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Emotion regulation
in preschool children

This leaflet presents the results of a study that evaluated the emotion regulation skills of 62
preschool children victims of sexual abuse (51 girls, 11 boys) by comparing them with those of 65
non-victimized children (52 girls, 13 boys). The regulation of emotions is a fundamental capacity,
which allows children to assess, modulate and modify their emotional responses appropriately. The
instrument used to measure the emotion regulation is the Emotion Regulation Checklist (ERC;
Shields, & Cicchetti, 1997) administered to parents and teachers.
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« Improving the
emotion regulation
skills of preschool
children who are
sexually abused may
have the effect of
reducing or even
preventing the
development of
behavioral problems. »

In order to verify whether the emotion regulation capacities had an effect on the disorders
experienced by the children, mediation analyses were carried out.
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These mediation models, one stemming from parental assessment and the other from teacher
assessment, indicate that difficulties in emotion regulation fully explain the presence of
internalized disorders in preschool children. This mediating effect is partial for externalized
disorders, i.e. difficulties in emotion regulation partially explain the presence of behavioral
disorders and other variables must be considered to understand the association between sexual
abuse and behavioral disorders.

Boys and girls do not function the same way. According to the parental assessment, boys who
are victims of sexual abuse have more difficulty regulating their emotions than girls who are
victims, which increases the effect of the sexual abuse on their behavioral problems. As for the
model based on teacher’s assessment of emotion regulation, boys who are victims of sexual
abuse show more internalized disorders and externalized disorders than girls who are victims,
and this difference is not attributable to gender differences in emotion regulation skills. There
was no gender differences in the comparison group regarding emotion regulation skills and levels
of internalization and externalization.
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