


Child maltreatment and maternal childrearing practices: mediation by parental sense of competence.

Abstract
While the impact of childhood maltreatment on parenting behaviors is well-documented, the mediating mechanisms underlying this connection remain poorly understood. Research suggests that childhood adversity can undermine an individual's parental sense of competence in adulthood, thereby increasing their vulnerability to maladaptive parenting behaviors. This article explores the hypothesis that parental sense of competence acts as a mediator in the relationship between childhood maltreatment experiences and the parenting practices observed in adulthood. Our research encompassed 1904 mothers with children between the ages of 3 and 8. These mothers were asked to complete an online questionnaire comprising sociodemographic details, the Childhood Trauma Questionnaire - Short Form (Bernstein et al., 2003), the Parenting Sense of Competence scale (Johnston & Mash, 1989), and the questionnaire Evaluation des Pratiques Educatives Parentales (Meunier & Roskam, 2007, 2009). Our results confirmed that parental sense of competence serves as a mechanism linking childhood maltreatment to parenting behaviors, particularly regarding rule setting and inconsistent discipline. These findings support the importance of focusing parental programs on strengthening parental sense of competence, especially among mothers with a history of childhood maltreatment.
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Introduction
In the lasts decades, there has been growing recognition that parenting plays a crucial role in predicting children's developmental outcomes (Chen & Kaplan, 2001). Parental behaviors have been conceptualized in various ways within the literature, including parenting style, parental attitudes, or parenting practices. While parenting style and parental attitudes are more stable across time and various situations, parenting practices vary according to context and can change over time (Roskam et al., 2015). Parenting practices correspond to the behaviors that parents adopt in the education they provide to their children, depending on a particular context. According to Patterson and Fisher (2002), parenting practices are established from the earliest interactions between the children and their parents. Parenting practices consist of two dimensions: supportive behaviors and control behaviors (Roskam & Schelstraete, 2006). On the one hand, supportive behaviors involve the emotional aspect of the parent-child relationship and include various behaviors such as warmth, acceptance, involvement, autonomy, monitoring, and rule setting (Roskam & Meunier, 2012). Control behaviors, on the other hand, refer to parents' attempts to regulate their children's actions, encompassing discipline strategies such as punishment, material rewarding, coercion and harsh punishment (Roskam et al., 2014). Controlling parental behavior is typically associated with negative developmental outcomes, whereas supportive parental behavior is linked to positive outcomes (Meunier & Roskam, 2007). 
According to Belsky's model (1984), parenting is determined by three components: parental characteristics, child characteristics, and the context in which parents exercise their parenthood. Among these, parental factors — including childhood experiences, relational functioning, personality traits, and parental cognitions — are considered the most influential (Roskam et al., 2015). Two longitudinal studies conducted over 20 years have demonstrated links between parenting behaviors the parents experienced during their own childhood and their parenting behaviors as adults (Belsky et al., 2005; Chen & Kaplan, 2001). For instance, Chen and Kaplan (2001) found that parents who reported having received good parenting at the age of 12 were more likely to use constructive parenting with their own children at the age of 30. Belsky et al. (2005), for their part, showed that mothers exposed to less authoritarian parenting during preschool years, who experienced positive family environments during middle childhood and developed trusting, communicative relationships with parents during adolescence, were subsequently observed to demonstrate warmer, more sensitive, and stimulating parenting behaviors with their young children. Similarly, various studies have shown that experiencing child maltreatment has an effect on the parenting practices (Greene et al., 2020; Lotto et al., 2023; Madigan et al., 2019; Savage et al., 2019). Research provided compelling evidence for the cumulative effects of multiple forms and repeated instances of maltreatment on parenting behaviors (Greene et al., 2020). For example, St-Laurent et al. (2019) found that mothers who perpetrated child maltreatment had experienced significantly more forms of maltreatment than mothers who broke the cycle of maltreatment. Other studies demonstrated that experience of cumulative maternal trauma is a strong predictor of abuse potential (Cohen, Hien, & Batchelder, 2008), punitive discipline (Cohen et al., 2008; Kim, Trickett & Putnam, 2010), psychological aggression (Cohen et al., 2008), reports of neglect (Banyard et al., 2003) and physical discipline (Banyard et al., 2003; Chung et al., 2009; Cohen et al., 2008; Dubowitz et al., 2001; Heyman & Slep, 2002; Kim et al., 2010; Milaniak & Widom, 2015; Thompson et al., 1999). These results suggest that mothers who were victims of cumulative traumas, such as maltreatment during their childhood, use more controlling practices with their children, such as harsh punishment. 
Furthermore, recent research indicated that child maltreatment has an effect on mothers' parental sense of competence (Baiverlin et al., 2020; Banyard et al., 2003; Blavier et al., 2020; Delhalle & Blavier, 2023). Parental sense of competence (PSC) corresponds to the parents' beliefs regarding their role and effectiveness in parenting (Duclos, 2009). PSC consists of three dimensions: the parental sense of efficacy (PSE), parental sense of satisfaction (PSS), and parental sense of interest (PSI) (Delhalle et al., 2024a). PSE reflects parents' confidence in their abilities to care for and educate their children (Johnston & Mash, 1989) and is closely linked to Bandura's social learning theory (1977), which posits that self-efficacy beliefs influence behavior initiation and persistence. PSS captures the emotional gratification parents derive from their role, while PSI concerns their intrinsic motivation to engage in parenting activities (Delhalle et al., 2024a; Johnston & Mash, 1989). Caldwell et al. (2011) established connections between experiences of child maltreatment and PSC within a group of vulnerable mothers. A previous study demonstrated that PSC is reduced by experiences of multiple and repeated child maltreatment (Delhalle & Blavier, 2023). Research has indicated that the experience of child maltreatment can lead to a decrease in both PSS (Banyard et al., 2003; Delhalle & Blavier, 2023) and PSE (Bailey et al., 2012; Banyard, 1997; Bentley, & Zamir, 2022; Cohen, 1995; Delhalle & Blavier, 2023; Fitzgerald et al., 2005; Pazdera et al., 2013; Schuetze & Eiden, 2005; Wright et al., 2012). 
Moreover, numerous studies have demonstrated the effect of PSC on parental behaviors (Albanese et al., 2019; Jones & Prinz, 2005). A longitudinal study (Bornstein et al., 2018) found that mothers who possessed greater knowledge, satisfaction, and attributed parenting successes to themselves when their toddlers were 20 months old demonstrated increased supportive parenting during joint activity tasks two years later when their children were 4 years old. Higher levels of PSE have consistently been associated with more effective parenting styles and behaviors (Albanese et al., 2019). Specifically, elevated PSE has been linked to more encouraging parenting practices (Ardelt & Eccles, 2001; Glatz & Buchanan, 2015), reduced reliance on coercive strategies (Bor & Sanders, 2004), appropriate disciplinary styles (Sanders & Woolley, 2005), and generally more positive parenting behaviors (Roskam & Meunier, 2012). In addition, higher PSE has been associated with better adjustment to parenthood (Biehle & Mickelson, 2011) and greater PSS (Mark-Ribiczey et al., 2016). Although fewer in number, studies focusing specifically on PSS have also highlighted its role in influencing parenting practices, particularly those that are controlling or abusive. Low PSS has been associated with dysfunctional parenting behaviors, such as laxness, overreactivity, and verbosity, whereas high PSS has been linked to more relaxed parenting styles (Ohan et al., 2000; Rogers & Matthews, 2004). Bradshaw et al. (2011) reported a negative correlation between PSS and the potential for child maltreatment, indicating that mothers with higher satisfaction levels were less likely to display abusive tendencies. Similarly, Mammen et al. (2003) found a negative association between aggressive parenting and PSS. 
In summary, the scientific literature indicated associations between a history of child maltreatment, parental childrearing practices, and PSC. Specifically, previous studies have demonstrated that mothers with a history of cumulative child maltreatment tend to use more controlling parenting practices with their children. Furthermore, studies have also shown that such experiences are associated with lower PSC, and that this lower PSC increases the risk of using controlling parenting practices with their children. Therefore, the current study hypothesizes that PSC mediates the relationship between childhood maltreatment experiences and adult parenting behaviors. In addition, we examined an alternative model, drawing from studies concerning the impact of parental management training (DeGarmo et al., 2004; Patterson et al., 2004), in which changes in maternal behavior are presumed to precede changes in PSC. 

Methods
Procedure
This study is a component of a research project investigating the impact of child maltreatment on parenting in Western Europe and Anglo-Saxon countries. The present study specifically focuses on parenting behaviors and PSC. Mothers were recruited through social networks to participate in an online survey, consisting of a series of questionnaires. An advertisement was posted on various Facebook groups, including those targeting the general population and groups dedicated to victims of child maltreatment and/or sexual assault. Participants were informed about the confidentiality of their data and provided informed consent before completing the survey. The study received approval from the Ethics Committee of the Faculty of Psychology, Speech Therapy, and Educational Sciences at the University (file number 1920-58).

Sample
Mothers and fathers were both part of the recruitment efforts, but the participation rate for fathers was restricted, with only 165 completing the online survey in comparison to 1904 mothers. This number of fathers fell short of meeting the criteria for a satisfactory sample size required to perform a Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA), as suggested by Jackson, Voth, and Frey (2013). Therefore, we have chosen to exclude the sample of fathers from this study. 
The final sample consisted of 1904 mothers from a community sample. Table 1 presents all the socio-demographic data of the sample. The average age of the mothers was 34.39 (STD = 5.39). Their children ranged in age from 3 to 8 years old (M = 5.29, STD = 1.66). Most of the mothers were Belgian (n = 991, 52.06%), French (n = 777, 40.83%), or Canadian (n = 71, 3.73%). Most participants were either in a relationship (n = 761, 39.94%) or married (n = 768, 40.35%) and had one (n = 509, 26.73%) or two children (n = 951, 49.95%).
The mothers were recruited from a community-based sample. They had a relatively high level of education and a substantial post-tax annual household income. More than three-quarters of the mothers reported experiencing no financial difficulties (n = 1,596, 83.91%), while 15.46% reported some financial difficulties (n = 294), and 0.63% felt unable to cope financially (n = 12). Regarding education, 2.31% of participants held a doctoral degree (n = 44), 31.36% a master’s degree (n = 597), and 35.40% a bachelor’s degree (n = 674). The remaining participants had completed upper secondary education (n = 381, 20.01%) or lower secondary education (n = 159, 8.35%) or had no formal academic qualifications (n = 48, 2.57%). The distribution of educational levels among mothers in our sample closely resembles estimates from the 2015 and 2018 PISA surveys for the French-speaking Community of Belgium. 
More than half of the mothers (53.15%, n = 1012) reported experiencing at least one form of childhood maltreatment, and a majority of these (69.37%, n = 702) reported multiple forms of maltreatment. Emotional abuse (37.71%, n = 718) and emotional neglect (37.34%, n = 711) were the most common types reported. Around 20% of the mothers had experienced sexual abuse (n = 444, 23.32%) or physical abuse (n = 347, 18.22%). Most of the sexual abuse cases were extrafamilial (n = 317, 71%). Physical neglect was reported by 9.82% (n = 187) of the sample. 
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Measures
Sociodemographic details. Participants provided information about their age, nationality, highest level of education completed, socioeconomic status, marital status, and number of children they have.

Childhood maltreatment. The Childhood Trauma Questionnaire – Short Form (CTQ-SF; Bernstein et al., 2003) is extensively utilized to evaluate child maltreatment. It gauges the occurrence of nonsexual childhood maltreatment (NSM) – encompassing emotional neglect, physical neglect, physical abuse, and psychological abuse experienced in the family – along with childhood sexual abuse (CSA), occurring within the family or outside. Elevated scores on the scales signify a higher severity of experienced abuse, in relation to its frequency and cumulative effect. The CTQ-SF has strong evidence of validity and reliability in assessing child maltreatment (Saini et al., 2019). We conducted a preliminary analysis of the psychometric properties of the 25-item French version (Delhalle et al., 2024b; Lacharité et al., 1988) in our sample. For this purpose, we performed a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), which confirmed its good internal structure (χ² (190) =994.227, χ²/dl =5.23, CFI = .97, TLI = .96, RMSEA = .05, SRMR = .04) and internal consistency (α ranging from .65 to .90).

Parental sense of competence. The Questionnaire d’Auto-Evaluation de la Competence Educative Parentale (QAECEP; Terrisse & Trudelle, 1988) represents the French adaptation of the Parenting Sense of Competence scale (Johnston & Mash, 1989). It consists of three factors: efficacy (PSE), satisfaction (PSS), and interest (PSI) (Delhalle et al., 2024a). PSE pertains to the parent's confidence and competence in handling their child's challenges. PSS reflects the emotional quality associated with the parenting role or the level of contentment derived from it. PSI relates to the motivation and engagement in the parenting role. Higher scores on the scales indicate a stronger sense of competence as a parent. Mothers were required to complete the questionnaire with a specific child in mind, boy or girl, with that child falling within the age range of 3 to 8 years old. In our sample, a preliminary study confirmed the three-factor structure of the 13 items in the QAECEP (χ² (62) = 256.83, χ²/dl = 4.14, CFI = .96, TLI = .95, RMSEA = .05, SRMR = .03) and showed its good internal consistency (α ranging from .62 to .79).

Parental childrearing practices. The questionnaire Evaluation des Pratiques Educatives Parentales (EPEP, EPEP-PPSF; Meunier & Roskam, 2007, 2009) assesses parental childrearing practices in the French-speaking population. It examines 9 parenting behaviors, including 4 supportive behaviors and 5 controlling behaviors. Among the supportive behaviors, it evaluates positive parenting (spending time with and supporting the child), rules setting (teaching the child appropriate behaviors), monitoring (supervising the child's activities), and autonomy (encouraging the child's responsibility and decision-making ability). The controlling behaviors include punishment (administering consequences when the child misbehaves), harsh punishment (using physical punishments and verbally blaming the child), ignoring (neglecting the child when they exhibit inappropriate behavior), inconsistency (administering inconsistent punishments), and material rewards (providing material rewards when the child exhibits appropriate behavior). Parents respond to the questionnaire on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from never to always. The school-aged version contains 35 items, while the preschool-aged version contains 40 items. Both versions have 27 items in common. A preliminary study of the psychometric properties of the tool demonstrated good fit indices (χ²(998) = 3109.38, χ²/dl = 3.12, CFI = .91, TLI = .90, RMSEA = .04, SRMR = .05) and good internal consistency (α ranging from .62 to .90). 

Statistical Analysis
Descriptive analyses were conducted using SAS 9.4 Software. CFA, used to validate our measurements, was examined using structural equation modeling (SEM) in the R program, utilizing the Lavaan package. This SEM Software was then used to conduct mediation analyses. Maximum likelihood estimation was used to address any missing data. The mediation analyses models were assessed following four steps, as outlined by Baron and Kenny (1986). Initially, parenting childrearing practices were regressed on child maltreatment. Subsequently, PSC was regressed on child maltreatment. In the third step, parenting practices were regressed on PSC, while controlling for child maltreatment. Fourthly, PSC was introduced as a mediator in the relationship between child maltreatment and parental childrearing practices. In order to investigate the contribution of each of the three facets of PSC (efficacy, satisfaction, and interest), we replicated the steps for each individual facet's score. Finally, alternative models were also tested, considering parenting practices as potential mediators between childhood maltreatment and PSC.
The models’ goodness of fit was assessed using six indices: the chi-square statistic (χ²), the normalized chi-square (χ²/dl), the Bentler Comparative Fit Index (CFI), the Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI), the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA), and the Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR). A non-significant χ² statistic, RMSEA and SRMR values of 0.08 or less (Hu & Bentler, 1999), and CFI and TLI values above 0.90 (Hoyle & Panter, 1995) indicated a satisfactory fit of the models.

Results
Effect of child maltreatment on parenting behaviors
	Firstly, we regressed parental childrearing practices on the two main subscales of child maltreatment: NSM and CSA. Table 2 presents the results of the structural analyses. Table S1 in the supplementary material presents the fit indices of the SEM models.
Results indicated a significant weak effect of NSM on the variables of rules setting, inconsistency, and material reward. The more mothers experienced NSM during their childhood, the less they teach rules to their children, the more inconsistent they are in their punishment, and the more they use material rewards to reinforce their children's behavior. Similarly, our results demonstrated a weak effect of CSA on the variables of rules setting, punishment, and inconsistency. They showed that the more mothers experienced CSA, the less they teach rules to their children, the less they use punishments when their children misbehaves, and the more inconsistent they are in the punishments given to their children. 
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Effect of child maltreatment on parental sense of competence
Secondly, we regressed PSC and its subscales (PSE, PSS and PSI) on child maltreatment. The results demonstrated a significant effect (β = -.21, p < .001) of NSM on PSC. The more mothers have experienced NSM during their childhood, the less competent they feel in their parenting role. On the other hand, the effect of CSA on PSC was not significant (β = .03, p = .289). This three-latent variable structural model showed good fit to the data (χ² (536) = 1847.074, χ²/dl = 3.44, CFI = .95, TLI = .95, RMSEA = .04, SRMR = .05).
Similarly, the effect of NSM on PSE (β = -.18, p < .001), PSS (β = -.18, p < .001), and PSI (β = -.13, p < .001) was significant. However, the effect of CSA on PSE (β = .03, p = .350), PSS (β = .01, p = .717), and PSI (β = .05, p = .220) was not significant. Table S2 in the appendices presents the fit indices of these three models. As CSA had no effect on PSC, CSA will not be included in the subsequent analyses.

Effect of parental sense of competence on parenting behaviors
	Thirdly, we regressed parental childrearing practices on PSC. Table 3 presents the results of the structural analyses. Table S3, in the supplementary material, presents the fit indices of the SEM models. The effect of PSC on the use of positive parenting, autonomy, rules setting and monitoring was moderate and positive. A negative and moderate effect was demonstrated between PSC and the use of inconsistency, ignoring, and harsh punishment. Moreover, our results indicated a relatively weak and negative effect of PSC on punishment. In contrast, the effect of PSC on the use of material rewards was not significant. 
	Regarding the effects of the subscales of PSC, the results indicated that all of them had a significant effect on both supportive and controlling parenting behaviors. PSE had particular effects on supportive behaviors, whereas PSS had stronger effects on controlling behaviors. PSI, on the other hand, had weaker effects on overall parenting practices. Specifically, PSE had a moderate and positive effect on supportive behaviors (positive parenting, rules setting, monitoring, and autonomy). It also had a moderate and negative effect on the variables of ignoring and harsh punishment. However, its negative effect on inconsistency and punishment was weak, and it was even slightly positively associated with material rewards. PSS, in contrast, had a moderate and positive effect on positive parenting but had only a weak effect on rules setting and autonomy. PSS did not have a significant effect on monitoring. On the other hand, PSS had stronger, moderate, and negative effects on controlling behaviors such as punishment, inconsistency, ignoring, and harsh punishment. It also had a negative effect on the use of material rewards, although this effect was weak. Furthermore, PSI had a moderate and positive effect on positive parenting and rules setting, while its effect on monitoring and autonomy was weak. Regarding controlling practices, PSI had a moderate negative effect on ignoring and a weak negative effect on the other control variables (punishment, inconsistency, harsh punishment, and material rewards)
Finally, for the mediation analyses, we assessed the effect of PSC and its subscales on rules setting, inconsistency and material reward, while controlling for the impact of NSM. Results showed a positive and moderate effect of PSC on rules setting (β = .27, p < .001) and a negative and moderate effect on inconsistency (β = -.34, p < .001). Table S4, in the supplementary material, presents all the results of the structural analyses. Table S5 presents the fit indices of the SEM models.
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The mediating effect of parental sense of competence
	Fourthly, we introduced PSC as a mediator in the association between NSM and parental childrearing practices. Only parenting practices significantly associated with both NSM and PSC were included. Table 4 presents all the results of the mediation analyses. Table S6, in the supplementary material, presents the fit indices of the SEM models. 
Results indicated a full significant mediation effect of PSC and its facets (PSE, PSS and PSI) on the association between NSM and rules setting. The strongest mediator was PSE, the model explaining 8% (R² = .080) of the variance of the mothers’ utilization of rules. 
Results also demonstrated a full significant mediation effect of PSC, PSE and PSS on the association between NSM and inconsistency. The mediation effect of PSI on the association between NSM and inconsistency was significant but partial. The strongest mediator was PSS, the model explaining 17.3% (R² = .173) of the variance of the mothers’ inconsistency.
Results showed no mediation effect of PSS nor PSI on the association between NSM and material rewarding.
< Insert Table 4 >
	 
The mediating effect of parental childrearing practices
Finally, we introduced parental childrearing practices as a mediator in the association between NSM and PSC. Parental childrearing practices that showed an association with NSM and PSC were included in the subsequent analyses. Table 5 presents all the results of the mediation analyses. Table S7, in the supplementary material, presents the fit indices of the SEM models.
Results showed a significant partial mediation effect of rules setting on the association between NSM and PSC, as with PSE and PSI. Results also indicated a significant partial mediation effect of inconsistency on the association between NSM and PSC and its facets (PSE, PSS and PSI).
< Insert Table 5 >

Discussion
This study aimed to investigate the mediating role of PSC in the relationship between childhood maltreatment and parenting practices in adulthood. 
[bookmark: _Hlk194400666]Consistent with prior research, we found that childhood maltreatment experiences influence mothers' parenting behaviors. Mothers who experienced maltreatment reported a lower use of supportive parenting practices and a higher use of controlling practices. These findings align with previous studies highlighting the vulnerability of maltreated individuals to adopt maladaptive parenting behaviors (Greene et al., 2020). Regarding specific parenting behaviors, we found that mothers exposed to cumulative maltreatment showed lower engagement in rules setting, greater inconsistency in punishment and more use of material reward. These findings are consistent with previous research showing that mothers with a history of child maltreatment scored lower in terms of establishing boundaries (Seltmann & Wright, 2013) and higher in inconsistency (Collin-Vézina et al., 2005). The increased reliance on material rewards among maltreated mothers may reflect difficulties in using relational reinforcement strategies, such as emotional validation and verbal encouragement (Fujiwara et al., 2012; Locke & Newcomb, 2004). 
However, the effect of childhood maltreatment on parental behaviors in our sample appears to be weak. This is in line with prior meta-analytic findings (Savage et al., 2019), indicating that while maltreatment can be a risk factor for maladaptive parenting, its influence is generally weak and likely mediated by other factors. In our study, PSC was examined as a key variable potentially shaped by childhood maltreatment and, in turn, influencing parenting practices.
As expected, our results indicated a significant effect of nonsexual childhood maltreatment on PSC, including PSE, PSS and PSI. Bandura's social learning theory (1977) suggests that the experience of child maltreatment might hinder PSE in mothers. According to this theory, self-efficacy is shaped by observing and imitating the behaviors, attitudes, and emotional responses of significant individuals as parents (Bandura, 1978). Parents who exhibit abusive or neglectful behaviors can model aggressive parenting, shaping the children's future attitudes and behaviors as parents themselves (DiLillo & Damashek, 2003). The absence of positive parental role models might hinder one's perception of being an effective parent in adulthood (Pears & Capaldi, 2001). Moreover, interpersonal traumas, as child maltreatment, lead to greater difficulty in identifying, understanding, regulating, and expressing emotions (Cloitre et al., 2009). Being a parent presupposes emotional engagement in parenthood. Having experienced interpersonal traumas can affect the emotions felt in parenthood, with mothers being more at risk of emotional overwhelm or experiencing negative emotions (Smith et al., 2014). The normal emotions of parenthood can overwhelm individuals who have experienced interpersonal traumas, causing them to feel guilt, self-blame, and difficulty deriving satisfaction from their role as a mother. Interestingly, childhood sexual abuse alone did not significantly predict PSC in our sample. One possible explanation is the predominance of extrafamilial abuse among the CSA cases reported in our sample, which may exert less impact on internalized parental representations compared to intrafamilial abuse involving betrayal of trust (Blavier et al., 2020; Baiverlin et al., 2020; Delhalle et al., 2023).
Our results further confirm that PSC is a crucial determinant of parenting behavior. Higher PSC was associated with greater use of supportive parenting practices (positive parenting, autonomy support, rules setting, and monitoring) and less use of controlling practices (inconsistency, harsh punishment, ignoring and punishment). While the effect of PSE has already been established in the literature (Albanese et al., 2019; Jones & Prinz, 2005), this study highlights the additional importance of PSS and PSI. Each dimension of PSC appears to influence parenting differently: PSE was more strongly associated with increased use of supportive behaviors, while PSS was more strongly associated with reduced use of controlling behaviors. These findings align with conceptual models suggesting that confident and emotionally satisfied parents are more likely to adopt constructive parenting strategies. The conceptual model proposed by Ardelt and Eccles (2001) posits that parents with higher PSE are more likely to engage in promotive parenting strategies, thereby fostering better outcomes in their children. Presumably, parents with high PSE exude confidence in acquiring and exercising effective parenting skills, and conversely, parents with low PSE may find it more difficult to parent effectively in the face of challenging child situations (Jones & Prinz, 2005). Regarding PSS, our findings align with theoretical frameworks suggesting that satisfaction within the parent–child relationship may serve as a protective factor against the use of harsh or controlling parenting practices. In this context, Simons et al. (1993) proposed that when parents are dissatisfied with their child, the anticipated emotional or relational rewards of the relationship are either not realized or are outweighed by the high costs associated with the child’s behavior. This dissatisfaction may engender feelings of injustice and frustration, which in turn heighten emotional reactivity and increase the likelihood of harsh disciplinary responses. In addition, various studies have demonstrated a connection between emotions associated with parenthood and inconsistency in parenting behaviors (Kim and Holloway, 2018; Oyserman et al., 2000). Moreover, while overall PSC was not significantly associated with material rewards, further analyses showed that PSE was positively linked to material rewards, whereas PSS and PSI were negatively associated. This nuanced pattern suggests that parents confident in their abilities may pragmatically use external rewards, while those deriving emotional satisfaction from parenting may favor intrinsic reinforcement methods, utilizing more verbal praise (Sun et al., 2022), making material rewards less necessary.
Crucially, mediation analyses confirmed that PSC fully mediated the association between childhood maltreatment and parenting practices. More specifically, PSE emerged as the strongest mediator between maltreatment and rules setting, while PSS was the strongest mediator between maltreatment and inconsistency. These results highlight that traumatic experiences not only shape parenting behaviors directly but also undermine parental cognition and emotional states, which in turn impact parenting. These findings underscore the need for parenting interventions that go beyond behavioral strategies and explicitly address parents’ internal experiences, particularly among mothers with a history of adversity. Many parenting programs focus predominantly on changing parental behaviors in managing their children, often neglecting parental thoughts and emotions in relation with their past (Deković et al., 2010). Yet, as emphasized by Lines et al. (2025), parents facing adversity often encounter stigmatizing or non-therapeutic interactions with professionals who fail to recognize their trauma histories or socio-economic challenges. This lack of recognition may further erode parental confidence and perpetuate cycles of vulnerability. In contrast, trauma-informed and strengths-based approaches promote emotional safety and empowerment by validating parents’ experiences and highlighting their existing capacities. By affirming the strengths and positive actions parents are already demonstrating, such approaches help foster PSC, which constitutes one of three essential psychological needs that drive autonomous behavior and promote sustained motivation over time (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Focusing on parents' resources rather than their deficits contributes to rebuilding a positive self-concept and encouraging long-term engagement. Recent research supports the value of this orientation. Strengths-based, parent-centered interventions have been associated with increased service retention, more collaborative professional relationships, skill development, and reduced rates of child welfare recidivism (Furrer et al., 2023; Horwitz & Marshall, 2015; Shah et al., 2019; Toros & Falch-Eriksen, 2021). Rooted in Self-Determination Theory, these interventions emphasize autonomy support, recognition of effort, and respect for parental agency (Deci & Ryan, 2000). When professionals take a collaborative stance—highlighting strengths, building hope, and providing concrete support—parents are more likely to feel valued, motivated, and capable of change (Kemp et al., 2014; Schreiber et al., 2013). Taken together, our findings offer empirical support for integrating strength-based, trauma-informed strategies into parenting programs, particularly for families affected by early adversity. Promoting PSC may be a key lever for improving parenting practices and breaking intergenerational cycles of dysfunction.
Additionally, the alternative model, testing parenting practices as mediators between childhood maltreatment and PSC, revealed partial mediation. Although the effects were modest, this reciprocal pattern aligns with Bandura’s (1977) notion of feedback loops: improvements in parenting may enhance PSC, which in turn reinforces further positive parenting behaviors. This bidirectional dynamic invites a more flexible view of intervention targets, suggesting that behavioral change can also strengthen self-perceptions over time.
Despite the valuable insights provided by this study, several limitations should be acknowledged. First, the sample was composed exclusively of mothers of children aged 3 to 8 years, most of whom reported high levels of education and household income. As a result, the generalizability of our findings may be limited, particularly to other populations such as fathers, individuals from clinical or socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds, or parents facing heightened psychosocial risks. The relatively high socio-economic status of participating mothers may have facilitated access to external support resources — such as childcare — which could help sustain positive parenting practices even under adverse circumstances (Coleman & Karraker, 2000; Flouri et al., 2010; Roskam et al., 2015). Moreover, the majority of participants resided in Belgium or France. Since parenting practices and values are strongly influenced by cultural norms (Kotchick & Forehand, 2002), the transferability of our results to other cultural contexts remains uncertain. Second, the study relied on an online survey for data collection, which introduces several methodological challenges. While digital questionnaires allow for large-scale data collection, they may exclude individuals with limited internet access, low literacy, or reduced digital skills (Andrews et al., 2010). The absence of an interviewer also limits opportunities for clarifying ambiguous items or probing responses more deeply (Ball, 2019), and online recruitment raises the potential for sampling biases or duplicate participation (Alessi & Martin, 2010). Third, this study focused exclusively on mothers, neglecting the role of coparenting dynamics. In dual-parent households, each partner's experiences and perceptions can influence the other, and this interplay was not captured in our data. Including paternal perspectives would allow for a more comprehensive understanding of family dynamics. Finally, the cross-sectional design of the study precludes any causal interpretations. Future research would benefit from adopting longitudinal approaches to more accurately assess mediation processes and temporal dynamics. 
Moreover, it is worth noting that many existing strengths-based interventions do not systematically assess PSC. Including such measures would allow for a better understanding of the mechanisms underlying changes in parenting behaviors and would help confirm—or challenge—the mediating role of PSC identified in the present study. Future intervention studies should consider integrating pre- and post-assessments of parental self-perceptions to evaluate whether enhancements in PSC contribute to the effectiveness of strength-based approaches.

Conclusion
The present study highlights the critical role of parental sense of competence (PSC) in mediating the relationship between childhood maltreatment and parenting behaviors in adulthood. Specifically, both parental self-efficacy and satisfaction appear to buffer the risk of transmitting maladaptive parenting practices across generations. These findings emphasize the need for interventions that not only target parenting behaviors but also address the underlying cognitive and emotional processes shaped by early adversity. Programs adopting trauma-informed and strengths-based frameworks—fostering emotional safety, validating parents’ experiences, and reinforcing their capabilities—are particularly well-positioned to enhance PSC and promote more adaptive, resilient parenting. Future longitudinal and intervention-based studies are warranted to further examine the causal role of PSC in improving parenting outcomes.
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Table 1.
Socio-demographic data of the sample
	Category
	Content
	N
	%

	Nationality
	Belgian
French
Other
	991
777
136
	52.06
40.83
7.11

	Education
	No formal qualifications
Middle School Degree
High School Degree 
Undergraduate
Master
PhD
	48
159
381
674
597
44
	2.57
8.35
20.01
35.40
31.36
2.31

	Annual income after taxes
	<  €10,000
€10,000- €19,999 
€20,000- €29,999 
€30,000- €39,999 
€40,000- €49,999 
€50,000 and above
Declined to answer
	96
310
382
408
350
332
245
	4.52
14.60
17.99
19.22
16.49
15.64
11.54

	Perceived financial difficulties
	No difficulties
Having difficulties
Unable to cope financially
	1597
294
12
	83.91
15.46
0.63

	Number of maltreatment types
	0 
1
2
3
4
5
Missing data
	886
316
263
226
132
75
6
	46.53
16.75
12.39
11.87
6.93
3.94
1.59

	Type of maltreatment
	Sexual abuse
Physical abuse
Emotional abuse
Emotional neglect
Physical neglect
	444
347
718
711
187
	23.32
18.22
37.71
37.34
9.82

	Marital status
	Married
In a couple
In a blended family
Single
Separated
Divorced
Widowed
	768
761
128
114
89
40
4
	40.35
39.94
6.73
6.00
4.66
2.12
0.21

	Number of children
	1
2
3
> 3
	509
951
316
128
	26.73
49.95
16.60
6.72

	Sex of the child
	Girl
Boy
Missing data
	863
921
120
	45.33
48.37
6.30




Table 2.
SEM analyses on the effect of childhood maltreatment on parenting behaviors
	Latent factors
	NSM
	CSA

	
	β
	p
	β
	p

	Positive Parenting
	-.022
	.450
	.015
	.599

	Rules
	-.077
	.012*
	-.091
	.002**

	Monitoring
	.001
	.978
	-.014
	.644

	Autonomy
	.053
	.089
	.031
	.304

	Punishment
	-.041
	.147
	-.077
	.005**

	Inconsistency
	.108
	.001**
	.061
	.036*

	Ignoring
	.055
	.063
	-.018
	.536

	Harsh Punishment
	.041
	.142
	-.037
	.170

	Material Rewarding
	.105
	.000**
	.047
	.095


[bookmark: _Hlk196747205]Note. NSM = Nonsexual Maltreatment; CSA= Childhood Sexual Abuse
* p < .05 **p < .001


Table 3.
SEM analyses on the effect PSC on parenting behaviors
	Latent factors
	PSC
	Efficacy
	Satisfaction
	Interest

	
	β
	p
	β
	p
	β
	p
	β
	p

	Positive Parenting
	.532
	.001**
	.490
	.001**
	.371
	.001**
	.362
	.001**

	Rules
	.275
	.001**
	.285
	.001**
	.108
	.001**
	.214
	.001**

	Monitoring
	.214
	.001**
	.248
	.001**
	.001
	.977
	.169
	.001**

	Autonomy
	.290
	.001**
	.295
	.001**
	.181
	.001**
	.154
	.001**

	Punishment
	-.159
	.001**
	-.109
	.001**
	-.201
	.001**
	-.072
	.007**

	Inconsistency
	-.353
	.001**
	-.148
	.001**
	-.405
	.001**
	-.113
	.001**

	Ignoring
	-.345
	.001**
	-.229
	.001**
	-.319
	.001**
	-.299
	.001**

	Harsh Punishment
	-.350
	.001**
	-.246
	.001**
	-.340
	.001**
	-.195
	.001**

	Material Rewarding
	.025
	.449
	.077
	.017*
	-.079
	.009**
	-.080
	.003**


Note. PSC= Parental Sense of Competence
* p < .05 **p < .001


Table 4.
SEM analyses on the mediating effect of parental sense of competence.
	Latent factors
	Indirect effect
	Total effect
	a
	b
	c’
	R²

	
	β
	p
	β
	p
	β
	p
	β
	p
	β
	p
	

	NSM  PSC  Rules 
	-.05
	.001*
	-.08
	.012*
	-.19
	.001*
	.40
	.001*
	-.03
	.381
	.075

	NSM  PSE  Rules 
	-.05
	.001*
	-.07
	.012*
	-.17
	.001*
	.28
	.001*
	-.03
	.322
	.080

	NSM  PSS Rules 
	-.02
	.01*
	-.07
	.012*
	-.17
	.001*
	.09
	.004*
	-.07
	.051
	.014

	NSM  PSI  Rules 
	-.02
	.004*
	-.07
	.012*
	-.11
	.001*
	.20
	.001*
	.05
	.077
	.047

	NSM  PSC  Inconsistency
	.07
	.001*
	.11
	.012*
	-.21
	.001*
	-.35
	.001*
	.04
	.127
	.127

	NSM  PSE   Inconsistency
	.02
	.001*
	.11
	.001*
	-.21
	.001*
	-.35
	.001*
	.04
	.241
	.029

	NSM  PSS   Inconsistency
	.07
	.001*
	.11
	.001*
	-.17
	.001*
	-.40
	.001*
	.04
	.173
	.173

	NSM  PSI  Inconsistency
	.01
	.025*
	.11
	.001*
	-.11
	.004*
	-.11
	.004*
	.09
	.002*
	.023

	NSM  PSS  Material 
	.01
	.051
	.10
	.001*
	-.17
	.001*
	-.06
	.040*
	.09
	.001*
	.015

	NSM  PSI  Material 
	.01
	.075
	.10
	.001*
	-.10
	.064
	-.08
	.024*
	.10
	.001*
	.017


[bookmark: _Hlk196747082]Note. NSM = Nonsexual Maltreatment; PSC= Parental Sense of Competence; PSE= Parental Sense of Efficacy; PSS= Parental Sense of Satisfaction; PSI= Parental Sense of Interest; Rules= Rules setting; Material= Material Rewarding.
* p < .05


Table 5.
SEM analyses on the mediating effect of parental practices.
	Latent factors
	Indirect effect
	Total effect
	a
	b
	c’
	R²

	
	β
	p
	β
	p
	β
	p
	β
	p
	β
	p
	

	NSM   Rules   PSC
	-.02
	.017*
	-.19
	.001*
	-.08
	.012*
	.26
	.001*
	-.17
	.001*
	.102

	NSM   Rules   PSE
	-.02
	.017*
	-.17
	.001*
	-.08
	.012*
	.27
	.001*
	-.15
	.001*
	.101

	NSM   Rules   PSS
	-.01
	.056
	-.17
	.001*
	-.08
	.012*
	.09
	.004*
	-.16
	.001*
	.037

	NSM   Rules   PSI
	-.02
	.023*
	-.11
	.001*
	-.08
	.012*
	.20
	.001*
	-.10
	.001*
	.054

	NSM  Inconsistency   PSC
	-.04
	.001*
	-.21
	.001*
	.11
	.001*
	-.34
	.001*
	-.17
	.001*
	.155

	NSM   Inconsistency  PSE
	-.01
	.009*
	-.17
	.001*
	.11
	.001*
	-.13
	.001*
	-.15
	.001*
	.045

	NSM   Inconsistency   PSS
	-.04
	.001*
	-.17
	.001*
	.11
	.001*
	-.39
	.001*
	-.13
	.001*
	.182

	NSM   Inconsistency   PSI
	-.01
	.029*
	-.11
	.004*
	.11
	.001*
	-.11
	.006*
	-.10
	.009*
	.024

	NSM   Material  PSS
	-.01
	.072
	-.17
	.001*
	.10
	.001*
	-.06
	.040*
	-.16
	.001*
	.033

	NSM   Material   PSI
	-.01
	.056
	-.10
	.064
	.10
	.001*
	-.08
	.026*
	-.09
	.082
	.015


Note. NSM = Nonsexual Maltreatment; PSC= Parental Sense of Competence; PSE= Parental Sense of Efficacy; PSS= Parental Sense of Satisfaction; PSI= Parental Sense of Interest; Rules= Rules setting; Material= Material Rewarding.
* p < .05
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