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Chapter 1 

General Introduction 



 

8 

 

Consider the following examples of two 15-year-old girls describing an everyday sexual 

experience while progressing in their sexual development:  

 

Cynthia: “I’ve never had a date and I’ve never kissed anyone: What’s wrong with me? (..) I asked my 

parents what they thought was wrong with me.”   

 

 Isabella: “I don’t know whether I still like my boyfriend. We’re together for one year now. I think I’m 

in love with him, but I also want to date other boys just like a friend of mine does.”  

 

Several considerations with respect to young people’s sexual development can be drawn 

from these examples. First, both girls differ substantially in their progression of their 

sexual development. Cynthia has never had any contact with a potential romantic partner. 

In sharp contrast, Isabella has been going steady with her boyfriend for one year, which 

resembles a serious adult-like romantic relationship. These differences reflect the large 

inter-individual variations in sexual development. There is considerable variability in terms 

of when young people first engage in romantic or sexual activity. A large representative 

study in the Netherlands showed that, although the average age in the Netherlands for 

first sexual intercourse is 16.6 years, half of 16- to 17-year-olds have never had sexual 

intercourse (De Graaf, Kruijer, Van Acker, & Meijer, 2012).  Second, in these examples the 

sexual development of both girls encompasses internal representations: The girls describe 

their experiences of sexual development in terms of thoughts and feelings. Third, the 

examples illustrate that sexual development is a social process. Both girls describe their 

experiences in reference to their proximal social relationships (e.g., peers and parents). 

The examples reflect the complex interactions between young people’s internal 

representations and external social context, while progressing in their sexual 

development. 

The focus of this dissertation is on the emergent sexual development of young 

people aged 12 to 17 years. Previous research has rarely focused on young people’s 

emergent sexual development (Collins, Welsh, & Furman, 2009). To provide a complete 

picture of how young people develop sexually throughout adolescence, knowledge 

concerning the beginning of this development is of fundamental importance. The onset of 

sexual development is characterized by internal representations, because, typically, 

manifested interactions have not (yet) occurred between the young person and a 

(potential) partner. Initial internal thoughts and feelings are not easily revealed in 

traditional questionnaire research, because questionnaires prefer to focus on concrete, 

explicit behaviors.  
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Over the last few decades, many researchers have acknowledged that (emergent) 

sexual development is a normative transition within adolescence and a central aspect of 

human life. Although sexual development is a lifelong process, in adolescence, sexual 

experiences can change rapidly. Young people have to deal with relatively unfamiliar 

situations (e.g., making initial contact with a potential romantic partner). These situations 

may evoke insecurities. Parents have a chance to guide their children in their sexual 

development by talking with them about romance and sexuality (DiIorio, Pluhar & Belcher, 

2003; Van de Bongardt, De Graaf, Reitz, & Deković, 2014). Parents are motivated more 

and more (by science and practice) to talk with their children about sexuality at a young 

age (European Expert Group on Sexuality Education, 2015). Therefore, more information 

about the emergent stages of sexual development could be of relevance in terms of sex 

education programs.   

This dissertation’s exploratory and descriptive research extends the existing 

research by means of a focus on young people’s everyday experiences of sexuality, and 

the role played by conversations between parents and children about these everyday 

sexual issues. The aim of our study is to explore young people’s emerging sexual 

development by using a mixed-methods diary study over a two-year period. Everyday 

experiences were explored by using an extended definition of sexuality.  

 

An elaborated definition of sexual development 

Social context of sexual development 

The definition of sexual development is based on an extensive review of the literature on 

young people’s sexual development (Van Geert, 2009). In line with the World Health 

Organization (2012), we view sexual development as a broadly defined concept. Sexual 

development is influenced by transactions of various factors within the social context 

(WHO, 2012; Bronfenbrenner, 1994): The social context influences the sexual 

development of the young person, and, likewise, the sexual development of the young 

person influences the social context. “Social context” is defined as the direct experience of 

interactions in real life, or the experiences within the home or school system, and, more 

indirectly, as the influences of the socioeconomic status of the parents or the society, in 

which the young person is living. In short, sexual development depends on the 

intertwining of biological, social, cultural, and individual factors. A young person’s actions 

and interactions with others in real life constitute a platform where these factors meet.   

Although global averages have been published for boys and girls, and for different 

educational levels, the process of sexual development – that is, how different factors are 

related to sexual development – is unique for every young person (Moore & Rosenthal, 
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2006). Sexual development is a social learning process, wherein the young person plays an 

active role in the interaction with his or her environment (Rademakers & Straver, 1986; 

Boelhouwer, Brouwer, Scholte Lubberink, & Van Geert, 2014).  Young people decide about 

sexual activities, depending on their emotions, wishes, and feelings of competence in 

social interactions. In a sequence of these interactions, the young person learns new 

meanings and a new way to interact. In order to study these interactions, the focus needs 

to be on young people’s everyday experiences in real life.    

 

Operationalization of sexual development 

This dissertation has operationalized sexual development in the context of everyday 

experiences. Everyday experiences of sexual development include: 1) romantic topics in 

addition to explicit sex-related content, and 2) internal representations (e.g., thoughts and 

fantasies) and manifest behaviors (Edwards & Coleman, 2004; Hilber & Colombini, 2002). 

First, although it is generally acknowledged that romance and sex are two intensely 

related topics (Lefkowitz, Gillen, & Vasilenko, 2011), researchers tend to study these 

concepts separately. There is a large body of research on young people’s sexual 

development. These studies mainly focus, however, on intercourse-related behaviors (see 

for an overview Zimmer-Gembeck & Helfand, 2008). In addition to research on sexual 

development, there is less but still substantial research on young people’s romantic 

development. Research on romantic development tends to concentrate exclusively on 

manifest experiences such as dating and romantic relationships (see for an overview 

Collins, Welsh, & Furman, 2009).  

Sexual development consists of explicit sex-related aspects of sexuality (e.g., sexual 

fantasies and behaviors) as well as romantic aspects, such as being attracted to someone 

or experiences within the romantic relationship (Lefkowitz et al., 2011). A young person 

may have a crush on a potential romantic partner without explicit sexual fantasies, and 

vice versa. Young people may be attracted to engage in sexual intercourse outside the 

context of an intimate relationship (Paul & Hayes, 2002). In fact, research has shown that 

a sizeable component of sexual development involves the romantic (or relational) aspects 

of sexuality (De Graaf et al., 2012; Lefkowitz, Boone, & Shearer, 2004; Simon, Eder, & 

Evans, 1992).  

Second, a majority of the studies on sexual behavior have focused exclusively on 

whether young people have had sexual intercourse (e.g., Schwartz, 1999; Zimmer-

Gembeck & Helfand, 2008). However, sexuality encompasses internal representations of 

(future) sexual encounters  (e.g., fantasies, desires, and feelings of uncertainty) in addition 

to various sexual behaviors with others (e.g., French kissing, sexual intercourse) (Edwards 
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& Coleman, 2004; Lefkowitz, 2002; WHO, 2012). Research showed, for example, that girls’ 

sexual cognitions change before they have their first sexual intercourse (O’Sullivan & 

Brooks-Gunn, 2005).  Non-sexually active young people may not be engaging in sexual acts 

with others, but they do have sex-related thoughts, feelings, fantasies, and desires. To 

obtain a complete picture of emergent sexual development, it is crucial to focus on 

manifest behaviors and internal representations. 

 

The role of sex-related conversations with parents 

It is generally acknowledged that parents are important sexual socialization agents 

(Collins, Welsh, & Furman, 2009; Lefkowitz & Stoppa, 2006). Sexual socialization is 

described as the process, by which knowledge, attitudes, and values about sexuality are 

acquired (Epstein & Ward, 2007; Lefkowitz & Stoppa, 2006; Ward, 2003; Raffaelli & Ontai, 

2001). It is a complex, multidimensional process that occurs gradually over a period of 

years and involves coordinating input from several sources. In addition to parents, young 

people receive information and messages from other socialization sources, such as peers 

and (social) media (Doornwaard, Moreno, van den Eijnden, Vanwesenbeeck, & Ter Bogt, 

2014; Ladin L’Engle, Brown, & Kenneavy, 2006; Potard, Courtois, & Rusch, 2008; Sieving, 

Eisenberg, & Pettingell, 2006; Rodgers & Rowe, 1993; Ward, 2003). Parents’ role as sexual 

educators is more explicit and intentional than the role of peers and (social) media. They 

have the chance to educate and socialize their children directly by providing information, 

and by helping young people to interpret messages about how to handle their romantic 

and sexual feelings, attitudes, and behaviors. By communicating and discussing values, 

norms, and opinions with their child, parents have the opportunity to guide and socialize 

their children on their way to becoming sexually healthy adults. 

 

Young people’s sexuality in the context of the Netherlands 

The data collection of this diary study took place in the context of the Dutch culture. The 

Netherlands is known for its pragmatic and liberal sex-positive government policy, 

achieving generally better sexual health statistics than the United States of America or the 

United Kingdom (Parker, Wellings, & Lazarus, 2009; Weaver, Smith, & Kippax 2005). In a 

qualitative study, results have shown that Dutch parents tend to take their children’s 

feelings of love seriously (Schalet, 2011). Unlike American parents, Dutch parents seem to 

accept their children’s sexual activities, as long as they are having a serious romantic 

relationship and they practice safe sex. One of the main differences between the 

Netherlands and the USA is that Dutch parents normalize while American parents 
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dramatize young people’s sexual development (Schalet, 2011). The results of this 

dissertation should be interpreted in the context of Dutch society.  

 

Project STARS 

The research that was conducted for this dissertation was part of the first longitudinal 

study on adolescent sexual development in the Netherlands: Project STARS (Studies on 

Trajectories of Adolescents Relationships and Sexuality). Project STARS consisted of four 

research groups, with each focusing on their own specific aspects of romantic and sexual 

development: individual characteristics (Baams, Overbeek, Dubas, & Van Aken), the social 

contexts of parents and peers (Van de Bongardt, Reitz, & Deković), internet use 

(Doornwaard, Van den Eijnden, Vanwesenbeeck, & Ter Bogt), and this dissertation’s 

theme, everyday (i.e., real-life) experiences using weblog diaries (Dalenberg, Timmerman, 

& Van Geert). Together, these studies contribute substantially to existing knowledge 

about young people’s sexual development in the Netherlands.  

 

Mixed-methods diaries  

In the past decade, researchers have undergone a transition in the methods that they use 

to study the romantic and sexual experiences of young people, shifting the focus away 

from questionnaires toward observational methods, interviews, and other qualitative 

methods (Collins et al., 2009). This dissertation has used mixed-methods diaries to capture 

young people’s everyday experiences of their sexual development (see also Boelhouwer 

et.al., 2014). Sexuality is an extremely privacy-sensitive topic for people, especially for the 

participants in our research: young people who are just starting to explore their sexual 

development. We considered that a diary study was a good method for revealing young 

people’s emerging sexual development for several reasons. First, diaries provide young 

people with the freedom to share their experiences on a regular basis. In this sense, recall 

error is less profound in diaries than in questionnaires (Nezlek, 2011; Zimmer-Gembeck & 

Helfand, 2008). Second, the diaries give young people a chance to write about their sexual 

development on their own, at a time and place that suits them best. Accordingly, they 

enjoyed more privacy this way and were more anonymous in this diary research than they 

would have been in, for example, an interview setting (Timmerman, 2009). Third, the 

diaries made it possible to reveal young people’s internal representations of their 

everyday lives vis-à-vis sexual development – impossible to capture with observational 

methods. Finally, the diary method did not use a pre-described list of topics, which is 

typically the case in questionnaire studies. Instead, the diaries offered an open format 
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that gave participants the opportunity to express their sexual development in their own 

words. The salience of the reports recorded in the diaries contributes to their accuracy. 

Personally relevant experiences are remembered better than general experiences (Nezlek, 

2011). In this way, we were able to gain insight into young people’s emerging romantic 

and sexual development from the unique viewpoint of young people themselves.  

 This dissertation consists of four diary studies among a total of 306 young people 

(12-17 years old). A segment of these young people filled out diaries in six waves (i.e., data 

collection periods) over a two-year period. We decided to use waves that were separated 

by a two-month break, because we did not want to overburden the participants. Every 

wave consisted of six weeks. In the data collection period, the young person was asked 

every week to describe: 1) a recent experience with respect to (his/her) romantic and 

sexual development, and 2) a recent sex-related conversation with their parents.   

 

Research question and overview of the dissertation 

To gain more insight into young people’s emerging sexual development, this study focused 

on young people’s everyday experiences. This dissertation answers the central question: 

How does young people’s emerging sexual development progress (by focusing on young 

people’s everyday experiences) and in what way do everyday conversations with parents 

play a role in this development? To answer this research question, we carried out four 

studies outlined in this dissertation. These empirical papers are divided into two parts.  

The first part consists of two chapters focusing on everyday experiences in young 

people’s romantic and sexual development. Chapter 2 presents a pilot study, first, to 

explore young people’s everyday romantic and sexual experiences, and, second, to test 

the feasibility of the diary method in terms of capturing these romantic and sexual 

experiences so that adjustments could be made before a two-year diary data collection 

period started. Chapter 3 describes a second study using the two-year diary data. This 

chapter focuses on young people’s trajectories of sexual behavior, based on the 

progression from less to more intimate sexual behaviors longitudinally. This chapter also 

explores the differences in everyday experiences between these trajectories. 

The second part consists of two chapters focusing on everyday conversations 

between parents and young people about romantic and sexual issues. Chapter 4 reports 

the findings of an exploration of everyday conversations between young people and their 

parents. We examined the topics and quality of naturally occurring sex-related 

conversations with parents. Topics about romance and sexuality were compared to other 

topics between young people in general and, more specifically, within the lives of young 

people during the period of one year. Chapter 5 describes the timing of conversations 
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about romance and sexuality between young people and their parents in the everyday 

lives of young people. By exploring the diary reports of everyday experiences of romance 

and sexuality, and the reports of sex-related communication between young people and 

their parents, this chapter shows how young people’s emergent romance and sexuality 

development (i.e., romantic developmental stage) is connected to sex-related 

conversations with parents. Finally, in Chapter 6, the findings of the empirical studies are 

summarized, and implications of these findings for future research are discussed.  
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PART I  

Young People’s Everyday Romantic and Sexual 

Experiences 
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Chapter 2 

The Romantic and Sexual Experiences of Young People: 

Snapshots from Everyday Life 

 

 

Wieke Dalenberg, Greetje Timmerman, Paul van Geert, & Saskia Kunnen 
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Abstract 

 

While few empirical studies on young people have addressed romantic fantasies or 

feelings, romantic developmental theories do include romantic and sexual experiences 

ranging from the very first naïve individual thoughts and fantasies to steady relationships 

and having intercourse. This exploratory study assessed young people’s emerging sexual 

experiences in everyday life, in addition to examine the feasibility of a mixed-methods 

diary study. Using one-week diaries, a total of 183 12- to 17-year-olds recorded qualitative 

reports of their everyday romantic and sexual experiences. The results indicate that girls, 

older and more experienced young people were significantly more inclined to report 

about sexuality compared to boys, younger and less experienced young people, 

respectively. The qualitative findings identify ‘Making Contact’ as a profound theme; 

however, it was expressed differently for each romantic and sexual experience. Contrary 

to the general idea, girls did not report more about romantic topics than boys did, nor did 

boys report more about sexual activities than girls did. This study provides support for the 

use of mixed-methods diaries as a research method for uncovering young people’s 

perspectives on everyday romantic and sexual experiences. Implications for future 

research and practice are discussed.  

 

Keywords:  Young People’s Sexuality, Love/Romantic, Mixed-methods Diary, Everyday Life 
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Introduction 

 

In their literature review on romantic relationships of young people, Collins, Welsh, and  

Furman (2009) observe that scholars have devoted little attention to romantic experiences 

other than romantic relationships. Romantic experiences comprise a large category of 

activities, cognitions, and emotions that do not necessarily involve any direct relationship 

with a romantic partner. Fantasies about a significant other, being deeply in love, or 

making initial contact are also important romantic experiences. Young people can be very 

concerned with romance and sexuality, even if they have not actually had sexual 

intercourse or a romantic relationship (Brown, Feiring, & Furman, 1999; Collins, Welsh, & 

Furman, 2009; Giordano, Longmore, & Manning, 2006; Manning, Giordano, & Longmore, 

2006).  

The romantic and sexual experiences of young people can be measured in several 

ways. Most existing studies are retrospective, based on questionnaires that include pre-

described lists of items to be measured. Although these studies present interesting 

findings on romantic and sexual experiences, they do not provide insight into personal, 

often more complex, experiences in everyday life. Little is known about the ways in which 

young people express and emotionally evaluate sexual experiences (Lefkowitz & 

Vasilenko, 2014; Zimmer-Gembeck & Helfand, 2008).  

This study has two objectives, one empirical and the other methodological. The 

empirical objective is to offer new findings on the subjective perceptions of young people 

with regard to romantic and sexual experiences in their everyday lives. The 

methodological objective is to reflect upon the use of a mixed-methods diary study in 

generating knowledge about the ways in which young people perceive their romantic and 

sexual lives.  

 

Romantic and sexual experiences 

As they grow older, young people develop an increasing interest in romance and sexuality, 

in addition to becoming increasingly involved in romantic and sexual activities (De Graaf, 

Kruijer, Van Acker, & Meijer, 2012; Mosher, Chandra, & Jones, 2005). For example, older 

and more sexually experienced young people have been shown to make more sexual and 

romantic references on social network sites (Doornwaard, Moreno, van den Eijnden, 

Vanwesenbeeck, & Ter Bogt, 2014). 

While few empirical studies have addressed romantic fantasies or feelings, 

developmental theories do include romantic experiences ranging from the very first naïve 
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individual thoughts and fantasies to steady relationships and having sexual intercourse 

(Connolly & McIsaac, 2011; Meier & Allen, 2009). The research literature on romantic and 

sexual development distinguishes three stages: an initial stage of romantic affiliation, a 

middle stage of short-lived dating, and a final stage involving the consolidation of a 

romantic relationship (Connolly & McIsaac, 2011; Meier & Allen, 2009). In one interview 

study, young Israeli people aged 14–15 years and 16–17 years reported more experiences 

with romantic fantasies than they did with romantic relationships (Tuval-Mashiach, Walsh, 

Harel, & Shulman, 2008).  

With regard to the initial stage of romantic affiliation, according to one study 

among North American young people aged 12–14 years, the majority reported having at 

least one current other-sex crush (Bowker, Spencer, Thomas, & Gyoerkoe, 2012). In the 

Netherlands 87% of 12-13-year-olds have had at least once a crush on someone (De Graaf 

et al., 2012). Thinking about other-sex peers increases as young people grow older, and 

young people spend a great deal of their time thinking about other-sex peers and 

romantic issues before they actually interact with other-sex peers (Connolly, Craig, 

Goldberg, & Pepler, 2004; Richards, Crowe, Larson, & Swarr, 1998). Studies conducted in 

North America found that girls between 10 and 14 years of age spend more time thinking 

about other-sex and same-sex peers than boys of the same age do, and they are more 

likely to report on current crushes (Bowker et al., 2012; Richards et al., 1998). As young 

people grow older, thinking about the opposite sex tends to be associated with less 

positive feelings, relative to having real-life contact with the opposite sex (Richards et al., 

1998). It is common for young people to wish and fantasize about talking with a girl or boy 

they like (Jackson, Jacob, Landman-Peeters, & Lanting, 2001; Tuval-Mashiach et al., 2008). 

However, young people often feel insecure and are reluctant to initiate contact.  

In the middle stage of short-lived dating, young people explore romantic 

relationships through actual interactions with potential romantic partners. A longitudinal 

study among German 14-year-olds showed that between 14 and 17 years of age, young 

people experience a reduction of stressors and an increase in the ability to start dating 

(Nieder & Seiffge-Krenke, 2001). By interacting within peer groups, young North American 

people become increasingly familiar with how to make contact with a significant other 

(Connolly, Furman, & Konarski, 2000). Among a sample of Belgium 16-year olds, boys are 

more likely than girls to take a direct approach to arrange a date (Jackson et al., 2001).  

The final stage of romantic development involves the consolidation of a dyadic 

romantic relationship. These relationships resemble adult romantic relationships (Seiffge-

Krenke, 2003; Shulman & Scharf, 2000). Young people experience these romantic 

relationships as serious and exclusive, with high levels of companionship and emotional 

support. Romantic relationships may be a source of enhanced self-esteem or social 
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competence, and they can contribute to the development of a positive self-concept or 

higher self-assurance (Collins, 2003; Furman, Ho & Low, 2007). In one interview study 

among European Americans, young girls focused more on interpersonal qualities when 

describing their romantic relationships, whereas boys focused more on physical attraction 

(Feiring, 1996). Other studies among European Americans and Canadians have indicated 

that girls are more competent in personal and emotional disclosures within romantic 

relationships, in addition to demonstrating greater intimacy and self-consciousness 

(McIsaac, Connolly, McKenney, Pepler, & Craig, 2008; Montgomery, 2005).  

Romantic relationships are one of the most important contexts in which young 

people have sexual  intercourse (Manning, Longmore, & Giordano, 2000). Overall, Dutch 

and American young people and emerging adults rate their experiences with sexual 

intercourse positively (O’Sullivan & Hearn, 2008; Van de Bongardt, Reitz, & Deković, 2015; 

Vasilenko, Lefkowitz, & Maggs, 2012).  

 

Methods used in capturing romantic and sexual experiences  

In the past decade, researchers have undergone a transition in the methods that they use 

to study the romantic and sexual experiences of young people, shifting the focus away 

from questionnaires toward observational methods, interviews, and other qualitative 

methods (Collins et al., 2009). Given their subjective and personal nature, romantic and 

sexual experiences are difficult to examine with observational measures. In contrast, 

interviews are particularly suitable for exploring personal meaning-making with regard to 

romantic and sexual experiences (Feiring, 1996; Tuval-Mashiach et al., 2008). Interviews 

are not anonymous, however, and the presence of the interviewer might influence the 

young person being interviewed (Feiring, 1996). It is commonly known that many young 

people are reluctant to answer questions on intimate and sexual matters, particularly 

when interviewed by an adult (e.g., parent, teacher, or other professional) (Buston, Wight, 

& Scott, 2001; Timmerman, 2009; Timmerman, 2004). Research showed that both self-

administered questionnaires and face-to-face interviews yield reliable assessments, 

although self-administered questionnaires are more accurate with regard to specific 

sexual behaviors (Durant & Carey, 2000).  

In diary studies, participants report about experiences within a shorter time frame 

(e.g., a day or a week), thus reducing the amount of recall error (Nezlek, 2011; Zimmer-

Gembeck & Helfand, 2008; McAuliffe, DiFranceisco, & Reed, 2007). Previous research 

showed that diary studies produce the most accurate reports of sexual behavior, as 

compared to other modes of administration (Downey, Ryan, Roffman, & Kulich, 1995; 

McLaws, Oldenburg, Ross, & Cooper, 1990). Another advantage is that the salience of 
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reports recorded in diaries contributes to their accuracy. Personally relevant experiences 

are remembered better than general experiences (Nezlek, 2011). 

 

This study 

The primary objective of this study is to offer new findings on the subjective perceptions 

of young people with regard to romantic and sexual experiences in their everyday lives. A 

second objective is to examine the feasibility of a one-week diary method. Although this 

research is exploratory, we were guided by several hypotheses.  

In our diary study, we explore the topics that young people report in their diaries 

and the extent to which their romantic and sexual experiences can be categorized into 

distinct stages of romantic development (Hypothesis 1). Second, we expect that girls tend 

to report more about romance and sexuality than boys do, and that the same holds for 

older (as compared to younger) young people and for those with more (as compared to 

less) experience (Hypothesis 2). Third, we expect that young people tend to report less 

about romantic relationships in their diaries than they do about romantic affiliations 

(Hypothesis 3). In addition, we expect that older young people are more likely to report 

about higher stages of romantic development and about physical sexual contact, as they 

could generally be expected to be more experienced (Hypothesis 4). We further expect 

girls to report more about romantic aspects of sexuality and boys to report more about 

physical (sexual) behavior (Hypothesis 5). In addition, we hypothesize the feelings elicited 

by romantic affiliation to be less positive than those elicited by actually spending time 

with a date, romantic partner, or significant other (Hypothesis 6). We further expect 

young people to rate physical sexual contact more positively than negatively (Hypothesis 

7). In addition to investigating these hypotheses, we present a qualitative exploration of 

individual expressions within the three stages of romantic and sexual experiences in order 

to identify profound themes for each stage of romantic development.  
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Method 

 

Sample 

The participants in this study were 183 students in the seventh (20%), eighth (30%), ninth 

(22%), and tenth (28%) grades in one pre-vocational secondary high school in the 

Northern part of the Netherlands. The sample consisted of 58% girls (Mage = 14.86 years 

old; range = 12.5–17.4 years) and 42% boys (Mage = 14.8; range = 12.7–16.6 years). With 

three exceptions, all of the participants were born in the Netherlands. The non-response 

rate was 20%.  

 

Procedure 

Participants were recruited from one small-to-average pre-vocational secondary high 

school (i.e. approximately 500 students) in the northern part of the Netherlands. 

Information about the research project was send to the home addresses. Participants 

volunteered to join the study after parental and their own consent. Each participant was 

asked to complete a qualitative one-week diary in a classroom setting. At least two 

researchers were present at the moment of data collection in order to introduce the 

study, to clarify the diary questions whenever necessary, and to ensure privacy. 

Participants completed the online diary questions on a secure survey website in the 

classroom during regular school hours. Computers were isolated from each other, in order 

to ensure privacy. Prior to data collection, the study was approved by the Ethical 

Committee Psychology (ECP: [Ethische Commissie Psychologie]). The ECP evaluates 

research conducted by the Department of Psychology at the University of Groningen 

according to ethical standards. 

 

Measures 

The measures were developed in our ongoing qualitative diary study, which is a part of 

Project STARS (Studies on Trajectories of Adolescent Relations and Sexuality). For this 

study, we used a qualitative one-week diary method.  

Diary reports. Participants were asked to write about a romantic and sexual 

experience that had been on their mind in the past week: “Think about it. What was most 

on your mind last week: friendship, a romantic crush, a romantic relationship or anything 

related to that? Please choose one topic as a base for answering the following questions.” 
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First, participants were asked to respond to a multiple-choice question with an open-

answer choice regarding the topic to which the romantic and sexual experience referred: 

“friendship,” “romantic infatuation/crush,” “romantic relationship,” “sex,” “family,” “a 

fight,” or “something else (please specify):…” Although this question was accompanied by 

a multiple-choice response set, participants also had the opportunity to provide open-

ended answers. This allowed them to write down any event or thought, reporting on their 

romantic and sexual experience in their own words without any restrictions concerning 

the length of the text. The participants were further asked to describe what they had 

wished for and what they had actually done at the time of the event or, in the case of 

internal experiences, what they had wished for and wanted to do.  

Emotions. In order to measure the evaluation of the romantic and sexual 

experience, participants were asked to indicate how they felt about their romantic and 

sexual experiences, using a Likert scale ranging from 0 (“not at all”) to 10 (“a lot”). Eleven 

emotions were presented, divided into positive emotions (e.g. happiness, pride, relief, 

satisfaction) and negative emotions (e.g. anger, sadness, fear, embarrassment, guilt). 

Positive and negative emotions were calculated by averaging the positive and negative 

emotions separately for each romantic and sexual experience (i.e. each diary report). This 

generated two variables for each romantic and sexual experience: average positive 

evaluation and average negative evaluation.  

Feasibility. To obtain further insight into the feasibility of the diary method, 

participants were asked to rate the importance of their romantic and sexual experiences, 

using a Likert scale ranging from 0 (“not at all important”) to 10 (“very important”). Finally, 

the participants were asked to join a two-year follow-up study (yes/no/don’t know yet). 

Participants could provide open-ended statements concerning their reasons for not 

wishing to be involved in the future study.  

Demographic information; romantic and sexual history. We used the participants’ 

birthdates to calculate their exact age at the time of the data collection. Gender was 

determined according to the following question: “Are you a boy or a girl?” (boy/girl). 

Participants were asked whether they had a crush on somebody (yes/no), whether they 

had ever had a romantic relationship (yes/no), and whether they were in a romantic 

relationship at the time of the data collection (yes/no). Participants reported whether 

they had ever experienced French kissing (yes/no) and whether they had ever engaged in 

sexual activity that could be described as beyond fondling under the clothing (yes/no).  
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Data analysis  

The everyday experiences of the participants were coded according to the Constant 

Comparative Method (CCM) of content analysis (Boeije, 2010). This method consists of a 

stepwise comparison of the content of the diaries. The main themes – Romance and 

Sexuality, Peers, Family, Other, and Private – were coded in the following way. The reports 

were classified according to the following question: “What suits the topic best? You may 

choose more than one topic from the list.” All reports referring to “having a crush on 

someone,” “romantic relationship,” and “sex” were coded as Romance and Sexuality. 

Reports referring to other topics were coded as Other.  

The first hypothesis concerns the possibility of classifying the diary reports into 

stages of romantic development. To investigate this hypothesis, the main theme of 

Romance and Sexuality was further coded in three steps: open coding, axial coding, and 

selective coding (Boeije, 2010). In the open-coding step, comparison of a selection of the 

diary reports resulted in the construction of tentative coding names for the Romance and 

Sexual categories. Close reading and continuous comparison of the diary reports allowed 

the researchers to become familiar with the data. 

Consensus emerged with regard to the most frequent categories, and a coding 

scheme was gradually constructed. In the axial-coding step, the codes were applied to the 

rest of the sample, thereby reducing the number of codes and making them more definite. 

The final step (i.e., selective coding) consisted of matching the codes to the literature on 

stages of romantic development (Connolly & McIsaac, 2011; Meier & Allen, 2009).  

The coding procedure ultimately generated three categories: (1) Romantic 

Affiliation; (2) Romantic Affiliation and Contact; (3) Romantic Relationship. An additional 

category was constructed for Physical (Sexual) Contact (see Table 1 for an overview). The 

three stages of romantic development could be co-classified with the category Physical 

(Sexual) Contact. The remaining reports could not be grouped into the aforementioned 

codes and were coded as either Private (e.g., “It is too Private to describe”) or Other 

experiences.  Inter-observer reliability was calculated using Cohen’s kappa, with values > 

0.70 considered reliable.  
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Table 1: Coding for  categories of romantic and sexual experiences 

Category  Explanation 

1. Romantic Affiliation  

 

Internal representation. Thinking about a significant 

other; liking someone in particular; having a crush on 

someone. 

2.Romantic Affiliation and 

Contact  

 Internal representation and actual interaction. Thinking 

about a significant other; liking someone in particular; 

having a crush on someone, and having had contact with 

that person in real life or through the internet.  

3. Romantic Relationship  All experiences within the context of a romantic 

relationship. 

4.Physical (Sexual) Contact  Wanting, thinking about, or having physical (sexual) 

contact (e.g., French kissing, sexual desire). 

  

Independent t-tests were used in order to investigate Hypothesis 2 (concerning 

whether girls, more experienced, and older participants report more about romance and 

sexuality than did boys, less experienced, and younger participants, respectively). For 

Hypotheses 3–7, chi-square analyses and Fisher’s exact tests were used to compare the 

number and proportion of codes for the categories 1) Romantic Affiliation; 2) Romantic 

Affiliation with Contact; 3) Romantic Relationship; and 4) Physical (Sexual) Contact. In 

addition, related-samples Wilcoxon signed-rank tests were used to examine the difference 

between the median positive and negative emotions within each category.  

We examined the feasibility of the diary method through close reading of the 

content of the diary entries (Hypotheses 1–7). Preliminary results regarding how many 

and which romantic and sexual topics were reported can be used to improve the diary 

method and to provide valid information. We also examined the relative importance of 

the romantic and sexual topics to the participants who reported them. In addition, we 

determined how many participants were willing to participate in the follow-up diary study, 

and we coded the reasons that participants gave for not wishing to join the forthcoming 

two-year diary study.  

The qualitative and quantitative analyses were examined with Excel and SPSS 

version 20.0, respectively. 
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Results 

 

In the diaries, approximately half of the participants (n = 89; 49%) reported topics relating 

to Romance and Sexuality. The rest of the reports concerned Peers (n = 53; 29%), Family (n 

= 12; 7%) or Other experiences (n = 29; 16%). Not all 89 reports about Romance and 

Sexuality could be coded into the three stages of romantic development and the 

additional code of physical (sexual) contact. A total of 57 (64%) out of the 89 reports were 

coded into the three stages of romantic development and physical (sexual) contact. As 

expected, everyday romantic and sexual experiences could be classified into various 

stages of romantic development (Hypothesis 1). The rest (n = 31; 35%) of the 89 reports 

about Romance and Sexuality were coded as either Private (n = 9; 10%) or Other 

experiences within the theme Romance and Sexuality (n = 13; 15%). A few qualitative 

reports (n = 9; 10%) could not be coded, as they did not contain sufficient information.  

   

Table 2: Differences in gender, age, romantic experience, and intimate behavior of the Romance 

and Sexuality (R&S) sample versus the rest of the sample.  

 R&S Sample 

(n = 89) 

Non-R&S 

(n = 94) 

Sample size n 89 94 

Gender* Boy 35% 49% 

 Girl 65% 51% 

Age* (years) 15 14.6 

Romantic experiences Ever had a crush on someone* 98% 90% 

 Ever had a romantic relationship* 96% 82% 

 Currently in a romantic 

relationship* 52% 

12% 

Intimate behavior Ever engaged in French kissing* 84% 44% 

 Ever had sexual experience 

beyond fondling under the 

clothing* 

40% 

 

19% 

R&S sample = participants who reported about Romance and Sexuality in the diary 

*Significant difference between R&S sample and non-R&S sample (p < 0.05). 
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Table 3: Differences in age, gender, and positive and negative emotions concerning romantic 

experiences. 

Stage Reports (%) Positive emotions Negative emotions Gender Age 

  M (SD) Mdn M (SD) Mdn B G M (SD) Mdn 

RA 9 (19) 3.02 (2.5)  2.5 3.0 (2.6) 3 3 6 14.6 (1.51)  14 

RAC* 9 (19) 4.3 (3.3) 2.5 1.4 (1.2)  1.2 2 7 14.2 (1.5)  15 

RR* 30 (62) 3.5 (3.0)  3.5 1.8 (1.8) 1.3 9 21 14.7 (1.1) 15 

Total* 48 (100) - 4 - 1.2 14 34 14.6 (1.3)  15 

RA = Romantic Affiliation; RAC = Romantic Affiliation with Contact; RR = Romantic Relationship 

*Significant difference 

More about Romantic Relationship versus Romantic Affiliation and Romantic Affiliation with Contact 

(
2
(3, N = 48) = 18.375, p < 0.001) 

Total R&S experiences had more positive than negative emotions (Z = 3.851, p < 0.001) 

Romantic Affiliation with Contact had more positive than negative emotions (Z = 1.960; p = 0.050)  

Romantic Relationship had more positive than negative emotions (Z = 2.380; p = 0.017) 

 

 

  

Table 4: Number of participants reporting physical (sexual) contact (Sex) and those who did not (No Sex) 

Code Reports (%) Positive emotions Negative emotions Gender Age 

   M (SD) Mdn M (SD) Mdn B  G M (SD) Mdn 

Sex* 20 (35)  6.4 (2.4)  6.4 1.4 (1.8) 0.6 4 16 14.9 (1.1)  15 

No Sex 37 (65) 2.9 (2.9) 2.5 1.9 (2)  1.2 13  24  14.5 (1.3)  15 

Total 57 (100)       14.67   

*Significant difference 

Physical Sexual Contact had more positive than negative emotions (Z = 3.808; p < 0.0001) 

Physical Sexual Contact had more positive emotions than did No Physical Sexual Contact (U 

(N = 57) = 615.5, p < 0.001) 
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Almost all of the participants who included reports relating to Romance and 

Sexuality (n = 89) also indicated that they had experienced a crush on someone (98%).  

This percentage was significantly higher than in the rest of the sample (
2
 (1, N = 183) = 

4.344, p = 0.037). In addition, significantly more participants with reports relating to 

Romance and Sexuality had experienced romantic relationships (96% versus 82%) and 

were currently involved in romantic relationships (52% versus 12%), as compared to other 

participants (n = 94): respectively 
2
 (1, N = 183) = 8.312, p = 0.004 and 

2
 (1, N = 183) = 

34.078, p < 0.001. Participants with reports relating to Romance and Sexuality were also 

significantly more likely to report French kissing (85%), and experience with fondling 

under the clothing (40%) than were the other participants (44% and 19%, respectively): (
2
 

(1, N = 183) = 32.555, p < 0.001 and 
2
 (1, N = 183) = 9.972, p = 0.002. As expected, girls, 

older, and more experienced participants were more inclined to report about romance 

and sexuality than were boys, younger, and less experienced participants, respectively 

(Hypothesis 2). 

 

Content analysis of Romance and Sexuality diary reports 

The reports were further coded into four categories: three stages of romantic 

development and one category of physical (sexual) contact. Most of the reports (48 of 57 

reports, 84%) could be classified within one of the three stages of romantic development: 

(1) Romantic Affiliation (n = 9; 15%; 6 girls, 3 boys), (2) Romantic Affiliation and Contact (n 

= 9, 15%; 7 girls, 2 boys), (3) Romantic Relationship (n = 30, 51%; 21 girls, 9 boys). Chi-

square analysis revealed significant differences between the distribution of the three 

stages of romantic development (
2
 (3, N = 48) = 18.375, p < 0.001). Contrary to our 

expectations, most of the participants reported about Stage 3: Romantic Relationships 

(Hypothesis 3). The numbers of participants with reports relating to Physical (Sexual) 

Contact (n = 20; 35%) and those with no such reports (n = 37; 65%) are presented in Table 

4. Six reports (11%; 5 girls, 1 boy) were about French kissing, and 14 reports (25%; 11 girls, 

3 boys) were about Sex. 

Contrary to our expectations (Hypothesis 4), the results of independent-samples 

Kruskal-Wallis tests revealed no significant age differences between the stages of 

romantic development (
2
 (2, N = 48) = 1.007, p = 0.604) or with regard to reporting about 

Physical (Sexual) Contact (U (N = 57) = 428.5, p = 0.313). To calculate the distribution of 

boys and girls within each stage of romantic development, we used Fisher’s exact tests, 

given that the expected cell count was less than five. The results indicated no significant 

differences in the distribution of boys and girls for reports about Romantic Affiliation (p = 

0.542), Romantic Affiliation with Contact (p = 0.458), or Romantic Relationship (p = 0.603). 
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Chi-square analyses revealed no significant differences in the distribution of boys and girls 

with regard to Physical (Sexual) Contact, as compared to No Physical (Sexual) Contact: (
2
 

(1, N = 57) = 1.421, p = 0.233). Contrary to our expectations, both boys and girls were 

equally inclined to report about different Stages of Romantic Development and Physical 

(Sexual) Contact with a current or potential romantic partner (Hypothesis 5).  

Romantic Affiliation. The first stage of romantic development, Romantic Affiliation, 

was reflected in the reports of nine participants (15% of n = 57; 6 girls, 3 boys). Results of a 

related-samples Wilcoxon signed-rank test revealed no differences between the median 

of positive and negative emotions (Z = 0.059; p = 0.953). The reports of the participants 

reflected equal amounts of positive and negative emotions, thus indicating that they had 

mixed feelings with regard to Romantic Affiliation. One profound theme emerging within 

this subcategory of romantic fantasies concerns Making Contact with a Significant Other. 

Three of six girls with reports relating to this stage of romantic development indicated that 

they would like to have contact with a potential romantic partner, but that such contact 

was not possible or that they did not feel strong enough to act upon their desires in this 

regard: 

 

[What exactly is the topic about?]  I have a crush on someone. (..) I wish that I was not so shy, 

because I am too shy to get in touch with him. (P16, 16-year-old girl) 

 

The following example from a 13-year-old boy illustrates the expressions of all other 

participants (3 boys, 3 girls) who indicated that they were planning to make contact with 

potential romantic partners: 

 

[What exactly is the topic about?] I had a crush on someone and I wanted to tell her. I will definitely 

ask her to be my girlfriend. (P13, 13-year-old boy) 

 

Romantic Affiliations with Contact. Nine participants (15% of n = 57; 7 girls, 2 

boys) included reports relating to romantic and sexual topics that were coded as Stage 2, 

Romantic Affiliation with Contact. In contrast to reports relating to the first stage of 

romantic development, the results of a related-samples Wilcoxon signed-rank test 

indicated that participants evaluated experiences relating to Romantic Affiliation with 

Contact as more positive than negative (MdnPos = 2.5; MdnNeg = 1.2; Z = 1.960; p = 0.05). 

As was the case for reports relating to Romantic Affiliation, the most prominent theme 

within this sub-category was Making Contact, although it did not constitute a major issue. 

In this case, the participants reported that they were “only” talking with the significant 
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other, suggesting that these participants did not feel shy or insecure, or that they had 

overcome their feelings of insecurity: 

 

[What exactly is the topic about?]  I was at a friend’s party and I liked a girl who was also at the 

party. Her friends told me that she also fancied me. Right then, I wanted to make out with her. 

Anyway, I thought I was very cool when I met her, and now we are friends and she has already 

visited me at home once. (P21, 13-year old boy) 

 

Romantic Relationship. Most participants reported on Stage 3, Romantic 

Relationship (30 participants, 51% of n = 57; 21 girls, 9 boys). According to the results of a 

related-samples Wilcoxon signed-rank test, participants evaluated experiences within 

their Romantic Relationships more positively than negatively (MdnPos = 3.5; MdnNeg = 

1.3; Z = 2.380; p = 0.017). As was the case with Romantic Affiliation and Romantic 

Affiliation with Contact, participants reporting on Romantic Relationship expressed the 

desire to make contact. In this case, however, the participants were able to make contact 

with their romantic partners within the context of a romantic relationship, in which both 

participants have romantic feelings for each other. The following example illustrates that 

being in a romantic relationship ensures that participants are able to make contact 

whenever they wish.  

 

[What exactly is the topic about?] It’s about my boyfriend. I wanted to be together and make out 

with him. We have a romantic relationship, so I could just go to him. (P36, 14-year-old girl) 

 

It seems that the participants were self-confident in their expressions of Making Contact 

with their romantic partners, as they had no need to feel insecure about possible 

rejection. These participants were free to express and act on their desire for their 

romantic partners.     

Physical (Sexual) Contact. A total of 20 participants (35% of n = 57; 16 girls, 4 boys) 

reported on Physical (Sexual) Contact (e.g., cuddling, kissing, and sexual intercourse). Nine 

of these participants reported solely about Physical (Sexual) Contact. Eleven reports could 

be coded as Physical (Sexual) Contact and as Romantic Affiliations with Contact (2 reports) 

or as Romantic Relationship (9 reports). According to results from a related-samples 

Wilcoxon signed-rank test, participants evaluated reports about Physical (Sexual) Contact 

significantly more positively than negatively (MdnPos = 2.5 versus MdnNeg = 0.6; Z = 

3.808; p < 0.0001). Insecurities were not reported within all reports about Physical 

(Sexual) Contact. The participants were apparently self-confident in desiring or having 

Physical (Sexual) Contact: 
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[What exactly is the topic about?] I was thinking about my boyfriend, I really miss him. I wanted to 

go to him and cuddle with him. When I see him, I will run to him and kiss him. (P35, 13-year-old girl) 

 

In summary, participants generally reported more positive than negative emotions 

with regard to their romantic and sexual experiences. In particular, reports about contact 

with potential or actual romantic partners were evaluated as more positive than negative. 

As expected (Hypothesis 6), experiences with Romantic Affiliation were not evaluated as 

more positive than negative. Consistent with our expectations (Hypothesis 7), the 

participants evaluated Physical (Sexual) Contact as positive. Exploration of the diary 

descriptions identified Making Contact as a profound theme in the romantic and sexual 

development of the participants, although the expressions of this theme differed 

according to specific romantic and sexual experiences. Participants reporting about 

Romantic Affiliation expressed insecurity with regard to Making Contact. In contrast, 

participants reporting about Romantic Affiliation with Contact and Romantic Relationships 

largely voiced self-confidence. 

 

Importance of romantic and sexual topics and participation in a two-year diary study 

On average, the 57 participants who reported on physical (sexual) contact rated the 

importance of the romantic and sexual topics about which they wrote as 8.1 on a 1-10 

Likert scale, suggesting that the reported romantic and sexual experiences play an 

essential role in their lives. Nevertheless, not all of the participants in this study were 

inclined to participate in a two-year diary study. Of the total sample of 183 participants, 

54 (29.5%; 33 girls, 21 boys) were willing to participate, while 97 (53%; 46 girls, 51 boys) 

indicated that they did not wish to participate in the future longitudinal, qualitative diary 

study. In addition, 32 participants (17.5%; 22 girls, 10 boys) indicated that they did not yet 

know if they would like to participate. Reasons for not participating in the follow-up study 

were as follows: do not feel like it (n = 22), no time (n = 18), boring (n = 18), duration (n = 

6), difficult to answer personal questions (n = 2), do not like to answer personal questions 

(n = 2), do not want to give email address for further contact (n = 1), private reason (n = 1), 

parents would not allow it (n = 1), no reason  (n = 25). 
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Discussion 

 

In contrast to previous studies, many of which are based on pre-described lists of concepts 

to be studied, the current study focuses on romantic and sexual experiences as it is lived in 

young people’s everyday life. The study has two objectives. The empirical objective is to 

provide new findings on the subjective perceptions of everyday romantic and sexual 

experiences, and the methodological objective is to reflect on the feasibility of a mixed-

methods diary study. 

Firstly, the results demonstrated that everyday romantic and sexual experiences 

could be grouped into various stages of romantic development. The participants mostly 

reported everyday experiences concerning a higher romantic developmental stage (i.e., 

experiences within a romantic relationship). Secondly, girls, older, and more experienced 

participants were more inclined to report everyday experiences about romance and 

sexuality than boys, younger, and less experienced participants were, respectively. 

However, no age or gender differences were found when we focused on what specific 

topics boys and girls, or younger and older adolescents, experience in their everyday lives. 

Thirdly, in general the everyday romantic and sexual experiences were seen as positive, 

with the exception of romantic affiliations (i.e., lower romantic developmental stage). 

Finally, qualitative findings identify “Making Contact” as a profound theme, though this 

was expressed differently for each romantic and sexual experience. 

In line with the expectation based on previous studies, girls were more inclined 

than boys to report on everyday romantic and sexual experiences, and the same was true 

for older (as compared to younger) participants and those who were more (as compared 

to less) experienced (Bowker et al., 2012; De Graaf et al., 2012; Doornwaard et al., 2014; 

Mosher et al., 2005; Richards et al., 1998). Although participants wrote unique everyday 

romantic and sexual experiences, as expected, the reported experiences could also be 

grouped together according to three distinct stages of romantic development: Romantic 

Affiliation (Initial Stage of Romantic Affiliation), Romantic Affiliation with Contact (Middle 

Stage of Short-Lived Dating) and Romantic Relationship (Final Stage of Romantic 

Relationship) (Connolly & McIsaac, 2011; Meier & Allen, 2009).  

Contrary to our expectations, all young people reported more about Romantic 

Relationship than they did about Romantic Affiliation, either with or without Contact (De 

Graaf et al., 2012; Tuval-Mashiach et al., 2008). The inclusions of only pre-vocational 

secondary high school students may account for the relative high amount of experiences 

within romantic relationships. Pre-vocational high school students in the Netherlands 
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report generally more advanced activities concerning their sexual development (than 

senior secondary education and pre-university education) (De Graaf et al., 2012). Further, 

we asked about a recent (i.e. previous week) experience instead of retrospectively 

reporting about the last few months or years. It could be that experiences within a 

romantic relationship are more profound in the everyday lives of young people going 

steady with someone, because of the manifested and repetitive nature of these 

experiences.  

Contrary to the general idea and our expectations based on the research literature 

(Doornwaard et al., 2014; Feiring, 1996; McIsaac et al., 2008; Montgomery, 2005), the girls 

in the current study did not report more about romantic topics than boys did, nor did boys 

report more about sexual activities than girls did. According to our results, girls 

spontaneously report more about romantic and sexual experiences than boys do, 

although boys who do report about romantic and sexual topics express topics similar to 

those reported by girls. It seems that in everyday life boys and girls do not differ in their 

qualitative expressions of romantic and sexual experiences.  

Overall, older participants were more inclined to report romantic and sexual topics 

in their diaries. Contrary to our expectations, however, the reports shared by older 

participants did not reflect a higher stage of romantic developmental or level of sexual 

activities. The experiences of older participants reflected all stages of romantic 

development (i.e. from less to more advanced experiences). Previous research showed 

that, as young people grow older, they are more open to talk about sexuality with their 

parents (Morgan, Thorne, & Zurbriggen, 2010). Maybe young people at an older age have 

fewer difficulties in disclosing sex-related information to others and, therefore, they tend 

to report more about their experiences in a diary study than younger individuals.  

According to our results, when young people cross the line and actual interact with 

current or potential romantic partners (i.e., Physical (Sexual) Contact, Romantic Affiliations 

with Contact, and Romantic Relationships), they evaluate their experiences as more 

positive. In contrast, young people reporting about thoughts and fantasies (i.e., Romantic 

Affiliation) evaluate their experiences as mixed (i.e., both negative and positive). This 

finding is consistent with our expectations, based on the research literature (Jackson et al., 

2001; Nieder & Seiffge-Krenke, 2001; Richards et al., 1998). Because of the cross-sectional 

nature of the data, we do not know whether the young people in the initial stage will 

become more positive when they approach a potential romantic partner. Future 

longitudinal research could examine whether positive evaluations precede or follow 

interactions with (potential) romantic partners.  
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The findings concerning positive evaluations of sexual contact are consistent with 

previous research (O’Sullivan & Hearn, 2008; Vasilenko et al., 2012). Clearly, young people 

in our study experience (desires for) sexual contact positively.  

Further analysis of the diary reports identified “Making Contact” as a profound 

theme within the everyday romantic and sexual experiences of young people. How this 

theme was expressed, however, differed across specific romantic and sexual experiences. 

Some participants, who solely reported thoughts and fantasies (i.e., Romantic Affiliations), 

expressed insecurity with regard to Making Contact. In contrast, participants reporting 

higher romantic developmental stages (i.e., Romantic Affiliation with Contact and 

Romantic Relationships) and physical sexual behavior largely expressed self-confidence. 

This finding highlights the importance of future research into making contact within 

different romantic and sexual contexts.  

 Boys reporting Romantic Affiliations expressed only confidence in a direct 

approach towards a potential romantic partner, whereas girls reported both confidence 

and hesitation. Although research shows that boys are more direct when it comes to 

approaching potential romantic partners (Jackson et al., 2001), this finding should be 

interpreted with caution as just three boys reported about Romantic Affiliations. Future 

research could examine this difference between boys and girls within a larger sample.  

 

Strengths, limitations, and future directions 

This research is exploratory and not without limitations. One limitation has to do with the 

small sample size and the recruitment of participants from one secondary vocational 

school in the Northern part of the Netherlands. The sample consisted of primarily native-

Dutch heterosexual pre-vocational high school students. Therefore, the results may not be 

representative for all young Dutch people. Notwithstanding the small sample size, the use 

of open-ended questions in our diary study allowed us to explore unique information 

about a broad range of emerging romantic and sexual experiences, as expressed by young 

people in their own words. For example, few large-scale studies have focused on the 

romantic affiliations of young people and how they make contact. This mixed-methods 

diary study could be a suitable means of examining more nuanced experiences of 

romantic and sexual development in everyday life, which could lead to the construction of 

a relevant framework for questionnaires using a larger sample.  

Another limitation is that the participants could have been influenced by the topic 

examples given in the diary. Because these examples were presented in general terms 

(e.g., “romantic relationships”), their influence is likely to have been less than would have 

been the case with specific situational examples. In addition, we asked participants to 
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write about a recent personally relevant issue which makes the priming effect less 

profound than in traditional questionnaires. Moreover, the diaries contained unique 

everyday experiences which were both related and unrelated to sexuality, indicating that 

the participants wrote about any recent experience which was of fundamental importance 

at that time.  

The setting of the study could explain the reluctance of some participants to write 

about romantic and sexual experiences. Although precautions were taken to ensure 

privacy while completing the one-week diary, the classroom setting could have 

discouraged some young people from writing about their romantic and sexual 

experiences. The group-wise setting could also account for that some of the participants 

wrote only short accounts of their sexual experiences. The future diary study may allow 

young people to complete the diaries at a place and time that suit them best. For 

example, in an individual setting, participants’ peers do not have to know that they are 

participating in the diary study. In addition, young people could be more triggered to write 

more elaborate stories by adding several questions to the diary (e.g., about the individuals 

involved or the place of the experience).  

Many of the participants, both girls and boys, were interested in the two-year diary 

study. From the perspective of the young people, the primary argument for not 

participating had to do with the intensity of the study design, and not the privacy-sensitive 

research topic. These results suggest that potential participants in a two-year diary study 

are likely to differ from those who do not participate with regard to commitment and 

conscientiousness, but not necessarily according to openness concerning sex-related 

topics. To constrain the drop-out rate in the future diary study, it is important to recruit 

young people who are motivated to commit to the study for a two-year period.  

In sum, this study reveals valuable support for the future implementation of a 

forthcoming two-year diary study. The outcomes resulted in several changes to the future 

diary research in order to enhance its feasibility. In addition, the explorative results of this 

study concerning young people’s everyday romantic and sexual topics and how these 

topics are experienced could be of importance for researchers to obtain valid information 

about the romantic and sexual experiences of young people in their everyday lives.  

The results of this study suggest directions for future research. First, future 

investigations could devote further attention to similarities between the everyday 

romantic and sexual experiences of boys and girls (Hyde, 2005). Such information could be 

of considerable importance to sex education programs, which tend to focus on differences 

between the experiences of girls and boys.  

Second, the results of our study indicate that older and more experienced young 

people are more concerned with romantic and sexual topics in everyday life. In practice, 
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however, parents and educators are encouraged to provide information to young people 

beginning at a young age (European Expert Group on Sexuality Education, 2015). More 

research about emerging romantic and sexual development may gain knowledge to help 

parents and educators to start sex education at a young age.  

Last, our study showed that initial romantic experiences seemed to be experienced 

with mixed feelings and insecurities. At the onset of their sexual development, young 

people shape their behavior, norms, and opinions through real-life interactions. It could 

be more crucial to influence young people in this initial period than it is in later stages, 

when their behavior, norms, and opinions have already been formed. Future diary 

research on the transition from less to more interest in romantic and sexual experiences 

could be particularly interesting for purposes of informing the timing of sexual health 

interventions.   
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Abstract 

 

Previous studies on sexuality and sexual behavior were mostly cross-sectional and focused 

on a narrow definition of sexuality that merely included explicit sexual acts. Using an 

extended definition of sexuality, this mixed-methods study builds on existing research into 

young people’s emergent sexual development by longitudinally examining young people’s 

sexual behavior trajectories (i.e., from less to more intimate sexual behavior). Over a two-

year period, 45 young people (Mage=15.9) reported on their sexual behavior using 

longitudinal questionnaires and on their everyday expressions of sexuality in the form of 

semi-structured diaries. Cluster analysis using questionnaires identified three sexual 

behavior trajectories: a non-sexually active trajectory (n = 29), a gradually sexually active 

trajectory (meaning step-by-step sexual behavior development) (n = 12), and a fast 

sexually active trajectory (meaning rapid sexual behavior development) (n = 4). Qualitative 

analysis using diaries revealed the following themes: romantic versus sex-related topics, 

desires, uncertainties, and references to the social context. In general, all young people 

reported more about romantic aspects of sexuality (than about sexual acts) in the diaries, 

regardless of their sexual behavior trajectory. Sexually active young people (i.e., gradual 

and fast) were more concerned with sexuality in their diaries, especially more on the 

physical aspects of sexuality, than non-active young people. Gradual young people 

experienced more desires about physical sexual contact and reported fewer references to 

their social network than non-active and fast young people. The findings suggest that 

sexual education that discusses internal representations of sexual development, 

particularly the romantic aspects, may help young people to process their preferences for 

different sexual and romantic acts and may contribute to healthy sexual development. 

 

Keywords: Mixed-methods, Diary, Sexual Behavior Trajectories, Sexual Expressions 
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Introduction 

 

The emergent development of sexuality is a normative transition within adolescence and a 

central aspect of human life (Tolman & McClellend, 2011; Smiler, Ward, Caruthers, & 

Merriwether, 2005; WHO, 2012). Despite this centrality, having sex may have serious 

consequences for a young person’s physical health, for example, if they acquire a sexually 

transmitted disease (De Graaf, Kruijer, Acker, & Meijer, 2012; Edwards & Coleman, 2004; 

Weinstock, Berman, & Cates, 2000). Various sexual behaviors may also affect young 

people’s psychological well-being. For instance, while some young people experience 

fulfillment of desires, others have feelings of guilt or other internal representations of 

sexual behavior. Internal representations may explain how sexual behavior affects young 

people’s psychological well-being. Therefore, it is crucial to understand sexual behavior 

development across adolescence and to study what internal representations are 

associated with different sexual developmental trajectories.  

Little research has focused on the speed of progression of sexual developmental 

trajectories in terms of less to more intimate behaviors. To our knowledge, one study has 

examined the speed of progression of sexual behaviors using a cross-sectional sample in 

the Netherlands (De Graaf, Vanwesenbeeck, Meijer, Woertman, & Meeus, 2009). 

However, cross-sectional studies are limited in terms of capturing longitudinal changes in 

the temporal sequence of various sexual behaviors. In addition, little research has 

examined young people’s own expressions of their sexual development (Collins et al., 

2009; Russell, 2005).  

This is the first study focusing on young people’s real-time everyday expressions of 

their sexual development. In order to do so, we implemented a longitudinal qualitative 

diary study to examine young people’s speed of progression in the sequence of behavior 

trajectories from less to more intimate sexual activities and their everyday expression of 

their sexual development. This study aims to improve our understanding of young 

people’s perceptions of their sexual development from the unique viewpoint of the young 

people themselves.  

 

An extended definition of sexual development 

In conformity with the concept of sexuality as a central aspect of human life, the focus of 

this study is an elaborated definition of sexuality that encompasses variations in sexual 

behavior, as well as private representations (Edwards & Coleman, 2004; Hilber & 
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Colombini, 2002; WHO, 2012). In addition to various sexual behaviors, emergent sexual 

development also encompasses internal representations of (future) sexual encounters, 

alongside fantasies, desires, and feelings of uncertainty (Edwards & Coleman, 2004; 

Lefkowitz, 2002; WHO, 2012). Research shows that girls’ sexual cognitions change before 

having their first sexual intercourse (O’Sullivan & Brooks-Gunn, 2005). In addition to 

physical aspects of sexuality (e.g., sexual fantasies and behaviors), sexuality also entails 

romantic aspects such as finding someone attractive, being in love, or experiences within 

the romantic relationship. In fact, young Dutch people have more romantic involvements 

than sexual encounters (De Graaf et al., 2012). Furthermore, young people spend a great 

deal of time discussing romantic experiences with their peers (Lefkowitz et al., 2004; 

Simon et al., 1992).  

This extended definition of sexuality ensures that, in addition to young people who 

perform sexual acts, our study will also include young people who are not yet involved in 

sexual behavior. Non-sexually active young people are not engaging in sexual acts with 

others, but they may have related thoughts, feelings, fantasies, and desires. A complete 

picture of emergent sexual development also encompasses young people who have not 

yet had explicit sexual contact with (potential) sexual partners. The majority of studies on 

sexual behavior, however, have exclusively focused on whether young people have had 

sexual intercourse (e.g., Schwartz, 1999; Zimmer-Gembeck & Helfand, 2008).  

Yet sexual intercourse is only one component of the various sexual behaviors young 

people may engage in, in the course of their sexual development. Other forms are, for 

example, French kissing, and fondling on top of and underneath clothing. By exclusively 

focusing on sexual intercourse, other sexually active young people are excluded from 

studies. Research focusing on various sexual behaviors has demonstrated that most young 

people follow a progression from kissing via fondling on top of and underneath clothing to 

actually having sexual intercourse (e.g., De Graaf, Vanwesenbeeck, Meijer, Woertman, & 

Meeus, 2009; Halpern, Joyner, Udry, & Suchindran, 2000; Jakobsen, 1997; Lam, Shi, Ho, 

Stewart, & Fan, 2002; O’Sullivan & Brooks-Gunn, 2005; Shtarkshall, Carmel, Jaffe-

Hirschfield, & Woloski-Wruble, 2009; Smiler, Frankel, & Savin-Williams, 2011; Wiegerink, 

Stam, Gorter, Cohen-Kettenis, & Roebroeck, 2010).  

 

Young people’s sexual behavior trajectories: gradual and fast trajectories 

Young people may progress differently from less intimate to more intimate sexual 

behaviors. By incorporating a full description of sexual behavior, cross-sectional research 

has shown two sexually active trajectories: a gradual (or linear) and a fast (or non-linear) 

sexual trajectory (de Graaf et al., 2009). The gradual sexual trajectory is the most common 
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trajectory (73%) and encompasses young people who gradually and linearly progress from 

less to more intimate sexual behavior. They follow a step-by-step sequence from kissing 

via fondling to having sexual intercourse. In contrast, young people having a fast sexual 

trajectory (27%) rapidly develop from one sexual behavior to the next. Mostly immigrant 

and low-educated young people follow this rapid development into more intimate sexual 

behaviors (De Graaf et al., 2009). The gradual sexual trajectory is believed to be healthier 

(than fast), because it is linked to more consistent contraceptive use (De Graaf et al., 

2009). Furthermore, fast trajectories appear to be less healthy, since the shorter amount 

of time between the various sexual acts may limit opportunities to direct their sexual 

development in terms of their own needs (Rademakers & Straver, 1986; Thompson, 1990).  

Young people with a gradual trajectory start with initial sexual behavior that fits 

their needs, for example, the desire to kiss (Rademakers & Straver, 1986). Subsequently, 

young people experiment with this behavior; they explore their thoughts and feelings, and 

they gradually develop their preferences for new sexual behavior. In this way, young 

people have time to process the new information before proceeding to the next step of 

sexual behavior. They feel autonomous in performing sexual acts. Consequently, young 

people who gradually progress from less to more intimate sexual behavior view their 

sexual behavior development as positive (e.g., curiosity, desire, pleasure) (Thompson, 

1990). In contrast, fast young people have less time to think and process previously 

performed acts. They experience their sexual development more negatively (e.g., painful, 

boring, disappointing) than gradual young people do (Thompson, 1990).  

More recent research has demonstrated that intentional (versus spontaneous) first 

sexual intercourse is one of the factors linked to a more positive first sexual intercourse 

experience (Smiler, Ward, Caruthers, & Merriwether, 2005). One could imagine that a 

more intentional sexual intercourse experience is related to sufficient time for exploration 

of thoughts and feelings, and subsequent autonomous engagement in this sexual activity.  

In addition, young women, who feel empowered in having sexual desires and who 

reported greater sexual self-efficacy, reported fewer negative reactions to recent sexual 

intercourse (Zimmer-Gembeck, See, & O’Sullivan, 2014). Other research showed that girls 

with less sexual experience (not having experienced breast fondling) experienced lower 

sexual arousal, sexual agency, sexual self-esteem, and peer approval in having sex than did 

girls who initiated breast fondling over a one-year period (O’Sullivan & Brooks-Gunn, 

2005). 
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Current study 

Previous studies on young people’s sexual development were mostly retrospective cross-

sectional and focused on a narrow definition of sexuality. This study extends existing 

research by exploring the speed of young people’s sexual behavior trajectories, and how 

this speed relates to the everyday expression of sexual development prospectively and 

longitudinally over a two-year period. In order to do so, we examined young people’s 

expressions of their everyday sexual development qualitatively (important themes) and 

quantitatively (i.e., frequency). We also assessed differences between sexual behavior 

trajectories. Inspired by earlier research into sexual behavior trajectories, we explored 

three of these: 1) the non-sexual behavior trajectory, 2) the gradual sexual behavior 

trajectory, and 3) the fast sexual behavior trajectory (De Graaf et al., 2009).  

Based on the research literature, we assumed that non-sexually active young 

people would report fewer expressions of sexuality in their diaries than young people in 

gradual and fast sexual behavior trajectories. Furthermore, it was expected that the 

romantic aspects would be more profound than the physical aspects of sexuality, even 

though sexually active trajectories are thought to express more about the physical aspects 

(e.g., sexual intercourse, French kissing) of sexuality than the trajectories of non-active 

young people. Additionally, we qualitatively and quantitatively (i.e., in terms of frequency) 

explored whether it was possible to find overarching themes and, subsequently, to 

differentiate these themes in terms of sexual-behavior trajectories.  

 

Method 

 

Participants 

The main goal of the diary study was to describe emergent sexual development from the 

perspective of the young people themselves. Data for the current study were collected 

from 45 young people, who were asked to describe their everyday sexual experiences in a 

two-year diary study. Initially, 123 young people (81 girls; 42 boys) participated in the 

study. Approximately half of the young people (53%) dropped out during the research 

period (W1: n = 123; W2: n = 98; W3 n = 85; W4 n = 75; W5 n = 67; W6 n = 65). Of the 

remaining 65 eligible participants, 20 young people were removed because of incomplete 

data or inconsistent answers (e.g., reporting fondling underneath clothing at W1 but not 

at W2). This left 45 participants (35 girls; 10 boys) who provided complete data.  
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  The average age of the 45 participants was 15.9 years old (SD = 1.6). Eighteen 

percent of the participants were enrolled in pre-vocational secondary education, 43% in 

senior general secondary education, and 39% in pre-university education. These are the 

three main types of high-school education in the Netherlands. All participants had Dutch 

nationality and reported their sexual orientation as (predominantly) heterosexual.  

The 45 research participants consisted of significantly more girls and fewer boys 

than the initial n = 123 sample (
2
 (1, N = 123) = 3.963, p = 0.047). There were no 

significant differences in age or educational level between the 45 research participants of 

this study and the initial n = 123 sample (t (121) = 0.216, p = 0.830 and (t (120) = 0.540, p = 

0.590), respectively). 

 

Procedure 

Six high schools known to the first author (via acquaintances and colleagues) were 

approached by e-mail and telephone, and through school visits. The schools were 

representative of the three main educational levels of high schools in the Netherlands. In 

addition to written and oral information about the research project, participants and their 

caregiver(s) received the invitation to voluntarily participate in the study, and were asked 

to return a registration form. The goal of the study (to capture participants’ sexual 

development, broadly defined) was described, and it was explicitly mentioned that every 

participant between 12 and 18 years old could participate, including those who were not 

(yet) involved in sexual activities (e.g., sexual intercourse). It was important to attract non-

active participants, because we wanted to study the progression of sexual activity over a 

two-year period. We explicitly mentioned that motivation was important, since the study 

design was time-consuming and intensive (i.e., regular reports over two years). An age 

range of 12 to 18 years old was the selection criteria, because sexual development 

emerges during this period through exploring manifest experiences (e.g., De Graaf et al., 

2012). Permission from caregiver(s) was a requirement for participation in the study. 

 The study consisted of longitudinal questionnaires and diaries. The data collection 

consisted of six waves of six weeks, separated by a two-month break, over the course of 

two years. Six waves were chosen, because we did not want to overburden the 

participants. A weblog questionnaire assessing demographic information and sexual 

behavior was completed in the first week of the data collection period. In the weeks that 

followed, the participants completed a semi-structured weblog diary, assessing everyday 

experiences with sexuality. The questionnaires and diaries were maintained on a secure 

survey website. E-mail addresses and usernames were collected separately to guarantee 

anonymity.  
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Participants were allowed to ask questions, and request advice or help after each 

diary entry, for ethical reasons. This support was provided in close collaboration with a 

mental health institution so e-health or referral to a support service could be offered if 

required. Those few participants who asked questions were not included in our study’s 45-

member sample. To increase participants’ motivation for the study, the main researcher 

remained in contact with the participants by e-mail. The main researcher sent out 

newsletters, Christmas greetings, and personally answered incoming e-mails. At the end of 

every data collection period, the participants were compensated for their participation by 

an increasing weekly reward starting with EUR 5 (W1) and ending with EUR 15 (W6). Prior 

to data collection, the study was approved by the Ethical Committee for Psychology of 

University of Groningen. 

 

Measurements 

Questionnaire: Sexual behavior trajectories. Participants assessed dichotomously 

whether or not (yes/no) they had experienced French kissing (1), being fondled/fondling 

on top of clothing (2), being fondled/fondling underneath clothing (3), and going further 

than that (4). If they went further than fondling underneath clothing, they could write in 

an open-ended way what they had exactly done. Sexual behavior ranged from no sexual 

activity (0) to going further than fondling underneath clothing (4).  

Because of ethical considerations, young people were protected against receiving 

information they were not ready for. This precaution was important, since the age range 

of young people who could participate in the study varied from 12 to 18 years old. 

Repeated exposure to questions related to sexual activity may motivate young people to 

give a “yes” answer, despite not actually having performed the sexual act. Additionally, 

young people could be triggered to perform sexual acts that they had read about in the 

questionnaire. In order to overcome these problems, young people were exposed to the 

sexual activity questions adaptively. Only if young people wrote that they had been 

involved in kissing (1), would they see the next question about fondling on top of clothing 

(2). In addition, young people reporting fondling on top of clothing (2) would see the next 

question about fondling underneath clothing (3), etc.  

The above-mentioned questionnaire items were used to calculate duration, 

progression, speed, and experience of sexual behavior over the two-year period. First, 

duration was assessed for the sexual behavior that was reported with the longest duration 

during the research period. For example, a participant might report kissing at W1 (1), and 

at W2, W3, W4 fondling on top of clothing (2), and at W5 and W6 fondling underneath 

clothing (3). In this case, the duration was considered as (2) fondling on top of clothing. 
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Duration ranged from (0) no sexual activity to (4) going further than being 

fondled/fondling underneath clothing. Second, progression was assessed by extracting the 

sexual behavior of W6 from the sexual behavior of W1. For example, from nothing (0) at 

W1 to going further (4) at W6, the progression was 4 (4 minus 0). Progression ranged from 

(0) no progression to (4) a progression within the research period from no sexual activity 

to going further than being fondled/fondling underneath clothing. Third, speed was 

computed if a participant skipped a sexual behavior from one point in time to the other 

(e.g., from W1 to W2). For instance, a participant could report (0) no sexual activity at W1 

and (3) fondling underneath clothing at W2 resulting in a speed of 1 (i.e., skipping one 

sexual activity, namely (2) fondling on top of clothing). Speed ranged from 0 skipping no 

sexual behavior to 3 skipping three sexual behaviors within the research period. Finally, 

experience was assessed as the “highest” sexual behavior of all waves and could range 

from (0) no sexual activity to (4) going further than fondling underneath clothes.    

Diary: Everyday expressions of sexual development. Because of the innovative 

nature of the diary study, a pilot study was conducted using a sample of 183 participants 

at a vocational training school, who filled in the diary once without any financial 

compensation for their participation. Results showed that the participants understood the 

questions well and were motivated to report on private personal experiences. Minimal 

revisions were made to the wording of questions as used in this study. 

In order to capture everyday expressions of emergent sexual development, 

participants were invited to report everyday sexual experiences: “The following questions 

are about what was most on your mind in the previous week regarding falling in love, 

flirting, going out, having sex, intimacy, having a romantic relationship, and/or everything 

related to that. So, write about something that’s on your mind, what you’re thinking 

about, and what you have strong feelings about.” The participants were given open-ended 

prompts and were stimulated to write elaborated reports by answering two more open-

ended questions: what the participants wished for and did during the event, or wished for 

and wanted to do in case of an internal experience, such as a thought or desire.        

 

Data analysis 

The two-year quantitative questionnaire data distinguished participants based on their 

reports of sexual behavior. A two-step cluster analysis for duration, progression, speed, 

and experience was used to explore whether participants could be grouped into different 

sexual behavior trajectories. The two-step cluster analysis was chosen, because it can 

handle continuous and categorical variables. Cluster analysis is an exploratory statistical 
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tool clustering participants into groups; it computes groups based on the degree of 

association between participants.  

 The two-year qualitative diaries were used to find overarching themes in 

everyday experiences. Constant Comparative Method (CCM) compares the content of the 

diaries, involving three steps: open, axial, and selective coding (Boeije, 2010). Open coding 

was used to study every diary to determine what exactly was described by the participant, 

resulting in tentative codes. The tentative codes were applied to the rest of the sample: 

axial coding. By selective coding, the data was structured by focusing on the research 

questions. We identified the importance of the themes quantitatively by calculating the 

frequency of the codes. In addition, the everyday expressions of sexuality were compared 

among the sexual behavior trajectories.  

Inter-observer reliability was calculated using Cohen’s kappa. Values > 0.70 were 

considered to be reliable. Quantitative analyses were done with the use of Excel and SPSS 

version 20.0. The frequency of participants reporting a topic at least once and the number 

of diary reports are presented in percentages to compare the relative number of reports 

between the sexually active and non-active trajectories. Quantitative analyses were 

performed using t-test and Fisher’s exact test to examine age and gender differences, 

respectively. A Mann-Whitney U test was used to compare the clusters on the median 

number of diary reports. Monte Carlo permutation tests were used to test differences 

between the clusters for themes in the daily expressions. Monte Carlo permutation tests 

were judged to be the most suitable statistical analyses in cases of small (or skewed) 

samples sizes, since they do not need any underlying distribution or minimum sample size 

(Todman & Dugard, 2001; Van Geert, Steenbeek & Kunnen, 2012). Meaningful differences 

between the clusters are presented as noteworthy, when the clusters statistically differ on 

percentage number of participants as well as percentage number of diary reports. We 

chose a combination of both methods in order to examine differences in personal sexual 

expressions, because a higher number of diary reports may not co-occur with a higher 

number of participants, since some participants might write several diary reports about a 

specific theme, whereas others might not, thus resulting in an over- or underestimation of 

differences. The number of diary reports is also important to note, because it gives an 

indication of the intensiveness of the topic in the daily lives of participants. Quotations 

from individual participants are illustrated by numbers, from P01 for participant 01, to P45 

for participant 45.  
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Results 

 

Questionnaires: Sexual behavior trajectories 

Two-step cluster analysis on duration, progression, speed, and experience revealed three 

sexual trajectories, the characteristics of which are shown in Table 1. The majority of the 

participants showed a non-active sexual behavior trajectory (n = 29; 64%). Although a few 

reported once having kissed someone, most participants in this trajectory reported no 

sexual activities during the two-year period. The other participants were sexually active, 

resulting in two sexual behavior trajectories. 

About one third of respondents showed a gradual sexual behavior trajectory with 

respondents developing more sexual activities step-by-step over the two-year period (n = 

12; 27%). A minority of the respondents showed a fast trajectory, experiencing all new 

sexual behaviors in a short period of time (n = 4; 9%). Within a few months they jumped 

from never kissed someone to going further than fondling underneath clothing, such as 

performing or receiving manual sex or having vaginal intercourse.  

All participants in the non-active sexual behavior trajectory were participants who 

mentioned no (or minor) sexual behavior (from French kissing to fondling underneath 

clothing) in the questionnaire. These participants were not sexually active, based on the 

items in the questionnaire. It should be mentioned, however, that, in the diary 

descriptions, these participants did report about sexual experiences. In this sense the term 

“non-active” seems not quite right. Still, for reasons of clarity we will call those 

participants, clustered together as having no (or minor) experiences with explicit sexual 

behavior (from French kissing to fondling underneath clothing) based on the 

questionnaire, non-active participants.  

Participants having a non-sexually active trajectory (Mage = 15.6) and gradual 

sexual behavior trajectory (Mage = 16.6) did not significantly differ for gender or age 

(respectively, (p = 0.696, FET); (t (38) = -1.725, p = 0.981)). The fast sexual behavior 

trajectory consisted of only girls and had a mean age of 16.4 years.  

 

Diaries: Everyday expressions of sexual development 

Participants described a total of 347 sexual experiences (MIN = 0; MAX = 24). Participants 

in the non-active sexual trajectory (Mdn = 4) reported fewer sexual experiences in their 

diaries, when compared to the sexually active (Mdn = 9) trajectories (U=335.5, p = 0.14).  
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Table 1 Two-step cluster analysis on duration, progression, speed, and experience  

Trajectory n Duration  Progression  Speed  Experience 

  M SD  M SD  M SD  M SD 

Non-active  29 (64%) 0.03 0.19  0.17 0.38  0 0  0.17 0.38 

Gradual  12 (27%) 3.42 0.79  0.42 0.67  0 0  3.67 0.65 

Fast  4 (9%) 1 2  3.25 0.96  1 0  3.75 0.50 

Note. M=Mean. SD=Standard Deviation. 

 

Table 2 Themes: Description, N (%), Diary reports (%) 

Theme Description N (%) Diary reports (%) 

Romantic  

(ĸ = 0.96) 

Any references to romantic 

experiences (e.g., finding someone 

attractive, being in love, experiences 

with romantic partner)  

40 (100%) 308 (89%) 

Sexual 

(ĸ = 0.96) 

Any references to physical sexual 

contact in the broadest sense of the 

word (e.g., French kissing, hugging, 

fondling, sexual intercourse) 

18 (45%) 68 (20%) 

Desire 

(ĸ = 0.92) 

Any references to wanting, desiring, or 

wishing for something in a romantic or 

sexual context (e.g., contact with a 

significant other or having sex) 

33(83%) 186 (53%) 

Uncertainties 

(ĸ = 1) 

Any references to uncertainties, 

hesitations, insecurities in a romantic 

or sexual context (e.g., doubts about 

being in love or romantic relationships)  

24 (60%) 96 (28%) 

Social network 

(ĸ = 0.94) 

Any references to anyone within the 

social network of the young person 

(e.g., conversation with a friend, 

family-member, or classmate about 

romantic desires) 

25 (63%) 75 (22%) 
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In fact, 5 out of 28 non-active participants reported no sexual experience during the 

research period. They reported everyday issues about family, peers, school, and leisure-

time activities, but not about sexuality. These five participants were excluded in further 

analyses, because their everyday expressions of sexual development could not be studied. 

Consequently, the study sample consisted of n = 40 participants, and the following 

analyses were based on n = 24 for the non-sexually active group of participants.  

Qualitative analysis revealed the following themes in the diaries: 1) Romantic vs. 

physical aspects of sexuality; 2) Desires; 3) Uncertainties; and 4) Social context (see Table 

2 for an overview).  

Romantic and physical aspects of sexuality. Overall, all participants (n = 40, 100%) 

reported in 89% of the diaries about romantic aspects of sexuality, such as liking someone, 

romantic relationships, and being in love. Likewise, all participants within each sexual 

behavior trajectory reported at least once on the romantic aspects of sexuality (non-active 

93% of the reports; gradual 79% of the reports; fast 97% of the reports).  

Regarding the physical aspects of sexuality, 45% of all participants (n = 40) reported 

in 20% of the diaries about physical sexual activities. A difference appeared between the 

non-sexually active and the sexually active (fast and gradual) trajectories. Gradually and 

fast sexually active participants reported significantly more in their diaries about physical 

aspects of sexuality than did non-active participants (gradual 92% of sample, 39% of the 

reports; fast 26% of sample, 50% of the reports; non-active 5% of the sample, 22% of the 

reports) (gradual vs. non-active sample p = 0.001, reports p = 0.001; fast vs. non-active 

sample p = 0.044, reports p = 0.001). The diaries of gradual and fast participants did not 

differ regarding expressions of physical sexual activities in their diaries (sample p = 0.088, 

reports p = 0.028).  

Desires. Diary reports were coded as desires in any situation where the participant 

mentioned a desire, that is, where a participant explicitly referred to wanting, wishing, or 

desiring something. We will discuss the importance of desires quantitatively (number of 

desires) within the different sexual behavior trajectories and then focus on two main 

desires: the desire 1) for contact with a (future) romantic partner and 2) for physical 

contact. Finally, the frequencies of these main desires between the three sexual 

trajectories will be discussed.   

In general, most of the participants (n = 33; 83%) expressed their desires and 

wishes in half of the diary entries (53%). There were no differences as to the number of 

desires and wishes expressed in the diaries for sexual or non-sexual trajectories. Many of 

non-active (74%), gradual (92%), and fast (100%) participants reported their desires in 

approximately half of their diary reports: 54%, 57%, and 43%, respectively. As indicated, 

two main desires could be distinguished.  
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First, 60% of all participants reported the desire to make contact with a (future) 

romantic partner in 24% of their reports. For example, a 16-year-old sexually non-active 

boy (P02):  

 

“(...) I want her to like me. (...) Anyway, I want to talk to her (...).”   

 

Likewise, a 15-year-old girl with a gradual sexual trajectory reported (P04):  

 

“(...) I wanted to be with him to have a nice, cozy talk with each other… just to have fun together, 

you know?”   

 

A 16-year-old girl with a fast trajectory showed that she desired contact with her potential 

romantic partner and wrote (P09):  

 

“(...) I wanted to see him as soon as possible.”  

 

The number of desires for contact with a (future) romantic partner did not differ 

for the sexual and non-sexual trajectories. About sixty to seventy percent of the non-

active (57%), gradual (62%), and fast (75%) participants reported having a desire to make 

contact with a (future) romantic partner, in general terms, in approximately one-quarter 

of the diaries (non-active 26%, gradual 24%, fast 15%). 

Second, less than half of the participants (n=16; 40% of all participants) explicitly 

expressed their desire to have physical contact, broadly defined from less intimate to 

more intimate sexual behaviors (12% of all reports). Twenty-five percent of those 

participants, who wrote about their desire for physical contact, described their desire for 

French kissing (6% of the reports), 18 percent for hugging (4% of the reports), and 13 

percent for sexual intercourse (3% of the reports). Participants described their desire to 

have physical contact mostly in the context of longing for their (potential) romantic 

partner after not seeing each other for a time; some participants desired to have sexual 

contact to make up for a previously negative situation. For example a 17-year-old boy with 

a gradual trajectory (P07):  

 

“I had a fight with my girlfriend. It makes me feel a bit weird. I want to go to her and hug her.”  
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Several participants desired physical contact in the context of celebrating a party, feeling 

attractive or wanted, or having or starting a romantic relationship, for example, a 15-year-

old girl with a gradual trajectory (P25):  

 

“We went to the movies. During the movie he asked me if I wanted to go steady with him. Then and 

there, I wanted to kiss and hug him.”  

 

The number of diaries that expressed the desire for physical sexual contact differed 

significantly for active and non-active trajectories. Except for one, all gradual participants 

reported the desire for sexual contact (92% of gradual participants, 23% of the reports). 

This was significantly more than for non-active (17% of non-active participants, 4% of the 

reports) and fast (25% of fast participants, 13% of the reports) participants (gradual vs. 

non-active: sample p = 0.001, reports p = 0.001; gradual vs. fast: sample p = 0.003, reports 

p = 0.035). Even though the fast participants developed rapidly from less to more intimate 

behaviors, most of them did not mention desiring physical contact in their everyday 

experiences.  

Uncertainties. When participants referred to uncertainties, hesitations, or 

insecurities with respect to their sexual development, the report was coded as 

uncertainty. First, we will discuss the number of uncertainties in general and those relative 

to the three sexual trajectories. Second, two main uncertainties emerged from the data 

and will each be discussed: 1) uncertainty about whether or not liking (or being liked by) a 

significant other; and 2) uncertainty about physical contact. These main uncertainties will 

be discussed and illustrated by diary examples.  

In general, 60% of all participants expressed uncertainties in 28% of the diary 

entries. Uncertainties were significantly more profound within the active trajectories than 

the non-active trajectories. Fast participants (100% of fast, 46% of the reports) reported 

uncertainties significantly more than non-active participants (52% of the non-actives, 19% 

of the reports) in the diaries (sample p = 0.041, reports p = 0.003). Gradual participants 

(62% of the gradual, 34% of the reports) did not unequivocally significantly differ from 

non-active participants in writing about uncertainties (sample p = 0.223, reports p = 

0.001). As indicated, three sorts of uncertainties emerged from the data and will be 

discussed next.  

First, 45% of all participants (n = 40) reported uncertainties about liking (or being 

liked by) a significant other in 10% of the diaries. Participants reported uncertainties about 

liking (or being liked by) a significant other in several contexts. The uncertainty could be 

because of a feeling that the other person did not like him/her (anymore). For example, a 

15-year-old non-active girl mentioned her uncertainty about a boy (P05):  



 

54 

 

“ (...) he likes me too… at least I thought he did.. Suddenly he was nasty, and I didn’t know why. One 

week went by, and I couldn’t deal with it anymore, so I asked him about it (...).”  

 

In addition, the opinion of peers could serve as a source of uncertainty.  For example, a 

17-year-old non-active girl mentioned (P19):  

 

“Lately, I’ve been texting with a boy I used to know. (...) My friends try to talk me into it, and that’s 

the reason I have a lot of doubts about whether or not I like him.”  

 

Furthermore, liking a person who is already a “regular” friend serves as a source of 

uncertainty. A 16-year-old non-active boy reported (P29):  

 

“I’m beginning to really like a close friend of mine, but I don’t know whether this is a good idea or 

not. I don’t want to ruin our friendship.”  

 

With respect to uncertainties about liking (or being liked by) a significant other, 

more fast participants (75%) reported at least once about this uncertainty than did non-

active (35%) and gradual participants (33%). However, non-active, gradual, and fast 

participants mentioned uncertainties about liking (or being liked by) a significant other in 

8%, 12%, and 16% of the reports, respectively. The frequency of the reports did not 

substantially differ from each other.   

Second, 18% of the participants reported uncertainties about engaging in physical 

contact in 5% of the diaries. A 16-year-old girl with a gradual trajectory mentioned that 

she did not know what her boundaries were (P03):  

 

“Well, actually, last time we went further than just kissing, and I don’t know yet how far I want to 

go. It felt good, that wasn’t the problem; I just don’t know how far I want to go and when I’ll cross 

my line. I think about that a lot lately.”  

 

Another 15-year-old girl with a fast trajectory mentioned her doubts about whether or not 

to have sexual intercourse (P40):  

 

“Actually, he wants to do it already. I want to, too. Except that, I sort of don’t want to, because I’m 

afraid he won’t want me anymore after that.”  
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Significantly more gradually sexually active participants (50% of sample, 11% of 

reports) reported about uncertainties in the context of physical sexual behaviors than 

non-active participants (gradual vs. non-active; sample p = 0.001, reports p = 0.001). In 

fact, none of the non-active participants reported uncertainties about physical sexual 

behaviors. Fast participants (25% of the sample, 11% of the reports) did not unequivocally 

significantly differ from non-active participants (sample p = 0.044, reports p = 0.006). 

Gradual and fast participants also did not differ (sample p = 0.194, reports p = 0.512).  

References to the social network. Diary reports referring to the social environment 

were coded as social network. First, we calculated the number of references to the social 

network, and we presented differences between the sexual trajectories. Second, the 

content of the diaries referring to social networks was differentiated according to social 

context as peer, family, or media. Third, the diary content revealed that the social network 

could function as a source of negativity, social support, or stimulation.  

In general, a total of 63% reported at least once about their social network within 

the context of their sexual experiences. Significantly more fast (100% of sample, 41% of 

reports) and non-active participants (65% of the sample, 23% of the reports) reported on 

this topic, compared to gradual participants (46% of the sample, 12% of the reports) (fast 

vs. gradual, sample p = 0.004, reports p = 0.001; non-active vs. gradual, sample p = 0.018, 

reports p = 0.027). Fast participants did not report significantly more about their social 

network than non-active participants (sample, p = 0.143; reports, p = 0.002). 

 With respect to the reference group, participants mostly described peers (58% of 

the sample; 16% of the reports), followed by family (18% of the sample; 3% of the 

reports), and media (5% of the sample; 1% of the reports). All fast participants (100%) 

reported about peers in 28% of the reports. This was significantly more than the 33% of 

gradual participants, who referred to peers in 12% of the reports (sample p = 0.004; 

reports p = 0.007). A total of 70% of non-active participants reported about peers in 17% 

of the diaries and did not significantly differ from gradual or fast participants (non-active 

vs. gradual, sample p = 0.389, reports p=0.094; non-active vs. fast sample p = 0.077, 

reports p = 0.05).  

 The social network may function as a source of negativity (40% of the sample; 

13% of the reports), social support (25% of the sample; 3% of the reports), or stimulation 

(18% of the sample; 3% of the reports) within sexual development. For example, a non-

active 17-year-old girl (P19) reported that the peer group served as a source of negativity, 

in her case insecurity:  

 

“There are a lot of people I know getting into a romantic relationship… and I’ve still never kissed 

anyone, and I really hate that. Seriously, doesn’t anyone like me at all?”  
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Further, a non-active 14-year-old boy (P37) described a friend as a source of support:  

 

“I talked with a friend about girls and asked him for advice.”  

 

Finally, a 16-year-old girl with a fast trajectory (P09) reported about stimulation from the 

environment vis-à-vis starting to date:  

 

“A friend made a list of boys I could choose from. And I started dating one of them. I think I kind of 

like him now.”  

 

Discussion 

 

This is the first study to explore everyday expressions of young people’s sexual behavior 

trajectories with the use of an elaborated definition of sexuality, incorporating internal 

representations such as thoughts and desires, and romantic aspects without an explicit 

sexual goal. We examined young people’s temporal sequence of sexual behaviors from 

less to more intimate behaviors and explored the differences in daily sexual expression of 

sexual behavior trajectories.  

First, this study aimed to extend existing research by examining sexual behavior 

trajectories longitudinally over a two-year period using questionnaires. Our longitudinal 

study showed three sexual trajectories: one none-active trajectory and two sexually active 

trajectories. Most of the young people (n = 29) were found grouped in the non-active 

sexual trajectory, which encompassed young people involved in no or minor sexual 

behavior. In addition, this study differentiated between two sexually active trajectories. 

One group of young people (n = 12) was clustered into a gradually sexually active 

trajectory, following a stepwise progression from kissing to fondling, when dressed and 

undressed, and then going further than that. Another, small group of young people (n = 4) 

followed a fast sexual trajectory, rushing into sexual behaviors over a short period of time. 

These trajectory patterns of young people’s sexual development were also found in a 

previous representative Dutch sample (De Graaf et al., 2009). The percentages of sexually 

active young people (calculated without the non-active trajectory, because De Graaf and 

coworkers did not incorporate non-actives in their sample) – 75% gradual and 25% fast 

trajectories – are approximately similar to 73% linear and 27% non-linear sexual 
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trajectories found in the previous large-scale Dutch study (De Graaf et al., 2009). 

Consequently, this result provides our study with a foundation for possibly generalizing 

our own results as further support for the theory. Consequently, the results show initial 

insights into how young people with different trajectories experience their sexual 

development.  

 The second goal was to examine young people’s everyday expressions of their 

sexual development. Our research showed that sexually active young people are more 

occupied with sexuality in their everyday expressions than non-active young people. By 

analyzing diary descriptions, we gained several insights vis-à-vis the themes involved in 

how young people expressed their own sexual development in their everyday lives. Three 

global themes emerged from the diary data (i.e., what young people wrote about): 

everyday desires (83% of all diary reports), uncertainties (60% of all diary reports), and 

social networks (63% of all diary reports). Active and non-active young people differed in 

their expressions of these experiences: Overall, sexually non-active young people 

experienced their sexual development only on a romantic level, whereas sexually active 

young people experienced their sexual development on a romantic as well as on a physical 

sexual level. In addition, although there were a few sexually non-active young people who 

reported no everyday expressions about sexuality at all, most sexually non-active young 

people did experience romantic thoughts, feelings, and desires. These findings 

demonstrate that the emerging phase of sexual development (i.e., romantic topics) may 

go unnoticed in research that is solely based on questionnaires.  

The finding that young people were, in general, more concerned with the romantic 

aspects of sexuality than with explicit sex-related topics, confirms findings in previous 

studies (De Graaf et al., 2012; Miller et al., 1999; Simon et al., 1992; Thornton, 1990; 

Timmerman, 2009). Previous research on the romantic aspects of sexuality focused mainly 

on manifest romantic relationships (Collins et al., 2009). Our study showed that young 

people were also concerned with (initial) romantic fantasies and thoughts rather than just 

with actual romantic relationships per se.  

The desire to make contact with a significant other occupied a central place in 

sexual development for sexually active as well as non-active young people. However, the 

desire for physical sexual contact did differ between the active and non-active trajectories. 

Gradually sexually active young people desired physical sexual contact, but non-active 

young people did not. It seems that sexual activities, once experienced, ensure the desire 

for sexual contact. Gradually sexually active young people experience sexual activity and 

have desires for sexual contact. Perhaps young people’s desires are simply realistic; in 

order to engage in sexual activities, young people first need to make contact with a future 
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sexual partner. Consequently, non-active young people report a desire for contact but not 

(yet) for physical sexual activities. 

In contrast to all but one of the gradual young people, only one of the fast young 

people reported desires for sexual contact. Previous research has shown that feelings of 

being more entitled to have desires is associated with fewer negative reactions to recent 

sexual intercourse (Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 2014). A relatively fast progression of sexual 

behaviors may not allow enough time for desires for physical sexual contact to develop. It 

is possible that fast young people experience more sexual activity than they actually wish 

for. Previous research showed that a short time interval between sexual acts limited 

young people’s opportunities to direct their sexual development vis-à-vis their own needs 

and desires (Rademakers & Straver, 1986; Thompson, 1990). Because of the small number 

of fast young people in this study, future research with more faster-developing young 

people could examine whether enough time to establish desires for physical sexual 

behavior is critical for healthy sexual development.   

In addition to desires, young people frequently showed uncertainties in their 

everyday expressions. Uncertainties became more apparent when young people were 

sexually active. Sexually active young people engage in relatively unfamiliar situations, 

where they have to develop new skills to handle social situations, decide whether or not 

to engage in romantic or sexual encounters, and communicate their decisions effectively 

with (potential) romantic or sexual partners. Therefore, it is not surprising that, when 

compared to sexually non-active young people, sexually active young people described 

significantly more uncertainties about liking (or being liked by) a significant other and 

engaging in physical sexual behaviors. Although not significant, uncertainties were the 

most profound within the fast trajectory. Future research could further examine whether 

high speed, from less to more sexual activities, goes hand in hand with more uncertainties 

about sexuality. More uncertainty in the fast trajectory is in line with earlier research 

showing that a gradual progression of sexual behaviors is associated with more positive 

evaluations of sexual experiences (Thompson, 1990). The vast number of uncertainties 

about romantic aspects of sexuality underscores the importance of incorporating this 

topic in sexual education programs. 

In addition to desires and uncertainties, young people regularly referred to their 

social network in the diary reports. In agreement with the literature, young people 

reported mostly about peers (e.g., talking with peers about romantic experiences) within 

the context of their sexual experiences (Lefkowitz et al., 2004; Simon et al., 1992). They 

reported far less often about family (e.g., a conversation about sexuality with a parent) or 

media (e.g., a television program that mentioned sexuality). Our study showed that the 

social network, mainly peers, could either serve as a source of uncertainties or as a source 
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of support or stimulation (e.g., a peer stimulating the young person to go on a date) in 

terms of everyday issues about sexual development. Apparently, the peer group does not 

always have a negative effect (e.g., peer pressure to have sex) on sexual development. In 

fact, our results show that the peer group can often serve as a support group in handling 

the relatively new situations accompanying emergent sexual development. The fast young 

people were especially more concerned with their peers than the gradual and non-active 

young people. It could be that a relatively fast progression of sexual activity within a short 

period of time serves as a source of uncertainties and results in a greater focus on the 

peer group than gradual and non-active young people. Positive effects of peers (instead of 

negative) in the sense of providing support and advice to young people about their sexual 

development could offer direction for future research and sex education programs. 

 

Strengths, Limitations, and Conclusions 

Our findings need to be considered in light of the strengths and limitations of the study. 

First, our sample size was small and contained a scant number of fast sexually active 

young people. One reason could be that the need for the active permission of parents 

limited the participation of young people. Having a conversation with the parent about 

the research project was inevitable, since parental consent was needed in order to 

participate (for ethical reasons). The small number of fast sexually active young people 

could also be due to the fact that only young people with a native-Dutch background 

participated in the study. Previous research has shown that Dutch young people with a 

non-native background are more likely to follow a fast trajectory (De Graaf et al., 2009). 

Although this study consisted of a small sample size, the findings in our study contribute 

to sexual trajectories found in previous research. Our study’s strength lies in making a 

generalization to the theory (Flyvbjerg, 2006), and, in this way, the research findings have 

added to our insights into how young people develop sexually.  

Second, it is possible that participants were primed to write about the sample 

topics presented in the diary question. However, participants had to write in an open-

ended way about a recently experienced romantic and sexual topic, which makes the 

priming effect different from questionnaires about general topics with no explicit situation 

to refer to.  

Third, because of ethical reasons, sexual behavior was assessed adaptively from a 

progression of less to more intimate sexual behaviors, making it impossible to skip one 

form of sexual behavior. This adaptive nature ignores those young people who experience 

more intimate behaviors before less intimate behaviors. Nevertheless, this sequential 

appearance of sexual-behavior questions produces more reliable answers and less 
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reactivity (i.e., repeated exposure may influence young people to answer “yes,” while 

actually not performing the sexual act, and may trigger young people to perform these 

sexual acts, while initially not having planned on doing so). Furthermore, extensive 

research has shown that young people constantly follow trajectories from less to more 

intimate behaviors (e.g., De Graaf et al., 2009; Halpern et al., 2000; Jakobsen, 1997; Lam 

et al., 2002; O’Sullivan & Brooks-Gunn, 2005; Shtarkshall et al., 2009; Smiler et al., 2011; 

Wiegerink et al., 2010).  

Fourth, reliable answers are a challenge within research about adolescence and 

sexuality, regardless of the research method. The longitudinal character of this study 

made the results more reliable: Young people with inconsistent answers on the 

questionnaire over the six waves (i.e., two years) were excluded from the sample. 

Moreover, the different research methods made it possible to compare the content of the 

diaries with the questionnaire data (i.e., whether both assessments were compatible with 

each other).   

  Fifth, only participants who were willing to reveal their personal lives for at least 

two years were included in the study. It is possible that the young people in our study are 

different from other young people. Nonetheless, the willingness of these participants to 

participate gave us the opportunity to capture rich, detailed data from everyday lives that 

cannot always be captured by pure observation or questionnaire data.  

Despite these limitations, our findings contribute to research on emergent sexual 

development as a normative transition within adolescence. The vast amount of romantic 

expressions in the diaries could guide future studies so as to incorporate romantic aspects 

in their research. In addition, adjusting information to young people’s personal interests is 

essential for sexual education programs to succeed. Therefore, the idiosyncratic 

expressions of the main themes, desires, uncertainties, and social context (especially 

peers) could be of importance in tailoring sexual education to the individual level. This 

research could help support formal (e.g., school) and informal (e.g., family) sexual 

education by including a reflection on the personal experiencing of current or future 

romantic relationships and sexuality, in addition to a narrow view of sexuality, which only 

includes the biology of the human body and safe sex (Timmerman, 2009). Sexual 

education that normalizes sexual exploration in adolescence and discusses internal 

representations of sexual development, incorporating romantic aspects, may help young 

people to process and consider their preferences for different sexual and romantic acts, 

and, as a consequence, contribute to healthy sexual development. Future research could 

examine further whether it is best for young people to take their time exploring and 

considering sexual acts one by one, and developing desires for physical sexual contact 

before actually performing these sexual activities.  
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PART II 

Young People’s Everyday Conversations with their 

Parents about Romantic and Sexual Issues 
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Chapter 4 

“Let’s Talk about Love”                                                                     

A Mixed-Methods Diary Study of Everyday Parent-child 

Conversations about Romance and Sexuality 
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Abstract 

 

The present study examined young people’s own perceptions of parent-child 

conversations about romance and sexuality. A total of 66 young people (Mage=15.3) 

reported on their conversations with their parents in a mixed methods diary over a period 

of one year. Two of the fundamental orientations found in Family Communication Pattern 

Theory (FCPT), conversation and conformity orientations, were used as a basis for 

qualitative analysis. Results showed that only 32% of the participants reported at least one 

conversation about sex-related issues. These sex-related conversation topics involved 

mainly romantic topics (i.e. initial romantic experiences and romantic relationships). Girls 

reported significantly more sex-related conversations with their parents than did boys. In 

addition, most of the sex-related conversations of the girls were with their mothers. 

Conversation orientation was more determinative than conformity orientation in terms of 

how the parent-child sex-related conversations were experienced; conversations about 

sexuality elicited significantly more avoidance behavior compared to conversations about 

other topics. Three parent-child communication patterns emerged from the data. These 

patterns showed that the sex-related topic does play an important role but not in every 

young person’s life. 

 

Keywords: Parent-child conversations about romance and sexuality, Mixed-methods diary 

study, Family Communication Pattern Theory 
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Introduction 

 

Although the development of sexuality is a lifelong process, sexual development changes 

rapidly in adolescence. Young people are expected to deal with numerous unfamiliar 

situations in a short period of time; rapid physical changes, the emergence of romantic 

and sexual desires, and pressures from peers to have sex are typical issues that confront 

young people. Parents may support their children directly by providing information, and 

by helping them to interpret messages about how to deal with romantic and sexual 

feelings, attitudes, and behaviors (Collins, Welsh, & Furman, 2009; Lefkowitz & Stoppa, 

2006). Parents can have a significant effect on their children’s sexual attitudes and 

behaviors (DiIorio et al., 2003).  

Talking about sexuality is often challenging for parents and young people due to 

the sensitive nature of the topic (Afifi, Joseph, & Aldeis, 2008; Jerman & Constantine, 

2010; Widman, Choukas-Bradley, Helms, Golin, & Prinstein, 2014). Such conversations are 

frequently referred to as “the big talk” (Martino, Elliott, Corona, Kanouse, & Schuster, 

2008). However, there is no such thing as one crucial conversation about romance and 

sexuality. Parents tend to guide their children in their sexual development in an ongoing 

conversation over time.  Using a diary study, this research project explores, from the 

perspective of young people, whether and how sex-related conversations with parents 

occur in everyday life, and how these conversations relate to other everyday 

conversations.  

 

Parent-child conversations about sexuality 

The Dutch are known for their sexually liberal culture (Braeken, 1994; Schalet, 2011). The 

Netherlands generally achieves better sexual health statistics than the United States of 

America or the United Kingdom (Parker, Wellings, and Lazarus 2009; Weaver, Smith, and 

Kippax 2005). In contrast to US families, most Dutch parents frame sexual experiences as a 

normal activity between young people, provided they are in a steady relationship and use 

contraception (Schalet, 2000; Schalet, 2004; Schalet, 2011). Sexuality remains, however, a 

very personal and sensitive topic, even in the Netherlands. 

Researchers are not eager to use methods that capture parent-child conversations 

about romance and sexuality in the natural environment, because these conversations do 

not occur regularly enough (Lefkowitz, 2002). Since the Netherlands is one of the 

countries with pragmatic and sex-positive government policies, and Dutch parents say it is 

important to talk with their children about sexuality (Schalet, 2011; Weaver, Smith, & 



 

66 

 

Kippax, 2005), we reasoned that a Dutch sample could be suitable for capturing naturally 

occurring parent-child sex-related conversations. 

Overall, parental conversations about sex-related topics are infrequently compared 

to conversations on other topics such as school (Baxter & Akkoor, 2011). A recent study 

carried out in the Netherlands indicated that young people frequently discussed romantic 

experiences and relationships (boys 78%; girls 89%) with their parents, followed by sex-

related topics such as birth control (boys 56%; girls 71%), and preventing STDs (boys 52%; 

girls 57%) (De Graaf, Kruijer, Van Acker, & Meijer, 2012). Another Dutch study showed 

that, when sexual topics are discussed between young people and their parents, the most 

common topic is romantic relationships (De Looze, Constantine, Jerman, Vermeulen-Smit, 

& Ter Bogt, 2014).  

Studies in the USA and the Netherlands showed that, on the whole, girls and older 

children have more frequent communication about sexuality with their parents than boys 

and younger children (De Looze et al., 2014; DiIorio et al., 2003; Gillmore, Chen, Haas, 

Kopak, & Robillard, 2011; Widman et al., 2014). On the whole, mothers are more likely to 

talk about sexuality with their children than are fathers (De Looze et al., 2014; DiIorio et 

al., 2003). However, Dutch boys talk more frequently with their fathers about sexuality, 

and Dutch girls talk more frequently with their mothers (De Graaf et al., 2012). A Dutch 

study among 12- to 16-year-olds showed that mothers talked more about romantic 

relationships, and the use of contraceptives and condoms with older children compared to 

younger ones (De Looze et al., 2014). 

In addition to identifying the topics discussed in conversations about sexuality, 

research is increasingly focusing on how parent-child conversations about sexuality are 

experienced by the young people themselves. The Family Communication Patterns Theory 

(FCPT) identifies two fundamental dimensions within parent-child communication: 

conversation orientation and conformity orientation (Baxter & Akkoor, 2011; Koerner & 

Schrodt, 2014). First, conversation orientation involves unrestricted conversations about a 

wide array of topics. When a family scores high on this dimension, the parent and child 

spend a considerable time talking to each other. These parents believe that frequent 

communication with their children is their main means of educating them. In contrast, a 

family scores low on this dimension, if the parent and child avoid talking to each other. In 

general, young people frequently avoid talking about sexual experiences with their 

parents (e.g., Afifi et al., 2008; Baxter & Akkoor, 2011; Daddis & Randolph, 2010). Parents’ 

comfort in talking about sexual topics is positively associated with the number of various 

sexual topics discussed (Jerman & Constantine, 2010).  

Second, conformity orientation involves the degree of homogeneity of attitudes, 

values, and beliefs. Parents with a high degree of conformity orientation believe that 
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family members should subordinate their personal interests or opinions to those of the 

family. Typically, within parent-child conversations, such parents are the ones who 

promote certain attitudes and beliefs. The voice and opinion of the parent is considered to 

be more important than the child’s; parents try to constrain the attitudes, beliefs, and 

behavior of their child so as to conform to their own.  

Observational studies among Latino and European American mother-child dyads 

studied real-life sex-related conversations and showed that mothers tended to dominate 

conversations about sexuality more than they did in conversations about other topics 

(Lefkowitz, Kahlbaugh, & Sigman, 1996; Lefkowitz, Romo, Corona, Au, & Sigman, 2000). 

One could posit that dominance is associated with conformity orientation. A study of 14- 

to 17-year-old North-American young people revealed that young people are less inclined 

to talk about certain topics, when their view differs from that of their parents (Darling, 

Cumsille, Caldwell, & Dowdy, 2006). Research shows that sex topics score low on 

conversation orientation and intermediate on conformity orientation compared to other 

topics (Baxter & Akkoor, 2011). However, conversations about dating scored as 

intermediate, with respect to both conversation orientation and conformity orientation, 

when compared to other topics (Baxter & Akkoor, 2011).  

Previous studies on parent-child conversations about sexuality have been typically 

characterized by three limitations. One of these limitations was the use of a questionnaire 

with a pre-determined list of topics used to study parent-child conversations. Studying 

real-life sex-related conversations generates knowledge about a greater range of topics 

than the selection of items within a questionnaire would be able to encompass (Lefkowitz, 

Sigman, & Au, 2000; Lefkowitz & Stoppa, 2006). The second limitation was that this 

research was primarily concerned with intercourse-related aspects of sexuality. The 

romantic experiences most studied are manifested experiences, such as dating and 

romantic relationships (Collins et al., 2009; Daddis & Randolph, 2010; DiIorio et al., 2003; 

Martino et al., 2008). There is little research that has focused on a broader 

operationalization of sexuality, including topics about initial romantic affiliations (such as 

having a crush on someone) (Collins et al., 2009; DiIorio et al., 2003; Martino et al., 2008). 

Finally, most of the previous studies have paid attention to the frequency of sex-related 

communication at a given point in time. In order to better understand young people’s 

subjective experiences, it is critical to focus on how young people experience naturally 

occurring parent-child conversations in everyday life over a longer period of time. 
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This study 

The goal of this study was to explore everyday parent-child conversations about sexuality 

by applying conversation and conformity orientations to interpret real-life conversations 

and examine their relationship with conversations on different topics. It was explored to 

what extent and about which sex-related topics young people and parents talk about in 

everyday life. In addition, young people’s experiences of their everyday sex-related 

conversations with their parents were compared to conversations about other topics. In 

this way, we aim to contribute to theory development on family communication about 

sexuality.  

 

Method 

 

Participants 

Data for this study were collected as part of the larger Project STARS (Studies on 

Trajectories of Adolescent Relationships and Sexuality), a longitudinal research project on 

the romantic and sexual development of young people. The diary data consisted of three 

waves of data collection over a one-year period. The sample consisted of 123 participants 

(81 girls, 42 boys) in the first wave (W1, February/March 2012) and 66 participants (48 

girls, 18 boys) in the third wave (W3, October/November 2012). In order to calculate the 

attrition rate, the sample at the first wave (W1) and last wave (W3) were compared. The 

attrition rate was 46% (40% for girls and 57% for boys). Only the 66 young people who 

participated in all three waves were included in this study.  

Average age was 15.3 years at W1 (range = 12-17.5) and 16 years at W3 (range = 

13.3-18.3). All participants were high school students: 26% of the participants were 

enrolled in vocational training, 33% in higher secondary education, and 41% in pre-

university education. These are the three main educational levels found in high schools in 

the Netherlands. All participants were of Dutch nationality and reported their sexual 

orientation as (predominantly) heterosexual. 

 

Procedure 

Participation was voluntary, and the selection criterion was being a high school student 

(aged between 12 and 18), because young people develop sexually during this period 

through exploring manifest experiences (e.g., De Graaf et al., 2012). Via acquaintances and 
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colleagues of the first author, six high schools were approached by e-mail, telephone, and 

through school visits. In addition to written and oral information about the research 

project, motivated young people and their caregiver(s) received an invitation to 

voluntarily participate in the study, and were asked to return a registration form to the 

first author. Motivation was important, since the study design was time-consuming (i.e., 

regular reports over one year). Only young people with written permission from their 

caregiver(s) participated in the study.  

Participants were asked to complete weekly diaries in three waves of six weeks, 

each separated by a two-month break, over the course of one year. Three data collection 

periods with breaks were chosen because pilot studies revealed that a shorter time frame 

would overburden the participants. Each week, participants were asked to describe a 

parent-child conversation (that had taken place the previous week) in an online weblog 

diary via a secure survey website. E-mail addresses and usernames were collected 

separately to guarantee anonymity.  

Participants could ask questions and request advice or help after each diary entry, 

out of ethical considerations. This support was provided in close collaboration with a 

mental health institution so referral to a support service could be offered if required. The 

few participants who did ask questions were not included in the study’s sample for the 

purposes of this paper. To increase participants’ motivation for the study, the first 

researcher sent out newsletters, New Year’s greetings, and personally answered incoming 

e-mails from the participants. The participants were compensated for their participation 

by a gratuity that increased over the course of the study (EUR 5 at W1; EUR 7.50 at W2; 

EUR 10 at W3). The study was approved by the Ethical Committee for Psychology of the 

University of Groningen. 

 

Measurements 

Because of the innovative nature of the diary study, two pilot studies were conducted 

prior to the current study.  The diary was completed once by 183 participants (age range: 

12-to 17-years-old) and 5 participants (age range: 12- to 16-years-old) completed the 

diary every second day over a two-week period. These pilot studies showed that the 

participants understood the questions and were motivated to report private personal 

experiences. Marginal revisions were made to the wording of the questions and the 

design as used in this study (i.e., the time between each diary entry was changed to one 

week instead of every second day).  

Data collections started with a short questionnaire to collect demographic 

information, such as age, gender, and education. A semi-structured weblog diary was used 
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to obtain everyday parent-child conversations. The participants were asked to describe 

everyday conversations with their parent(s) about their romantic and sexual experiences: 

“Did you have a conversation with your father and/or mother about being in love, flirting, 

sex, intimacy, romantic relationships, or any other related topic?” Participants were 

encouraged to describe the conversation (“What exactly was it about? What was your 

point of view? And what was your parents’ point of view? Please describe the 

conversation.”). A subsequent closed-ended question asked who the participant had 

talked to (father, mother, or both). At the end of each diary entry, the participant was 

encouraged to add any information about the conversation without limitations regarding 

the length of the text. 

 

Data analysis  

Quantitative analyses were performed using t-tests and chi-square analyses to test 

differences between subsamples (i.e., participants who reported at least once versus 

participants who reported no sex-related conversation). With respect to the mixed-

methods approach, Constant Comparative Method (CCM) was used to code and analyze 

the diary descriptions of specific topics and emerging dimensions (Boeije, 2010). The CCM 

is a stepwise comparison of the content of the diaries, yielding their main themes and 

patterns. The qualitative analysis involved three steps: open, axial, and selective coding. 

First, out of a small sample, every diary report was studied to determine what exactly had 

been described by the participant, and this then resulted in tentative codes. Second, axial 

coding involved applying these tentative codes to the rest of the sample. Third, selective 

coding involved structuring the data by focusing on the study aims. The validity of the data 

was managed by collaboration, reflection, and discussion in terms of whether the code 

names really reflected the content of the reports. Most of the reports had clear 

informational content. Vague descriptions of experiences were discussed, and dismissed 

or included in existing codes, resulting in adjustments within the coding scheme. Inter-

observer reliability was calculated using Cohen’s kappa. Values > 0.70 were considered to 

be reliable. We identified the importance of the themes by calculating the frequency of 

the codes.  

 Topics. All conversations about sexuality, broadly defined, were coded as 

Sexuality (WHO, 2012). All conversations that could not be coded as sexuality were coded 

as Other (e.g., conversations about school). All sex-related conversations were selected for 

further coding. Each conversation was coded into one of the following subtopics: Initial 

Romantic Affiliations, Romantic Relationship, Explicit Sexual Behavior and Contraceptive 

Use, and Other (see Table 1).  



 

71 

 

Family Communication Pattern Theory. Participant’s experiences of everyday 

conversations about sexuality with their parents were compared to experiences of 

conversations about other topics. This was done by exploring whether conversation and 

conformity orientations had occurred in the diary descriptions of everyday conversations. 

The overall difference between sex-related and other topics vis-à-vis these orientations 

was quantitatively examined using chi-square analyses.  

Conversation Orientation. We categorized conversation reports that displayed an 

orientation regarding whether they were or were not talking to each other within a 

conversation. Participants’ conversation reports that showed a reluctance to talk to their 

parents were coded as an Avoidance orientation. Participants who were willing to talk to 

their parents were coded as an Approach orientation. The dimension Avoidance vs. 

Approach category (ĸ=0.88) approximated the conversation orientation of FCPT. 

Conformity Orientation. The second category was whether the conversations were 

characterized by any Conformity Claims on the part of participants’ parents. The report 

was coded as a Conformity Claim, when the parent mentioned a restricting message (i.e., 

constraining the participant’s behavior). No Conformity Claim was coded when the 

participant did not report a restriction from the parent. The dimension Conformity vs. No 

Conformity Claim is comparable with the Conformity Orientation of FCPT (ĸ = 0.8).                                                                          

Parent-child communication patterns. In what way conversations about sexuality 

or other topics differed from each other for a participant within one year was studied. In 

addition, we assessed whether participants with the same pattern could be grouped. The 

relationship between the codes was explored by constructing conversation patterns with 

the use of State Space Grids (Lewis, Lamey, & Douglas, 1999). A State Space Grid (SSG) is a 

method that quantifies observational data into a graph with two nominal variables. SSGs 

were developed specifically for examining longitudinal change in interaction processes: In 

this study, this consisted of the one-year diary reports of each participant. SSGs are 

person-orientated; the method is useful for looking at differences in how conversations 

about sexuality and other topics are experienced on an intra-individual level. In addition to 

identifying content-specific changes (e.g., avoidance of sexuality topics), this method can 

discover changes in the stability of parent-child conversations (e.g., whether the 

participant avoids sexuality topics for each conversation). For this study, SSGs were 

particularly beneficial for exploring the different conversation patterns by presenting how 

participants’ conversations clustered in certain regions of the graph and changed over 

time.  

Quantitative analyses were performed using SPSS version 20.0. The number of 

participants reporting a topic at least once was presented as “n,” and the number of diary 

reports as “reports,” followed by the percentage of n and percentage of diary reports (for 
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example: n = 1, 5%; 1 report, 4%). Quotations of individual participants were illustrated by 

numbers, from P01 for participant 01 to P66 for participant 66.  

 

Results 

 

Topics of everyday parent-child conversations about sexuality 

Approximately one-third of the participants (n = 21, 32%) wrote at least once about 

a sex-related conversation with their parent(s) over a period of one year (2 boys; 19 girls). 

Most of the participants did not describe any sex-related conversations at all. The 

participants who talked at least once (n = 21) about sexuality with their parents and those 

who did not (n = 45) were compared.  

 

 

Table 1: Explanation of parent-child sex-related conversation topics and number of participants and 

reports 

Topic Explanation n % n Reports % Reports 

Initial romantic 

affiliations  

Having a crush on someone, 

liking someone special, 

receiving attention. 

7 33% 13 28% 

Romantic relationship Activities, doubts, starting and 

ending a romantic relationship. 

16 76% 27 60% 

Contraceptive use Condoms, birth control, 

contraceptive use. 1 5% 

2 4% 

Explicit sexual contact  From French kissing to having 

actual sexual intercourse or 

thinking about physical sexual 

contact.  3 14% 

3 7%  

Other  1 5% 1 2%  

Total²  21 100% 46 100%  

¹Total number of n and diary reports. For n and % n the total does not correspond to the total 

number of participants for the specific topics mentioned due to the possibility of multiple topics 

being reported for each participant. 
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Girls reported significantly more conversations about sexuality than boys (girls: n = 

29 no conversation vs. n = 19 at least one conversation; boys: 16 no conversation vs. 2 at 

least one conversation; (
2
 (1, N=66) = 4.892, p = 0.027). However, age did not significantly 

differ among participants who talked about sexuality with their parent(s) (M = 15.5, SD = 

1.14) and those who did not (M = 15.5, SD = 1.14; M = 15.2; SD = 1.5; (t (8) = 0.791, p = 

0.432)). 

More than half of the sex-related conversations (28 reports, 61%; n = 13, 62%) 

were held with the mother of the participant. About one-fourth (12 reports, 26%; n = 8, 

38%) of the sex-related conversations were with the father, and thirteen percent (6 

reports, 13%; n = 7, 33%) were with both the mother and father. Most sex-related 

conversations (28 reports, 61%; n = 13, 62%) were between mothers and daughters, 

followed by father-daughter conversations (10 reports, 22%; n = 7, 33%) and parents-

daughter conversations (6 reports, 13%; n = 6, 28%). Both boys (2 reports, 4%; n = 2, 10%) 

reported that they had a conversation with their father about sexuality.  

The subsample of participants, who did describe sex-related topics (n = 21), 

reported a total of 46 sex-related conversations; these were classified into five categories: 

Romantic Relationships, Romantic Affiliations, Sexual Contact and Contraceptive Use, and 

Other (see Table 1 for coding categories, explanation, and number and percentage of 

participants, and reports). In general, the conversations were characterized by romantic 

aspects of sexuality and personally relevant topics. Furthermore, the conversations were 

with one or both of the parents, or with all family members.  

Romantic aspects. The majority of the sex-related conversations were about 

romantic aspects of sexuality: Romantic Relationships (27 reports, 60%; n = 16; 76%) and 

Initial Romantic Affiliations (13 reports, 28%; n = 7, 33%). Participants informed their 

parents about general and personal issues. An example of a general issue is an opinion 

about romantic relationships in general. For example, a 14-year-old girl (P01) wrote:  

 

“Oh, my mother just wanted to know what my opinion was about having boyfriends in general.”  

 

However, participants reported mostly about issues that were personally relevant 

for them, such as talking with their parents about their current or former romantic 

partner. A 15-year-old girl reported (P06):  

 

“My mother and I talked about my boyfriend. Last time, he felt really down. So, we talked about 

that. I really want him to feel better, you know.”  
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With respect to Initial Romantic Affiliations, most parents asked about a personal 

issue, such as whether their child was romantically involved with someone, for example, a 

14-year-old girl reported (P05):  

 

“She [mother] wanted to know what my relationship with a boy was. She asked whether it was a 

friendship or more… I honestly told her that I really, really like him.”  

 

Other personally relevant conversations involved asking for advice, for example, a 

14-year-old girl wrote the following (P09):  

 

“It [the conversation] was about me thinking that a boy did not like me anymore. He acted 

differently in a conversation we just had from how he acted just a few days before. (...) I hoped my 

mother could give me some advice on what to do in this situation.”  

 

The sex-related conversation was not always solely with the parent(s). Naturally 

occurring sex-related conversations were dyadic (i.e., one parent and child), triadic (i.e., 

both parents and child) or group conversations (i.e., all family members). Hence, everyday 

sex-related conversations with parents could typically co-occur with other family 

members, for example, a conversation during dinnertime. A 15-year-old girl mentioned 

(P03):  

 

“My brother wants to find a boyfriend for me. We talked about it with my parents during 

dinnertime. Actually, it was pretty funny… because he thinks I immediately like everybody he comes 

up with. Afterwards, it made me think… I wish I wasn’t the only one in the family who has no 

relationship going...”  

 

Sexual aspects. Participants reported the least about Sexual Behavior (3 reports, 

7%; n = 3, 14%) or Contraceptive Use (1 report, 4%; n = 1, 5%). Any report that had the 

slightest content about explicit sexual contact was coded as Sexual Behavior. For example, 

a 15-year-old girl reported about a conversation with her parents, in which they referred 

to physical features of girls in relation to kissing, and this was coded as Sexual Behavior 

(P07):  

 

“(...) A few of my friends have kissed for the first time, but I haven’t, not yet. So, I’m jealous. (...) My 

parents told me that it’s nothing serious if you kiss someone you never met before at a party. (…) 
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Still, I would really like to kiss someone, and I don’t care whether I have to find out afterwards 

whether he’ll be my boyfriend or not (...)”.  

 

A 15-year-old girl mentioned using birth control (P08):  

 

“I started using birth control. My mother actually thought it was not a good idea. But she just has to 

know she can trust me and that I know what I’m doing.” 

 

Everyday parent-child conversations about sexuality versus other topics  

Thematic coding resulted in two types of coding of conversation quality that resembled 

conversation and conformation orientations of FCPT (Table 2 lists the number of topics 

and FCPT orientations of parent-child conversations over a one-year period).  

 

 

 

Table 2: Number of topics and quality of one-year parent-child conversations  

 

 

 

Topic 

Coding category for quality of conversation 

Conversation Orientation Conformity Orientation 

Avoidance Approach Conformity Claim No Conformity Claim 

Reports % Reports % Reports % Reports % 

R&S  

(46) 

13 28%¹  32 70%² 16 33%²  32 67%² 

Other (106) 6 6%¹   84 79%² 43 40%² 63 60%² 

Total³ (152) 19 13%  116 76%  59 38%  93 62%  

R&S romantic and sexuality-related topics 

¹ Significant difference between Avoidance experience of conversations about R&S vs. Other (
2
 (1, 

N=157) = 14.981, p < 0.001). 

² No significant difference between Approach experience of conversations about R&S vs. Other (
2
 

(1, N=157] = 2.38, p=0.123). 

No significant differences between Conformity Claim of conversations about R&S vs. Other (
2
 (1, 

N=152) = 0.452, p=0.501).  

No significant difference between No Conformity Claim of conversations about R&S vs. Other  

³ Total number (percentage) of diary reports for quality of conversation, irrespective of topic. The 

total percentage does not correspond with the total percentage of the reports of R&S and Other due 

to the division by total number of diary reports (152) instead of division by total number of R&S (46) 

or Other (106).  
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Conversation orientation. The Avoidance vs. Approach coding category 

approximates the conversation orientation of FCPT. Overall, many conversations had an 

Approach orientation, while only a few conversations had an Avoidance orientation:  76% 

(116 conversations) were Approach conversations, compared to 13% (19 conversations) 

scored as Avoidance conversations. Twelve percent (18 conversations) could not be 

classified as either Avoidance or Approach.  

Avoidance was significantly more often experienced within sex-related 

conversations compared to Other conversations, respectively, 28% (13 out of 46) vs. 6% (6 

out of 106) (
2
 (1, N = 157) = 14.981, p < 0.001). However, sex-related conversations did 

not significantly differ from other conversations with respect to the number of Approach 

orientations (
2
 (1, N = 157) = 2.38, p = 0.123). Participants approached 79% of the other 

conversations (84 out of 106), and they approached 70% of the sex-related conversations 

(32 out of 46). 

 

In case of Avoidance, participants were very obvious in their description of avoiding 

the conversation. For example, a 14-year-old girl mentioned (P02):  

 

“She [mother] wanted to talk about dating. At that point I wanted to end the conversation and I 

really did stop talking.” 

 

Another example was a 15-year-old boy who avoided the conversation (P04):  

 

“They [parents] thought I was sending too many text messages to a girl. I didn’t want to talk about it 

and went upstairs.”   

 

The abovementioned examples show that participants were quite brief in their 

descriptions of avoiding sex-related conversations with their parents. Instead, in many 

Approach conversations participants wrote detailed stories about the sex-related 

conversation with their parents. Participants mentioned explicitly that they had talked 

with their parents. For example, a 15-year-old girl mentioned (P05):  

 

“My mother thought I was going steady with a boy, but it wasn’t true. (...) So, I made it perfectly 

clear that it wasn’t happening!” 
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Conformity orientation. The coding categories Conformity vs. No Conformity Claim 

were associated to the Conformity Orientation of FCPT. A total of 39% (59 conversations) 

were coded as Conformity Claim and 61% (93 conversations) as No Conformity Claim 

(Table 1.2). Thirty-five percent of sex-related conversations (16 out of 46) and 41% of 

other conversations (43 out of 106) could be coded as Conformity Claim. Sex-related 

conversations did not significantly differ from Other conversations with respect to 

Conformity Claims (
2
 (1, N = 152) = 0.452, p = 0.501).  

Conversations containing a Conformity Claim were, for instance, parents 

encouraging their children to postpone having a romantic relationship, to end a romantic 

relationship, or to spend less time with their romantic partner. One example of a 

conversation that was categorized under the Conformity Claim of postponing a romantic 

relationship was that of a 14-year-old girl with her father (P18): 

 

“We talked about having a romantic relationship. He [father] said I was too young to have a 

romantic relationship; I thought I wasn’t. We discussed this issue.”  

 

Another 15-year-old girl’s request for her boyfriend to sleep over was declined (P06):  

 

“My mother is going away for the weekend. I really wanted my boyfriend to sleepover so he can 

help me babysit. But my father wouldn’t allow it. I really didn’t like that (...).”  

 

No Conformity Claim was coded, when the participant did not report a comment 

that indicated a restriction from the parent. An example of a No Conformity claim in the 

parent-child conversation was described by a 14-year-old girl in her diary report (P21): 

 

“She [mother] asked me about me and a boy, whether it was just a friendship or more than that. I 

said that I really, really liked him.”  

 

The abovementioned example shows that the participant did not report any restrictive 

comments (i.e., Conformity Claims) from the parent. 
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Figure 1.1 Approach is one out of ten unique State Space 

Grids that visualizes how one individual experienced 

talking about R&S in comparison to talking about another 

topic with the parent (n = 10). The figure, that is, the State 

Space Grid, consists of all reported conversations (i.e., 

blue dots) within one year for one participant. X-axis is 

Topic (Other vs. Romantic and Sex-related topics); Y-axis 

is Orientation (Avoidance vs. Approach). 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.2 Avoidance is one out of four unique State Space 

Grids that visualizes how one individual experienced 

talking about R&S in comparison to talking about another 

topic with the parent (n = 4). The figure, that is, the State 

Space Grid, consists of all reported conversations (i.e., 

blue dots) within one year for one participant. X-axis is 

Topic (Other vs. Romantic and Sex-related topics); Y-axis is 

Orientation (Avoidance vs. Approach).  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.3 Avoidance-Mixed (n = 3) is one out of three 

unique State Space Grids that visualizes how one 

individual experienced talking about R&S in comparison to 

talking about another topic with the parent. The figure, 

that is, the State Space Grid, consists of all reported 

conversations (i.e., blue dots) within one year for one 

participant. X-axis is Topic (Other vs. Romantic and Sex-

related topics); Y-axis is Orientation (Avoidance vs. 

Approach). 
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Parent-child conversation patterns: Sexuality vs. Other 

As shown above, participants significantly avoided more sex-related conversations than 

other conversations. In contrast, conversations about Sexuality and Other did not differ 

with respect to Conformity Claims. Therefore, the dimension Avoidance vs. Approach was 

chosen to examine parent-child conversation patterns. In order to construct parent-child 

conversation patterns, we selected the group of participants who reported more than 4 

parent-child conversations over a one-year period. As a result, a total of 17 participants 

were selected out of the subsample of 21 respondents. This selection consisted of 1 boy 

(17 years old) and 16 girls (average age=15.6 years old). 

With the use of State Space Grids (Lewis, Lamey, & Douglas, 1999), the pattern of 

parent-child conversations for each individual over a period of one year was visualized 

(Figures 1.1-1.3). The one-year reports of the participants were constructed separately by 

using a State Space Grid for each individual participant. We used two dimensions to define 

the possible states of the parent-child conversation pattern, namely on the x-axis Topic 

(Sexuality vs. Other topics) and on the y-axis Avoidance vs. Approach Orientation. 

Avoidance vs. Approach Orientation was chosen, because Sexuality significantly differed 

from other conversations with respect to this dimension indicating that this dimension 

reflected the different experience of sexuality vs. other conversations. The patterns of the 

parent-child conversations over a period of one year were described in terms of 

transitions from one state to another. A state is a match of topic of conversations 

(Sexuality vs. Other) and Orientation (Avoidance vs. Approach) of a conversation at one 

moment in time, in one diary report. Each blue dot in the figure reflects a diary report. 

Each parent-child pattern was analyzed. The individual patterns that were similar were 

grouped together. Some participants experienced Sexuality and Other conversations 

similarly, while others experienced Sex-related and Other conversations differently. Three 

parent-child conversation pattern groups were found in the data: (1) Approach, (2) 

Avoidance, and (3) Avoidance-Mixed groups (Figures 1.1 - 1.3).  

First, for most (n = 10) participants, sex-related conversations did not differ from 

Other conversations with respect to Avoidance vs. Approach (Figure 1.1). These 

participants all showed an Approach orientation, regardless of whether the conversation 

was about sexuality or another topic. Participants within this group talked with their 

mother, father, or with both of their parents together. There was no specific sex-related 

topic (i.e., Initial Romantic Affiliations, Romantic Relationship, Contraceptive Use, Explicit 

Sexual Contact) that was characteristic for this group.  

Second, another group of participants (n = 4) consistently reported an Avoidance 

orientation for the reported sex-related topics (Figure 1.2). However, for Other topics, 

these participants could consistently be categorized under an Approach orientation. The 
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participants within this group reported talking with their mother, father, and both parents 

together. With respect to the reported sex-related topics, all four participants reported 

only talking about Romantic relationships with their parents, not Initial Romantic 

Affiliations, Contraceptive Use, or Explicit Sexual Contact. 

Finally, three participants could not be grouped into either of the two typical 

patterns (Figure 1.3). These participants showed a more unstable pattern. They reported 

Avoidance orientation with respect to Sex-related and Other topics. In addition, they also 

reported Approach orientations for Other conversations. Participants in this group were 

labeled as Mixed-Avoidance. Again, the participants reported talking with their mother, 

father, and both parents together. Concerning the sex-related topic of conversation, one 

participant reported conversations about Initial Romantic Affiliations, one about Romantic 

Relationships, and one about Explicit Sexual Contact.  

 

Discussion 

 

Using mixed-methods, this diary study explored which sex-related topics were prevalent in 

everyday conversations between young people and their parents, and how these sex-

related conversations are experienced in real-life, over a one-year period. In general, the 

results showed a large number of conversations about romantic aspects (i.e., Initial 

Romantic Affiliations and Romantic Relationships) of sexuality and about person-relevant 

topics. Furthermore, everyday sex-related conversations occurred not only in a dyadic 

form (parent and child) but also triadic (parents and child) or group conversations (e.g., all 

family members during dinner). With respect to the quality of the conversation 

(presence/absence of Conformity Claims), no differences were found between sex-related 

and other conversations. Young people’s avoidance did play a unique role in naturally 

occurring sex-related conversations with parents (compared to other conversations); 

however, avoidance of sex-related conversations was not evident for every young person. 

Three groups of participants could be identified: Most young people were in the Approach 

group and consistently evaluated talking about sexuality as being equal to talking about 

other topics; young people in the Avoidance group showed a consistent pattern where 

talking about sexuality with their parents elicited avoidance behavior (however, other 

topics elicited approach behavior); and young people in the Mixed-Avoidance group 

appeared to have a mixed pattern of approaching and avoiding sex-related and other 

topics of conversation.  
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The results of our study clearly demonstrate the importance of romantic issues in 

everyday parent-child sex-related conversations, since romantic issues were the most 

intensely discussed in the diaries. The diary results reinforce previous questionnaire 

research, which demonstrated that sex-related conversations were mostly about romantic 

relationships (De Graaf et al., 2012; De Looze et al., 2014). Previous research about 

parent-child conversations and sexuality focused mainly on manifested romantic 

relationships and sexual behavior (Collins et al., 2009; DiIorio et al., 2003). Although this 

study showed that young people appear to talk about initial romantic affiliations, this 

continues to be an understudied topic within romantic and sexuality research (Collins et 

al., 2009).  

Consistent with the literature, this study’s diary data of everyday sex-related 

conversations shows that girls report more conversations with their parents than boys (De 

Looze et al., 2014; DiIorio et al., 2003; Gillmore et al., 2011; Widman et al., 2014). In 

further agreement with previous studies, most of the sex-related conversations of the girls 

were with their mothers (De Graaf et al, 2012; DiIorio et al., 2003). Consistent with the 

research literature, all of the boys reported only father-son conversations (De Graaf et al., 

2012). However, this last finding should be interpreted with caution, since only two boys 

in this study reported sex-related conversations.  

In contrast to what might be expected based on the research literature (De Looze 

et al., 2014; DiIorio et al., 2003), our study showed that the subsample of n = 21 

participants, who reported at least one sex-related conversation with one or both of their 

parents, were not older than the rest of the sample, who did not report a sex-related 

conversation with one or both of their parents (n = 45). Since younger young people have, 

on average, fewer manifest experiences with sexuality than older ones (De Graaf et al., 

2012), it might be that the opportunity to report conversations about initial romantic 

affiliations in our diary study explains this result. Questionnaires do not always contain a 

broad range of sex-related conversational topics, including initial romantic affiliations.  

Theoretically, the qualitative analysis resulted in two types of coding and illustrated 

that the two fundamental orientations of FCPT are applicable to young people’s diary 

descriptions of everyday conversations with parents. The dimensions Avoidance vs. 

Approach and Conformity Claim vs. No Conformity Claim emerged in the diary data and 

approached an operationalization of Conversation Orientation and Conformity Orientation 

of FCPT, respectively. This study supports and extends the two dimensions of FCPT to the 

domain of real-life experiences of sex-related and other conversations in everyday life.  

Although the prevalence of Avoidance in the everyday conversations was relatively 

minor compared to the presence of Conformity Claims, Avoidance was more intensely 

manifest in sex-related conversations (28%). In fact, only a few topics other than sex-



 

82 

 

related ones triggered Avoidance (6%) in everyday life. Avoiding sex-related topics with 

parents has been documented as a typical feature of adolescence (Afifi et al., 2008; Baxter 

& Akkoor, 2011; DiIorio et al., 2003; Jerman & Constantine, 2010; Widman et al., 2014). 

This diary study has supported previous research that shows that sex-related topics also 

play an important role in avoiding everyday conversations with parents.  

Earlier research revealed that Dutch parents are relatively open to sex-related 

conversations (Schalet, 2011). Our diary study extends these findings by showing that, 

from the perspective of young people, Dutch parents do not engage in more restrictive 

messages within sex-related conversations (i.e., conformity claims) than restrictive 

messages in other everyday conversations. Previous research in China (Wang, 2016) and 

the USA (Schalet, 2011) did demonstrate many restrictive messages from the parents, 

specifically when it came to sex-related conversations. Cultural differences could account 

for these results, since the Netherlands is well known for its open and sex-positive culture 

(Parker et al., 2009; Weaver et al., 2005). 

This study demonstrates consistent parent-child communication patterns over a 

one-year period, which shows considerable variability among the lives of young people. 

These findings suggest that it is important to adapt sex education programs to the existing 

knowledge and skills of the family. For example, the young people in the Avoidance group 

could focus on specific sex-related communication skills instead of acquiring general 

communication skills (since they only avoided sex-related conversations). 

 

Strengths, limitations, and conclusions 

This study was limited by the small sample size of predominantly heterosexual Dutch girls 

of native-born parents. The purpose of this study, however, was not to make generalizable 

claims about all Dutch young people’s everyday parent-child conversations about 

sexuality. Rather, our intent was to contribute to theory development on family 

communication about sexuality on the basis of the analyses reported here. Even though 

the core of the study was based on a small sample, the sample did give us the opportunity 

to study how the conversations were experienced by young people in real life. The 

analysis of individual parent-child communication patterns contextualizes development as 

it is lived. Still, in order to extend this methodological and analytic approach, future 

research could replicate this study using a larger sample.  

FCPT questionnaires measure overall communication in the family, not in each real-

life conversation. Instead of a continuous scale to operationalize the orientations, the 

diary descriptions only provide for coding dichotomously. Future studies on real-life 

conversations could focus on a more exact operationalization on a continuous scale with 
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the use of additional closed-ended questions. Nevertheless, the spontaneous emergence 

of the two fundamental orientations of FCPT in young people’s own descriptions of real-

life conversations with their parents further supports the FCPT, and extends the 

orientations of FCPT to everyday conversations.    

Young people’s everyday diary reports consisted of fewer sex-related conversations 

between young people and parents than expected from a representative Dutch survey 

among 12- to 25-year-olds (De Graaf et al., 2012). Although we expected that a Dutch 

sample would be highly suitable for carrying out this study, because of the pragmatic and 

sex positive government policies in the Netherlands (Schalet, 2011; Weaver et al., 2005), 

only 32% of the sample reported having at least one everyday sex-related conversation 

during the one-year period. Apparently, an open culture does not equate to frequent 

conversations about sexuality between parents and children. It seems that sexuality 

remains a sensitive topic of discussion, even in the Netherlands.  

We surmise that the participants were not opposed to reporting sex-related 

conversations, since they did volunteer to participate in the study. Instead of using a pre-

determined list, we asked young people to reproduce a conversation they had 

experienced. Maybe in real life young people experience fewer of these kinds of 

conversations than they think, or the conversations they did have may not have seemed 

significant enough to report. However, the explorative results did provide unique initial 

insights into how young people remember recently experienced everyday sex-related 

conversations with their parents. 

Notwithstanding these limitations, this study is the first to demonstrate how 

naturally occurring sex-related conversations with parents are experienced by young 

Dutch people with a non-minority background. Our results suggest that future studies 

based on sex-related conversations between parents and children could broaden the 

research by incorporating romantic and personally relevant topics (instead of featuring 

solely intercourse-related topics) and by obtaining information about who young people 

talk to in their family (e.g., one parent, two parents, all family members).  

While studies have examined avoidance of parent-child communication about 

sexuality, few have assessed individual patterns of parent-child sex-related conversations 

in relation to other conversations. Findings from this study indicated that young people 

are able to have stable conversation patterns with their parents, irrespective of the 

conversational topic, suggesting the need for additional research on parent-child 

conversation patterns and the role of individual differences in how sex-related 

conversations are experienced. Our next step is to explore how young people’s 

experiences of everyday sex-related conversations are related to their sexual 

development (Dalenberg, Timmerman, Kunnen, & Van Geert, 2016).   
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Abstract 

 

This study builds on existing research into how young people’s emergent sexual 

development (i.e. romantic developmental stage) is connected to parent-child sex-related 

communication (i.e. avoidance versus disclosure). Over the course of one year, a total of 

21 young people (age range 12-17.5) reported in longitudinal qualitative diaries about 

their (1) everyday sexual experiences and (2) sex-related conversations with their parents. 

Using a mixed-methods approach, the results showed that less experienced participants 

reported more avoidance of parent-child sex-related conversations than more 

experienced participants. The sex-related conversations of more experienced participants 

were mainly about overt experiences (e.g. everyday issues with their romantic partner), 

while the conversations of less experienced participants were characterized by covert 

experiences (e.g. opinions about romantic relationships in general). These results suggest 

that the degree to which young people feel comfortable talking about sexuality with their 

parents partly depends on when the conversation takes place during a young person’s 

romance and sexual development.  

 

Keywords: Parent-child conversations, Sexuality, Romance, Diary study 

  



 

87 

 

Introduction 

 

It is generally acknowledged in the Netherlands and other countries that the exploration 

and experimentation of romance and sexuality is part of young people’s lives (Tolman & 

McClelland, 2011; Vasilenko, Lefkowitz, & Welsh, 2014). As the development of romance 

and sexuality begins to emerge, young people have to develop skills for dealing with new 

challenges and social interactions. To handle these relatively new situations, young people 

may talk to their parents for support and guidance in their sexual development (Collins, 

Welsh, & Furman, 2009; Lefkowitz & Stoppa, 2006). In fact, family-based sexuality 

education is an important method through which young people obtain information about 

sex-related issues (European Expert Group on Sexuality Education, 2015).  

However, sexuality is a very personal and sensitive topic to talk about, for parents 

and for young people. For example, a large-scale survey of 2808 Dutch high school 

students concluded that only 33% of students who had been victims of unwanted sexual 

experiences talked about these experiences with their parents (Timmerman, 2004). 

Avoidance of conversation is a typical characteristic of sex-related conversations (Afifi, 

Joseph, & Aldeis 2008; Widman, Choukas-Bradley, Helms, Golin, & Prinstein 2014).  

There is a widespread belief that Dutch society is more open to the discussion of 

sex and sexuality than other countries (Braecken, 1994; Weaver, Smith, & Kippax 2005) 

such as the United States and the United Kingdom (Schalet, 2011). Schalet’s comparative 

study showed that, in contrast to US and UK families, most Dutch parents accept sexual 

experiences between young people when they are in steady relationships and use 

contraception (Schalet, 2011). Furthermore, the study showed that Dutch parents think it 

is important to talk about sexuality with their children, whereas American parents prefer 

to avoid these sensitive conversations. Despite these interesting insights, we know little 

about how young Dutch people’s conversations with their parents take place in real-life. 

Therefore, this study elaborates on our current knowledge of young people’s willingness 

to talk about sexual issues in everyday conversations with their parents. Using a diary 

method, we will explore whether and how talking about sexuality with parents is related 

to young people’s romantic and sexual experiences.  

 

Young people’s sexual development 

There is considerable variability in when young people first engage in romantic or sexual 

activity. For example, although the average age in the Netherlands of first sexual 

intercourse is 16.6 years, half of 16 to 17-year-olds have never had sexual intercourse (de 
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Graaf et al., 2012). Despite these individual differences, young people aged 12 to 18 are 

increasingly engaging in romantic and sexual activities. In the Netherlands, the majority of 

18 to 20-year-olds have had at least one romantic relationship (87%) and have engaged in 

sexual intercourse (77%) (de Graaf et al., 2012).  

Most studies of young people’s sexual development share a focus on a limited 

definition of sexuality, primarily including intercourse-related behaviour and negative 

health outcomes (such as consequences of no condom use). Unlike these previous studies, 

this study used a more complex definition of sexuality, one which included implicit 

representations, such as thoughts, fantasies, desires and beliefs, as well as romantic and 

intimate topics without any explicit sexual goal (WHO 2012). The focus of our study was 

on young people’s own unique perceptions of sexuality: how young people experience 

sexuality in everyday life. We thus also included those young people who had initial 

fantasies outside of a manifest romantic or sexual interaction.   

Theories on romantic and sexual development include young people without 

manifest experiences. Three stages can be roughly distinguished: an initial stage of 

romantic fantasies, a middle stage of short-term dating and a final stage of consolidation 

into a dyadic romantic bond (Connolly & McIsaac 2011). Young people develop their 

romantic experiences from an internal orientation towards romantic and sexual affiliations 

(i.e. the initial stage), through diverse romantic and sexual interactions (i.e. the middle 

stage), into more manifest dyadic romantic bonds (i.e. the final stage). The romantic bond 

can subsequently be dissolved and the young people will then find other romantic 

partners through further romantic and sexual affiliations and interactions, and so on. The 

development of romance and sexuality is an ongoing process which changes over the 

course of a (young) person’s life.  

 

Conversations with parents and young people’s sexual development 

Numerous studies investigated the relationship of parent-child sex-related conversations 

and young people’s sexual outcomes. Literature reviews have shown that parent-child 

conversations about sex or contraception are associated with a rising age of first sexual 

intercourse and greater condom use (Commendador, 2010; Markham et al., 2010). A 

recent Dutch longitudinal study among 12 to 18- year-olds showed that sex-related 

conversations with parents are negatively related to peer pressure to have sex (Van de 

Bongardt et.al, 2014). Other studies have shown no association between parent-child 

communication and sexual behaviour in samples of  11 to 17-year-old Latin Americans, 14 

to 15-year-old European Americans and 16 to 19-year-old Australians (Guzmán et al., 

2003; McNeely et al., 2002; Troth & Peterson 2000), and a few studies which used a 
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national representative sample of young people in the Netherlands and United States of 

America reported that parent-child conversations about sex, protection and contraception 

are related to higher levels of sexual activity among young people (De Looze, Constantine, 

Jerman, Vermeulen-Smit, & Ter Bogt 2014; Deptula, Henry, & Schoeny 2010). Results on 

how parental sex-related communication is related to young people’s sexuality have 

therefore been inconsistent (see also DiIorio et.al., 2003; Jaccard, Dodge, & Dittus 2002).  

Longitudinal studies showed that openness in parent-child sex-related 

conversations increases as young adults (18 to 25-years-old European Americans) grow 

older (Lefkowitz, 2005; Morgan, Thorne, & Zurbriggen, 2010). This association could 

reflect an increased willingness or need to discuss sexual topics with parents when young 

people have greater experience with sexuality (Eisenberg et al., 2006; Morgan et al., 

2010). In fact, parents are inclined to adapt their communication to the personal 

experiences of their children. Parents who believed that their children were dating or 

were sexually active talked more about sex with their children among samples of North 

American parents of 12 to 16-year-olds and 13 to 17-year-olds, and Latina/Hispanic 

American 20 to 45-year-old women being interviewed about their youth (Beckett et al. 

2010; Eisenberg et al. 2006; Raffaelli, Bogenschneider, and Flood 1998). Research showed 

that American mothers of 14 to 17-year-olds were prone to disclose information about 

condoms when they thought that their children’s friends were sexually active (Miller & 

Whitaker, 2001).  

As has been mentioned above, previous studies all have in common that they focus 

on a limited definition of sexuality, primarily including explicit sexual behavior and 

negative health outcomes. Furthermore, longitudinal studies addressing the relationship 

between young people’s various sexual experiences and parent-child sex-related 

communication have been scarce. To explore the relationship between parent-child 

conversations about sexuality and young people’s emergent sexual experiences, we used 

a longitudinal qualitative diary study.  

We believe that a diary method is most suitable for capturing real-life implicit and 

manifest sexual experiences in young people. Emergent sexual experiences are difficult to 

measure using traditional survey methods because of the covert nature of many 

experiences (e.g. desires and wishes). In addition to manifest romantic relationships, other 

forms of sexual experiences are also part of emergent sexual development (e.g. thinking 

about someone special). Another reason for using diary reports to study young people’s 

romantic and sexual experiences is that diaries measure events and feelings on the spot. 

Consequently, recall error is less of a problem (Nezlek, 2011). Asking participants to report 

on conversations over the previous week, on a regular basis and over a long period 

increases the chance that most real-life experiences and conversations will be captured. 
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The current study  

This study represents a first explorative step towards examining how young people’s stage 

of romantic development is related to openness to talking about sex-related experiences 

with parents over the course of a year. We study young people’s emergent sexual 

experiences, broadly defined, from young people’s own perspectives. In a diary study 

young people reported on 1) personal sexual experiences, and 2) everyday sex-related 

conversations with parents.   

 

Method 

 

Participants 

Data for this study were collected as part of the larger Project STARS (Studies on 

Trajectories of Adolescent Relationships and Sexuality), a longitudinal research project on 

romantic and sexual development of Dutch adolescents. The initial sample of participants 

in the diary study consisted of 66 participants who had parental consent and volunteered 

to participate in the study (48 girls, 18 boys; Mage = 15.3; range = 12–17.5). We used a 

subsample of 21 young people for our analysis (19 girls; 2 boys). These 21 participants 

were involved in this study because they reported personal sexual experiences and at 

least one sex-related conversation with their parents in their diaries over a period of one 

year. At the start of the study, the 21 participants averaged 15.5 years of age (range = 13–

17.3). Fourteen percent of the participants were enrolled in pre-vocational secondary 

education, 29 percent in senior general secondary education, and 57 percent in pre-

university education. These are the three main types of high school in the Netherlands. All 

the participants had been born in the Netherlands and reported their sexual orientation as 

(predominantly) heterosexual. Overall, the participant characteristics of the research 

sample (n = 21) did not differ with regard to age from the initial sample (n = 66) (t(8) = 

0.791,  p = 0.432). However, more girls in the research sample (n = 21) reported sex-

related conversations compared to the initial sample (n = 66) (χ2 (1, N = 66) = 4.892, p = 

0.027).  
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Procedure 

Participants were recruited from secondary schools in large cities and small municipalities 

in the northern Netherlands. Participation was voluntary and the selection criterion was 

being a high school student (aged between 12 and 18) because sexual development 

emerges during this period through exploring manifest experiences (e.g. de Graaf et al., 

2012). Six high schools known to the first author (via acquaintances and colleagues) were 

approached by email and telephone and through school visits. The schools were 

representative for the three main education levels for high schools in the Netherlands. In 

addition to written and oral information about the research project, motivated young 

people were invited to volunteer to participate in the study and were asked to return a 

registration form. Motivation was important since the study design was time-consuming 

and intensive (i.e. regular reports over one year). Only participants with written 

permission from their parents/guardians could participate in the study.  

To collect information on everyday sexual experiences and parent-child 

conversations about sexuality over the course of a year, participants were asked to 

complete a total of eighteen diaries divided over three waves (i.e. W1, W2 and W3) of 

data collection periods of six weeks, each separated by a two-month break. Each diary 

consisted of two parts: ‘Personal sexual experiences’ and ‘Everyday sex-related 

conversations with parents’. We carried out three separate data collection periods 

because we did not want to overburden the participants. Participants were asked to enter 

their answers to questions in an online weblog diary via a secure survey website. Email 

addresses and usernames were collected separately to guarantee anonymity. Participants 

who forgot to complete a diary (e.g. in the second week) were given the opportunity to 

complete a diary at an additional week (i.e. the seventh week).  

Participants were allowed to ask questions and request advice or help after each 

diary entry, for ethical reasons. This support was provided in close collaboration with a 

mental health institute so e-health or referral to a support service could be offered if 

required. The few participants who asked questions were not included in our study’s 21-

member sample. To increase participant motivation, the researcher remained in contact 

with the participants by email. The researcher sent out newsletters, Christmas wishes, and 

personally answered incoming emails. After each data collection period, the participants 

were rewarded for their participation with increasing sums (EUR 5 at W1; EUR 7.50 at W2; 

EUR 10 at W3). Prior to data collection, the study was approved by the Ethical Committee 

for Psychology of the University of Groningen.  
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Table 1. Codes for Part 1 ‘Personal sexual experiences’: romantic developmental stages (ĸ = 0.9) 

Coding category Explanation Narrative example 

Initial romantic 

developmental 

stage 

Diary reports reflecting romantic 

affiliations without explicit contact 

with a significant other 

‘I think I am in love! Though, we 

never talked with each other… 

(sadly!).’ 

Middle romantic 

developmental 

stage 

Diary reports reflecting romantic 

affiliations with explicit contact with 

a significant other 

‘I met a boy who I really like and he 

wanted to kiss me, but in the end we 

didn’t.’ 

Final romantic 

developmental 

stage 

Diary reports reflecting experiences 

within a romantic relationship 

‘I met up with my boyfriend today, 

but I do not know whether I still like 

him.’ 

Notes. ĸ=inter-rater reliability measured by Cohen’s Kappa.  

 

Table 2. Codes for Part 2 ‘Everyday sex-related conversations with parents’: Avoidance or Disclosure 

(ĸ = 0.88). 

Coding category Explanation Narrative example 

Avoidance Participants showed a reluctance to 

talk to their parents about sexuality.  

‘I tried to end the conversation. I did 

not want to talk about it.’ 

Disclosure Participants were willing to talk to 

their parents about sexuality. 

‘I just talked to my mother about it.’ 

Notes. ĸ=inter-rater reliability measured by Cohen’s Kappa. 

 

Semi-structured diary 

Because of the innovative nature of the diary study, a pilot study was conducted using a 

sample of 183 young people at a pre-vocational secondary school who completed the 

diary once without any financial compensation for their participation. The results showed 

that the participants understood the questions and were motivated to report private 

personal experiences. Minimal revisions were made to the wording of the questions used 

in this study. 

Data collection started with a short questionnaire to collect demographic 

information, such as age, gender and education. The diary consisted of two parts. In the 

first part, ‘Personal sexual experiences’, participants were invited to write about a recent 

personal sexual experience: ‘The following questions are about what was most on your 
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mind in the previous week regarding falling in love, flirting, going out, having sex, 

intimacy, having a romantic relationship and/or everything related to that. Thus, write 

about something that is on your mind, that you are thinking about, which evokes strong 

feelings in you.’ The participants were given open-ended prompts to describe their sexual 

experience. The relevant measures here were the sex-related topic and what the 

participant desired and did during the event, or wished for and wanted to do in the case of 

an internal experience, such as a thought or desire.    

Likewise, participants were asked to describe conversations with their parents 

about their sexual experiences in the second part ‘Everyday sex-related conversations 

with parents’. The participants were given open-ended prompts to describe their 

conversation. The relevant measures here were the conversation topic and what the 

participant desired and did during the conversation.    

 

Data analysis 

Quantitative analyses were performed using t-tests and chi-square analyses to test 

differences between subsamples. With respect to hybrid qualitative/quantitative analyses 

(i.e. mixed-methods approach), Constant Comparative Method (CCM) was used to code 

and analyse the detailed diary descriptions of specific topics and emerging dimensions 

(Boeije, 2010). The Constant Comparative Method is a stepwise comparison of the content 

of diaries, yielding their main themes and patterns. The CCM was applied independently 

to the two diary parts. The qualitative analysis involved three steps: open coding, axial 

coding, and selective coding. The first step is to select a small part of the whole sample for 

open coding, which resulted in tentative codes for every diary report. The second step – 

‘axial coding’ – involved applying the tentative codes to the rest of the sample. The third 

step – ‘selective coding’ – involved structuring the data by focusing on the study aims. We 

identified the importance of the themes by calculating the frequency of the codes, 

resulting in core categories. The core categories will be explained separately for the two 

parts of the diary study.  

 

Part 1 ‘Personal sexual experiences’ 

Every diary entry about sexuality, broadly defined, was coded as Sexuality (WHO, 2012). 

All reports that could not be coded as Sexuality were coded Other (e.g. accounts of peers 

or school).  

All Sexuality reports were selected for further coding. Recall that each participant 

made diary entries several times during the year. They described several sexuality 
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experiences, i.e. diary reports. Each diary report on sexuality was coded as an experience 

in one of the three romantic developmental stages, that is 1) initial stage, 2) middle stage 

and 3) final stage (see Table 1 for explanation and narrative examples). Participants may 

have only reported on experiences within one romantic developmental stage (e.g. initial 

experiences) over the year, but they may also have reported on more than one romantic 

developmental stage (e.g. initial and middle experiences). The one-year diary reports 

permitted each participant to be classified against several romantic developmental stages.  

 

Part 2 ‘Everyday sex-related conversations with parents’ 

Each diary report of a conversation represents how a participant experienced a 

conversation. As with Part 1, all the parent-child conversations were coded as Sexuality or 

Other (e.g. conversations about school). The sex-related conversations were the focus of 

analysis. All the sex-related conversations were coded as avoidance or disclosure (see 

Table 2 for coding categories, explanation and narrative examples). Avoidance covered 

diary reports describing participants trying to avoid conversation and feeling reluctant to 

talk to their parents. Disclosure covered participants describing talking to their parents 

within a conversation. Since every participant made several diary entries during the year, 

each participant described several sex-related conversations. Every participant was 

ultimately classified by the number of avoidance or disclosure conversations reported 

during one year.  

The validity of the hybrid qualitative/quantitative analysis (i.e. mixed-methods 

approach) was managed by discussion of whether the coding terms reflected the 

contents. Diary reports were coded by one of the authors and an undergraduate student. 

Inter-observer reliability was calculated using Cohen’s kappa. The codes for the first and 

second parts were considered reliable with ĸ = 0.9 for romantic developmental stages, and 

ĸ = 0.89 and ĸ = 0.88 for conversation topic and avoidance or disclosure, respectively.  

 

Sexual experiences and sex-related conversations with parents 

To examine the relationship between sexual experiences and parent-child conversations 

about sexuality, we developed a typology of the combination of romantic developmental 

stage and openness of sex-related conversations (i.e. disclosure versus avoidance) for 

each participant. Quotations from individual participants are denoted by numbers, from 

P01 for participant 1, to P21 for participant 21.  
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Results 

 

‘Personal sexual experiences’ 

In the first part of the diary the 66 participants wrote about everyday sexual experiences. 

Although we explicitly asked participants to write about the sex-related topic that was 

most on their minds, they also wrote about other topics (e.g. peers). A total of 53 (80%) 

participants wrote at least once about a personal sexual experience during the research 

period. Personal sexual experiences were reported in 35 percent of all the diary reports. 

 

‘Parent-child sex-related conversations’ 

In the second part of the diary the 66 participants reported on the topics they talked 

about with their parents. In addition to sex-related conversations, participants also wrote 

about other conversation topics with their parents (e.g. school). A total of 21 (32%) 

participants wrote at least once about a sex-related conversation with their parents. A 

total of 59 percent of the conversations which these participants (n = 21) reported were 

about a sex-related topic. 

 

 

 

 

Table 3. Typology of Romantic Developmental Stage (from Part 1 ‘Personal sexual experiences’) and 

Disclosure/Avoidance (from Part 2 ‘Everyday sex-related conversations with parents’ 

Typology n Percentage 

Experienced-Disclosure  12 57% 

Inexperienced-Avoidance 7 33% 

In/Experienced-Avoidance/Disclosure 2 10% 

Total 21 100% 

Notes. Inexperienced=low romantic developmental stage. Experienced=high romantic 

developmental stage.  
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Sexual experiences and sex-related conversations: a typology 

We now turn to the central part of the study, which relates young people’s personal 

experiences to everyday sex-related conversations using the subsample of 21 participants 

who reported at least one conversation about sexuality over the course of one year. The 

21 participants did not differ from the participants who did not report a sex-related 

conversation regarding their number of diary reports in general (M = 13.1, SD = 2.9 vs. M = 

13.7, SD = 3.4; (t (64) = -0.728, p = 0.112)). However, the selected subsample (n = 21) 

reported significantly more personal sexual experiences than the participants who did not 

report a parent-child sex-related conversation (M = 8, SD = 3.5 vs. M = 3, SD = 3.5 

respectively; (t (64) = -4.429; p = 0.001)).  

The participants’ personal sexual experiences (n = 21) were used to classify each 

participant to a romantic developmental stage. This classification resulted in participants 

who reported on 1) initial and middle stage experiences; 2) only middle stage experiences; 

3) middle and final stage experiences; and 4) final and initial stage experiences. In 

addition, the participants’ reports of sex-related conversations were divided into 

avoidance or disclosure, which resulted in three groups: 1) disclosure, 2) avoidance and 3) 

a mix of avoidance and disclosure during one year. Combining the two categorizations, the 

21 participants were classified into three combinations (types): Experienced-Disclosure, 

Inexperienced-Avoidance and In/Experienced-Disclosure/Avoidance (see Table 3). 

‘Experienced’ and ‘Inexperienced’ refer to higher and lower romantic developmental 

stages, respectively.  

Type 1: Experienced-Disclosure. Most of the participants were categorized as 

Experienced-Disclosure (n = 12). The age range in this group was 14 to 17 years old. One 

participant was aged 14, eight participants were aged 15 to 16, and three participants 

were aged 17. ‘Experienced’ means that the participants’ everyday sexual experiences 

were coded at relatively higher romantic developmental stages (Part 1 ‘Personal sexual 

experiences’). Except for one participant, all the participants could be coded as at least a 

middle romantic stage (stage 2). Furthermore, almost everyone had experiences from the 

final romantic stage (stage 3), meaning that participants were reporting everyday sexual 

experiences with their romantic partners. For example, the diary reports of a fifteen-year-

old girl were coded as an experience in the final romantic stage because she mentioned 

her feelings about her romantic partner (P07): 

 

[What was it exactly about?] ‘I do not know whether or not I still love my boyfriend because my 

feelings for him are diminishing and I do not know how to cope with this. (..) I am afraid I will regret 

breaking up.’ 
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Another fifteen-year-old girl in the Experience-Disclosure group wrote of experiences 

which could be classified in middle and final stages of romantic development. First, an 

example of a middle stage report (P03):  

 

[What was it exactly about?] ‘I was previously rejected by a boy and he is still on my mind. But I have 

met another boy. However, he rejected me too. And now the first boy is single again and we are in 

touch.’ 

 

Later on, the same fifteen-year-old girl mentioned getting into a romantic relationship and 

this report was coded as a final stage of romantic development (P03): 

 

[What was it exactly about?] ‘Well, we went steady. We started a relationship. (..)  I hung out with 

him and just clung onto him.’ 

 

With respect to sex-related conversations, participants in the Experienced-

Disclosure Group consistently disclosed information to their parents (Part 2 ‘Everyday sex-

related conversations’). A characteristic of sex-related conversations within this group was 

that the specific topics of conversation referred to overt experience of sexuality, such as 

meeting a romantic partner. For example a fifteen-year-old girl reported (P07): 

 

[What was the conversation exactly about?] ‘My parents are going away for the weekend, and I will 

have to sleep over somewhere else. “I’ll ask a friend”, I said. My father answered with: “You can also 

go to your boyfriend’s.” The conversation that followed was about being allowed to sleep over at my 

boyfriend’s house. I wanted it to be Friday already! And I accepted their suggestion.’ 

 

The conversation could also be about an evaluation of an overt experience with respect to 

a romantic partner. A fifteen-year-old girl reported (P03):  

 

[What was the conversation exactly about?] ‘We talked about that that boy is an asshole and it 

would be better for me to break up with him. (..) I wished everything to be okay and I cried with my 

dad.’ 

 

Type 2: Inexperienced-Avoidance. The conversation patterns of seven participants 

were classified as Inexperienced-Avoidance. The age range in this group was 13 to 17 

years old. Two participants were aged 13 to 14, three participants were aged 15 to 16 and 

two participants were aged 17. ‘Inexperienced’ refers to participants who reported sexual 

experiences about initial (stage 1) and middle romantic stages (stage 2) (Part 1 ‘Personal 
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sexual experiences’). No participant referred to having a steady romantic relationship (i.e. 

final romantic stage, stage 3). For example, a sixteen-year-old girl reported an experience 

at the initial stage of romantic development (P11): 

 

[What was it exactly about?] ‘I was thinking about a boy who I like a lot. I want to contact him. I 

think that if I bump into him, I will start a conversation with him.’ 

 

In another diary report the same girl (P11) continued to describe experiences at the first 

stage of romantic development. The following example shows that after a few weeks, she 

still liked the same boy (P11): 

 

[What was it exactly about?] ‘I was thinking about that boy again. I really like him. I was thinking 

about what he looks like and what he does. (..) I think I will try to talk to him if I bump into him.’ 

 

Another example of an experience coded to the initial development stage is from another 

girl. A sixteen-year-old girl reported that she had feelings for a classmate (P16):  

 

[What was it exactly about?] ‘I really like this nice classmate (a lot of people like him). But I am too 

insecure to think he would like me. I wish that I was not so insecure and that everything would go 

the way I want it to go.’  

 

With respect to sex-related conversations, these participants experienced talking 

about sexuality in terms of avoidance (Part 2 ‘Everyday sex-related conversations). They 

did not want to talk about sexuality. By focusing on the sex-related conversations, it 

appeared that participants in the Inexperienced-Avoidance Group reported briefly about 

covert experiences, and that they did not refer to any specific conversation. The topics 

were described in general terms. A sixteen-year-old girl reported a parent-child 

conversation about a covert experience which she avoided by saying nothing (P11):  

 

[What was the conversation exactly about?] ‘About whether I like somebody and what I think about 

romantic relationships. (..) For us to talk about another topic: I didn’t want to talk about it. I said 

nothing.’  
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Another example is a sixteen-year-old girl who reported talking about a covert experience 

(P16):  

 

[What was it exactly about?] ‘Whether I liked/like somebody. Actually, I didn’t want to talk about it. I 

didn’t answer the questions.’ 

 

It seems that the parent wanted to know whether their child liked somebody and what 

the child’s thoughts were about romantic relationships in general. The parent did not refer 

to any event in real life as a starting point for discussing these topics.  

 

Type 3: In/Experienced-Disclosure/Avoidance. The sexual experiences of two 

participants could be coded high and low on the romantic developmental stages and were 

referred to as ‘In/Experienced’. The girls in this group were 15 years old. At the beginning 

of the research period, both participants reported experiences within a romantic 

relationship (Part 1 ‘Personal sexual experience’). However, during the research period 

they broke up with their romantic partner. Afterwards, they reported initial romantic 

experiences bringing them back into the lower romantic developmental stage. An example 

of an experience of breaking up is from a fifteen-year-old girl (P04):  

 

[What was it exactly about?] ‘I ended the romantic relationship with my boyfriend, but now I have 

doubts about whether I want him back or not. (..) I am going to think about what I want and I will try 

distance myself from my ex-boyfriend.’ 

 

During the research period, the same fifteen-year-old girl (P04) reported in the diaries 

about liking a new person. This report was coded as an initial romantic stage experience 

(P04):  

 

[What was it exactly about?] ‘I thought a boy was interesting. But now I hear that he likes another 

girl. It confuses me.’ 

 

Participants in the In/Experienced-Disclosure/Avoidance Group reported 

conversations with their parents which shifted from disclosure (when they were at the 

high romantic developmental stage) to avoidance (when they were at the low romantic 

developmental stage). The participants disclosed information about the overt experiences 

of breaking up with their boyfriend, yet they avoided talking about the covert experiences 
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of being in love. The fifteen-year-old girl who broke up with her boyfriend disclosed this 

overt experience to her mother (P04):  

 

[What was the conversation exactly about?] ‘I told my mother that I’d broken up with my boyfriend 

and why I broke up. I wished she’d already known so that I wouldn’t have to tell her. But I just told 

her the whole story.’ 

 

Another conversation reported by this fifteen-year-old girl was about a covert topic, which 

the girl tried to avoid (P04):  

 

[What was the conversation exactly about?] ‘My parents were checking whether I liked somebody or 

not. (..) I laughed a little bit and hoped the conversation would be over soon.’ 

 

The other fifteen-year-old girl in the In/Experienced-Disclosure/Avoidance Group who 

broke up with her boyfriend first talked with her mother about advice (overt topic) on how 

to end the romantic relationship (P06): 

 

[What was the conversation exactly about?] ‘We talked about how I could break up with my 

boyfriend. What I could say and how I could say it. (..) We talked about how to handle this situation 

well and what I should do. I think it is devastating to hurt someone so much, just because I do not 

want to be unhappy myself.’ 

 

After a while the same fifteen-year-old girl (P06) fell in love with someone else and she did 

not want to talk about this covert topic with her parents (P06): 

 

[What was the conversation exactly about?] ‘My parents know, embarrassingly enough, that I like 

someone because I blushed when my sister talked about him. (..) Well, I love to talk about him all 

day, only not with my parents. I do not want them to know.  I tried to ignore the conversation.’ 
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Discussion 

 

To our knowledge, this is the first study to focus systematically on the everyday lives of 

young people using a diary method and relate young people’s everyday sexual 

experiences to openness in parent-child sex-related conversations longitudinally, over a 

period of one year. Overall, the results indicate that young people’s ease in discussing 

sexuality with their parents in everyday life is associated with their stage of romantic and 

sexual development. Three groups of participants could be identified: young people in the 

early stages of romantic and sexual development (lower romantic developmental stages), 

who tended to avoid sexuality-related conversations with their parents; experienced 

young people (i.e. at higher romantic developmental stages), who disclosed sex-related 

conversations with their parents; and a mixed group. 

This diary study adds to the explicit sex-related focus of earlier research showing 

that young people’s real-life romance and sexuality experiences, including internal and 

romantic aspects of sexuality, are related to different parent-child sex-related 

conversations. These results reinforce earlier questionnaire research with an intercourse-

related focus which found that parents generally tend to adapt intercourse-related topics 

of communication to the personal experiences of their children (Beckett et al., 2010; 

Miller & Whitaker, 2001; Raffaelli et al., 1998).  

The variability in ages between less and more experienced young people underlines 

the importance of stage-appropriateness (alongside age-appropriateness) in informal and 

formal sexual education efforts. For example, our study results show that some young 

people need guidance in handling ‘adult-like’ romantic relationship issues (e.g. breaking 

up) at a relatively young age. Young people differ in the type and number of their sexual 

experiences and consequently the guidance they need.  

The participant groups not only differed with respect to their romantic and 

sexuality stages, but also with respect to the sex-related topics they communicated with 

their parents. More experienced young people reported mainly discussing overt 

experiences (e.g. meeting a romantic partner). In contrast, less experienced young people 

mainly reported covert experiences: about parents asking generally about the young 

person’s thoughts and opinions about having a crush on somebody. Our study suggests 

that young people see these initial sexual experiences as private: no one is entitled to 

know what is going on in their minds. Consequently, young people may find it difficult and 

may not want to talk about these issues. These findings about disclosing overt and 

avoiding covert experiences in sex-related conversations with parents underline recent 
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questionnaire research which found that young people were more prone to disclose overt 

experiences, for example daily issues about their romantic partner, than covert 

experiences, such as having a crush (Daddis & Randolph, 2010).  

Given the place of sexuality in young people’s everyday lives based on the diary 

reports, our results showed that sexuality is not the most important topic but merely one 

of many that young people are concerned about. The young people who reported at least 

one sex-related conversation provided more reports of personal sexual experiences than 

the participants who never reported a sex-related conversation. The results suggest that 

sexuality plays a more significant role in the lives of young people who talk with their 

parents about sex-related topics. These young people may feel a greater need to discuss 

sex-related topics with their parents, or their parents may be more aware of young 

people’s concerns about sexuality. Consequently, the initiation of an everyday 

conversation about sexuality is more likely to occur. Informing parents about the timing of 

young people’s romantic and sexual development could be suitable a first step improving 

family-based sex education. 

Although Dutch society is well known for its open sexual culture (Schalet, 2011), 

our study suggests that young people in the Netherlands tend to avoid conversations 

about sex with parents. Only one third of our Dutch sample reported a sex-related 

conversation. Further, the focus on conversations about romantic topics seems to suggest 

that the romantic aspects of sexuality are more regularly discussed with parents than 

explicit sexual topics (e.g. condom use). Guiding parents towards talking about romantic 

issues (in addition to explicit sexual topics) with their children could be an important 

second step in family-based sex education.  

The small number of conversations about sexuality with parents may also underline 

the importance of formal sex education in general. Although parents are important 

sources of information and counsel for young people’s emerging sexual development 

(especially for younger age groups), children may not be keen on talking with their parents 

about such a private topic as sexuality. They may prefer to talk with strangers about 

personal issues (European Expert Group on Sexuality Education, 2015). In this sense, a 

legal requirement to provide formal sexuality education to young people could be of great 

importance in assisting young people’s healthy sexual development.  

 

Limitations, strengths and conclusions 

Our findings need to be considered in light of its limitations. First, due to the small sample 

size and methodology chosen, this study is descriptive in nature. Although this study 

consisted of a small sample and relatively short diary reports, the reports of the young 
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people who did report sex-related conversations do provide us with insight into how 

conversations are experienced in real life and how they are related to young people’s 

romantic development. This study enabled us to classify the participants into less and 

more experienced sexual groups. The groups differed clearly with respect to how they 

experienced conversations with their parents. Nonetheless, replication of this study using 

a broader sample and different methodology is essential.  

Second, with respect to other methodologies, combining diaries with interviews 

could elicit more in-depth stories. However, sex is a private topic, especially for young 

people. Therefore, it would not be surprising to find that many young people are reluctant 

to answer questions on intimate and sexual matters, particularly in interview situations 

where the interviewer is an adult (parent, teacher or other professional) (Timmerman, 

2009). Using diary methods provided insight into young people’s anonymous expressions 

and perspectives on these sensitive topics without the possible influence of researchers.  

 Third, to provide ideas of what topics participants could write about, some topic 

examples were included in the open-ended questions. It is possible that participants were 

primed to write specifically about the example topics. The diaries contained accounts of 

topics and unique everyday experiences which were both related and unrelated to 

sexuality, indicating that the participants wrote about any recent experience which was of 

fundamental importance at that time. Therefore, we can assume that the diary reports 

reflected participants’ everyday lives.  

Fourth, most participants reported having had no sex-related conversation with 

their parents during the research period. We think that the participants were not reluctant 

to report a sex-related conversation, as they actively volunteered to participate in the 

study and were generally very open in writing about sex-related issues in the other part of 

the study (Part 1 ‘Everyday sexual experiences’). A young person may have had 

conversations about sexuality but not remember them, or they may not have been 

profound enough to report. As conversations about sexuality do not occur regularly, it is 

not surprising that many participants did not report a conversation with their parents 

about sexuality. 

Notwithstanding these limitations, this study could help support sexuality 

education by including a reflection on personal experiences of current or future romantic 

relationships and sexuality, in addition to a narrow view of sexuality which includes the 

biology of the human body and safe sex. Parents are encouraged to talk to their children 

about sexuality early in life, when they are young and not involved in romantic 

relationships (Eisenberg et al., 2006; European Expert Group on Sexuality Education, 

2015). Our study showed that talking about sexuality in the early stages of romantic 

development is quite difficult in real life. This is an important finding for educational 
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efforts to help parents to talk with their children about sexuality. Once we know more 

about the romantic aspects of sexuality and the early stages of sexuality development, we 

can fully implement these findings in sex education programmes.  
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Chapter 6  

Summary, Discussion and Conclusions 
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The studies presented in this dissertation addressed the topic of the everyday sexual and 

romantic development of young people aged 12 till 17. The background and outline are 

presented in Chapter 1. Chapters 2 and 3 focus on young people’s everyday experiences of 

sexual and romantic development by studying the content of diary reports on sexual and 

romantic issues and the way it relates to two-year sexual behavior trajectories. Chapters 4 

and 5 address the role of young people’s conversations with parents about sexual and 

romantic topics by analyzing the frequency and content of everyday sex-related 

conversations with parents and how they relate to young people’s everyday sexual and 

romantic development. In the current chapter, the findings of the studies are summarized, 

and the strengths, limitations, and suggestions for future research are discussed.   

 

Aim of the Dissertation 

This dissertation is the first to systematically study young people’s emergent sexual 

development in their everyday lives. Previous research on sexual development mainly 

focused on sexual behavior and the risks of sexual behavior, such as sexually transmitted 

diseases. In contrast, this dissertation has used an extended definition of sexuality that 

entails internal representations in addition to manifest behavior, and includes not only 

sex-related topics, but also romantic aspects of sexuality.  

The aim of this dissertation was to explore how young people’s sexual 

development unfolds in everyday life and in what way everyday conversations with 

parents play a role in this development. The studies are divided into two parts: (1) 

everyday experiences of sexuality; and 2) everyday conversations with parents about sex-

related issues.  

 

Summary of Main Findings 

PART I: Young people’s Everyday Romantic and Sexual Experiences 

Chapters 2 and 3 examine young people’s everyday experiences of romantic and sexual 

development. Chapter 2 comprises a cross-sectional study designed to explore similarities 

and differences between young people’s romantic and sexual experiences, as well as to 

examine a mixed-methods diary study to make adjustments to the content of the diaries 

and study design before a two-year data collection was started. Inspired by the Romantic 

Developmental Stage theory (Connolly & McIsaac, 2012; Meier & Allen 2009), everyday 

experiences were able to be themed into experiences within an initial romantic 

developmental stage (e.g., having a crush on someone), a middle stage of interactions 
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(e.g., initial contact), or a final stage of being in an actual romantic relationship (e.g., 

meeting a romantic partner). In addition, everyday sexual behaviors (e.g., from French 

kissing to actual intercourse) were also explored in the study.  

In general, girls, older, and more experienced young people reported significantly 

more about their everyday romantic and sexual experiences as compared to boys, 

younger, and less experienced young people, respectively. Girls spontaneously report 

more about romantic and sexual experiences than boys do, although boys, who do report 

about romantic and sexual topics, express topics similar to those reported by girls: The 

girls in this study did not report more about romantic topics than boys did, nor did boys 

report more about sexual activities than girls.  This is contrary to what is generally thought 

and what is expected from (previous) research literature (Doornwaard, Moreno, Van den 

Eijnden, Vanwesenbeeck, & Ter Bogt, 2014; Feiring, 1996; McIsaac, Connolly, McKenney, 

Pepler, & Craig, 2008; Montgomery, 2005). It seems that in everyday life boys and girls do 

not differ in their qualitative expressions of romantic and sexual experiences.  

Furthermore, findings demonstrated that Making Contact is a frequent theme in 

the everyday lives of young people’s romantic and sexual development. Moreover, this 

theme is expressed differently for each romantic and sexual experience; it appeared that 

young people who actually interact with a potential partner have more positive feelings 

than young people who have only initial romantic affiliations without any contact with a 

potential romantic partner. These results are similar to previous international research 

(Jackson, Jacob, Landman-Peeters, & Lanting, 2001; Nieder & Seiffge-Krenke, 2001a; 

Richards, Crowe, Larson, & Swarr, 1998). The preliminary results obtained in Chapter 2 

were useful in order to revise the diary method and supported the use of mixed-methods 

diaries to reveal young people’s perspectives on everyday romantic and sexual 

experiences.  

 Chapter 3 elaborates on the findings of Chapter 2 by examining the speed of 

progression of young people’s sexual behavior trajectories (i.e. from less to more intimate 

sexual behavior) in relation to their everyday expressions of their sexual development. 

Previous studies on progression of sexual behavior were cross-sectional and retrospective 

(De Graaf et al., 2009; Thompson, 1990; Rademakers & Straver, 1986). To extend existing 

research, we used longitudinal questionnaires to identify and cluster sexual behavior 

trajectories. Two sexually active trajectories were identified; fast versus gradual 

trajectories, and one sexually non-active trajectory. Subsequently, we used a diary 

method to uncover everyday sex-related experiences.   

It was demonstrated that the sexual lives of both sexually active and sexually non-

active young people were characterized by desires and uncertainties. However, active and 

non-active young people differed in their expressions of these experiences. Sexually non-
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active young people experienced their sexual development only on a romantic level, 

whereas sexually active young people experienced their sexual development on a 

romantic as well as on a physical sexual level.  

Another important finding was that young people in a fast trajectory (i.e. fast 

development from French kissing to fondling underneath the clothes over a two-year 

period) experienced less desire for actual sexual behavior in their everyday lives than 

young people in a gradual trajectory (i.e. gradual development from French kissing to 

fondling beyond the clothes during two years). A possible explanation may be that “fast” 

young people have less time to develop their desires for sexual contact before actually 

performing these sexual behaviors. As a consequence, they may experience less autonomy 

in their sexual development. This is in line with previous research that showed that 

feelings of desire are associated with a less negative reaction to a recent sexual 

experience (Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 2014). Future research could examine whether taking 

their time to develop sexual desires is important for young people in order to experience 

more intentional (instead of spontaneous) sexual behavior, and, maybe as a consequence, 

a more positive sexual development.  

Finally, in line with scientific literature, we discovered that young people 

experience everyday issues of their sexual development mostly in relation to their peers 

(e.g., talking with peers about romantic experiences or comparing themselves to peers), 

more than to other people in their social environment (Lefkowitz et al., 2004; Simon et al., 

1992). Chapter 3 showed that peers do not always have a negative effect on young 

people’s sexual development (e.g. pressure from peers to have sex). Peers can not only 

function as a source of uncertainty, but also of support or stimulation in everyday issues 

regarding sexual development.  

 

PART II: Young People’s Everyday Conversations with their Parents about Romantic and 

Sexual Issues 

Earlier research studied young people’s everyday conversations with parents about sex-

related issues using a questionnaire to examine how much young people talk with their 

parents about these topics at one point in time, retrospectively. Chapters 4 and 5 explore 

real life conversations in everyday life. On a weekly basis, young people wrote about their 

everyday conversations with their parents during one year.  

Chapter 4 shows that, overall, girls reported significantly more everyday sex-

related conversations with their parents than boys. In addition, most of the everyday sex-

related conversations of the girls were with their mothers. These results were compatible 
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with previous questionnaire research using one point in time (De Looze et al., 2014; 

DiIorio et al., 2003; Gillmore et al., 2011; Widman et al., 2014).  

Our results revealed that approximately one-third of the young people reported at 

least one conversation about romantic and sexual issues in one year time. This is far less 

than was expected from the questionnaire research (De Graaf, et. al, 2012; De Looze, 

Constantine, Jerman, Vermeulen-Smit, & Ter Bogt, 2014). Possibly, when asked 

retrospectively, young people think that they have more sex-related conversations with 

their parents than that they actually do in everyday life. This result could also point out 

the importance of formal sex education: Maybe young people rather talk with other 

people than with their parents about sex-related issues.  

In line with earlier Dutch studies (De Graaf, et. al., 2012; De Looze, Constantine, 

Jerman, Vermeulen-Smit, & Ter Bogt, 2014), Chapter 4 showed that everyday sex-related 

conversations with parents involved mainly romantic topics (e.g., initial romantic 

experiences and romantic relationships). This finding demonstrates that previous 

questionnaire research about parent-child communication, which mainly studied 

intercourse-related topics, might have missed a great deal of everyday parent-child 

conversations about sexuality.  

This chapter revealed that sex-related conversations elicited more avoidance 

behavior compared to conversations about other topics. The longitudinal diaries enabled 

exploration within individual lives on how avoidance is related to sex-related 

conversations compared to other conversations. Some young people consistently 

evaluated talking about sexuality as being equal to talking about other topics; others 

showed a consistent pattern, where talking about sexuality with their parents elicited 

avoidance behavior (while other topics eliciting approach behaviour in those individuals); 

a few revealed a mixed pattern of avoiding and disclosing sex-related issues. These 

idiosyncratic conversation patterns revealed that the sex-related topic does play an 

important role in how easy it is to talk about romantic and sexual issues with parents, 

although, not in every young person’s life.  

Chapter 5 elaborated on the findings of Chapter 4 and examined how young 

people’s emergent sexual development (i.e. romantic developmental stage) is connected 

to parent-child sex-related communication (i.e. avoidance versus disclosure). Over the 

course of one year, young people reported in longitudinal qualitative diaries about their 

(1) everyday sexual experiences and (2) sex-related conversations with their parents.  

The results showed that less experienced participants (i.e. lower romantic 

developmental stage) reported more avoidance of parent-child sex-related conversations 

than more experienced participants (i.e. higher romantic developmental stage). The sex-

related conversations of more experienced participants were mainly about overt 
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experiences (e.g. everyday issues with their romantic partner), while the conversations of 

less experienced participants were characterized by covert experiences (e.g. opinions 

about romantic relationships in general).  

This chapter shows that emergent sexual development, including internal and 

romantic aspects of sexuality, is associated with different types of parent-child sex-related 

conversations. In this way, this study reinforces earlier questionnaire research with an 

intercourse-related focus which showed that parents adapt intercourse-related topics of 

communication to the personal experiences of their children (Beckett et al. 2010; Miller 

and Whitaker 2001; Raffaelli et al. 1998). In conclusion, the degree to which young people 

feel comfortable talking about sexuality with their parents partly depends on the timing of 

the conversations during a young person’s romantic and sexual development.  

 

Strengths and limitations 

In addition to the specific strengths and limitations that have been mentioned in each of 

the separate chapters, there are some general strengths and limitations of this 

dissertation as a whole. A main strength and innovative aspect of this research is the fact 

that diaries were used over a two-year period. It lies at the very heart of the social 

sciences to be interested in how people experience their world in everyday life. Diaries 

measure real-life experiences soon after they have occurred. Questionnaires, on the other 

hand, are often retrospective and mainly consist of a pre-established list of topics. Diaries 

are attuned to the participants’ worlds and experiences, offering an inside view of how 

young people experience their romantic and sexual development in everyday life. We 

believe that our diary study represents a valuable tool for studying young people’s 

everyday experiences within their romantic and sexual development.  

The second major strength of this study is the use of an elaborated definition of 

sexuality. In research into young people’s sexual development, the dominant focus is on 

explicit sexual behaviors (particularly intercourse), risks of these behaviors (e.g., sexually 

transmitted diseases) and how to prevent these risks (e.g., condom use). As a 

consequence of the elaborated operationalization of sexual development, however, we 

were able to gain insight into a broad spectrum of young people’s romantic and sexual 

experiences. Our study samples included, among others, young people who are sexually 

non-active (in addition to those who are sexually active) and young people undergoing 

initial romantic experiences (in addition to experiences within romantic relationships).  

There are also limitations of the dissertation as a whole that need to be addressed. 

First, the results of this dissertation are limited to the context of the diary method. It 

should be noted that young people wrote consciously about their experiences in the 
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diaries. We are aware that studying similar topics using other methods such as interviews 

will produce other information. However, explicitly asking young people about their 

experiences may stimulate young people to think about issues they might never have 

thought about otherwise; this is especially the case with a topic as sensitive as sexuality is. 

In order to fully study young people’s perspectives of their sexual development, we opted 

for as little interference as possible and used an anonymous diary study. That said, using 

other methods to study the everyday life experiences of young people’s sexuality would 

be interesting. For example, Experience-Sampling Methods studying the dynamics of 

behavior in a real-world setting or video-taped interactions of conversations between 

young people may be promising directions for future research (Shiffman, Stone, & 

Hufford, 2008; Van de Bongardt  Reitz, Overbeek, Boislard, Burk, & Deković, 2015). 

Second, although self-reports are a mainstream method for studying young 

people’s behavior, they have drawbacks to the extent that participants may not report 

some experiences or behaviors because of socially desirable answers, or because the 

experience is too private to report. However, the longitudinal design of the study made it 

possible to exclude young people with inconsistent reports. Furthermore, the diary aspect 

of the research gave young people the freedom to write about recently experienced topics 

which they considered of personal importance. The salience of the reports recorded in the 

diaries contributes to their accuracy. Personally relevant experiences are remembered 

better than general experiences (Nezlek, 2011). 

Third, it is difficult to know in what way the experience of keeping a diary 

influences sexual development. We do know that young people rated the reports 

relatively high in importance (on a likert-scale 1-10). However, we do not have 

information on how much the everyday experiences, described in the diaries, influenced 

the two-year sexual behavior trajectories, or which everyday events were of major 

influence relative to other events. For now, we can argue that the understandings of their 

everyday experiences are the result of what from the perspective of the young person was 

of major importance, even when other occurrences also took place at the same time.  

Finally, the conversations with the parents are reported only from the perspective 

of the young person. Previous research has shown that young people and their parents 

differ with respect to their perceptions of sex-related conversations (Xiao, Li, & Stanton, 

2011). Including parents in studies could be of added value in future research. For 

example, parents may think they communicate effectively with their children, while their 

children’s opinion is that they do not. In this way, young people might miss guidance and 

support from their parents, both when it comes to interpreting negative sex-related 

messages from, for example, social media (and media generally), or to handling their 

romantic and sexual feelings, attitudes, and behaviors. 
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Integrative findings 

This dissertation is one of the first to systematically explore young people’s sexual 

development as it emerges, incorporating not only manifest and explicit physical but also 

internal and romantic aspects of sexuality. Using a diary study, we examined the personal 

lives of young people and gained information on how young people experience their 

romantic and sexual development. The explorative results about sexual development, as 

experienced in young people’s everyday lives, can serve as suggestions for future 

research.  

First, the romantic and sexual development of young people in the context of 

everyday life can be described as a true love story. The everyday experiences about 

sexuality were mainly about romantic aspects of sexuality instead of topics with an explicit 

sexual goal (i.e., intercourse-related topics). In addition, a great deal of romantic and 

sexual development occurs before intercourse-related activity. This dissertation was an 

initial attempt to reveal the, normally invisible, feelings and thoughts that comprise young 

people’s sexual development. In particular, the internal and emerging aspects of sexuality 

(e.g., liking someone, being in love) encompass a large number of the reports in the diaries 

of young people. Despite the scant attention that has been paid to this research topic 

(Collins et al., 2009), this dissertation shows that young people’s emergent sexual 

experiences (e.g., liking someone, being in love) are of great importance in their sexual 

development.   

Second, romantic and sexual development is fairly diverse. This dissertation has 

shown that young people’s sexual worlds are very different from each other. How young 

people develop sexually depends on varying personal and contextual factors 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1994; Van Geert, 2003). The words of the young people in this 

dissertation serve to illustrate this variation. For example, our research shows that the 

romantic developmental stage is important when it comes to how young people 

experience their romantic and sexual development and whether or not young people talk 

with their parents about sex-related issues. The explorative results can serve as a starting 

point for future research to further study these individual differences and subjective 

experiences of young people’s romantic and sexual development.    

Finally, the intensive longitudinal quantitative and qualitative methods used in this 

dissertation offer a plethora of fresh knowledge with respect to young people’s romantic 

and sexual development. Behavior, norms, and opinions of young people are formed 

through step-by-step interactions in real-life (Van Geert, 2003). Therefore, it is important 

to deepen our understanding about the everyday lives of young people. After all, it is 

easier to influence young people at the start of this period so that they develop a positive 
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and healthy sexual development than it is by the time young people have already formed 

their behavior, norms, and opinions.  

 

Concluding remarks 

The explorative research made it possible for us to capture young people’s emergent 

sexual development in real life. Our hope is that this research will be extended with the 

use of an elaborated definition of sexuality in future research. Our research results may 

serve as a guide for practical applications (e.g., sex education programs) – one that 

incorporates a more extensive view than the human body and safe sex, and includes 

personal, everyday experiences of the romantic issues of sexuality.  

   

 

  



 

114 

 

  



 

115 

 

APPENDICES  



 

116 

 

  



 

117 

 

REFERENCES 
  



 

118 

 

Afifi, T. D., Joseph, A., & Aldeis, D. (2008). Why can’t we just talk about it? An 

observational study of parents' and adolescents' conversations about sex. Journal of 

Adolescent Research, 23(6), 689–721.  

Baxter, L. A., & Akkoor, C. (2011). Topic expansiveness and family communication 

patterns. Journal of Family Communication, 11(1), 1–20.  

Beckett, M. K., Elliott, M. N., Martino, S., Kanouse, D. E., Corona, R., Klein, D. J., & 

Schuster, M. A. (2010). Timing of parent and child communication about sexuality 

relative to children’s sexual behaviors. Pediatrics, 125(1), 34–42.  

Boeije, H. (2010). Analysis in qualitative research. London: SAGE.  

Boelhouwer, M., Brouwer, J., Scholte Lubberink, C., & Van Geert, P.L.C. (2014). Seksuele 

ontwikkeling van 9 - 22 jaar. Meer dan van zoen tot het doen. [Sexual development 

of 9 – 22 year olds. More than from kissing to having sexual intercourse]. Vakgroep 

Ontwikkelingspsychologie, Faculteit Gedrags- en Maatschappijwetenschappen, 

Rijksuniversiteit Groningen, Groningen. 

Braeken, D. (1994). Sex education in the netherlands: A fairy tale? Forum for Family 

Planning; Can We Learn from the Dutch? London: Family Planning Association. 

Bowker, J. C., Spencer, S. V, Thomas, K. K., & Gyoerkoe, E. A. (2012). Having and being 

another-sex crush during early adolescence. Journal of Experimental Child 

Psychology, 111(4), 629–643.  

Brown, B. B., Feiring, C., & Furman, W. (1999). Missing the love boat - Why researchers 

have shied away from adolescent romance. In W. Furman, B. B. Brown, & C. Feiring 

(Eds.), The Development of Romantic Relationships in Adolescence (pp. 1–16). 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Bronfenbrenner, U., & Ceci, S. J. (1994). Nature-nurture reconceptualized in 

developmental perspective: A bioecological model. Psychological Review, 101, 568-

586. 

Buston, K., Wight, D., & Scott, S. (2001). Difficulty and diversity: the context and practice 

of sex education. British Journal of Sociology of Education, 22(3), 353–368.  

Collins, W. A. (2003). More than Myth: The developmental significance of romantic 

relationships during adolescence. Journal of Research on Adolescence, 13(1), 1–24.  

Collins, W. A., Welsh, D. P., & Furman, W. (2009). Adolescent romantic relationships. 

Annual Review of Psychology, 60, 631–52.  

Commendador, K. A. (2010). Parental influences on adolescent decision making and 

contraceptive use. Pediatric Nursing, 36 (3), 147–156, 170. 

Connolly, J., Craig, W., Goldberg, A., & Pepler, D. (2004). Mixed-gender groups, dating, and 

romantic relationships in early adolescence. Journal of Research on Adolescence, 

14(2), 185–207.  



 

119 

 

Connolly, J., Furman, W., & Konarski, R. (2000). The role of peers in the emergence of 

heterosexual romantic relationships in adolescence. Child Development, 71(5), 

1395–408.  

Connolly, J., & McIsaac C. (2011). Romantic relationships in adolescence. In M.K. 

Underwood & L.S. Rosen, Social development: Relationships in infancy, childhood, 

and adolescence (pp 180–205). NewYork: Guilford Press.  

Daddis, C., & Randolph, D. (2010). Dating and disclosure: adolescent management of 

information regarding romantic involvement. Journal of Adolescence, 33(2), 309–20.  

Dalenberg, W. G., Timmerman, M. C., Kunnen, E. S., & Van Geert, P. L. C. (2016). Young 

people’s everyday romance and sexual experiences in relation to sex-related 

conversations with parents: a diary study in the Netherlands. Sex Education, June, 1–

15.  

Darling, N., Cumsille, P., Caldwell, L. L., & Dowdy, B. (2006). Predictors of adolescents’ 

disclosure to parents and perceived parental knowledge: between- and within-

person differences. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 35(4), 659–670.  

De Graaf, H., Kruijer, H., Van Acker, J., & Meijer, S. (2012). Seks onder je 25e. Seksuele 

gezondheid van jongeren in Nederland anno 2012. [Sex under the age of 25. Sexual 

health of young people in 2012] Delft: Eburon, 2012. 

De Graaf, H., Vanwesenbeeck, I., Meijer, S., Woertman, L., & Meeus, W. (2009). Sexual 

trajectories during adolescence: relation to demographic characteristics and sexual 

risk. Archives of Sexual Behavior, 38(2), 276–82.  

De Looze, M., Constantine, N. A., Jerman, P., Vermeulen-Smit, E., & Ter Bogt, T. (2014). 

Parent-adolescent sexual communication and its association with adolescent sexual 

behaviors: A nationally representative analysis in the Netherlands. Journal of Sex 

Research, 52(3), 257–268.  

Deptula, D. P., Henry, D. B., & Schoeny, M. E. (2010). How can parents make a difference? 

Longitudinal associations with adolescent sexual behavior. Journal of Family 

Psychology, 24(6), 731–9.  

DiIorio, C., Pluhar, E., & Belcher, L. (2003). Parent-child communication about sexuality: A 

review of the literature from 1980-2002. Journal of HIV / AIDS Prevention & 

Education for Adolescents & Children, 5, 3–32.  

Doornwaard, S. M., Moreno, M. A., van den Eijnden, R. J. J. M., Vanwesenbeeck, I., & Ter 

Bogt, T. F. M. (2014). Young adolescents’ sexual and romantic reference displays on 

Facebook. Journal of Adolescent Health, 55(4), 535–541.  

Downey, L., Ryan, R., Roffman, R., & Kulich, M. (1995). How could I forget? Inaccurate 

memories of sexually intimate moments. The Journal of Sex Research, 32(3), 177–

191. 



 

120 

 

Durant, L. E., & Carey, M. P. (2000). Self-administered questionnaires versus face-to-face 

interviews in assessing sexual behavior in young women. Archives of Sexual 

Behavior, 29(4), 309–22.  

European Expert Group on Sexuality Education (2015). Sexuality education – what is it?, 

Sex Education, January, 1–5.  

Edwards, W. M., & Coleman, E. (2004). Defining sexual health: a descriptive overview. 

Archives of Sexual Behavior, 33(3), 189–95.  

Eisenberg, M. E., Sieving, R. E., Bearinger, L. H., Swain, C., & Resnick, M. D. (2006). Parents’ 

communication with adolescents about sexual behavior: A missed opportunity for 

prevention? Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 35, 893–902.  

Epstein, M., & Ward, L. M. (2007). “Always use protection”: Communication boys receive 

about sex from parents, peers, and the media. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 

37(2), 113–126.  

Feiring, C. (1996). Concepts of romance in 15-year-old adolescents. Journal of Research on 

Adolescence, 6(2), 181–200. 

Flyvbjerg, B. (2006). Five misunderstandings about case-study research. Qualitative 

Inquiry, 12(2), 219–245.  

Furman, W., Low, S., & Ho, M. J. (2009). Romantic experience and psychosocial 

adjustment in middle adolescence. Journal of Clinical Child & Adolescent Psychology, 

38(1), 75–90.  

Gillmore, M. R., Chen, A. C. C., Haas, S. A., Kopak, A. M., & Robillard, A. G. (2011). Do 

family and parenting factors in adolescence influence condom use in early 

adulthood in a multiethnic sample of young adults? Journal of Youth and 

Adolescence, 40(11), 1503–1518.  

Giordano, P. C., Longmore, M. A., & Manning, W. D. (2006). Gender and the meanings of 

adolescent romantic relationships: A focus on boys. American Sociological Review, 

71(2), 260–287.  

Guzmán, B. L., Schlehofer-Sutton, M. M., Villanueva, C. M., Dello Stritto, M. E., Casad, B. J., 

& Feria, A. (2003). Let’s talk about sex: how comfortable discussions about sex 

impact teen sexual behavior. Journal of Health Communication, 8(6), 583–98.  

Halpern, C. T., Joyner, K., Udry, J. R., & Suchindran, C. (2000). Smart teens don’t have sex 

(or kiss much either). The Journal of Adolescent Health : Official Publication of the 

Society for Adolescent Medicine, 26(3), 213–25.  

Hilber, A. M., & Colombini, M. (2002). Promoting sexual health means promoting healthy 

approaches to sexuality. Sexual Health Exchange, 4, 1–2. 

Hyde, J. S. (2005). The gender similarities hypothesis. The American Psychologist, 60(6), 

581–592.  



 

121 

 

Jaccard, J., Dodge, T., & Dittus, P. (2002). Parent-adolescent communication about sex and 

birth control: a conceptual framework. In New directions for child and adolescent 

development (pp. 9–41). Wiley Periodicals, Inc.  

Jackson, S., Jacob, M. N., Landman-Peeters, K., & Lanting, A. (2001). Cognitive strategies 

employed in trying to arrange a first date. Journal of Adolescence, 24(3), 267–79.  

Jakobsen, R. (1997). Stages of progression in noncoital sexual interactions among young 

adolescents: An application of the Mokken Scale Analysis. International Journal of 

Behavioral Development, 21(3), 537–554.  

Jerman, P., & Constantine, N. A. (2010). Demographic and psychological predictors of 

parent-adolescent communication about sex: a representative statewide analysis. 

Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 39(10), 1164–74.  

Koerner, A. F., & Schrodt, P. (2014). An introduction to the special issue on family 

communication patterns theory. Journal of Family Communication, 14(1), 1–15. 

Lam, A. G., Russell, S. T., Tan, T. C., & Leong, S. J. (2008). Maternal predictors of noncoital 

sexual behavior: Examining a nationally representative sample of Asian and White 

American adolescents who have never had sex. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 

37, 62–73.  

Lam, T. H., Shi, H. J., Ho, L. M., Stewart, S. M., & Fan, S. (2002). Timing of pubertal 

maturation and heterosexual behavior among Hong Kong Chinese adolescents. 

Archives of Sexual Behavior, 31(4), 359–366.  

Ladin L’Engle, K., Brown, J. D., & Kenneavy, K. (2006). The mass media are an important 

context for adolescents’ sexual behavior. The Journal of Adolescent Health : Official 

Publication of the Society for Adolescent Medicine, 38(3), 186–92.  

Lefkowitz, E. S. (2002). Beyond the yes-no question: measuring parent-adolescent 

communication about sex. New Directions for Child and Adolescent Development, 

2002(97), 43–56.  

Lefkowitz, E. S. (2005). “Things have gotten better”: Developmental changes among 

emerging adults after the transition to university. Journal of Adolescent Research, 

20(1), 40–63.  

Lefkowitz, E. S., Boone, T. L., & Shearer, C. L. (2004). Communication with best friends 

about sex-related topics during emerging adulthood. Journal of Youth and 

Adolescence, 33(4), 339–351.  

Lefkowitz, E. S., Boone, T. L., Sigman, M., & Au, T. K. (2002). He said, she said: Gender 

differences in mother - adolescent conversations about sexuality. Journal of 

Research on Adolescence, 12(2), 217–242.  

Lefkowitz, E. S., Gillen, M. M., & Vasilenko, S. a. (2011). Putting the romance back into sex: 

Sexuality in romantic relationships. In M. C. F.D. Fincham (Ed.), Romantic 



 

122 

 

relationships in emerging adulthood. (pp. 213–233).  

Lefkowitz, E. S., Kahlbaugh, P. E., & Sigman, M. D. (1996). Turn-taking in mother-

adolescent conversations about sexuality and conflict. Journal of Youth and 

Adolescence, 25(3), 307–321.  

Lefkowitz, E. S., Romo, L. F., Corona, R., Au, T. K., & Sigman, M. (2000). How Latino 

American and European American adolescents discuss conflicts, sexuality, and AIDS 

with their mothers. Developmental Psychology, 36(3), 315–325.  

Lefkowitz, E. S., Sigman, M., & Au, T. K. (2000). Helping mothers discuss sexuality and AIDS 

with adolescents. Child Development, 71(5), 1383–94.  

Lefkowitz, E. S., & Stoppa, T. M. (2006). Positive sexual communication and socialization in 

the parent-adolescent context. In New directions for child and adolescent 

development (pp. 39–55).  

Lefkowitz, E. S., & Vasilenko, S. A. (2014). Healthy sex and sexual health: New directions 

for studying outcomes of sexual health. New Directions for Child and Adolescent 

Development, (144), 87–98.  

Lewis, M. D., Lamey, A. V., Douglas L. (1999) A new dynamic systems method for the 

analysis of early socio-emotional development. Developmental Science, 2, 457–475. 

Manning, W. D., Giordano, P. C., & Longmore, M. A. (2006). Hooking up: The relationship 

contexts of “non-relationship” sex. Journal of Adolescent Research, 21(5), 459–483.  

Manning, W. D., Longmore, M. A., & Giordano, P. C. (2000). The at first relationship 

intercourse context of contraceptive use. Family Planning Perspectives, 32(3), 104–

110. 

Markham, C. M., Lormand, D., Gloppen, K. M., Peskin, M. F., Flores, B., Low, B., & House, L. 

D. (2010). Connectedness as a predictor of sexual and reproductive health outcomes 

for youth. Journal of Adolescent Health, 46(3), S23–S41.  

Martino, S. C., Elliott, M. N., Corona, R., Kanouse, D. E., & Schuster, M. a. (2008). Beyond 

the “big talk”: the roles of breadth and repetition in parent-adolescent 

communication about sexual topics. Pediatrics, 121(3), e612–8.  

McAuliffe, T. L., DiFranceisco, W., & Reed, B. R. (2007). Effects of question format and 

collection mode on the accuracy of retrospective surveys of health risk behavior: a 

comparison with daily sexual activity diaries. Health Psychology: Official Journal of 

the Division of Health Psychology, American Psychological Association, 26(1), 60–67.  

McIsaac, C., Connolly, J., McKenney, K. S., Pepler, D., & Craig, W. (2008). Conflict 

negotiation and autonomy processes in adolescent romantic relationships: an 

observational study of interdependency in boyfriend and girlfriend effects. Journal 

of Adolescence, 31(6), 691–707.  

McLaws, M., Oldenburg, B., Ross, M. W., & Cooper, D. a. (1990). Sexual behaviour in AIDS‐



 

123 

 

related research: Reliability and validity of recall and diary measures. Journal of Sex 

Research, 27(2), 265–281.  

McNeely, C., Shew, M. L., Beuhring, T., Sieving, R., Miller, B. C., & Blum, R. W. (2002). 

Mothers’ influence on the timing of first sex among 14- and 15-year-olds. The 

Journal of Adolescent Health : Official Publication of the Society for Adolescent 

Medicine, 31(3), 256–65.  

Meier, A., & Allen, G. (2009). Romantic relationships from adolescence to young 

adulthood: Evidence from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health. 

Sociological Quarterly, 50(2), 308–335.  

Miller, B. C., Norton, M. C., Curtis, T., Jeffrey Hill, E., Schvaneveldt, P., & Young, M. H. 

(1999). The timing of sexual intercourse among adolescents. Journal of Composite 

Materials, 33(10), 928–940.  

Miller, K. S., Levin, M. L., Whitaker, D. J., & Xu, X. (1998). Patterns of condom use among 

adolescents: the impact of mother-adolescent communication. American Journal of 

Public Health, 88(10), 1542–1544.  

Miller, K. S., & Whitaker, D. J. (2001). Predictors of mother-adolescent discussions about 

condoms: Implications for providers who serve youth. Pediatrics, 108(2), 28–35.  

Montgomery, M. J. (2005). Psychosocial intimacy and identity: From early adolescence to 

emerging adulthood. Journal of Adolescent Research, 20(3), 346–374.  

Moore, S., & Rosenthal, D. (2006). Sexuality in adolescence. Current trends. London, 

United Kingdom: Routledge. 

Morgan, E. M., Thorne, A., & Zurbriggen, E. L. (2010). A longitudinal study of conversations 

with parents about sex and dating during college. Developmental Psychology, 46(1), 

139–50.  

Mosher, W. D., Chandra, A., & Jones, J. (2005). Sexual behavior and selected health 

measures: men and women 15-44 years of age, United States, 2002. Advance Data 

From Vital and Health Statistics, (362), 1–55. 

Nezlek, J. B. (2011). “Diary methods for social and personality psychology.” In J.B. Nezlek 

(Eds.) The Sage Library in Social and Personality Psychology Methods (pp. 1–168). 

London: Sage. 

Nieder, T., & Seiffge-Krenke, I. (2001). Coping with stress in different phases of romantic 

development. Journal of Adolescence, 24(3), 297–311.  

O’Sullivan, L. F., & Brooks-Gunn, J. (2005). The timing of changes in girls’ sexual cognitions 

and behaviors in early adolescence: a prospective, cohort study. The Journal of 

Adolescent Health : Official Publication of the Society for Adolescent Medicine, 37(3), 

211–9.  

O’Sullivan, L., & Hearn, K. (2008). Predicting first intercourse among urban early 



 

124 

 

adolescent girls: The role of emotions. Cognition & Emotion, 22(1), 168–179.  

Parker, R., Wellings, K., & Lazarus, J. V. (2009). Sexuality education in Europe: an overview 

of current policies. Sex Education, 9(3), 227–242.  

Paul, E. L., & Hayes, K. A. (2002). The casualties of `casual’ sex: A qualitative exploration of 

the phenomenology of college students' hookups. Journal of Social and Personal 

Relationships, 19(5), 639–661.  

Potard, C., Courtois, R., & Rusch, E. (2008). The influence of peers on risky sexual 

behaviour during adolescence. The European Journal of Contraception & 

Reproductive Health Care, 13(3), 264–70.  

Rademakers, J., & Straver, C. (1986). Van fascinatie naar relatie. Het leren omgaan met 

relaties en seksualiteit in de jeugdperiode. [From fascination to relationship. 

Learning to deal with romantic relationships and sexuality in the period of youth] 

Zeist: Nisso. 

Raffaelli, M., Bogenschneider, K., & Flood, M. F. (1998). Parent-teen communication about 

sexual topics. Journal of Family Issues, 19(3), 315–333.  

Raffaelli, M., & Ontai, L. L. (2001). She’s 16 years old and there's boys calling over to the 

house: An exploratory study of sexual socialization in Latino families. Culture, Health 

& Sexuality, 3(3), 295–310. 

Richards, M. H., Crowe, P. a, Larson, R., & Swarr, A. (1998). Developmental patterns and 

gender differences in the experience of peer companionship during adolescence. 

Child Development, 69(1), 154–63.  

Rodgers, J. L., & Rowe, D. C. (1993). Social contagion and adolescent sexual behavior: a 

developmental EMOSA model. Psychological Review, 100(3), 479–510.  

Russell, S. T. (2005). Introduction to Positive Perspectives on Adolescent Sexuality : Part 1. 

Journal of National Sexuality Research Center, 2(3), 1–3.  

Schalet, A. T. (2004). Must we fear adolescent sexuality? Medscape General Medicine, 

6(4), 44.  

Schalet, A. T. (2000). Raging hormones, regulated love: Adolescent sexuality and the 

constitution of the modern individual in the United States and the Netherlands. 

Body & Society, 6(1), 75–105.  

Schalet, A. T. (2011). Beyond abstinence and risk: A new paradigm for adolescent sexual 

health. Women’s Health Issues, 21(3), S5–S7.  

Schwartz, I. M. (1999). Sexual activity prior to coital initiation: a comparison between 

males and females. Archives of Sexual Behavior, 28, 63–69. 

Seiffge-Krenke, I. (2003). Testing theories of romantic development from adolescence to 

young adulthood: Evidence of a developmental sequence. International Journal of 

Behavioral Development, 27(6), 519–531.  



 

125 

 

Shtarkshall, R. A., Carmel, S., Jaffe-Hirschfield, D., & Woloski-Wruble, A. (2009). Sexual 

milestones and factors associated with coitus initiation among Israeli high school 

students. Archives of Sexual Behavior, 38(4), 591–604.  

Shulman, S., & Scharf, M. (2000). Adolescent romantic behaviors and perceptions age- and 

gender-related differences, and links with family and peer relationships. Journal of 

Research on Adolescence, 10(1), 99–118.  

Sieving, R. E., Eisenberg, M. E., Pettingell, S., & Skay, C. (2006). Friends’ influence on 

adolescents' first sexual intercourse. Perspectives on Sexual and Reproductive 

Health, 38(1), 13–9.  

Simon, R. W., Eder, D., & Evans, C. (1992). The development of feeling norms underlying 

romantic love among adolescent females. Social Psychology Quarterly, 55(1), 29–46.  

Smiler, A. P., Frankel, L. B. W., & Savin-williams, R. C. (2011). From kissing to coitus ? Sex-

of-partner differences in the sexual milestone achievement of young men. Journal of 

Adolescence, 34(4), 727–735.  

Smiler, A. P., Ward, L. M., Caruthers, A., & Merriwether, A. (2005). Pleasure , 

empowerment , and Love : Factors associated with a positive first coitus. Sexuality 

Research and Social Policy, 2(3), 41–55. 

Timmerman, M. C. (2004). Adolescents’ psychological health and experiences with 

unwanted sexual behavior at school. Adolescence, 39(156), 817–25.  

Timmerman, M. C. (2009). Teaching skills and personal characteristics of sex education 

teachers. Teaching and Teacher Education, 25(3), 500–506.  

Todman, J.B. & Dugard, P. (2001) Single case and small-n experimental designs: A practical 

guide to randomization tests. Manwah (NJ): Erlbaum. 

Tolman, D. L., & McClelland, S. I. (2011). Normative sexuality development in adolescence: 

A decade in review, 2000-2009. Journal of Research on Adolescence, 21(1), 242–255. 

Thompson, S. (1990). Putting a big thing into a little hole: teenage girls’ accounts of sexual 

initiation. The Journal of Sex Research, 27(3), 341–361. 

Thornton, A. (1990). The courtship process and adolescent sexuality. Journal of Family 

Issues, 11(3), 239–273.  

Troth, A., & Peterson, C. C. (2000). Factors predicting safe-sex talk and condom use in 

early sexual relationships. Health Communication, 12(2), 195–218.  

Tuval-Mashiach, R., Walsh, S., Harel, S., & Shulman, S. (2008). Romantic fantasies, cross-

gender friendships, and romantic experiences in adolescence. Journal of Adolescent 

Research, 23(4), 471–487.  

Van De Bongardt, D., De Graaf, H., Reitz, E., & Deković, M. (2014). Parents as moderators 

of longitudinal associations between sexual peer norms and Dutch adolescents’ 

sexual initiation and intention. The Journal of Adolescent Health, 55(2014), 1–6.  



 

126 

 

Van de Bongardt, D., Reitz, E., & Deković, M. (2015). Indirect over-time relations between 

parenting and adolescents’ sexual behaviors and emotions through global self-

esteem. The Journal of Sex Research, January, 1–13.  

Van Geert, P.L.C. (2003). De dynamische systeemtheorie van ontwikkeling. [Dynamic 

systems theory of development]. In L. Verhofstadt-Deneve, P.L.C. van Geert, A. Vyt, 

(Eds.), Handboek Ontwikkelingspsychologie: Grondslagen en theorieën. (pp. 115-

138). Houten: Bohn, Stafleu, Van Loghum.  

Van Geert, P.L.C. (2009). Tracing trajectories in the sexual development of youth: an 

approach based on the theory of complex dynamic systems. [ZonMW Grant no. 50-

50145-98-030] 

Van Geert, P.L.C., Steenbeek, H.W., & Kunnen, E.S. (2012). Monte Carlo techniques. In E.S. 

Kunnen (Eds.), A dynamic system approach to adolescent development (pp. 43 - 51). 

East Sussex: Psychology Press. 

Vasilenko, S. A., Lefkowitz, E. S., & Maggs, J. L. (2012). Short-term positive and negative 

consequences of sex based on daily reports among college students. Journal of Sex 

Research, 49(6), 558–569.  

Vasilenko, S. A., Lefkowitz, E. S., & Welsh, D. P. (2014). Is sexual behavior healthy for 

adolescents? A conceptual framework for research on adolescent sexual behavior 

and physical, mental, and social health. In E. S. Lefkowitz & S. A. Vasilenko (Eds.), 

New directions for child and adolescent development (pp. 3–19).  

Wang, N. (2016). Parent-adolescent communication about sexuality in Chinese families. 

Journal of Family Communication, 1–18. 

Ward, L. (2003). Understanding the role of entertainment media in the sexual socialization 

of American youth: A review of empirical research. Developmental Review, 23(3), 

347–388.  

Weaver, H., Smith, G., & Kippax, S. (2005). School-based sex education policies and 

indicators of sexual health among young people: A comparison of the Netherlands, 

France, Australia and the United States. Sex Education, 5(2), 171–188.  

Weinstock, H., Berman, S., & Cates, W. (2000). Sexually transmitted diseases among 

American youth: incidence and prevalence estimates, 2000. Perspectives on Sexual 

and Reproductive Health, 36(1), 6–10.  

Widman, L., Choukas-Bradley, S., Helms, S. W., Golin, C. E., & Prinstein, M. J. (2014). Sexual 

communication between early adolescents and their dating partners, parents, and 

best friends. Journal of Sex Research, 51, 731–41.  

Wiegerink, D. J., Stam, H. J., Gorter, J. W., Cohen-Kettenis, P. T., & Roebroeck, M. E. 

(2010). Development of romantic relationships and sexual activity in young adults 

with cerebral palsy: A longitudinal study. Archives of Physical Medicine and 



 

127 

 

Rehabilitation, 91(9), 1423–1428.  

Wight, D., Williamson, L., & Henderson, M. (2006). Parental influences on young people’s 

sexual behaviour: a longitudinal analysis. Journal of Adolescence, 29(4), 473–94.  

World Health Organization. (2012). Health topics: Sexual health. Retrieved from 

http://www.who.int/topics/sexual_health/en/ 

Xiao, Z., Li, X., & Stanton, B. (2011). Perceptions of parent-adolescent communication 

within families: it is a matter of perspective. Psychology, Health & Medicine, 16(1), 

53–65.  

Zimmer-Gembeck, M. J., & Helfand, M. (2008). Ten years of longitudinal research on U.S. 

adolescent sexual behavior: Developmental correlates of sexual intercourse, and the 

importance of age, gender and ethnic background. Developmental Review, 28(2), 

153–224.  

Zimmer-Gembeck, M. J., See, L., & O’Sullivan, L. (2014). Young women’s satisfaction with 

sex and romance, and emotional reactions to sex: Associations with sexual 

entitlement, efficacy, and situational factors. Emerging Adulthood, 3(2), 113–122.  

 

  



 

128 

 

  



 

129 

 

NEDERLANDSE SAMENVATTING 

(Dutch Summary) 
 

  



 

130 

 

A True Love Story 

De Romantische en Seksuele Ontwikkeling van Adolescenten in het 

Dagelijks Leven 

 

In de adolescentieperiode beginnen jongeren hun seksualiteit steeds verder te exploreren. 

Hun eerste romantische en seksuele ervaringen kunnen bepalend zijn voor de rest van het 

verdere romantische en seksuele leven. Om de romantische en seksuele ontwikkeling van 

jongeren in goede banen te leiden, kunnen ouders hen begeleiden en steunen door 

informatie te geven en te praten over relaties en seksualiteit. Maar omdat seksualiteit een 

gevoelig onderwerp is, zijn deze gesprekken niet altijd even gemakkelijk. Dit proefschrift 

gaat over hoe de (ontluikende) romantische en seksuele ontwikkeling verloopt voor 

jongeren (12-17 jaar) en over de rol die gesprekken met ouders over liefde en seks daarin 

hebben.  

 Hoewel eerdere studies een goed beeld geven van de romantische en seksuele 

ontwikkeling van Nederlandse jongeren, kenmerken deze studies zich door seksualiteit 

smal te definiëren. De bestudering van de romantische en seksuele ontwikkeling beperkt 

zich met name op duidelijke markeerpunten in deze ontwikkeling zoals het hebben van 

een romantische relatie of seks (geslachtsgemeenschap). Daarnaast wordt het onderzoek 

gedomineerd door het gebruik van abstracte vragenlijsten die op één moment worden 

afgenomen en terugkijken op een periode in het verleden (cross-sectioneel en 

retrospectief). Dit proefschrift voegt belangrijke inzichten toe aan de bestaande kennis 

over de romantische en seksuele ontwikkeling door jongeren zelf aan het woord te laten. 

Op deze manier krijgen we unieke informatie over de concrete gebeurtenissen, gedachten 

en gevoelens tijdens de romantische en seksuele ontwikkeling (longitudinaal en 

prospectief).  

 We hanteren hierbij een brede definitie van seksualiteit, geinspireerd door de 

World Health Organization (2012). Deze definitie van seksualiteit breidt de focus van 

eerdere empirische studies op twee manieren uit. Ten eerste stellen wij dat (ontluikende) 

seksualiteit niet alleen seksuele gedragingen (bijvoorbeeld, tongzoenen, 

geslachtsgemeenschap) omvat, maar ook interne representaties van (toekomstige) 

seksuele ontmoetingen (bijvoorbeeld, fantasieën, verlangens en gevoelens van 

onzekerheden). Ten tweede, een brede definitie van seksualiteit includeert niet alleen 

expliciet seksuele aspecten (bijvoorbeeld, seksuele fantasieën of gedragingen), maar ook 

romantische aspecten (bijvoorbeeld, verliefdheid of ervaringen in een romantische 

relatie).  
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 Seksualiteit omvat zoveel meer dan romantische relaties of 

geslachtsgemeenschap. Het is een complex samenspel tussen biologische, psychologische 

en sociale invloeden dat tot uiting komt in de dagelijkse ervaringen. Daarom wordt in dit 

proefschrift de romantische en seksuele ontwikkeling vanuit het unieke perspectief van 

jongeren zelf in kaart gebracht.  

 

Weblog dagboeken 

Dagboeken zijn bij uitstek een geschikte methode om dagelijkse ervaringen ten opzichte 

van liefde en seks te onderzoeken. Daarom vroegen we jongeren gedurende twee jaar 

lang weblog dagboeken bij te houden. Op deze manier konden we de (ontluikende) 

seksualiteitsontwikkeling in het dagelijks leven van jongeren zelf en in hun eigen 

bewoordingen in kaart brengen. Er waren twee belangrijke redenen om weblog 

dagboeken te gebruiken. Ten eerste, seksualiteit is een extreem gevoelig onderwerp, 

vooral voor jongeren die aan het begin staan van de exploratie van hun romantische en 

seksuele ontwikkeling. Door weblog dagboeken te gebruiken kregen jongeren de kans om 

in alle privacy hun perspectief op hun romantische en seksuele ontwikkeling te 

beschrijven, zonder inmenging van een onderzoeker (hetgeen bijvoorbeeld bij interviews 

het geval is), en op het moment dat een belangrijke gebeurtenis in hun leven plaatsvond. 

Op deze manier kregen we een beeld van de ontwikkeling en beleving van seksualiteit 

zoals ervaren tijdens hun romantische en seksuele ontwikkeling (in plaats van door terug 

te blikken op een periode in het verleden, waarbij belangrijke informatie verloren kan 

gaan omdat het vergeten is). 

Ten tweede, interne representaties (gedachten en gevoelens) zijn moeilijk 

zichtbaar te maken in vragenlijstonderzoek. Vragenlijsten bestaan vaak uit een 

voorgeschreven lijst van onderwerpen. Echter, de ontluikende romantische en seksuele 

ontwikkeling van adolescenten bestaat uit veranderlijke en vluchtige processen die zich 

dynamisch en variabel ontwikkelen. Een verliefdheid of aantrekking kan uitdoven wanneer 

er een andere gebeurtenis (bijvoorbeeld, een nieuwe ontmoeting) plaatsvindt. Door het 

intensief longitudinale karakter van dagboeken, kunnen deze plotselinge veranderingen in 

de romantische en seksuele ontwikkeling in kaart gebracht worden.  

 

Doel van dit proefschrift 

Om meer inzicht te krijgen in de (ontluikende) seksualiteitsontwikkeling onder jongeren 

heeft de Rijksuniversiteit Groningen een deelonderzoek uitgevoerd van het 

overkoepelende Project STARS (Studies naar Trajecten van Adolescente Relaties en 
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Seksualiteit). In dit proefschrift wordt antwoord gegeven op de explorerende vragen: ‘Hoe 

verloopt de (ontluikende) seksualiteitsontwikkeling van adolescenten kijkend naar 

dagelijkse ervaringen?’ en ‘Op welke manier spelen dagelijkse gesprekken met ouders 

over liefde en seks een rol in deze ontwikkeling?’  

 Dit proefschrift bestaat uit vier deelstudies waaraan 306 jongeren (12-17 jaar) 

deelnamen. Een deel van deze jongeren is twee jaar gevolgd (zes perioden van zes 

weken). De resultaten worden in twee delen weergegeven. Het eerste deel gaat in op de 

dagelijkse beleving van romantische en seksuele ontwikkeling en omvat de belangrijkste 

resultaten van twee deelstudies. Het tweede deel gaat over dagelijkse gesprekken met 

ouders over liefde en seks en bestaat eveneens uit  twee  (andere) deelstudies.   

 

Samenvatting van de onderzoeksresultaten 

Dagelijkse romantische en seksuele ervaringen 

In hoofdstuk 2 en 3 verdiepten we ons in de dagelijkse ervaringen van adolescenten over 

liefde en seks. Over het algemeen zagen we in beide hoofdstukken dat niet elke 

adolescent constant bezig is met liefde en seks. Hoewel er expliciet gevraagd is naar de 

beleving over liefde en seks, rapporteerden de adolescenten ook over andere thema’s, 

bijvoorbeeld leeftijdsgenoten (“ik ben zo teleurgesteld in een vriendschap op dit 

moment”), school (“Ik moet leren, leren, leren… het is namelijk tentamenweek he?”), 

vrijetijdsbesteding (“Ik ben al meerdere keren gehacked op een spel deze week..”). Liefde 

en seks is één van de onderwerpen waar adolescenten mee bezig zijn in het dagelijks 

leven. Van de onderwerpen over het thema liefde en seks gingen veruit de meeste 

onderwerpen over de romantische aspecten (“Ik begin een goede vriendin leuk te vinden. 

Ik weet alleen niet of het wel zo’n goed idee is.”) vergeleken met fysiek seksuele 

onderwerpen (“Eigenlijk wil hij het al doen, ik wil het ook. Maar ik wil het eigenlijk ook 

weer niet.”). Dit resultaat gold voor zowel seksueel actieve als inactieve adolescenten.  

 In hoofdstuk 2 exploreerden we de overeenkomsten en verschillen tussen de 

romantische en seksuele ervaringen van adolescenten en onderzochten we onze 

dagboekmethode om eventuele aanpassingen te maken voor de tweejarige 

dataverzameling die zou volgen. Hoewel adolescenten unieke dagelijkse romantische en 

seksuele ervaringen beschreven, was het mogelijk om, geïnspireerd door Romantic 

development stage theory, de ervaringen te groeperen in een beginnend romantisch 

ontwikkelingsstadium (bijvoorbeeld, verliefd zijn), een midden ontwikkelingsstadium van 

interacties (bijvoorbeeld, beginnend contact exploreren) en een eindstadium van 

daadwerkelijke ervaringen binnen een romantische relatie (bijvoorbeeld, afspreken met 

een romantische partner).  
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Over het algemeen zagen we dat meisjes, oudere adolescenten en meer ervaren 

adolescenten meer bezig zijn met liefde en seks dan jongens, jongere adolescenten en 

minder ervaren adolescenten. Echter, kwalitatieve analyse toonde aan dat op inhoudelijk 

vlak weinig leeftijds- of geslachtsverschillen zijn: Jongens en meisjes en jongere en oudere 

adolescenten ervaren vergelijkbare onderwerpen in hun dagelijkse beleving van 

seksualiteit. Dat jongens zich hetzelfde uitdrukken als meisjes over hun ervaringen op het 

terrein van hun romantische en seksuele ontwikkeling, is opmerkelijk. Anders dan eerdere 

studies aantoonden, zijn meisjes in hun dagelijkse beleving niet meer bezig met 

relationele of romantische aspecten van seksualiteit en jongens niet meer met expliciet 

seksuele onderwerpen. Wellicht biedt de meer open methode van vragen in een 

dagboekonderzoek meer mogelijkheden tot variatie in de antwoorden dan een vragenlijst 

met voorgestructureeerde items.  

Daarnaast liet deze studie zien dat contact maken een belangrijk thema is in de 

dagelijkse beleving van liefde en seks. Dit thema werd door de jongeren verschillend geuit 

afhankelijk van het romantisch ontwikkelingsstadium. Adolescenten die daadwerkelijk 

interacteren met een potentiële partner ervaren meer positieve gevoelens dan 

adolescenten die nog geen contact hebben. Blijkbaar is beginnend contact in de 

ontluikende fase van de romantische en seksuele ontwikkeling een belangrijk 

markeerpunt in het leven van een adolescent. Echter, eerder onderzoek focust zich zelden 

op dit thema. Deze resultaten tezamen met de andere resultaten in hoofdstuk 2 toonden 

aan dat dat de dagboekmethode geschikt is om inzicht te krijgen in de alledaagse 

ervaringen van adolescenten op het terrein van liefde en seks. De bevindingen mondden 

uit in bruikbare aandachtspunten om de dagboekmethode op een aantal punten te 

herzien.  

In hoofdstuk 3 onderzochten we het tempo (de snelheid) van minder (bijvoorbeeld, 

tongzoenen) naar meer intiem seksueel gedrag (bijvoorbeeld, verder gaan dan strelen 

onder de kleding) van adolescenten met behulp van meerdere momenten over een 

periode van twee jaar (longitudinaal). Op deze manier konden we de beleving tijdens deze 

ontwikkeling onderzoeken in plaats van terugkijkend in het verleden (retrospectief). Door 

een dagboekmethode te gebruiken, kregen we tevens inzicht in de ontluikende 

seksualiteitsontwikkeling bij non-actieve adolescenten, die normaal gesproken in 

onderzoek veelal buiten beschouwing worden gelaten.  

De kwalitatieve analyse resulteerde in drie globale thema’s voor zowel seksueel 

non-actieve als actieve adolescenten: Adolescenten waren in hun romantische en seksuele 

ontwikkeling met name bezig met hun verlangens, onzekerheden en hun sociale netwerk. 

Echter, er was wel een verschil tussen non-actieve en actieve adolescenten. Non-actieve 

adolescenten beleven deze thema’s namelijk alleen op romantisch gebied, terwijl  
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adolescenten die wel seksueel actief zijn hun seksuele ontwikkeling zowel op romantisch 

en fysiek seksueel niveau beleven. Blijkbaar neemt seksueel gedrag geen grote plaats in in 

de gedachtenwereld van adolescenten die nog geen seksuele activiteiten (bijvoorbeeld, 

zoenen of seks) hebben ondernomen.  

Daarnaast liet dit onderzoek explorerende resultaten zien met betrekking tot het 

verschil in de dagelijkse beleving tussen “stapsgewijze” en “snelle” adolescenten. 

Adolescenten die snel van minder naar meer intiem seksueel gedrag overgaan ervoeren 

minder verlangens naar seksueel gedrag in hun dagelijkse beleving dan “stapsgewijze” 

adolescenten. Het zou kunnen zijn dat “snelle” adolescenten (te) weinig tijd hebben om 

de seksuele ervaring te verwerken en verlangens te ontwikkelen alvorens ze overgaan 

naar een nieuwe, meer intieme, seksuele ervaring. Dit zou gepaard kunnen gaan met 

minder autonomie, omdat ze weinig mogelijkheden hebben om hun eigen behoeftes te 

exploreren. Vervolgonderzoek zou deze explorerende resultaten in de dagelijkse beleving 

van adolescenten als leidraad kunnen nemen om de dagelijkse beleving tussen 

“stapsgewijze” en “snelle” adolescenten verder te onderzoeken.  

Ook waren de adolescenten vooral bezig met hun sociale netwerk in hun 

(ontluikende) romantische en seksuele ontwikkeling. Het bleek dat adolescenten hun 

seksuele ontwikkeling het meest beleven met hun leeftijdgenoten (bijvoorbeeld, praten 

met vrienden over romantische ervaringen of zichzelf vergelijken met leeftijdsgenoten), 

meer dan met andere personen in hun sociale omgeving. Met name de “non-actieve” en 

“snelle” adolescenten waren gericht op leeftijdgenoten. Vaak wordt de invloed van 

leeftijdsgenoten als negatief gezien (bijvoorbeeld, druk van leeftijdgenoten om seks te 

hebben). Ons onderzoek liet echter zien dat leeftijdgenoten niet altijd een negatief effect 

hebben op deze ontwikkeling. Leeftijdgenoten kunnen ook functioneren als steun of 

stimulatie bij dagelijkse kwesties in de seksualiteitsontwikkeling (bijvoorbeeld, om in 

contact te komen met een potentiële romantische partner). Deze resultaten geven samen 

met de andere resultaten in hoofdstuk 3 een eerste inzicht in de dagelijkse beleving 

tijdens de romantische en seksuele ontwikkeling van non-actieve, “stapsgewijze” en 

“snelle” adolescenten.   

 

Dagelijkse gesprekken met ouders over seksualiteit 

In hoofdstuk 4 en 5 worden studies beschreven naar dagelijkse gesprekken tussen 

adolescenten en hun ouders over liefde en seks. Ouders kunnen een significante rol 

spelen in de seksuele ontwikkeling van hun kinderen door met hen te praten over liefde 

en seks. Maar seksualiteit is een gevoelig onderwerp. Het is dan ook niet verwonderlijk dat 

ouders en jongeren het moeilijk vinden om geprekken over liefde en seks met elkaar te 
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voeren. Om meer inzicht te krijgen in de gesprekken met ouders over liefde en seks 

hielden wij één jaar lang de dagelijkse gesprekken tussen adolescenten met hun ouders bij 

met behulp van weblog dagboeken.  

In hoofdstuk 4 zagen we over het algemeen dat adolescenten een geringer aantal 

dagelijkse gesprekken over liefde en seks rapporteerden met hun ouders dan uit 

retrospectief vragenlijstonderzoek doorgaans naar voren komt. Mogelijk denken 

adolescenten dat ze meer gesprekken met hun ouders over liefde en seks hebben dan er 

in het dagelijks leven daadwerkelijk plaatsvinden. Deze bevinding lijkt ook te wijzen op het 

belang van formele seksuele educatie (bijvoorbeeld met behulp van peer-educators): 

wellicht praten jongeren liever met anderen dan hun ouders over liefde en seks. Een 

ander resultaat was dat de dagelijkse gesprekken met ouders voornamelijk gingen over de 

romantische aspecten van seksuele ontwikkeling (bijvoorbeeld, verliefdheden en 

romantische relaties). Deze bevinding is in overeenstemming met eerder 

vragenlijstonderzoek, en geeft daarmee aan dat onderzoek dat vooral gefocust is op 

expliciet seksuele onderwerpen, mogelijk een deel van de dagelijkse gesprekken over 

seksualiteit mist.  

In lijn met wat bekend is uit eerdere vragenlijststudies zagen we in hoofdstuk 4 dat 

dagelijkse gesprekken over liefde en seks met ouders ook vaak vermeden worden in 

vergelijking met gesprekken over andere onderwerpen. Uniek aan onze studie was dat wij 

onderscheid konden maken tussen gesprekken over liefde en seks en gesprekken over 

andere onderwerpen binnen individuen gedurende één jaar tijd. Sommige adolescenten 

vermeden consistent gesprekken over liefde en seks, maar gesprekken over andere 

onderwerpen niet. Voor andere adolescenten maakte het onderwerp van gesprek niet uit: 

Zij praatten zowel over seksualiteit als over andere onderwerpen met hun ouders. Er 

waren enkele adolescenten met een gemengd patroon van toenadering en vermijding ten 

opzichte van liefde en seks. Het lijkt erop dat voor deze adolescenten andere factoren dan 

het onderwerp van gesprek van belang waren voor het vermijden van gesprekken. In 

hoofdstuk 5 gingen we verder in op deze individuele verschillen. Al met al laten deze 

resultaten en de andere resultaten in hoofdstuk 4 een genuanceerd en individueel beeld 

zien van het praten over seksualiteit met ouders. Vermijding van gesprekken over 

seksualiteit speelt weliswaar een belangrijke rol, maar zeker niet voor elke adolescent. 

Hoofdstuk 5 ging nader in op de individuele verschillen tussen adolescenten die 

wel en adolescenten die niet met hun ouders over liefde en seks praten. Deze studie keek 

onder andere naar de relatie tussen gesprekken met ouders over liefde en seks en de 

dagelijkse beleving van seksualiteit. De resultaten lieten zien dat adolescenten gesprekken 

met ouders over liefde en seks verschillend ervoeren afhankelijk van het romantische 

ontwikkelingsstadium waarin de adolescent zich bevond. Adolescenten die geclassificeerd 
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werden in een hoger romantisch ontwikkelingsstadium (bijvoorbeeld, ervaringen met een 

romantische relatie) gingen in gesprek met hun ouders. Adolescenten met een lager 

romantisch ontwikkelingsstadium vermeden de dagelijkse gesprekken met hun ouders 

over liefde en seks. Deze adolescenten hadden geen ervaringen met een romantische 

relatie binnen de onderzoeksperiode. Zij hadden alleen fantasieën en beginnend contact 

met potentiële romantische partners. Deze bevindingen en de andere resultaten in 

hoofdstuk 5 ondersteunen eerder vragenlijstonderzoek met een expliciet seks-

gerelateerde focus die vonden dat ouders over het algemeen seks-gerelateerde 

onderwerpen aanpassen aan de persoonlijke ervaringen van hun kinderen. In dit 

hoofdstuk concludeerden we dat het romantisch stadium een belangrijke factor lijkt te zijn 

om al dan niet in gesprek te gaan met ouders over liefde en seks.  

Tot slot werden in hoofdstuk 6 de belangrijkste conclusies getrokken, de sterktes 

en beperkingen van alle studies in hun geheel besproken en aanbevelingen voor 

vervolgonderzoek gedaan. Alles bij elkaar genomen laat dit proefschrift zien dat de 

romantische en seksuele ontwikkeling van adolescenten in het dagelijks leven omschreven 

kan worden als een true love story. De exploratieve resultaten over de romantische en 

seksuele ontwikkeling tonen aan dat in het dagelijks leven adolescenten vooral 

georiënteerd zijn op de romantische aspecten van seksualiteit en minder op expliciete 

seksuele ervaringen (geslachtsgemeenschap-gerelateerde onderwerpen). Daarnaast 

begint een groot gedeelte van de romantische en seksuele ontwikkeling voordat er een 

eerste seksuele handeling met een partner plaatsvindt. Om een compleet beeld van de 

romantisch en seksuele ontwikkeling te verkrijgen, is het noodzakelijk in vervolgonderzoek 

verder te focussen op de romantische aspecten van seksualiteit en de ontluikende 

beginperiode van gedachten en fantasiën. 

Daarnaast illustreren de woorden van de adolescenten in dit proefschrift dat de 

romantische en seksuele ontwikkeling zeer divers is. Dit proefschrift liet zien dat de 

werelden van adolescenten erg verschillend van elkaar zijn, ongeacht leeftijd. Hoe de 

romantische en seksuele ontwikkeling verloopt voor een adolescent hangt af van 

verschillende persoons- en contextfactoren. In ons onderzoek zagen we bijvoorbeeld dat 

het romantisch stadium waarin de adolescent zich bevindt (van beginnende verliefdheden 

tot het daadwerkelijk aangaan van een romantische relatie) belangrijk is voor de beleving 

van liefde en seks en ook voor het al dan niet aangaan van gesprekken met ouders. De 

exploratieve resultaten van het huidige onderzoek zouden als uitgangspunten kunnen 

dienen voor vervolgonderzoek om de individuele verschillen en subjectieve belevingen 

van romantische ervaringen verder in kaart te brengen.  

Als laatste kunnen de exploratieve resultaten over de dagelijkse beleving van liefde 

en seks als basis dienen voor de inhoud van seksuele educatie. De resultaten van dit 
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proefschrift suggereren dat de focus van seksuele educatie niet alleen moet liggen op 

expliciet seksuele onderwerpen, maar ook op de romantische aspecten, met name de 

interne representaties. Op deze manier krijgen adolescenten de boodschap mee dat seks 

niet iets op zichzelf staand is, maar vrijwel altijd in een romantische context plaatsvindt. 

Bovendien zorgt een focus op romantische aspecten dat de seksuele educatie 

daadwerkelijk aansluit bij de belevingswereld van adolescenten. Hierbij is het niet alleen 

belangrijk om de inhoud aan te passen aan de leeftijd van het kind, maar er dient ook 

rekening gehouden te worden met het stadium van seksualiteit waarin de betreffende 

adolescent zich op dat moment bevindt.  
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Zonder alle jongeren en ouders die de tijd en energie namen om twee jaar lang privacy-

gevoelige dagelijkse bezigheden te delen in de dagboeken heeft het onderzoek niet 

kunnen plaatsvinden. Daarom wil ik hen als eerste bedanken voor de totstandkoming van 

dit proefschrift. Uiteindelijk bestaat dit proefschrift alleen uit de dagboeknotities van de 

jongeren, omdat alleen al deze dagelijkse belevenissen een schat aan informatie bevatte. 

Echter, de deelname van de ouders was onmisbaar voor het vergaren en interpreteren 

van de informatie van de jongeren.  

Zoals bij ieder proefschrift geven de voorgaande hoofdstukken slechts een 

samenvatting van wat er in de afgelopen jaren allemaal is gebeurd. Daarom wil ik ook de 

mensen die hebben bijgedragen aan de studies die uiteindelijk niet in het proefschrift zijn 

opgenomen bedanken voor hun bijdrage aan mijn onderzoekslijn in zijn algemeen.  

Zonder begeleiding geen promotie: Mijn grote dank aan Prof. dr. Greetje 

Timmerman, Prof. dr. Paul van Geert en dr. Saskia Kunnen. Greetje, zo’n twee jaar geleden 

gingen we intensiever met elkaar samenwerken. Je deelde je kennis en ervaringen met me 

en verschafte me inzichten waardoor ik op eigen benen kon gaan staan. Ontzettend 

bedankt voor de kansen die je me hebt geboden. Paul, je hebt me de mogelijkheid en 

vrijheid gegeven om dit proefschrift vorm te geven. Jouw visie op onderzoek vormt de 

basis van de start van dit proefschrift. Dankjewel. Saskia, bedankt voor de interesse in dit 

proefschrift en voor de begeleiding van onderdelen daarvan.  

Prof. dr. Maja Deković, Prof. dr. Hans Grietens en Prof. dr. Geertjan Overbeek wil ik 

graag bedanken voor het plaatsnemen in de beoordelingscommissie en de tijd en energie 

die ze hebben gestoken in het lezen van dit proefschrift.  

Alle onderzoekers van Project STARS: Marcel, Laura, Tom, Daphne, Maja, Suzan, 

Judith, Regina, Geertjan, Ellen, Ine, bedankt voor de samenwerking. Ik ben zeer vereerd 

dat ik deel heb mogen uitmaken van deze club gedreven onderzoekers.  

Ellen en Liesbeth van de hulpverleningsinstantie Molendrift. Bedankt voor jullie 

hulp bij ethische kwesties en de praktische uitwerking van het e-health gedeelte van dit 

onderzoek. Zonder jullie onmisbare bijdrage bij de ethische verantwoording konden we 

het onderzoek niet uitvoeren.  

Graag wil ik mijn (oud-) collega’s bij Ontwikkelingspsychologie bedanken. Niet 

alleen voor de hulp bij het onderzoek, maar ik kijk ook met veel plezier terug op de 

gezellige lunches, diners, jaarlijkse kerstdiners en personeelsuitjes. Mijn oud-

kamergenoten: Annemieke, Astrid en Sabine. Wat was het vaak veel te gezellig! Bedankt 

voor jullie openheid, steun en adviezen. Astrid en Sabine, hoewel in de laatste fase van 

het onderzoek een tuin ons scheidde, wisten we elkaar altijd te vinden. Bedankt voor jullie 

altijd paraatheid om mee te lezen en leven met mijn onderzoek. Naomi, ondanks dat we 

op congressen altijd de hele dag volplande en we ’s avonds totaal gaar waren van de vele 
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informatie, raakten we nooit uitgepraat. Bedankt voor de inspiratie, gezelligheid en al je 

adviezen. Wie weet komt er nog iets van al onze ideeën terecht.  

En dan mijn (oud-) collega’s bij Algemene Pedagogische Wetenschappen: Bedankt! 

Ik kon altijd bij iedereen even naar binnen lopen om iets leuks mede te delen of advies te 

vragen. Bedankt voor jullie enthousiaste verhalen en gezellige lunches, diners en 

verrassingen die mij de nodige afleiding gaven. In het bijzonder wil ik Nena bedanken voor 

het feit dat haar deur altijd wagenwijd voor mij openstaat. Of we nu gesprekken hebben 

over de maatschappij, ons moederschap of navelpiercings (“Hee, hij moet hier ergens 

zijn!”): We raken nooit uitgepraat. Dankjewel voor je interesse, steun, maar vooral ook de 

humor die echt onmisbaar was.  

Ook wil ik de vrienden die niks met het proefschrift te maken hebben graag 

bedanken voor onder andere de gezellige lunches, diners, escape-rooms, kidsdates, 

verrassingen, sleep-overs, dagjes uit en weekendjes weg. Ik ben zo blij dat ik een lieve 

groep mensen om mij heen heb mogen verzamelen. Ik wil jullie allemaal bedanken voor 

jullie geduld en begrip tijdens drukke periodes en jullie interesse en enthousiasme tijdens 

leuke berichten. Sanna, ik moet jou wel in het bijzonder bedanken: Jij weet als geen ander 

hoe je een proefschrift tot stand moet brengen, zelfs vanuit je nieuwe thuis, Nieuw-

Zeeland, ben je altijd bereid voor mij klaar te staan. 

Daarnaast wil ik mijn (schoon-) familie bedanken voor de fijne paasbrunches, 

kerstdiners, verjaardagen, vrouwendagen en weekendjes weg. Maar mijn grootste dank 

gaat uit naar mijn vader, moeder en broer. Jullie staan altijd, maar dan ook altijd, voor mij 

klaar. Papa en mama, ik ben jullie dankbaar voor jullie betrokkenheid in mijn leven, maar 

ook de vrijheid en het vertrouwen die jullie mij altijd hebben gegeven. Doordat jullie ons 

regelmatig in en om het huis komen helpen, kon ik met vertrouwen de deur achter mij 

dicht doen en aan het proefschrift werken. Bedankt voor alles! Jelle, jij bent er altijd: 

Samen spelen als kind, samen ruzieën in de puberteit, samen studeren in Groningen, 

samen promoveren.. misschien wordt het tijd dat je op eigen benen gaat staan? Ik hoop 

op een mooie tijd als samen ouder zijn: Jij met Iris en Arne en ik met Thys en Lenthe. 

Bedankt dat jullie er altijd waren en zullen zijn. 

Maar degene die mijn allergrootste dank verschuldigd is, is mijn man. Samen met 

jou, Lenthe en ons toekomstige zoon en broertje dat is pas een true love story. Thys, ik 

ben zo gelukkig dat ik jou, mijn grote liefde, heb ontmoet. Je altijd nuchtere kijk op alles 

en iedereen houdt mijn beide benen plat op de grond. Uit de grond van mijn hart kan ik 

zeggen: Zonder jou zou dit proefschrift er niet zijn. Dankjewel voor alles.  
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