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ABSTRACT

Parents have a critical role to play in the sexual education of their children. We conducted a systematic
review of studies assessing the experiences of parents regarding the role they play in the sexual education
of their children. We included qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods studies conducted among
parents in Europe. We searched PubMed, Web of Science and Scopus, and screened 20,244 unique
records. Forty-nine studies enrolling 18,083 unique parents met inclusion criteria. The studies show that
parents have ideals regarding the sexual education of their children that center around the importance of
trust, open conversations, and honesty. However, challenges and concerns, related to parents’ and
children’s gender, children’s age, children’s specific situations, and limited parental knowledge and
communication skills prevented them from living up to these ideals. Parents pointed to the role of
other institutions as ways to support and strengthen parents’ contributions to the sexual development
of their children. We conclude that parents may require guidance and support to identify what is
appropriate sexual education for their children, based on age, gender, and other characteristics, how to
provide appropriate sexual education, and to strengthen their sexual communication skills and knowl-

edge of contemporary sexual health issues.

The process of raising children involves parents or carers
promoting and supporting their children’s development, by
transmitting their personal norms and values, and those of
the society in which they are imbedded (Bornstein, 2012).
Parents, including non-biological carers of children, also
have a critical role to play in their children’s sexual develop-
ment, in particular by providing guidance about sexual beha-
viors, relations, and desires that may affect sexual health
outcomes (Lefkowitz & Stoppa, 2006; Shtarkshall et al,,
2007). Sexual development is a multidimensional process
encompassing biological, physical, mental, spiritual, social,
ethical, religious, cultural, emotional, and behavioral aspects
(Tamas et al., 2019).

Research has shown that sexual education by parents can
have many positive effects on children’s sexual health (Flores &
Barroso, 2017; Malacane & Beckmeyer, 2016; Widman et al,,
2016). For instance, it was found to increase their children’s
sexual knowledge and to promote their resilience to sexually
transgressive experiences later in life (Franck et al., 2011).
Sexual education by parents has also been shown to promote
safer sex behaviors, including delayed sexual debut (Dilorio
et al,, 1999; Guilamo-Ramos et al., 2012; Lenciauskiene &
Zaborskis, 2008; Martinez et al., 2010), increased contracep-
tion, and condom use (Dilorio et al.,, 2007; Widman et al.,
2016), fewer sexual partners (Secor-Turner et al., 2011), and
lower risk of sexually transmitted diseases (Coakley et al., 2017;
Deptula et al., 2010; Dilorio et al., 2007).

However, despite their potentially critical role, contributing
to the sexual education of children can be one of the more
difficult tasks for parents (Malacane & Beckmeyer, 2016), and
parents are, hence, rarely children’s primary or even secondary
source of sexual health information (Boyas et al., 2012; Epstein
& Ward, 2008; Secor-Turner et al., 2011; Whitfield et al., 2013).
The need to strengthen the role of parents in the sexual educa-
tion of their children is highlighted in a recent review of sexual
education in the WHO European Region, commissioned by the
German Federal Center for Health Education and the
International Planned Parenthood Federation European
Network (Ketting & Ivanova, 2018). This review concluded
that while parents are responsible for the sexual education of
their children, especially in countries where sexual education
programs are underdeveloped, “young people can hardly rely
on their parents” (Ketting & Ivanova, 2018, p. 61), and instead
receive unreliable or distorted information from peers and/or
the internet.

Previous systematic reviews on the role of parents in the
sexual education of their children have highlighted the positive
impacts of sexual education by parents. However, these reviews
were generally limited to research on the impact of adolescent-
parent communication on reducing sexual risk behaviors and
the prevention of adverse sexual health outcomes (e.g., Flores
& Barroso, 2017). There is a dearth of attention in systematic
reviews on research into the role of parents in the broader
sexual education of their children, including important issues
such as the positive aspects of sex and non-heterosexual
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identities. Research on parents’ role in sexual education during
early childhood is also typically not addressed in systematic
reviews (e.g., Dilorio et al., 2003; Guilamo-Ramos et al., 2012;
Malacane & Beckmeyer, 2016). Furthermore, the experiences
of parents with respect to the sexual education of their children
are under-addressed, as systematic reviews tend to focus on the
communication between parents and children and not on the
experience of parents (e.g., Flores & Barroso, 2017; Malacane &
Beckmeyer, 2016). Understanding the experiences of parents
provides insights into their ideals, challenges and needs and
can guide targeted support to strengthen their role in the sexual
education of their children and improve their children’s out-
comes. Moreover, systematic reviews on parents’ role in the
sexual education of their children mostly include studies that
were conducted in North America (e.g., Akers et al., 2011;
Flores & Barroso, 2017) and the United Kingdom (e.g.,
Turnbull et al., 2008; Walker, 2004). The aim of this systematic
review was to address these important knowledge gaps by
synthesizing evidence from research into the experiences of
European parents regarding the sexual education of their chil-
dren. Our systematic review encompasses research into the
experiences of parents with the sexual education of children
of any age and with respect to any sexuality-related issue.

Method
Search Strategy

We searched electronic databases to identify peer-reviewed
papers reporting empirical research into the experiences or
needs of European parents regarding the sexual education of
their children. Three electronic databases (PubMed, Web of
Science and Scopus) were searched for articles published
between 1 January 2010 and 16 January 2020. The literature
search was designed to be inclusive of diverse adults involved
in the parenting of children, including biological and non-
biological parents, resident and nonresident parents, step-
and adoptive parents, as well as legal guardians and other
primary caregivers.

Comprehensive search strings were built that used Boolean
operators to combine main terms and variations for parents
(i.e., mother, father, guardian, caregiver), parenting (i.e. rais-
ing, rearing) sexuality (i.e., sex, puberty), and support needs
(i.e., assistance, guidance) (see Supplementary material for the
full search string). In addition to the database searches, refer-
ence lists of all included articles were searched to identify any
papers not found through the electronic database search.

Inclusion Criteria

Papers were included if they were published in a peer-reviewed
journal, written in English, included samples of European
parents of children aged 0-18 years old, and reported findings
from qualitative, quantitative, or mixed-methods research into
the experiences or needs of parents regarding their role in the
sexual education of their children. We included studies of
parents of any children in the identified age range, including
parents raising children in specific situations (e.g., lesbian, gay,
bisexual, transgender, questioning, or other sexual orientation
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or gender identity (LGBTQ+) children, children with an intel-
lectual or physical disability, children who were looked after by
foster parents, and children who had experienced sexual
abuse). Papers reporting studies of more diverse samples
(e.g., including professionals, parents of young adults), were
included if the experiences of parents of children aged 0-
18 years could be separately identified and extracted.

Data Extraction

The literature search yielded 30,150 citations. After duplicates
were excluded, the titles and abstracts of 20,244 citations were
screened, with 214 papers identified for full-text assessment
(Figure 1). Two reviewers (MAJN and CDD) independently
screened titles and abstracts of the first 1000 citations with
discrepancies reconciled by a third independent reviewer
(JDW). As agreement between the two reviewers was very
high (99.5%), one reviewer (MAJN) assessed the titles and
abstracts of the remaining citations, as well as the full texts.
The other researchers (CDD and JDW) were consulted when
any uncertainty arose regarding the eligibility of a paper. Forty-
four eligible papers were identified, and through examination
of their reference lists an additional five papers were found. In
total, 49 eligible papers were included in the systematic review.

Key information from the included papers was extracted
and tabulated by one investigator (MAJN). Characteristics
extracted included country of research, research design,
research method, recruitment strategy, sample size, character-
istics of participants and their children, and main findings (see
Supplementary material). Recorded characteristics of parents
included their gender and relationship to their children (e.g.,
biological parent, stepparent, foster parent, grandparent).
Recorded characteristics of the children of participating par-
ents included their age and any specific characteristic (i.e.,
LGBTQ+ children, children with an intellectual or physical
disability, children who were looked after, children who had
experienced sexual abuse).

Data Analysis

Findings of included papers were analyzed through three
stages of thematic synthesis: coding, developing descriptive
themes and the generation of analytical themes (Thomas &
Harden, 2008). One reviewer (MAJN) coded the results and
developed descriptive themes. These were discussed among
the research team and following discussions the analytical
themes were distinguished to determine main themes and
key messages.

Results
Overview of Included Papers

The 49 included papers reported on 41 unique studies. We
included multiple papers from the same study as these
reported findings based on different subsets of collected
data. The papers reported studies conducted in 12 different
European countries, with most studies conducted in the
United Kingdom (n = 29; Table 1). Most papers reported
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Figure 1. Flowchart of papers selected for inclusion in the study.

qualitative research (n = 29) with sample sizes of under 50
participants (n = 34). Across all studies, a total of 18,436
parents were sampled. Accounting for multiple papers report-
ing on the same study, the total sample consisted of 18,083
unique parents. Most sampled parents were biological
mothers. Most papers reported studies with parents of chil-
dren over the age of 12 (n = 33); few papers focused on studies
of parents of children under the age of 12 (n = 13). Some
papers reported on studies of parents of children in specific
situations, notably LGBTQ+ children (n = 5), children with
an intellectual disability (n = 7), children who were looked
after (i.e., when parental responsibility is assumed by social
services or shared between parents and social services; n = 1),
children with human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) infec-
tion (n = 1), and children who had experienced sexual
abuse (n = 5).

Across papers, seven analytical themes could be distin-
guished: (1) parents’ ideals regarding the sexual education of
their children; (2) the realities parents experienced regarding the
sexual education of their children; specific challenges and con-
cerns regarding sexual education related to (3) the gender of
parents and children, (4) children’s age, (5) children’s specific
situations, and (6) parents’ communication skills; and (7) par-
ents’ views of the role of organizations in the sexual education of
their children.

Parents’ Ideals Regarding Their Children’s Sexual
Education

Most studies noted that parents believed that the sexual educa-
tion of their children is important, and found that parents
thought they had a significant role to play in the sexual educa-
tion of their children (Bennett et al., 2017, 2018; Howard et al.,
2016; Hyde et al.,, 2010; Lafferty et al., 2012; McGinn et al.,
2016; Stone et al., 2013, 2017; Turnbull et al., 2011). Several
studies found that parents’ love of their children and their
desire to help, protect, and support them guided ideals regard-
ing their children’s sexual education (Bertone & Franchi, 2014;
Cummins et al., 2018; Gibbs et al., 2020; Howard et al., 2016;
Lafferty et al., 2012; McElvaney & Nixon, 2019; Platero, 2014;
Pryde & Jahoda, 2018). Parents were found to want to
approach the sexual education of their children in a way that
was better than the experiences they had with their own par-
ents. Pertinent studies found that most parents indicated that
sexuality was seldom discussed with them when they were
young (Bragg & Buckingham, 2013; Hyde et al., 2010; Stone
et al., 2013; Turnbull, 2012; Turnbull et al., 2011).

Parents were also found to aspire to a more contemporary
relationship with their children, based on “trust, mutual disclo-
sure and equality” (Hyde et al., 2010, p. 364). This included that
parents wanted to be proactive and provide their children with



Table 1. Characteristics of included papers reporting on parental experiences and
needs regarding the sexual development and needs of their children (N = 49).

Frequency Percentage (%)

Publication date

2010-2011 9 18.36
2012-2013 12 24.48
2014-2015 7 14.29
2016-2017 7 14.29
2018-2019 14 28.57
Country
United Kingdom* 29 59.18
Ireland* 8 16.32
Croatia 2 4.08
Italy 2 4,08
Netherlands 2 4.08
Other 7 14.29
Research methods
Qualitative methods 29 59.18
Quantitative methods 9 18.37
Mixed methods 1 22.44
Sample size
<10 12 24.49
11-50 22 44,90
> 50 15 30.61
Age of children
Only younger children (0-12 years) 13 26.53
Also older children (0-24 years) 33 67.34
Age not specified 3 6.12
Parents of children with specific characteristics *
No 30 61.22
Yes 19 38.88

* One study included parents from both the United Kingdom and Ireland, result-
ing in 50 geographical locations

# This included parents of LGBTQ+ children, children with an intellectual disability,
looked after children, children living HIV, or children who experienced sexual abuse

the necessary sexual knowledge to protect them from ignorance
(Bennett & Harden, 2019; Bennett et al., 2017; Bragg &
Buckingham, 2013; Hyde et al.,, 2010, 2013; McGinn et al,
2016; Stone et al., 2013, 2017; Turnbull, 2012; Turnbull et al.,
2011). Furthermore, parents also were found to want their
children to trust them and come to them when they experienced
issues related to sexuality, so that they would be able support
their children (Bennett & Harden, 2019; Hyde et al., 2010; Stone
et al, 2013, 2017). Several studies noted that parents believed
that this was best realized in a culture of openness, where all
aspects of sexuality were approached with an open mind
(Bennett et al., 2017, 2018; Bertone & Franchi, 2014; Bragg &
Buckingham, 2013; Hyde et al., 2010; Stone et al., 2013, 2017).

Parents’ Experienced Realities of Their Children’s Sexual
Education

Research has found that, despite parents’ good intentions, the
realities regarding the sexual education of their children did not
always align with their ideals. Rather than being proactive knowl-
edge-providers, several studies found that parents tended to avoid
discussing sexuality and took a more reactive stance, by only
talking about sexual issues when their children initiated the con-
versation (Bennett & Harden, 2019; Bennett et al., 2017, 2018;
Gibbs et al., 2020; Howard et al,, 2016; Hyde et al.,, 2010, 2013,
2012; McGinn et al,, 2016; Stone et al., 2013, 2017). Also, only
aspects of sexual knowledge that parents themselves deemed as
crucial, such as the notion of “stranger danger” (Stone et al., 2013,
2017), were found to be proactively addressed.
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Moreover, whilst parents were found to indicate that they
would be willing to answer their children’s questions and
support their children in their sexual development (Bennett
& Harden, 2019; Hyde et al.,, 2010; Stone et al., 2013, 2017),
some studies found that parents indicated that their children
generally did not come to them for support and advice on
sexuality, and instead obtained information from other sources
(Bennett & Harden, 2019; Gibbs et al., 2020; Hyde et al., 2010,
2013; McGinn et al., 2016; Stone et al., 2013, 2017). Other
research found that when children under the age of 12 occa-
sionally did approach their parents about issues related to
sexuality (Howard et al., 2016; McGinn et al., 2016; Stone
et al.,, 2013, 2017), parents felt unprepared to respond and
either deflected their children’s questions or answered with
little forethought, leaving out important values or messages
(Stone et al., 2017).

Additionally, parents were found to experience the desired
honesty and culture of openness as challenging, as they felt
compelled to adjust their children’s sexual education to gender
norms, their children’s age and the perceived norms of society
(Bennett & Harden, 2019; Bennett et al., 2017, 2018; Gibbs
et al,, 2020; Howard et al., 2016; Hyde et al., 2010, 2013, 2012;
McGinn et al., 2016; Stone et al., 2013, 2017). Consequently,
parents tended to leave out important aspects and details. At
times, parents reported to even fabricate stories that they
deemed more appropriate for their children. For instance,
McGinn et al. (2016, p. 586) described how parents created
stories of babies being created with “special cuddles” and
“being born out of bellybuttons or even ordered and picked
up from shops.”

Sexual Education and Parents’ and Children’s Gender

While research found that all parents reported struggling to
some extent to talk to their children about issues related to
sexuality, men appeared to struggle more than women
(Bennett & Harden, 2019; Bennett et al., 2018; Hyde et al,
2012; Kelleher et al.,, 2013; De Looze et al., 2015; Turnbull,
2012). Bennett et al. (2018) found that fathers struggled with
preexisting societal gender roles, whereby not men, but women
are responsible for raising children at home, implying that
women are also responsible for their children’s sexual educa-
tion. When fathers were involved in sexual education, some
studies found they typically spoke more to they sons than their
daughters, as they could relate more to sons’ experiences than
to those of their daughters (Bennett & Harden, 2019; Bennett
et al.,, 2018; Turnbull et al.,, 2011). However, conversations
between fathers and sons were described as brief and as lacking
detail (Hyde et al., 2012). While in other studies some fathers
indicated to be open about sexual education if their daughters
approached them with questions (Bennett et al., 2018), most
fathers avoided these conversations (Bennett & Harden, 2019;
Bennett et al., 2018; Hyde et al., 2012). It was also found that as
issues such as menstruation brought fathers extreme discom-
fort, the sexual education of their daughters was left to their
mothers (Bennett & Harden, 2019). In contrast, one study from
The Netherlands found that both fathers and mothers provided
sexual education more to their daughters than their sons (De
Looze et al., 2015).
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Mothers, as the perceived principal sexual educators, were
found to feel the need to speak about sexuality with their sons
and daughters (Kelleher et al., 2013; Pownall et al., 2011;
Turnbull, 2012; Turnbull et al., 2011). However, they reported
that it was easier for them to discuss sexuality with their
daughters (Pownall et al., 2011; Turnbull, 2012; Turnbull
et al., 2011). Their discussions with their daughters were
noted to differ from fathers’ interactions with their sons, and
were described to be more open and to include more details
(Bennett & Harden, 2019; Pownall et al., 2011; Turnbull, 2012;
Turnbull et al., 2011).

Parents, irrespective of their own gender, were found to
have different standards of sexual education for their daughters
and sons. They were noted to believe that their daughters
needed protection, as they were perceived to be in
a vulnerable position, and could be sexually exploited, taken
advantage of or have an unwanted pregnancy (Bragg &
Buckingham, 2013; Bragg et al., 2011; Howard et al., 2016;
Hyde et al,, 2012; Stone et al., 2013). Therefore, sex was
found to be constructed as something dangerous and some-
thing girls should avoid until they are old enough (Bragg &
Buckingham, 2013; Bragg et al., 2011; Howard et al., 2016;
Hyde et al., 2012; Stone et al., 2013). In contrast, parents
generally were found to have few concerns about the sexuality
of their sons and to accept their sons’ sexual exploration as
something natural (Bragg & Buckingham, 2013; Bragg et al,,
2011; Hyde et al,, 2012). Nevertheless, some parents were
found to be concerned that boys could be sexually corrupted
by provocative girls or the media (Bragg & Buckingham, 2013;
Bragg et al,, 2011; Hyde et al., 2012). Some studies reported that
parents engaged their sons in conversations to encourage them
to respect girls and practice safe sex (Hyde et al., 2012).

Children’s Age and Sexual Education

Children’s age was found to affect parents’ views on what
should be included in their sexual education. Most parents
were found to feel apprehensive of discussing sexuality with
children under the age of 12, as they did not want to “destroy
their [child’s] innocence and non-sexual state” (Bennett et al.,
2017; Bragg & Buckingham, 2013; Bragg et al., 2011; Howard
et al., 2016; McGinn et al., 2016; Stone et al., 2013, p. 229,
2017). Sexual “innocence” was reportedly perceived as precious
and fundamental of childhood, and exposing children to sexual
knowledge would rob them of their childhood (Bennett et al.,
2017; Howard et al., 2016; McGinn et al., 2016; Stone et al.,
2013, 2017). Therefore, parents wanted to gradually expose
their children to information about sexuality, by introducing
age-appropriate information.

However, research also found that parents indicated they
had no clear way of determining what sexual education was
age appropriate (Bennett et al., 2017; Bragg & Buckingham,
2013; Bragg et al.,, 2011; Howard et al., 2016; McGinn et al.,
2016; Stone et al., 2013, 2017). The majority of parents
were found to base age appropriateness on their own judg-
ment and the type of questions their children asked
(Bennett et al., 2017; Bragg & Buckingham, 2013; Bragg
et al, 2011; Howard et al, 2016; McGinn et al., 2016;
Stone et al., 2013, 2017). The uncertainty was found to

place them in a vulnerable position, where they feared to
be criticized of their judgment by society (Stone et al,
2013). Research found that they did not want to be viewed
as a bad parent, who ruined their children’s innocence by
introducing them to sexual education too early (Bragg &
Buckingham, 2013; Howard et al., 2016; Stone et al., 2013),
nor did they want to seem irresponsible by leaving their
children unaware of the sexual dangers of the real world
(Stone et al., 2017).

Sexual Education of Children in Specific Situations

Research has found that it is more difficult for parents to
provide sexual education to children who are in specific situa-
tions, because they identify as LGBTQ+ (cf. Bertone & Franchi,
2014; Cappellato & Mangarella, 2014; Gregor et al., 2015;
McCormack & Gleeson, 2010; Platero, 2014), have an intellec-
tual disability (Cummins et al., 2018; Dewinter et al., 2016;
Lafferty et al., 2012; Pownall et al., 2012, 2011; Pryde & Jahoda,
2018; Tamas et al.,, 2019), are being looked after (Nixon et al.,
2019), live with HIV (Gibbs et al., 2020), or have experienced
sexual abuse (McElvaney & Nixon, 2019; Powell & Cheshire,
2010; Seftestad & Toverud, 2012).

These children likely have different needs regarding their
sexual development and sexual education, and issues to address
differ from those of the majority of children and are likely to be
socially stigmatized. For example, parents of LGBTQ+ children
were reported to experience difficulties in supporting the sexual
development of their children, including as a result if their
struggles to accept their children’s sexual identity in conservative
contexts, such as Italy (Bertone & Franchi, 2014; Cappellato &
Mangarella, 2014; Gregor et al., 2015; Platero, 2014). Parents of
children with an intellectual disability have described their fears
of being judged by society, as providing sexual education to their
children could be controversial, especially in more conservative
societies such as Northern Ireland (Lafferty et al., 2012) and
Serbia (Tamas et al., 2019). Additionally, parents of children
with an intellectual disability reported finding it difficult to
identify which sexual information would be appropriate for
their children (Cummins et al., 2018; Lafferty et al., 2012;
Pownall et al., 2012, 2011; Pryde & Jahoda, 2018).

Mothers raising children who were infected with HIV at
birth were found to avoid discussing their children’s HIV
status with them, as they did not want to upset their children,
and also discouraged disclosure, as they wanted to protect their
children from social and self-stigma (Gibbs et al., 2020). Social
stigma was also reported to affect the parents of children who
had been sexually abused. These parents in particular described
the difficulty of discussing (suspicions of) sexual abuse with
professional institutions and their own network, as they feared
being judged as bad parents, who had been unable to prevent
their children’s sexual abuse (McElvaney & Nixon, 2019;
Seftestad & Toverud, 2012).

Parents’ Sexual Communication Skills

A main reported reason why parents did not provide sexual
education to their children was their discomfort with the sub-
ject of sexuality. Due to the perceived social awkwardness of



talking about sex, many studies found that parents reported
feeling embarrassed when talking about sexuality with their
children (Bennett & Harden, 2019; Bennett et al., 2017, 2018;
Gibbs et al., 2020; Gregor et al.,, 2015; Howard et al,, 2016;
Kesterton & Coleman, 2010; Lafferty et al., 2012; McGinn et al.,
2016; Nixon et al., 2019; Pop & Rusu, 2019; Pownall et al., 2012,
2011; Stone et al,, 2013, 2017; Turnbull, 2012; Turnbull et al,,
2011). Pop and Rusu (2019) found that embarrassment was
greater among parents who were more anxious about commu-
nicating their own sexual issues with their romantic partners.
Parents also described feeling particularly embarrassed when
discussing private aspects of sexuality, such as masturbation,
sexual pleasure, and condom usage (Hyde et al., 2010, 2013;
Pownall et al., 2012).

Relatedly, many studies found that parents reported that
they lacked the skills or tact to discuss sexuality with their
children (Bayley & Brown, 2015; Bennett & Harden, 2019;
Bennett et al., 2017, 2018; Cummins et al., 2018; Gibbs et al.,,
2020; Gregor et al., 2015; Hyde et al., 2010, 2013; Lafferty
et al., 2012; McGinn et al., 2016; Newby et al., 2011; Nixon
et al., 2019; Platero, 2014; Pop & Rusu, 2019; Pownall et al.,
2012, 2011; Seftestad & Toverud, 2012; Stone et al., 2013,
2017; Turnbull, 2012; Turnbull et al., 2011). Parents of chil-
dren under the age of 12 in particular reported avoiding
discussing sexuality with their children, because they feared
their children’s reaction and did not know how to respond to
their children’s sexual curiosity (Howard et al., 2016; McGinn
et al., 2016; Stone et al., 2013, 2017). This resulted in parents
using an ad hoc communication style, with little considera-
tion of important values or messages to convey (Stone et al,,
2017). Parents of teenagers reported avoiding discussing
sexuality with their children, because they feared their chil-
dren’s negative reactions to the subject of sexuality, resulting
in infrequent and incomplete communication (Hyde et al,,
2010, 2013).

Reflecting their own limited and fraught experiences with
sexual education, parents were also noted to report
a perceived lack of sexual knowledge education, which dis-
couraged them to engage in sexuality conversations with their
children (Bayley & Brown, 2015; Bragg & Buckingham, 2013;
Hyde et al., 2010; McCormack & Gleeson, 2010; Newby et al.,
2011; Stone et al., 2013; Turnbull, 2012; Turnbull et al., 2013,
2011). This was especially noticeable for contemporary issues
in sexual education of which parents had little personal
knowledge, such as vaccination against human papilloma-
virus (Marek et al., 2011), and the prominence of sex in
media (Bragg & Buckingham, 2013; Bragg et al., 2011). The
reported lack of knowledge was greater among parents of
children in specific situations, such as those with LGTBQ
children (Bertone & Franchi, 2014; Cappellato &
Mangarella, 2014; Gregor et al., 2015; McCormack &
Gleeson, 2010; Platero, 2014; Sharek et al., 2019), children
with an intellectual disability (Cummins et al., 2018; Dewinter
et al., 2016; Lafferty et al.,, 2012; Pownall et al., 2012, 2011;
Pryde & Jahoda, 2018; Tamas et al., 2019), looked after chil-
dren (Nixon et al., 2019), children with HIV (Gibbs et al.,
2020), or children who were sexually abused (McElvaney &
Nixon, 2019; Seftestad & Toverud, 2012).
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Roles of Other Organizations in Sexual Education

Several studies have found that parents looked to organizations
on which they could depend to support their children’s sexual
education (Alldred et al., 2016; Bennett et al., 2017, 2018;
Cummins et al,, 2018; Czerwinski et al., 2018; Gibbs et al,,
2020; Gregor et al.,, 2015; Hudson, 2018; Hyde et al., 2010,
2013; Lafferty et al., 2012; Newby & Mathieu-Chartier, 2018;
Platero, 2014; Stone et al., 2013, 2017). Parents were found to
especially see an important role for schools in their children’s
sexual education (Depauli & Plaute, 2018; Igor et al., 2015;
Jankovic et al., 2013; McCormack & Gleeson, 2010; Turnbull
et al,, 2011). Various studies also found that it was important
for parents to have a say in the sexual education schools
provided to their children (Alldred et al.,, 2016; Depauli &
Plaute, 2018; Igor et al, 2015; Jankovic et al., 2013;
McCormack & Gleeson, 2010; Turnbull et al., 2011), and par-
ents wanted sexual education to be provided by qualified,
trained teachers (Depauli & Plaute, 2018; McCormack &
Gleeson, 2010).

Some research assessed parents’ views on topics that should
be included in school-based sexual education and when these
topics should be introduced. Some parents were found to think
that topics such as masturbation, pornography and sex work
were unsuitable for their children and thought these could
encourage inappropriate behavior (Jankovic et al.,, 2013;
McCormack & Gleeson, 2010). Importantly, some parents
were found to not want schools to discuss certain topics, such
as LGBTQ+-related issues, because they did not want schools
to be “dictating what my moral view is or should be”
(McCormack & Gleeson, 2010, p. 393). There were also contra-
dicting views of other parents, who wanted schools to engage
with these more socially controversial topics, because they
believed these needed to be addressed (McCormack &
Gleeson, 2010).

In addition to schools, parents were also found to look to
other organizations that may play a role in their children’s
sexual education, such as parent organizations (Bertone &
Franchi, 2014; Cappellato & Mangarella, 2014; Platero, 2014),
social and health services (Gregor et al., 2015; Hill, 2012;
Jessiman et al., 2017; Lafferty et al., 2012; McElvaney &
Nixon, 2019; Platero, 2014; Powell & Cheshire, 2010), or med-
ical clinics (Gibbs et al., 2020; Platero, 2014). These organiza-
tions were typically identified by parents of children in specific
situations, who likely required more support to address the
sexual education needs of their children. These potentially
supportive organizations were, however, not always easily
accessible to parents. Parents of transgender children (Gregor
et al., 2015; Platero, 2014), parents of children with an intellec-
tual disability (Lafferty et al., 2012), and parents of children
who experienced sexual abuse (Nixon et al., 2019; Seftestad &
Toverud, 2012) reported difficulties in identifying the right
organization(s) to provide support with the sexual education
of their child. Once these services were located, parents were
found to welcome their professional involvement (Gibbs et al.,
2020; Gregor et al., 2015; McElvaney & Nixon, 2019; Seftestad
& Toverud, 2012). For instance, Gibbs et al. (2020) reported on
parents’ positive experiences with clinicians and support
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groups for children with HIV. Still, research has also docu-
mented instances where parents were disappointed with the
professional help offered. These included experiences of care-
takers of looked after children who reported a lack of guidance
on sexual education, which contributed to confusion and role
ambiguity (Nixon et al., 2019). Platero (2014) found that par-
ents of transgender children in Spain struggled to receive
necessary information, as they dealt with professionals who
knew less than them about gender-nonconformity and trans-
gender issues.

Discussion

In reviewing research on the experiences and needs of
European parents regarding the sexual education of their chil-
dren, this review observed that parents are found to have
strong ideals regarding the sexual education of their children,
which they want to reflect through open conversations, trust,
and honesty. Research also showed that, despite good inten-
tions, parents struggle to realize these ideals. They were found
to experience difficulties in being open with their children
about sexuality, and to adjust sexual education according to
traditional gender-related expectations, their children’s age,
and their children’s specific situations. In addition, the
reviewed research showed that parents sometimes avoid con-
versations about sexual issues with their children when they felt
uncomfortable to communicate about a specific topic, and felt
that they lacked knowledge and skills. Parents were also noted
to look at organizations, such as schools, parents’ organiza-
tions, social and health services or medical clinics, to take
responsibility or provide them with support regarding the
sexual education of their children.

These results are aligned with findings from previous
reviews of research from other geographical locations, notably
North America (e.g., Akers et al., 2011; Flores & Barroso,
2017), and the United Kingdom (e.g., Turnbull et al., 2008;
Walker, 2004). Similar to these earlier reviews, we found that
European parents, who tend to be considered progressive
when it comes to sexual education, found the sexual education
of their children important, but struggled to provide it
(Dilorio et al., 2003; Flores & Barroso, 2017; Malacane &
Beckmeyer, 2016; Turnbull et al., 2008). Furthermore, these
earlier reviews also found that parents adjusted the content of
sexual education according to the gender of both themselves
and their children (Dilorio et al., 2003; Flores & Barroso, 2017;
Malacane & Beckmeyer, 2016). As in our review, mothers were
noted to take a more active role in the sexual education of their
children than fathers, and sons were found to receive fewer
and less detailed sexual health information and with a different
message than daughters. Children’s age was also found to
influence sexual education in previous reviews, which simi-
larly reported that parents less likely to talk about sexuality-
related issues with children under the age of 12 (Dilorio et al,,
2003; Flores & Barroso, 2017; Malacane & Beckmeyer, 2016;
Turnbull et al., 2008). In previous reviews, parents were also
described to be apprehensive of sexual communication as they
felt embarrassed or thought they lacked knowledge or skills,
and looked at organizations involved in the education and care

of their children to provide them with support regarding
sexual education (Dilorio et al., 2003; Flores & Barroso,
2017; Malacane & Beckmeyer, 2016; Turnbull et al., 2008)

Despite the similarity of some of the main findings across
our and earlier reviews, our review also provides contrasting
and novel insights. Importantly, we conclude that research
highlights that parents’ perspectives on sexual education differ
significantly. Notably, our review of research in European
countries showed that parents aspired to a relationship with
their children in which sexual education was a continuous
process that reflected open communication and trust. In con-
trast, previous reviews of research mostly conducted in the
United States and United Kingdom concluded that parents
had a more conservative stance regarding sexual education
(Ashcraft & Murray, 2017; Dilorio et al., 2003; Flores &
Barroso, 2017). Previous reviews specifically reported that
some parents were concerned that sexual education could
encourage children to engage in sexual activity, and that par-
ents considered sexual education to be a one-off event whereby
they would need to shock their children with the negative
consequences of sex in the hope that they would remain absti-
nent. Whilst the research we reviewed showed that some
European parents had more conservative views of sexual edu-
cation than others, no research with European parents found
that they promoted abstinence as a realistic sexual education
objective.

One explanation for this important difference in findings
between our and other reviews could be differences in the time
during which the reviewed research was conducted. Our review
only included research conducted since 2010, reflecting more
contemporary views of European parents. However, the rela-
tively recent reviews of Ashcraft and Murray (2017), and Flores
and Barroso (2017) also highlighted the more conservative
views of parents on sexual education. We propose that the
predominance of research in previous reviews on the views
on sexual education of parents in North America, notably the
US, offers an alternative explanation for these disparate find-
ings. More specifically, a comparison of diverse samples of
parents in the US and the Netherlands suggested that the
dominant culture regarding sexual education is more conser-
vative in North America, while it is more progressive in Europe
(Schalet, 2011).

Furthermore, previous reviews observed that the content of
sexual education provided by parents was influenced by their
ethnic identity and political beliefs (Malacane & Beckmeyer,
2016). In the reviewed research with European parents, ethnic
identity and political beliefs were, however, not identified as
factors that influenced their sexual education of their children.
While ethnic identity and political beliefs may not play
a (major) role in sexual education by European parents, we
suggest that this difference in findings between our and pre-
vious reviews is more likely to reflect that few studies of
European parents addressed ethnicity and none focused on
political beliefs. Future research into the experiences and
needs of European parents regarding sexual education may
want to address this knowledge gap.

Our review highlights research findings regarding the
experiences and needs with sexual education of parents of
children in various specific situations, enabling the comparison



of parents’ experiences and needs across a range of specific
situations. To date, research on the experiences and needs of
parents regarding the sexual education of children in specific
situations is mostly synthesized in (broader) reviews of sexu-
ality-related issues of children in specific situations, for exam-
ple, on parents’ role in the (sexual) health of lesbian, gay, and
bisexual children (Bouris et al., 2010), transgender parenting
(Hafford-Letchfield et al., 2019), sexuality and decision-making
regarding children with an intellectual disability (McGuire &
Bayley, 2011), disclosure of child sexual abuse (Van Toledo &
Seymour, 2013), and interventions for parents of children who
disclosed sexual abuse (Van Toledo & Seymour, 2013). While
some previous reviews documented experiences and needs of
parents of LGBTQ+ children (Flores & Barroso, 2017; Turnbull
et al,, 2008), and of children who had experienced sexual abuse
(Flores & Barroso, 2017), they did not address parents of
children in other specific situations. Our review found that
ideals regarding sexual education were largely similar between
parents of children who did or did not experience specific
situations. Nevertheless, specific situations made the realities
of parents’ sexual education of these children more challen-
ging, as more specific knowledge and skills were required and
societal norms and values might be less clear about what is
appropriate to discuss.

Earlier reviews generally did not address parents’ experi-
ences with respect to discussing more contemporary sexuality-
related issues with their children, such as the prominence of sex
in the media, and HPV vaccination. Only the more recent
reviews of Flores and Barroso (2017) and Ashcraft and
Murray (2017) identified social media and HPV vaccination
as an emergent issue for parents to address with their children.
It should also be noted that whilst parents’ views of sexual
education provided at school was addressed in other reviews
(Turnbull et al., 2008; Walker, 2004), these described findings
regarding parents’ preferred sexual education content and for-
mat in little detail. Our review especially highlighted parents’
disparate views of the role of school in the sexual education of
their children.

Implications

This review shows that parents experience several barriers
that may prevent them from realizing their ideals regarding
the sexual education of their children. Based on the findings
of our review, we suggest that parents will likely benefit from
support to strengthen their skills and confidence to commu-
nicate about sexual issues with their children. The sexual
communication self-efficacy of parents can be increased by
guidance on how to successfully provide sexual education
(Astle et al., 2021; Wight & Fullerton, 2013). This should
include information, including on child sexual development,
to assist parents in determining age-appropriate sexual edu-
cation topics and communication strategies. Sexual education
support for parents should also provide actionable examples
of effective communication strategies (Wight & Fullerton,
2013), including of sexual communication with children
under the age of 12 and on topics that parents experience as
more challenging, notably sexual orientation and gender
identity. Strengthening parents’ sexual communication self-
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efficacy ensures that they feel more prepared to initiate con-
versation and respond to children’s questions on sexual
topics. Sexual education support is especially needed to
enable fathers to contribute to the sexual education of their
children (Guilamo-Ramos et al., 2012), in particular their
daughters. Parents of children in specific situations are also
in particular need of support, as they were found to experi-
ence a lack of support and uncertainty with respect to their
role in the sexual education of their children.

Our review also highlights the importance of addressing
social norms that may hinder parents from successfully con-
tributing to their children’s sexual education. We found that
parents’ involvement with the sexual education of their chil-
dren reflected traditional gender roles. Mothers were more
involved in the sexual education of their children than fathers,
and, when involved, fathers were more likely to engage in
communication about sexual topics with their sons than
their daughters. We also found that parents were unsure
about what is appropriate sexual education for children of
different ages and genders, children in specific situations and
with respect to more challenging topics, such as sexual orien-
tation and gender identity. Support groups could provide
a safe setting for parents to exchange experiences and contri-
bute to supportive social norms (Astle et al., 2021; Wight &
Fullerton, 2013). Also, views on what is appropriate sexual
health education should be discussed between parents, tea-
chers, and other school staff and leadership, as well as staft of
other organizations that play a role in the sexual education of
children. This provides parents with the information they may
desire about the sexual education that schools provide (or
not), enabling them to assess what further information they
may want to provide to their children and align sexual educa-
tion provided by professionals with their own ideals.

Strengths and Limitations

Several limitations need to be considered when appraising the
conclusions of our review. Most parents who participated in
the research included in this review were biological mothers,
and the perspectives of fathers and other types of parents were
underrepresented. It should also be noted that the majority of
included studies were conducted in the United Kingdom or
Ireland, and findings may not be representative for these and
other parts of Europe. Also, most studies used convenience
sampling to recruit parents and were based on small samples,
possibly resulting in selection bias. Furthermore, most studies
analyzed self-report data, which may be affected by memory
bias and social desirability bias. Future research may want to
prioritize focusing on the perspective of fathers, the experi-
ences of parents outside the UK and Ireland, the perspectives of
parents in blended families (e.g., divorced parents, single-
parents and LGBTQ+ parents), and parents raising children
in specific situations

Conclusion

This systematic review is one of the first to synthesize findings
of research concerned with the experiences of parents regard-
ing any aspect of the sexual education of their children. This
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allowed for the inclusion of research on a wide range of topics.
We also included research with a variety of parents and other
people providing care to children, allowing for the inclusion of
a diverse group of parents in different situations. Lastly,
whereas previous reviews predominantly included research
with children as well as parents from North America and UK,
this review specifically focused on research regarding the per-
spective of European parents only. The findings of our review
suggest that European parents have ideals regarding the sexual
education of their children that center around openness and
trust, but experience challenges in living up to these ideals.
Findings suggest that parents, in particular fathers, may require
guidance and support to identify what is age-appropriate sex-
ual education, how to provide appropriate sexual education to
their sons as well as daughters, how to address the sexual
education needs of children in specific situations, and to
strengthen their sexual communication skills and knowledge
of contemporary sexual health issues, such as HPV vaccination.
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