
An Analysis of Avoidant and Approach Coping as Mediators of the
Relationship Between Paternal and Maternal Attachment Security and

Outcomes in Child Victims of Sexual Abuse

Martine Hébert and Marie-Ève Daspe
Université du Québec à Montréal
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Objective: Prior studies have documented the potential role of nonoffending parent support in promoting
recovery of adult survivors following sexual abuse (SA). However, few studies have distinguished the
maternal and paternal role and the mechanisms by which quality of the parent-child relationship might
foster more positive outcomes in child victims. The purpose of this study was to examine coping
strategies as mediators of the link between mother-child and father-child relationship and outcomes
following child SA. Method: A sample of 505 children (339 girls and 166 boys) ages 6–13 years
completed measures evaluating perceived attachment security to mother and father (Kerns Security
Scale; Kerns, Klepac, & Cole, 1996), as well as coping strategies related to the SA experienced
(Self-Reported Coping Scale; Causey & Dubow, 1992). Outcomes evaluated were posttraumatic stress
symptoms (PSS; Children’s Impact of Traumatic Events Scale—II [CITES-II]; Wolfe, 2002) and
self-esteem (Harter, 1985). Results: Results indicated that, in girls, both attachment security to the
mother and to the father are associated with lower PSS symptoms and higher self-esteem through a lesser
use of avoidant coping. Avoidance coping mediated the link between attachment security to the mother
and outcomes in boys. In addition, security in the relationship with the same-sex parent was associated
with approach coping, which in turn was associated with both outcomes for girls and with PSS for boys.
Conclusion: Findings highlight the importance of involving both parents in interventions for sexually
abused children as mothers and fathers appear to play different, yet complementary roles in sustaining
children’s recovery.
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Sexual abuse (SA) is associated with a host of negative
outcomes. Children disclosing SA are described as having
significant behavior problems compared with nonabused chil-
dren (Wolfe, 2007) and compared with children suffering from
other forms of maltreatment (Lewis, McElroy, Harlaar, & Ru-
nyan, 2016). Poor self-esteem as well as posttraumatic stress
symptoms (PSS) including intrusive thoughts and flashbacks,

avoidance, hyperarousal, and hypervigilance appear to be par-
ticularly present among children sustaining sexual violence
(Kendall-Tackett, Williams, & Finkelhor, 1993; Runyon, Deblinger,
& Steer, 2014) and may be more characteristic of girls victims of SA
(Gauthier-Duchesne, Hébert, & Daspe, 2017).

Informed by different conceptual models, such as the multidi-
mensional transactional model (Spaccarelli, 1994), a series of
factors related to the characteristics of the abuse sustained (for
instance, duration of the abuse, identity of the aggressor, severity
of the acts involved), personal factors (attributions, coping), as
well as familial variables, have been proposed as potential corre-
lates explaining the vast diversity of profiles in sexually abused
children (Yancey & Hansen, 2010). Research documenting the
potential factors linked to outcomes—especially nonstatic factors—
has the potential to offer relevant insight to better inform interventions
with vulnerable children experiencing SA.

Nonoffending Parent Support

One of the most studied factors is nonoffending parent support,
although it must be acknowledged that much of this previous
research exclusively examines maternal support. Both clinicians
and researchers have identified a supportive stance from the
nonoffending parent as a potential factor promoting recovery
following SA. Indeed, support from the nonoffending parent
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may serve as a buffer against detrimental outcomes of SA
(Elliott & Carnes, 2001; Lovett, 2004).

A number of studies have found—at least when exploring long
term outcomes with adult samples—that parental support is asso-
ciated with better outcomes and less psychological distress in
survivors (Merrill, Thomsen, Sinclair, Gold, & Milner, 2001).
However, empirical reports investigating the potential role of
nonoffending parent support in predicting outcomes specifically
with samples of children disclosing SA have given rise to incon-
sistent results (Bolen & Lamb, 2007). For instance, Spaccarelli and
Kim (1995) reported that perceived support was the best predictor
of victims’ outcomes among all other considered variables. Chil-
dren who felt supported by the nonoffending parent maintained a
higher level of functioning in social, interpersonal, and academic
domains. Zajac, Ralston, and Smith (2015) found that child and
mothers’ ratings of maternal support predicted children’s out-
comes postdisclosure as well as in a 9-month follow-up. However,
with a sample of 123 sexually abused children, child’s perceptions
of parental support failed to discriminate subgroups of children
displaying severe distress, from those showing mostly anxiety-
related symptoms or those qualified as resilient (Hébert, Parent,
Daignault, & Tourigny, 2006). Moreover, even maternal reports of
support given have not been predictive of internalizing, exter-
nalizing behavior problems or dissociation symptoms in a sam-
ple of 150 sexually abused children aged 4 –12 (Hébert, Collin-
Vézina, Daigneault, Parent, & Tremblay, 2006). Accordingly,
in a recent meta-analysis of 29 studies (Bolen & Gergely,
2015), nonoffending parent support was found to be only
weakly associated with three (acting out, depression, and self-
concept) out of 11 different measures of postdisclosure func-
tioning in children. Several methodological issues related to the
measurement of nonoffending parent support need to be considered
including the diversity of assessment tools, a lack of consensus as to
how to measure support, and the possible restricted range of nonof-
fending parent support in the samples evaluated. In addition, to this
day, studies exploring the role of nonoffending parent support in
outcomes of children reporting SA have relied on a global measure of
support and have failed to differentiate between the maternal or
paternal role, which might constitute an important factor in explaining
the discrepancies and contradictory findings between studies.

Support Versus Quality of Parent-Child Attachment

Alternatively, Bolen and Lamb (2007) have suggested that the
more stable construct of parent-child attachment security may be a
more reliable predictor of sexually abused children’s outcomes
than postdisclosure nonoffending parent support. With a sample of
90 sexually abused children aged 7 to 13, Bolen and Lamb (2007)
measured children’s perceptions of the quality of the parent-child
relationship as a proxy for parent-child attachment security using
the Relatedness Scale (Lynch & Cicchetti, 1991, 1992). Results
revealed that children reporting a more positive and approaching
quality in the parent-child relationship reported fewer anger and
total symptoms. Children reporting a more maladaptive need for
psychological proximity to the parent obtained significantly greater
total symptoms scores as well as greater anxiety, depression, and
dissociation symptoms. Interestingly, children’s reports of the quality
of the parent-child relationship were associated with 83% of child-
rated outcomes and 64% of parent-rated outcomes, while clinician’s

reports of parental support were related to only 17% of children-
reported outcomes and 18% of parent-rated outcomes, namely, child’s
externalizing and delinquent behaviors. These findings led the authors
to conclude that attachment may be a more valid predictor of sexually
abused children’s outcomes than parental support.

Father-Child Versus Mother-Child Attachment

We further argue the need to distinguish the possible role of the
mother-child relationship from the father-child relationship. A
body of research now clearly documents the distinctive role of
fathers on children’s development and social competence (Amato
& Rivera, 1999; Paquette, 2004). The type of advice given by
fathers predicts social competence over and above characteristics
of advice provided by maternal figures (McDowell, Parke, &
Wang, 2003). These differences may reflect different emotion
regulation strategies offered by mothers and fathers, strategies that
children may assimilate through modeling (Williams & Kelly,
2005). In the child SA literature, few studies have explored the
potential role of the father-child relationship and the majority
relied on adult samples (Guelzow, Cornett, & Dougherty, 2003;
Lynskey & Fergusson, 1997; Merrill et al., 2001; Schreiber &
Lyddon, 1998).

In one study conducted with a sample of 6–12-year-old sexually
abused children, the child’s perception of security of attachment to
the mother (perception of the attachment figure as responsive and
available, reliance on the parent in times of stress, ease and interest
in communicating with the mother) was not related to security of
attachment to the paternal figure, highlighting the need for evalu-
ating the potential protective function of mother-child and father-
child relationship distinctively. Perceptions of security of attach-
ment to the father predicted higher self-esteem as well as lower
child-reported behavior problems over and above perceived attach-
ment security to the mother and abuse-related variables (type of
abuse—intra or extrafamilial, duration and severity of the acts
involved; Parent-Boursier & Hébert, 2010). Results regarding the
specific and distinct contribution of paternal attachment security
appear to be quite robust as it was also found in the prediction of
parental reports of children’s behavior problems (Parent-Boursier
& Hébert, 2015). Yet, the mechanism by which attachment pro-
motes recovery in victims of SA has yet to been explored.

Authors have argued that the father-child relationship is quali-
tatively different from the mother-child relationship (Ferreira et
al., 2016; Lamb & Lewis, 2004; Paquette & Dumont, 2013).
Typical fathers spend proportionally more time playing with their
child than mothers do and these interactions may have a specific
role in promoting the development of autonomy in the child and
introducing the child to the outside world (Paquette, 2004). By
means of father-child interactions, namely by play, fathers foster
children’s self-confidence, encourage them to learn to take chances,
and to overcome limits, thus offering a host of opportunities for
emotion regulation and development of coping skills (Dumont &
Paquette, 2008). Coping refers to thoughts and behaviors individuals
use to deal with the demands of stressful events or circumstances
(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Several authors refer to two broad
dimensions of coping: approach and avoidance coping. Approach
coping refers to more actionable strategies, that is, behavioral, cogni-
tive, or emotional activities aimed at altering the stressful situation.
Avoidance coping imply more indirect responses or disengaged strat-
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egies aimed at avoiding or distancing oneself from the stressor as well
as managing its emotional impact (Causey & Dubow, 1992; Roecker,
Dubow, & Donaldson, 1996; Sharma, Fine, Brennan, & Betancourt,
2017). Studies have generally found that approach coping (problem-
solving, seeking social support, etc.) is related to more positive out-
comes, whereas avoidance coping (distraction, etc.) is associated with
a greater risk for poor adjustment (Boxer & Sloan-Power, 2013;
Compas Connor-Smith, Saltzman, Thomsen, & Wadsworth, 2001).
One hypothesis is that mothers’ actions following SA are focused on
reducing the child’s distress while fathers are more prone to encou-
rage children to use approach coping strategies to confront the situa-
tion directly, strategies that may have a beneficial effect not only
immediately following SA but also in the longer run. To our knowl-
edge, only one study has examined the potential influence of the
father-child relationship on coping in SA victims. With a sample of
188 undergraduate women including 44 victims of SA, Guelzow et al.
(2003) found that paternal support had an indirect effect on self-worth
through coping. Although this study examined paternal support and
not specifically attachment to the father, the results suggest that a
father’s supportive stance can exert an influence on how adult victims
cope with adverse life events, which, in turn, impacts on self-esteem
and sense of self-worth. Taken as a whole, findings of previous
research suggest that attachment to mother and father might both have
a protective, but differential impact on coping and child adjustment
following SA. However, this hypothesis has not yet been formally
tested.

Overview of the Current Study

The aim of the current study is to examine coping strategies as
mediators of the link between child’s perceived attachment secu-
rity to mother and father and outcomes following child SA. Fathers
are the perpetrators in only a minority of cases based on incidence
data from Quebec (14%; Tourigny et al., 2002), Canada (9%;
Trocmé et al., 2005), or the United States (4%; Finkelhor, Ham-
mer, & Sedlak, 2008). Therefore, in the majority of SA cases, the
father may be called upon to play an important role in assisting the
child’s recovery. More specifically, the study aimed to examine
avoidant and approach coping strategies as mediators of the rela-
tionships between maternal/paternal attachment security, PSS, and
self-esteem in children victims of SA. We hypothesize that (a)
security to father would be associated with lower PSS and higher
self-esteem through a greater use of approach coping strategies,
and that (b) security to mother would be linked to lower PSS and
higher self-esteem through a lesser use of avoidant coping strate-
gies. In addition to examining security to mother and father inde-
pendently, we conducted separate models for girls and boys.
However, given the lack of research addressing the contribution of
children’s sex on mother-child and father-child relationships fol-
lowing SA, this investigation was exploratory and no specific
hypotheses were developed.

Method

Participants

The sample consists of 505 children (339 girls and 166 boys)
that were recruited in five different sites offering services to
sexually abused children in the province of Quebec, Canada. For

the purpose of the study, children having been abused by one of
their biological parents were excluded unless they reported having
a substitutive parental figure (e.g., stepfather). In addition, only
children that provided information on attachment to both parental
figures (biological or surrogate parents) were included in the study.
The sample was initially composed of 675 children. Among those,
170 (25%) were excluded because they did not provide data on
either attachment security to father or attachment security to mother.
Of the participants excluded, 42% had been abused by a biological
parent. Among the 505 participants included in the present study,
8.3% had been abused by a biological parent but provided data on
attachment security to a substitutive parental figure and were thus
included in the analyses.

Age of the children ranged from 6 to 13 years with a mean of
8.98 (SD � 1.93) years for girls and 8.80 (SD � 1.98) years for
boys. A proportion of 24.4% (n � 121) children lived with both of
their parents, 30.2% (n � 150) were in single-parent families,
31.3% (n � 155) lived in stepfamilies, and 14.1% (n � 70) were
in foster families or other settings, namely, members of the ex-
tended family, such as grandparents and aunts.

Measures

Sociodemographics. Parents were invited to complete a short
questionnaire related to sociodemographic characteristics.

Perception of attachment security in mother-child and
father-child relationship. An adaptation (Hébert, 2001) of the
Kerns Security Scale (Kerns et al., 1996) was used to evaluate
the perception of security of attachment to the mother and father.
The variable refers to (a) the belief that the figure meets specific
commitment and is available for the child, (b) the propensity of the
child to use this figure in times of stress, and (c) the ease of
communication with the parental figure. Each of the nine items is
completed in reference first to the mother figure and then the father
figure. Following Williams and Kelly (2005), an inclusive defini-
tion of the father (or the mother) was used and referred to the male
(female) figure designated by the child as undertaking the paternal
(maternal) role. In the current study, the scale shows an adequate
internal consistency (� � .75 and .85 for attachment security to the
mother and father, respectively).

Coping strategies. Children were administered the Self-
Report Coping Scale (SRCS; Causey & Dubow, 1992). The SRCS
evaluates coping strategies used by children when confronted to a
stressor with a 5-point scale (from 1 � never to 5 � always).
Approach (seeking social support and problem-solving) and avoid-
ance strategies (distancing, internalizing, and externalizing) are
considered in accordance with the conceptualization of Roth and
Cohen (1986). A brief 20-item version of the SRCS was used. The
brief version was derived from the original scale by retaining items
showing the highest item-total correlations (Hébert, Parent, &
Daignault, 2007). Analyses on the brief version of the SRCS
revealed adequate internal consistency for each subscale (� rang-
ing from .72 to .86) and a factorial structure similar to the original
version (Hébert et al., 2007). In the present study, the stem was
adapted so that the child answered items as to the frequency of
strategies used to cope with the SA. Both subscale scores show
adequate reliabilities (� � .80 for approach coping and � � .73 for
avoidance coping).
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PSS. PSS were measured using a scale derived from the
CITES-II (Wolfe, 2002). The CITES-II is a revision of the
CITES-R (Wolfe, Wolfe, Gentile, & LaRose, 1987). The scale was
designed to cover all symptoms identified in the Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (4th ed.; American Psy-
chiatric Association, 1994) and covers typical reexperiencing
symptoms (e.g., nightmares), avoidant behaviors (e.g., social with-
drawal), and hyperarousal problems (e.g., difficulty sleeping). It
consists of 46 items rated on a scale of 0 (not true) to 2 (very true)
and higher scores correspond to greater PSS. Reliability and va-
lidity of the CITES-R are well established (Chaffin & Schultz,
2001; Wolfe, 1996) and the reliability of the CITES-II is satisfac-
tory (Wolfe, 2007). The global score of the French version of the
scale was found to be reliable in the current study (� � .93).

Self-esteem. Self-esteem was assessed using the Global Self-
Esteem subscale (6 items) of the Self-Perception Profile for Chil-
dren (Harter, 1985). The child is asked first to evaluate which of
two descriptions is most like him and then rates whether the
description is sort of true for me or really true for me. Items are
scored on a scale ranging from 1 to 4, with the highest scores
corresponding to higher perceived competence. In the current
study, internal consistency was found to be acceptable (� � .71).

Procedure

The assessment was conducted at the intervention settings by
research assistants who were graduate students in sexology and
psychology and were trained in the administration and scoring of
the instruments. Participants were informed that the purpose of the
study was to document children’s profiles, that participation in the
study was voluntary, and that they could discontinue participation
at any time. Both parent and child informed written consent were
obtained, the human research review committee of the Centre
hospitalier universitaire Sainte-Justine and the internal review
board of the Université du Québec à Montréal approved the study.

Analytic Procedures

Descriptive and bivariate analyses were conducted using SPSS
version 20. Sex differences on the study variables were examined
through independent samples t test and correlations were con-
ducted to explore the bivariate associations between attachment
security in mother-child and father-child relationships, coping
strategies, PSS, and self-esteem. To examine our mediation hy-
potheses, path analyses were conducted using Mplus Version 7.0
(Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2015). Models were estimated sepa-
rately for boys and girls. Missing data were handled using the full
information maximum likelihood, which estimates model param-
eters using all available raw data (Arbuckle, 1996). Various fit
indices were used to ensure that the hypothesized models well
represent the data. First, a nonsignificant p value for the chi-square
statistic or a ratio of chi-square to degrees of freedom lower than
3 suggest no difference between the specified model and the
observed variances and covariances (Byrne, 2012). Second, a
comparative fit index (CFI; Bentler, 1990) of .90 indicates good fit
(Bentler, 1992) and values above 0.95 indicate ideal fit (Hu &
Bentler, 1999). Finally, a root-mean-square error of approximation
(RMSEA; Browne & Cudeck, 1993) below .08, with a 90%
confidence interval (CI) with an upper bound below .08 indicates

adequate model fit. Because some variables were skewed, the
robust maximum likelihood estimation was used to provide pa-
rameters that are adjusted for non-normality (Yuan & Bentler,
2000). Significance of indirect effects was examined using 95%
bootstrap CIs (MacKinnon & Fairchild, 2009). This bias-corrected
method is based on a distribution for the product of coefficients
and generates confidence limits for the true value of coefficients
for indirect effects. When zero is not in the CI, the indirect effect
is considered significant. We also reported the proportion of the
total effects of attachment security to father and mother that is
mediated through coping strategies (indirect effect/total effect).

Results

Results will be presented in the following two subsections. First,
descriptive data will present mean and standard deviations for
study variables, followed by bivariate analyses. Finally, results of
path analyses for boys and girls will be summarized.

Descriptive Data and Bivariate Analyses

Children reported very severe abuse (attempted penetration or
penetration) in 63.4% of the cases, and the vast majority of cases
(94.4%) involved men as perpetrators. A quarter of the sample
(25.8%) reported a single episode, 37.9% reported a few episodes
lasting less than 6 months, while 36.3% reported chronic abuse
(i.e., lasting more that 6 months). Close to half (46.3%) of the
cases involved abuse perpetrated by a member of the immediate
family, while 24.8% of cases involved a member of the extended
family, and 27.5% involved a known assailant. Only 1.4% of the
cases were perpetrated by a stranger.

Means and standard deviations for the study variables are presented
in Table 1. Data shows that, on average, children report a positive
attachment security in relationship to father and mother. However,
results suggest a higher security in relationship to mother than in
relationship to father both for girls, t(338) � 4.49, p � .001, and boys,
t(165) � 2.22, p � .028. Regarding sex differences on the study
variables, results indicate marginally significant differences regarding
security to father, t(503) � �1.95, p � .052, suggesting that boys
report a slightly higher security in relationship to father than girls. A
significant difference is also observed for PSS, indicating that girls
report more PSS following SA in comparison with boys t(483) �
5.04, p � .001.

Correlation coefficients between study variables are presented in
Table 1. For both boys and girls, results show positive associations
between security in relationship to father and security in relationship
to mother as well as between avoidant and approach coping strategies.
Results also indicate a negative association between PSS and self-
esteem. Although both avoidant and approach coping are linked to
higher PSS, only avoidant coping is significantly associated with a
lower self-esteem.

Specifically in girls, security to mother and father are nega-
tively associated with avoidant coping and related to more
positive outcomes (less PSS and higher self-esteem). In addi-
tion, security to mother is positively associated with approach
coping. In boys, security to father is marginally positively
correlated with approach coping while security to mother is
marginally negatively associated with avoidant coping and pos-
itively associated with self-esteem. Security to mother is mar-
ginally associated with less PSS.
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Path Analyses

Results of path analyses for girls and boys are displayed in
Figures 1 and 2, respectively. Both models show satisfactory fit
indices (�2(1) � 0.98, p � .32, �2/df � 0.98, CFI � 1.00,
RMSEA � .00 with 90% CI [.00, .14] for girls, and �2(2) � 0.30,
p � .86, �2/df � 0.15, CFI � 1.00, RMSEA � .00 with 90% CI
[.00, .08] for boys). We first hypothesized that security to father
would be associated with lower PSS and higher self-esteem
through a greater use of approach coping strategies. This hy-
pothesis was partially confirmed. In girls, results suggest that
security to father is not associated with approach coping. In
boys, a significant indirect effect suggests that security to father
is associated to PSS through the use of approach coping strat-
egies (b � .11, 95% bootstrap CI [.02, .28]), although not in the
expected direction. The proportion of the effect of security to
father passing through approach coping is 33%. No indirect effect
of security to father on self-esteem is observed in boys.

We next hypothesized that security to mother would be linked to
lower PSS and higher self-esteem through a lesser use of avoidant
coping strategies. This hypothesis was confirmed in both girls and

boys. In girls, the proportion of the effect of security to mother on
PSS (b � �.26, 95% bootstrap CI [�.46, �.09]) and self-esteem
(b � .04, 95% bootstrap CI [.01, .08]) through a lesser use of
avoidant coping strategies is, respectively, 54% and 17%. In boys,
the indirect effect of security to mother on PSS (b � �.25, 95%
bootstrap CI [�.56, �.03]) and self-esteem (b � .04, 95% boot-
strap CI [.01, .09]) through a lesser use of avoidant coping strat-
egies is, respectively, 31% and 16%.

Approach and avoidant coping also mediated several other
associations between attachment security and the studied out-
comes that were not initially hypothesized. In girls, security to
father is associated with lower PSS (b � �.21, 95% bootstrap
CI [�.35, �.06]) and higher self-esteem (b � .03, 95% bootstrap
CI [.01, .06]) through a lesser use of avoidant coping strategies.
The proportion of this effect on PSS and self-esteem going through
avoidant coping is, respectively, 37% and 18%. In addition, secu-
rity to mother is associated with higher PSS (b � .07, 95%
bootstrap CI [.01, .18]) and higher self-esteem (b � .02, 95%
bootstrap CI [.01, .05]) through approach coping strategies. The
proportion of security to mother on PSS and self-esteem via

Table 1
Correlation Coefficients, Means, and Standard Deviations for Security to Father and Mother, Avoidance and Approach Coping,
Posttraumatic Stress Symptoms, and Self-Esteem by Sex

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6
Girls (n � 339)

M (SD)
Boys (n � 166)

M (SD) Cohen’s d

1. Security to father (9–36) .37��� �.24��� .01 �.25��� .37��� 28.31 (6.49) 29.51 (6.50) .18
2. Security to mother (9–36) .40��� �.22��� .16� �.02�� .38��� 29.92 (5.13) 30.61 (4.88) .14
3. Avoidance coping (4–20) �.10 �.15† .40��� .56��� �.33��� 10.19 (3.14) 9.86 (3.13) .10
4. Approach coping (4–20) .15† .07 .45��� .31��� .10 12.98 (3.92) 13.04 (4.04) .02
5. PSS (0–92) .01 �.15† .51��� .40��� �.34��� 47.28 (17.93) 38.27 (19.76) .48
6. Self-esteem (6–24) .31��� .35��� �.30��� .02 �.29��� 18.45 (4.09) 18.98 (3.98) .13

Note. Coefficients for girls (n � 339) are presented above the diagonal and coefficients for boys (n � 166) are presented below the diagonal. PSS �
posttraumatic stress symptoms.
† p � .07. � p � .05. �� p � .01. ��� p � .001.
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Figure 1. Associations between security to mother and father, avoidant and approach coping, posttraumatic
stress symptoms, and self-esteem in girls (n � 339). Standardized regression coefficients. Coefficients in
parentheses represent direct associations before the inclusion of the mediators in the model. Only significant
associations are illustrated. � p � .05. �� p � .01. ��� p � .001.
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approach coping is, respectively, 15% and 11%. Moreover, direct
associations between attachment security to father and mother and
the studied outcomes were significant even after the inclusion of
coping strategies to the models. In girls, attachment security to
father is directly and negatively associated with PSS and directly
and positively associated with self-esteem. Attachment security to
mother also shows a positive, direct associated with self-esteem. In
boys, both security to father and mother are directly and positively
associated with self-esteem.

Altogether, security to father and mother as well as avoidant and
approach coping contributes to explain 33.9% of the variance in
PSS and 28.3% of the variance in self-esteem in girls. In boys, this
model explained 32.1% of the variance in PSS as well as 22.2% of
the variance in self-esteem.

Discussion

The aim of the current study was to examine coping strategies as
mediators of the link between mother-child and father-child rela-
tionship and outcomes following child SA. Symptoms that are
commonly associated with the aftermaths of SA were considered,
namely, PSS and low self-esteem. Given possible differences in
the father-child and mother-child relationship regarding the child’s
sex (Schoppe-Sullivan et al., 2006), a mediation model was con-
ducted separately on girls and boys using path analysis. We hy-
pothesized that security to father would be associated with a
greater use of approach coping strategies, which, in turn, would be
linked to less PSS and a higher self-esteem. We also hypothesized
that security to mother would be associated with less avoidant
coping strategies, which, in turn, would be linked to less PSS and
a higher self-esteem.

Results of path analyses generally support the hypothesis of a
beneficial impact of both security to mother and security to father
on children’s functioning and suggest a complex pattern of sex
differences in parents and children. For both boys and girls,
whereas security to the same-sex parent is associated with self-

esteem, security to the opposite-sex parent is associated with both
PSS and self-esteem. Sex differences are also found in the asso-
ciations between attachment security and coping strategies. In
girls, less avoidant coping is associated with both security to father
and mother whereas, in boys, avoidant coping is only associated
with security to mother. Interestingly, these findings underline the
importance of opposite-sex parent-child relationships. Previous
studies have reported a positive association between the quality of
the mother-son relationship and child adjustment (Moilanen et al.,
2010). In girls, it can be argued that, given that the great majority
of SAs were perpetrated by men, it might be especially beneficial
for them to feel secure in a relationship with someone who has the
same sex as the perpetrator.

Our findings also suggest that, whereas approach coping is
uniquely associated with security to mother in girls, in boys,
approach coping is uniquely associated with security to father.
These findings indicate that same-sex parent-child relationships
also have positive impacts on children’s adjustment following SA.
Some authors (e.g., Feldman, 2003; Schoppe-Sullivan, 2006) sug-
gest that same-sex parent–child dyads are a better match based on
biological characteristics and their sharing of the same innate
emotion regulation strategies. These similarities in functioning
might promote the acquisition of approach coping from the same-
sex parent and make children more prone to reach out to the
same-sex parent for important issues. These observations support,
on the one hand, the idea that mothers and fathers play different
roles in the child’s development (Dumont & Paquette, 2008; Lamb
& Lewis, 2004; Paquette, 2004) and that, on the other hand, the
related outcomes also depend on the child’s sex.

Results indicate that associations between coping strategies and
study outcomes are more similar for boys and girls. Avoidant
coping is associated both with more PSS and with a lower self-
esteem in boys and girls. Similarly, approach coping is related to
more PSS in both girls and boys and associated with higher
self-esteem in girls. The unexpected positive association between
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Figure 2. Associations between security to mother and father, avoidant and approach coping, posttraumatic
stress symptoms, and self-esteem in boys (n � 166). Standardized regression coefficients. Coefficients in
parentheses represent direct associations before the inclusion of the mediators in the model. Only significant
associations are illustrated. � p � .05. �� p � .01. ��� p � .001.
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approach coping and PSS is nevertheless in line with previous
research. In a meta-analysis, Littleton, Horsley, John, and Nelson
(2007) found a small but statistically significant positive associa-
tion between approach coping and PSS. Similarly, Tiet et al.
(2006) examined the longitudinal impact of coping strategies on
functioning outcomes among posttraumatic stress disorder adult
patients and found that approach coping was positively associated
with better family and social functioning. Consistent with their
hypothesis, they also observed that greater PSS were associated
with more approach strategies because of the need to display more
coping responses. The current results might reflect the fact that, in
the short term, securely attached children who experience more
PSS concurrently exhibit more approach coping in an attempt to
deal with distress. Given that all families were seeking services,
PSS may be “reactivated” and children may reexperience symp-
toms because they are engaging in the first step of processing the
trauma. In the long run, approach coping might contribute to a
reduction in PSS that cannot be observed using the current cross-
sectional design. Future studies are needed to investigate this
hypothesis.

The present study presents a number of strengths. First, the
study relied on a large sample of sexually abused children, which
contributes to the scarce literature on the possible mediators of
outcomes in child victims of SA. Second, the study examined sex
differences in the role of mother and father on coping strategies
and SA outcomes by conducting a mediation model separately by
sex. Another strength is the evaluation of coping strategies specific
to SA, by opposition to a global evaluation of coping toward
everyday, normative situations that might not accurately represent
how the child specifically deals with this traumatic experience.

Our study has some limitations. All measures were completed
by the child, thus shared-method variance might have led to an
overestimation of the strength of the relationships examined. Our
sample was restricted to families presenting for services, which
limits the generalizability of our findings. Given the cross-sectional
design of our data the temporal sequence of our mediational model
cannot be ascertained. Future studies will benefit from relying on a
longitudinal approach to explore whether perceived security to the
mother and father figures is revealed to be a potent predictor of
long-term outcomes in child victims of SA and to better delineate the
interplay between attachment to maternal and paternal figures, coping,
and PSS. The lack of pretrauma data regarding attachment security as
well as PSS and self-esteem is another important limitation of the
study, as our data does not enable us to conclude as to how these
variables are impacted by SA. It is also possible that parental reaction
to the trauma (for instance, believing the child, offering adequate
support, etc.) impacts attachment security posttrauma and that
changes in attachment security from pre- to posttrauma influence
coping strategies. Future studies could also benefit from a refinement
in the assessment of coping strategies by considering additional di-
mensions. For instance, subdividing approach and avoidance strate-
gies into problem- or emotion-centered (Littleton et al., 2007) and
including indicators of coping flexibility may offer a more detailed
assessment of coping in children confronted with SA. Furthermore,
the model should be tested with other outcomes including child-
oriented symptoms, such as regressive behaviors, and developmen-
tally salient consequences associated with SA. Despite these limita-
tions, the present study offers some important findings attesting to the

distinctive role of paternal figures in the recovery of young children
experiencing SA.

In sum, children’s outcomes following SA—by a perpetrator
other than the father—were associated with attachment security to
mother and father, through the use of adaptive coping strategies.
Our results offer interesting cues for the design of interventions.
Indeed, the data suggest that fathers may be called upon in service
delivery to sexually abused children. While the majority of the-
rapeutic interventions, including treatments identified as evidence-
based interventions, favor mothers’ involvement, only rarely are
both parents actively involved. Yet involving both parents could
enhance coping strategies and foster optimal recovery, given that
mothers and fathers seem to play different, yet complementary,
roles in promoting children’s adjustment following SA. Moreover,
the current findings suggest that security in relationship to the
same-sex parent is uniquely associated with a greater use of
approach strategy. This suggests that fathers’ involvement might
be particularly important in fostering their sons’ ability to seek
support and engage in problem-solving strategies to deal with the
aftermath of SA.
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