced by cultural values. This may be especially true
for boys (Amuchastegui, 2001; Pick et al., 2003). Therefore, we examined gender
differences in two school contexts that cover the developmental span of early-middle
adolescence (i.e., middle school) and late adolescence (i.e., high school). Based on prior
research (e.g., Amuchastegui, 2001; Gonzalez-Garza et al., 2005; Killoren et al., 2011), we
posited that associations would be strongest for middle school girls.

Present Study

Method

Participants

Procedure

We examined adolescent sexual behaviors in Puebla, Mexico, and explored whether Latino
cultural values are associated with these behaviors. We had two main aims:

1 To examine differences in lifetime prevalence of three sexual behaviors (making
out, oral sex, and vaginal sex) by gender and school level (i.e., middle and high
school).

2. To examine a) whether the cultural values of familism, importance of female

virginity, and sexual guilt were associated with sexual behavior, and b) whether
gender and school grade moderated these associations. We predicted that
associations between values and sexual behavior would be stronger for middle
school girls than the other 3 groups (middle school boys, high school boys and

girls).

Participants were from a study with adolescents in Mexico (V= 1436, 52.7% female, M age
=14.5, SD=1.43, range 12-19). Participants attended 8™, 9t (middle school; 71%), 11t
and 12! grade (high school; 29%). Most (70%) lived with both their biological mother and
father.

The principal investigator contacted principals of seven middle schools (4 private and 3
public) and one high school in Puebla, one of the largest cities in Mexico. Principals chose
the classrooms to participate, based on convenience (e.g., exam or class schedules).
University IRB procedures were followed and a waiver of written parental consent obtained.
School staff distributed forms to students to take home to parents, and separated students
whose parents did not allow them to participate. Over 60% of enrolled students in each
school participated, with the exception of one large middle school where fewer classes were
sampled and about 30% of the students participated. Adolescents were informed of their
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Measures

rights as participants, and those who assented completed the survey during class time in
April and May 2010. Students were assured of the confidentiality of their answers and IDs
were assigned to each questionnaire. Adolescents completed the survey in about an hour and
a half, and received candy for participating.

Measures were translated by committee approach (Cha, Kim, & Erlen, 2007). Bilingual
research assistants and the first author translated the items as a group. Following this, two
Mexican middle school students and a Mexican female school psychologist reviewed the
Spanish version to ensure items were age and culturally appropriate. A pilot data collection
was conducted in a small private middle school in Mexico City and a teacher suggested
rewording unclear instructions. All participants completed questionnaires in Spanish.

Familism—We assessed famifism (e.g., “The family should consult close relatives [uncles,
aunts] concerning its important decisions™) with 6 items from the Cultural Values Familism
subscale (Unger et al., 2002). Participants rated each item on a scale from 1 (Strongly
Disagree) to 4 (Strongly Agree). Reliability in the current study was good (o =.93). Higher
scores indicate stronger familism; M= 3.08 (SD = .53).

Importance of female virginity—Adolescents completed the 3-item Female Virginity as
Important scale (Deardorff, Tschann, & Flores, 2008; e.g., “Do you think it’s okay for
female adolescents to have sex before marriage?”). Participants rated each item from 1
(Definitely Yes) to 4 (Definitely No). Reliability was acceptable (a = .65). Higher scores
indicated higher endorsement of female virginity; M= 3.09 (SD = .53).

Sexual guilt—Adolescents responded to 2 items from the Self-acceptance scale (Deardorff
et al., 2008): “Do you feel guilty about having sex?”; “Do you feel guilty about having
sexual feelings?” Participants rated each item from 1 (Very much) to 5 (Not at all).
Reliability in the current study was adequate (a = .69). Responses were reversed and
averaged so higher scores indicating more sexual guilt; M= 2.4 (SD=1.17).

Sexual behaviors—We assessed whether or not adolescents had engaged in four sexual
behaviors with items from the Romantic and Sexual History Survey (Smetana & Gettman,
2006): making out (kissing and rubbing outside of clothes), receiving and performing oral
sex, and vaginal sex. Because few adolescents engaged in one type of oral sex but not the
other, we combined these into a single oral sex category for the main analyses. Adolescents
marked whether they had engaged in each behavior while in each grade from 4t to 12t
grade. Responses were recoded into dichotomous indicators (1 = Yes, 0 = Ao) of ever
engaging in each behavior.

Control variables—Mother’s education was used as a proxy indicator for SES (0 = /ess
than high school degree, 1 = high school degree). Non-intact family measured whether an
adolescent lived with both parents (coded 0) or any other arrangement (coded 1).

J Res Adolesc. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2017 June 07.



1duosnuen Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny

1duosnuep Joyiny

Espinosa-Hernandez et al. Page 5

Plan of Analysis

Results

Preliminary analyses involved computing descriptive statistics and examining correlations
among study variables. To test Aim 1, we cross-tabulated each sexual behavior by gender
and school level, with X2 tests to identify significant differences. To test Aims 2a and 2b, we
conducted six multivariate logistic regression models. The first three models (main effect)
included all control variables and the three cultural values. The second three models
included interactions of values with gender and school level. A full model including all
predictors and two-way and three-way interactions was tested; non-significant interactions
were deleted one at a time (starting with three-way interactions). To account for missing
data, we used multiple imputation (Rubin, 1987) and report pooled estimates across 10
multiply imputed datasets.

For descriptive purposes, correlations among study variables are displayed in Table 1. As
shown in Table 2, most middle and high school students reported making out. Oral and
vaginal sex were uncommon among middle school students but performed by a sizeable
minority of high school students. X? tests indicated that all sexual behaviors were
significantly more likely for high school than middle school students, and for male than
female adolescents.

Results of Aim 2 analyses are summarized in Table 3. In the main effects models (Aim 2a),
only one significant effect was found for familism; adolescents who placed greater emphasis
on familism were less likely to engage in oral sex. Adolescents who placed more importance
on female virginity and sexual guilt were less likely to have made out and engaged in oral
and vaginal sex. In the full models (Aim 2b), there were no significant interactions in the
model for making out. There were, however, significant interactions of values by gender and
age in the models for oral and vaginal sex.

To aid in interpretation of these interactions, main effects models for oral and vaginal sex
were computed separately by gender and school level, and results graphed. For boys and
girls in middle school, and high school boys (but not girls), importance of female virginity
was negatively associated with oral sex, whereas among high school girls and middle school
boys sexual guilt was strongly negatively associated with oral sex, and this association was
more pronounced for high school girls (Figure 1). Similarly, importance of female virginity
was negatively associated with vaginal sex for middle school boys and girls, and high school
boys (but not girls). Sexual guilt was associated with vaginal sex for all middle school
students, but had a particularly pronounced association for high school girls (Figure 2).

Discussion

This study expands our understanding of sexual behavior in developed nations in Latin
America by assessing adolescent sexual behaviors in Mexico and exploring associations
between culturally-relevant values and sexual behaviors.
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Our first aim was to examine gender and age differences in different sexual behaviors.
Consistent with prior research, overall rates of sexual behavior were low, particularly oral
sex (Campero et al., 2011). This is in contrast to U.S. studies that report oral sex to be
slightly more common than vaginal sex among youth (Halpern-Felsher et al., 2005),
suggesting that oral sex may not be viewed as normative in Mexico. Consistent with
previous Mexican studies, younger adolescents and girls were less likely to engage in all
behaviors than older adolescents and boys. Gender differences in sexual behavior are
consistent with the sexual double standard that prevails in Mexican society (Pick et al.,
2003). They may, however, also reflect reporting biases; in U. S. studies, adolescent girls are
more likely than boys to deny sexual involvement (Petersen & Hyde, 2011).

Our second aim had two parts. First, we examined associations between three cultural values
and sexual behaviors. As expected, adolescents who endorsed values relating to the
importance of female virginity and sexual guilt had a lower likelihood of engaging in all
sexual behaviors. On the other hand, familisrmwas only associated with oral sex. Oral sex
may be considered a taboo among Latinos (Lindberg, Jones & Santelli, 2008), and thus
adolescents who have strong family bonds may be reluctant to risk family disapproval or
disappointment by engaging in oral sex. Future research should explore the mechanisms
linking these variables.

Second, we examined the moderating role of gender and school level (to tap into age
differences) on associations between cultural values and sexual behavior. Based on prior
research (Killoren et al., 2011), we posited that associations would be strongest for middle
school girls. However, we found differences by gender and school level that were not
predicted. Boys and girls in middle school and high school boys who considered female
virginity important were less likely to have engaged in oral and vaginal sex, compared to
adolescents who consider virginity less important. In contrast, among high school girls,
sexual guilt was a strong predictor of sexual behavior. U.S. studies indicate that the effect of
religion on sexual behavior is stronger among girls than boys (Rostosky, Wilcox, Comer
Wright, & Randall, 2004), and qualitative studies in Mexico suggest that feelings of sexual
guilt among women are rooted in Catholic religion (Amuchastegui, 2001). These findings
raise the possibility that sexual behavior may be more influenced by external cultural
standards for boys and younger girls (middle school), whereas older girls may be influenced
by internalized feelings of guilt.

The study has several limitations. First, the cross-sectional design and sample limit
conclusions that can be drawn. Although we posited that values affect sexual behaviors, it is
possible that sexual behaviors affect values (e.g., once individuals engage in sex they feel
less guilty about their own sexuality). In addition, because this is a convenience sample,
findings cannot be generalized to all Mexican adolescents. Second, although the sample size
was large and effect sizes were robust, we examined a large number of variables and
interactions, raising the possibility of Type | error. Finally, although marianismo and
verguenza are multidimensional constructs (Villarreal et al., 2005), we only assessed the
sexual aspects. We also did not examine values related to masculinity, such as machismo
(male sexual dominance) and caballerismo (respectful manners and chivalry), which may be
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more relevant for Mexican boys’ sexual socialization (Arciniega, Anderson, Tovar-Blank, &
Tracey, 2008).

In conclusion, our findings suggest that Latino cultural values are associated with sexual
behavior in adolescents residing in Mexico. Future research that builds on this work and
addresses study limitations can contribute to expanding understanding of the role of cultural
values in Mexican adolescents’ sexual behaviors.
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Figurel.

Effect of importance of female virginity and sexual guilt on oral sex, calculated separately
for male and female middle and high school students. MS = Middle school, HS = High
school, M = Male, F = Female. Diamonds indicate statistically significant slope (p < .05).
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Effect of importance of female virginity and sexual guilt on vaginal sex, calculated
separately for male and female middle and high school students. MS = Middle school, HS =
High school, M = Male, F = Female. Diamonds indicate statistically significant slope (p< .
05).
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Table 2

Percentage of Mexican Adolescents Reporting Making Out, Oral and Vaginal Sex, Separated by Gender and
School Level

Middle School High School

Male Female Male Female
n=353 n=428 n=155 n=197

Making Out 86.1 78.9 94.8 90.9
Oral Receive 19.0 7.5 323 19.8
Oral Perform 17.8 8.9 29.7 18.3
Vaginal Sex 16.1 9.8 46.5 30.5
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