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Vulvar  pain  is  common  and  debilitating  but  has  received  remarkably  little  attention.
There  are  no  instruments  for  assessing  how  these  women  cope  with  sexual  activities.
We  describe  the development  of  a scale  to assess  such  coping  in this  population.
Our  analyses  identify  three  strategies:  avoidance,  endurance  and  alternative  coping.
This  tool  for  assessing  coping  in this  pain  group  has  important  clinical  implications.
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Background  and  purpose:  Recurrent  vulvar  pain  is  a common  and debilitating  condition  which  has
received  remarkably  little  attention  in  pain  research.  For  instance,  little  is known  about  how  these  women
cope  with  sexual  activities,  and  there  are  no  structured  assessment  tools.  The  purpose  of  this  study  was
to explore  coping  strategies  in  this  group,  with  a view  to  develop  a  measure  to assess  how  women  with
vulvar  pain  cope  with  sexual  activities.
Methods:  The  current  study  is based  on  a subsample  from  a longitudinal  study  about  vulvar  pain  in a
student  sample  consisting  of women  between  18 and  35 years  old  (N = 964).  Only  data  from  the  ones
reporting  recurrent  vulvar  pain  during  the last  six months  (N =  289)  were  used  in the  analyses.  First,  the
CHAMP  Sexual  Pain  Coping  Scale  (CSPCS)  was  created,  with  the  aim  of  assessing  how women  with  vulvar
pain  cope  with  sexual  activities.  The  scale  was  inspired  by previous  research  on women  with  vulvar  pain
as  well  as  well-known  coping  strategies  in  other  pain  populations.  Second,  the  psychometric  properties  of
the  scale  were  explored  by analyzing  the  factor  structure  and  internal  reliability.  Third,  validity  features
were  examined  in  terms  of  criterion  validity  and  construct  validity.
Results:  The  analyses  supported  a  three-factor  solution,  embracing  the  strategies  endurance,  avoidance
and  alternative  coping.  The  internal  reliability  of the  subscales  turned  out  to be  good,  and  the  crite-
rion  validity  was  supported  for all  three  subscales.  The  construct  validity  was  clearly  supported  for  the
endurance  and  the  avoidance  subscales,  but not  for the alternative  coping  subscale.
Conclusions:  The  findings  support  the  CSPCS  as an  instrument  for  assessing  how  women  with  vulvar
pain  cope  with  sexual  activities.  The  strategies  endurance,  avoidance  and alternative  coping  correspond
with  findings  from  earlier  research.  Endurance  reflects  a tendency  to engage  in and  continue  with  sexual
activities  despite  pain,  while  attempting  to minimize  or suppress  thoughts  of  pain. Avoidance,  on  the
other  hand,  involves  efforts  to  stay  away  from  sexual  activities,  in  particular  vaginal  penetration,  because
of fear  of  pain.  Alternative  coping  refers  to endeavours  to find  alternative  sexual  activities  that  do  not
necessarily  involve  vaginal  penetration.  Even  though  this  first study  indicates  that  the  CSPCS  may  be
psychometrically  sound,  more  studies  are needed  to confirm  the  psychometric  properties  and  clinical

application  of  this  instrument.  In particular,  the  construct  validity  of  the  alternative  coping  subscale  needs
to be  further  evaluated.
Implications:  A  valid  instrum
ulation  has  important  clinical
procedures,  be  used  in  researc

© 2015  Scandinavian  Assoc

DOI of refers to article: http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.sjpain.2015.08.003.
∗ Corresponding author at: Institution of Law, Psychology, and Social Work, 70182 Öre

E-mail  address: ida.flink@oru.se (I.K. Flink).

ttp://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.sjpain.2015.05.002
877-8860/© 2015 Scandinavian Association for the Study of Pain. Published by Elsevier 
ent  for assessing  strategies  for coping  with  sexual  activities  in  this  pop-
 implications,  since  it provides  a method  that may  enhance  assessment
h,  and  stimulate  the development  of treatment.
iation  for the  Study  of  Pain.  Published  by  Elsevier  B.V.  All  rights  reserved.

bro, Sweden. Tel.: +46 19 303740; fax: +46 19 303484.

B.V. All rights reserved.

dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.sjpain.2015.05.002
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/18778860
www.ScandinavianJournalPain.com
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.sjpain.2015.05.002&domain=pdf
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.sjpain.2015.08.003
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.sjpain.2015.08.003
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.sjpain.2015.08.003
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.sjpain.2015.08.003
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.sjpain.2015.08.003
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.sjpain.2015.08.003
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.sjpain.2015.08.003
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.sjpain.2015.08.003
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.sjpain.2015.08.003
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.sjpain.2015.08.003
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.sjpain.2015.08.003
mailto:ida.flink@oru.se
dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.sjpain.2015.05.002


n Jour

1

a
[
p
i
r
i
s
r
p

a
q
e
p
i
n
b
[
F
a
c
T
s
t
s
a
s
s
e
t
v

a
r
g
f
t
a
d
b
t
e
a
c
v
a
a
o
m
v

2

2

s
s
d
F
i
S

I.K. Flink et al. / Scandinavia

. Introduction

Recurrent vulvar pain is a common and debilitating condition,
ffecting between 8 and 30% of women in reproductive age (e.g.,
1–3,4]). Suffering from vulvar pain has a critical impact on the
erson’s life, and affects daily functioning, self-esteem and qual-

ty of life [5,13]. Not least, the pain may  influence negatively on
omantic relationships [6], since it affects sexual activities and sat-
sfaction [7]. Despite its consequences, vulvar pain and associated
exual problems have received remarkably little attention in pain
esearch, and a recent position paper underscores the need for
rioritizing research in this area [8].

One central issue in which little is known is how these women
ctually cope with sexual activities. Some guidance exists from
ualitative research that suggests three main coping strategies:
ndurance of vaginal intercourse while suppressing thoughts of
ain, avoidance of sexual activities, and alternative strategies,

ncluding attempts to find sexual activities that do not involve vagi-
al penetration (see e.g., [9,10]). These three strategies are inspired
y coping strategies found in other pain populations (see e.g.,
38]), as well as by findings from larger, population-based studies.
or example, in one study of nearly 1600 young Swedish women,
lmost half of the ones who experienced pain during vaginal inter-
ourse reported that they continued having sex despite pain [11].
his might be interpreted as endurance-related coping. Another
tudy of 944 Swedish women found that fear reactions (vaginal
ension) and fear-avoidance beliefs around sexual activities were
trongly associated with pain [12], which suggests that fear-related
voidance may  be another coping strategy. Finally, the alternative
trategy has some support since women with vulvar pain engage in
exual activities that do not involve vaginal penetration to a larger
xtent than pain-free women [12,13]. However, to our knowledge
here is a lack of structured tools for assessing how women with
ulvar pain cope with sexual activities.

Coping with pain in such an intimate and private situation
s sexual activities is different from other pain conditions, and
equires a unique assessment tool. Assessment of coping strate-
ies is important, both for identifying individuals who are at risk
or prolonged problems, and for developing effective interven-
ions [14]. In other pain populations, several questionnaires for
ssessing coping are available (see e.g., [15,16]). However, these are
esigned for patients suffering from other chronic conditions, e.g.
ack pain. Thus, the instruments are not sensitive to the sexual con-
ext, introducing measurement error and low engagement. Further,
xisting measures do not capture the three strategies described
bove, particularly leaving out endurance and alternative coping. A
ustomized and valid questionnaire for assessing how women with
ulvar pain cope with sexual activities is still to be developed. Such
n instrument could potentially be used both as a screening tool
nd as a possible treatment outcome. Consequently, the purpose
f this exploratory study is to develop and document the psycho-
etric properties of a questionnaire to examine how women  with

ulvar pain cope with sexual activities.

. Methods

.1. Overview of the design

The current study is based on a subsample from a longitudinal
tudy about vulvar pain in women (Sex and Pain, SAP). The original
tudy included both women  with and without vulvar pain, but only

ata from the ones reporting pain were used in the current study.
irst, a scale for assessing how these women cope with sexual activ-
ties was developed through a number of steps as described below.
econd, the psychometric properties of the scale were tested by
nal of Pain 9 (2015) 74–80 75

analyzing the factor structure and reliability. Third, validity fea-
tures were examined in terms of criterion validity and construct
validity.

2.2. Recruitment

In order to approach women who  were sexually active, a total
of 1034 women were recruited at two  universities in Sweden. All
women in 66 classes were invited to remain in the classroom at the
end of lectures, and were provided information about the study.
Women  who  agreed to participate filled out informed consents,
picked questionnaires from an open box in the classroom, com-
pleted the questionnaires, and put them in blank envelopes in a
closed box when leaving the classroom. Alternatively, they could
choose to bring the questionnaires to fill them out at their conve-
nience, and to leave them in a closed box at the research institute.
The participants were provided coffee coupons as incentives. The
study was  approved by the Regional Ethical Review Board in Upp-
sala, Sweden.

2.3. Participants

Inclusion criteria in the original study were: (1) 18–35 years old
and (2) sexually active during the last month. Since 58 women did
not fulfil the inclusion criteria, these were excluded from the study.
Moreover, 12 women  were excluded because informed consents
were not signed. The remaining sample consisted of 964 women.
Out of these, 289 (30%) women reported recurrent vulvar pain dur-
ing the last six months, and these were included in the present
analyses. The mean age was 23.07 (SD = 3.26). The reported mean
pain intensity during the last three months was 3.71 (SD = 1.87)
(scale 0–10). There were 70 (24%) women  who  had visited health
care due to the pain, and 26 (9%) participants had children. There
were 214 (74%) women  who reported being in a relationship, 68
(24%) women  reported not being in a relationship, and 7 (2%)
women reported “other” regarding to their relational status. On
the question about the sex of their partner (or potential partner),
209 (95%) women  reported a male partner, 9 (4%) reported a female
partner, and 2 (.01%) reported “other”.

2.4. Measures

Swedish versions of all measures were used.

2.4.1. Demographics and pain
The women  were asked to complete details about their pain, age,

health care consumption, relationship status, and children, based
on questions used in earlier studies in this area [12].

2.4.2. CHAMP Sexual Pain Coping Scale (CSPCS)
The CHAMP Sexual Pain Coping Scale (CSPCS) was  the pri-

mary measure under investigation. This measure was  constructed
to assess how women with vulvar pain cope with sexual activi-
ties. Three main coping strategies identified in earlier studies (e.g.,
[9–11]) were used as a point of departure, namely endurance,
avoidance,  and alternative sexual strategies. The avoidance and
endurance strategies were also based on research about other types
of pain, where these have emerged as important but maladaptive
coping strategies (e.g., [38]). The alternative subscale was inspired
by evidence that non-intercourse sexual behaviour is an impor-
tant factor for women with vulvar pain [17,18]. A pool of items

was assembled based on items in other pain coping questionnaires,
together with items constructed by the authors. Subsequently, the
authors reviewed the items and came to a consensus on the elimi-
nation of overlapping and unclear items and the prioritizing of the
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Table 1
The CHAMP Sexual Pain Coping Scale (CSPCS).

Item Coping strategy

When my  sexual partner wants to have intercourse, I
make excuses to avoid it because it can be painful.

Avoidance

When I am in pain, me and my  sexual partner try to be
“sexually inventive” so that both of us get sexually
satisfied.

Alternative

During painful intercourse, I try to endure because I
would feel like a failure if I did not keep going.

Endurance

Because of the pain, I avoid intercourse even when I
feel sexually excited.

Avoidance

When I have intercourse and it is painful I try to carry
on, despite the pain.

Endurance

For me intercourse is just one of many sexual
activities, and I would rather engage in other sexual
activities when I am in pain.

Alternative

When I have intercourse and it is painful, it is more
important that my sexual partner is satisfied than it
is  to take my pain into consideration.

Endurance

Because of my  pain, my  motto is “sex isn’t for me”. Avoidance
When intercourse is painful, I try to think of something

else and ignore the pain.
Endurance

When I am in pain, it is more important for me to enjoy
other forms of sex than to actually have intercourse.

Alternative

I  have a lot less sex than I would like to because I know
that it may hurt.

Avoidance

When intercourse is painful, me  and my  sexual partner Alternative
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try to find other ways to have sex, so that we both
can enjoy it.

tems in order of their believed ability to capture each type of cop-
ng. In order to provide balance, we selected the four statements in
ach coping strategy category that had the highest priority. Thus,
he scale consisted of 12 items in total and these are presented in
able 1. Responders rated how often they considered each state-
ent was true for them on a seven-point Likert scale (1 = Never

rue; 7 = Always true). The scale included an instruction where
exual activities was embraced as for instance caress, cuddling, mas-
urbation or vaginal penetration, and intercourse was  defined as
aginal penetration. To check wording and face validity, the ques-
ionnaire was piloted on five women between 18 and 35 years old.
he general feedback was that the scale was not perceived as being
oo personal or intrusive. Instead, these women commented that
t was an important topic to investigate. Based on feedback from
he pilot, the following adjustments were made: (1) some minor
hanges in wording, to be less heteronormative, and (2) the word
partner” was changed to “my  sexual partner”, to include women
ho were not in a long-term relationship.

.4.3. Fear-Avoidance Beliefs Questionnaire (FABQ)
Fear avoidance beliefs were assessed with the Fear Avoidance

eliefs Questionnaire (FABQ) [19]. The FABQ consists of nine state-
ents with assumptions reflecting pain-related fear and avoidance

ehaviour (e.g. “I must not engage in activities that might increase
y pain”). In this study, an adjusted version of the FABQ was  used,
here the items had slightly been adjusted for intercourse pain

e.g. “Sexual intercourse/touch makes my  pain worse”) [12]. The
riginal scale has shown good psychometric properties [20]. In the
resent study, we used the total score of this scale, and the internal
onsistency was adequate (Cronbach’s alpha .81).

.4.4. Female Sexual Function Index (FSFI)
The Female Sexual Function Index (FSFI) [40] was  used to assess

exual functioning. The FSFI consists of 19 items divided into six

ubscales: desire (e.g. “Over the past 4 weeks, how often did you
eel sexual desire or interest?”), subjective arousal (e.g. “Over the
ast 4 weeks, how would you rate your level of sexual arousal (“turn
n”) during sexual activity or intercourse?”), lubrication (e.g. “Over
nal of Pain 9 (2015) 74–80

the past 4 weeks, how difficult was it to become lubricated (‘wet’)
during sexual activity or intercourse?”), orgasm (e.g. “Over the past
4 weeks, when you had sexual stimulation or intercourse, how often
did you reach orgasm (climax)?”), satisfaction (e.g. “Over the past 4
weeks, how satisfied have you been with the amount of emotional
closeness during sexual activity between you and your partner?”),
and pain (e.g. “Over the past 4 weeks, how would you rate your level
(degree) of discomfort or pain during or following vaginal penetra-
tion?”). Respondents are given different response options for each
question, and rate their answers on a Likert scale, ranging from 0
to 5 or from 1 to 5, depending on item. FSFI has shown satisfac-
tory psychometric properties [40]. In the present study, we  used
the total score of this measure, and the internal consistency was
good (Cronbach’s alpha .93).

2.4.5. Pain Catastrophizing Scale (PCS)
The Pain Catastrophizing Scale (PCS) [21] was  used to assess

catastrophizing about pain. The PCS consists of 13 statements
reflecting thoughts and feelings that people may  have when expe-
riencing pain, divided into three subscales: magnification (e.g. “I
keep thinking of other painful events”), rumination (e.g. “I can’t
seem to keep it out of my  mind”), and helplessness (e.g. “I feel I
can’t go on”). Respondents are asked to what extent they experi-
ence each thought and feeling on a five-point scale (0 = Not at all;
4 = All the time). The PCS is a widely used measure and has shown
good psychometric properties [21]. In the present study, we  used
the total score of this measure, and the internal consistency was
good (Cronbach’s alpha .91).

2.4.6. Psychological Inflexibility in Pain Scale (PIPS)
The Psychological Inflexibility in Pain Scale (PIPS) [22] was used

to assess pain-related psychological inflexibility. The PIPS con-
sists of 12 statements divided into two  subscales: avoidance (e.g.
“Because of my  pain, I no longer plan for the future”) and cogni-
tive fusion (e.g. “I need to understand what is wrong in order to
move on”). Respondents are asked to what degree they think that
the statement is true for them, on a seven-point scale (1 = Never
true; 7 = Always true). The PIPS has shown adequate psychometric
properties [23]. In the present study, we used the total score of this
measure, and the internal consistency was  sufficient (Cronbach’s
alpha .83).

2.4.7. Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale (HADS)
The Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale (HADS) [24] was used

to assess depressive symptoms and anxiety. The HADS is divided
into two  subscales with seven items each, aiming at capture symp-
toms of depression (e.g. “I have lost interest in my  appearance”)
and anxiety (e.g. “I feel tense and wound up”). Responders rate
to what extent they agree with each statement on a four-point
scale (0 = Not at all; 3 = Very much indeed). The HADS has shown
satisfactory validity and reliability [25,26]. In the present study,
the internal consistency was  adequate for both subscales (Anxi-
ety subscale, Cronbach’s alpha. 85; Depressive symptoms subscale,
Cronbach’s alpha .78).

2.5. Data analyses

IBM Statistical Package of Social Sciences (SPSS) 22.0 was  used
for all analyses. A maximum of one missing value was allowed per
subscale, and missing values were replaced with the mean score of
the subscale.
2.5.1. Data analytic procedure
A number of steps were taken in the development of the CHAMP

Sexual Pain Coping Scale (CSPCS). First, normal distributions were
examined to identify items with extremely skewed distributions or
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Table 2
Descriptive data and rotated factor loadings (Varimax rotation) for the 12 items in
the CHAMP Sexual Pain Coping Scale (CSPCS) (N = 289).

Items Factor Mean (SD)

1
Endurance

2
Avoidance

3
Alternative

3 .73 3.27 (1.85)
5  .82 4.02 (1.79)
7  .75 3.15 (1.92)
9  .78 3.31 (1.79)
1  .72 2.40 (1.49)
4  .77 2.21 (1.50)
8  .71 1.85 (1.45)

11  .76 2.95 (2.07)
2  .75 4.64 (1.77)
6  .76 3.52 (1.74)

were associated with higher sexual functioning. In sum, the results
yielded support for the criterion validity of the CSPCS.

Table 3
Descriptive data for the three subscales in the CHAMP Sexual Pain Coping Scale
(CSPCS) (N = 289).

Subscale Mean (SD)
I.K. Flink et al. / Scandinavia

ith too low variability. Second, intercorrelations between items
n the scale were examined to check that the items did not corre-
ate (1) with too few other items or (2) too high with other items
n the scale. Third, a principal component analysis (PCA) was  per-
ormed to explore the underlying factor structure of the items.
iven that the factors were not assumed to correlate, Varimax
as used as rotation method. The KMO-value (Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin
easure of Sampling Adequacy) was examined to assure that items
ere appropriate for PCA. Kaiser’s eigenvalues-greater-than-one

ule (K1) and Cattell’s Scree test were used to determine the num-
er of factors. Fourth, factor loadings of items were examined,
o check that all loadings were above .4. Fifth, the internal con-
istency of the subscales was calculated using Cronbach’s alpha,
nd values above .7 were considered acceptable [27,28]. Sixth,
or assessing concurrent criterion-related validity, Pearson prod-
ct moment correlations were computed between the subscales
nd typical outcomes (pain intensity, sexual functioning). Finally,
o assess construct validity, Pearson product moment correla-
ions were computed between the subscales and other, established

easures tapping into related constructs. The level of significance
as set at p > .05.

.5.2. Hypotheses
In order to compare the subscales in the CSPCS with a reference

riterion (criterion validity), ratings of pain intensity and sexual
unctioning were used as criterion-variables, as they are compa-
able with outcomes in studies of other pain populations. As we
xpected that endurance as well as avoidance would represent
aladaptive responses to pain, both subscales should show pos-

tive correlations with pain, and negative correlations with sexual
unctioning. As we believed that alternative coping would reflect a

ore adaptive response to pain, the subscale should show a positive
orrelation with sexual functioning.

In order to examine construct validity, the subscales in the CSPCS
ere correlated with established measures which tap into similar

onstructs. As we expected that endurance as well as avoidance
ould represent maladaptive responses to pain, both subscales
ere hypothesized to show positive correlations with psychologi-

al inflexibility [22,23], anxiety, and depressive symptoms [29]. As
ndurance in our measure incorporates a clear aspect of thought
uppression and cognitive avoidance (e.g. “I try to endure sexual
ntercourse that hurts and ignore thoughts of pain”), we  expected
t to show a positive correlation with fear-avoidance beliefs and
ain catastrophizing. The avoidance subscale was  expected to
how even stronger correlations with fear-avoidance beliefs and
atastrophizing. The alternative subscale was expected to show a
ositive correlation with the measure of psychological flexibility
nd negative correlations with depressive symptoms and anxiety.

. Results

.1. Factorial structure

The Principal Component Analysis (PCA) of the items included in
he CHAMP Sexual Pain Coping Scale (CSPCS) generated three fac-
ors with eigenvalues above 1, which were confirmed by inspection
f the scree plot. Table 2 displays the three factor solution with
actor loadings. The Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin (KMO) value of the 12
tems included was .87, which is considered as sufficient to per-
orm a PCA [30]. Together, the three factors explained 64.9% of the
otal variance. Factor I explained 39.7% of the variance, and had an

igenvalue of 4.77. This factor seemed to reflect an enduring cop-
ng strategy (m = 13.75; SD = 6.11), since it contained the four items
hat had been constructed to reflect endurance behaviour. Factor
I explained 16.26% of the variance, and had an eigenvalue of 1.95.
10  .70 4.86 (1.69)
12  .78 4.57 (1.82)

This factor consisted of the four items that had been constructed
to reflect an avoiding coping strategy (m = 9.42; SD = 5.16). Factor
III explained 8.4% of the variance, and had an eigenvalue of 1.07.
This factor consisted of the four items that had been constructed to
reflect an alternative coping strategy (m = 17.58; SD = 5.41). None of
the items loaded on more than one factor. Internal reliability of the
subscales, as measured by Cronbach’s alpha was .85 (endurance),
.78 (avoidance), and .77 (alternative), which is considered as good.

3.2. Descriptive data for the subscales

Table 3 presents descriptive data for the three subscales in
the CSPCS. As can be seen, the mean scorings on the alternative
subscales were the highest, whereas the mean scorings on the
avoidance subscale were the lowest. This means that strategies
included in the alternative subscale were the ones that the women
reported using most frequently.

3.3. Criterion validity

Ratings of pain intensity and sexual functioning were used
as criterion-variables. As we  expected that endurance as well as
avoidance would represent maladaptive responses to pain, both
subscales should show positive correlations with pain, and negative
correlations with sexual functioning. As displayed in Table 4, bivari-
ate (Pearson’s) correlation coefficients showed that the endurance
subscale and the avoidance subscale correlated significantly and
positively with pain, i.e. higher ratings of endurance and/or avoid-
ance were associated with higher pain intensity. All three subscales
correlated significantly with sexual functioning; the endurance and
avoidance subscales showed negative correlations, and the alterna-
tive subscale showed a positive correlation. This means that higher
ratings of endurance and/or avoidance were associated with lower
sexual functioning, whereas higher ratings of alternative coping
Endurance 13.75 (6.12)
Avoidance 9.42 (5.16)
Alternative 17.58 (5.41)

Note. Range 4–28 for each subscale.
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Table 4
Pearson’s correlations between the subscales in the CHAMP Sexual Pain Coping Scale (CSPCS) and ratings of pain intensity and sexual functioning.

Subscale

Endurance Avoidance Alternative

Pain intensity (0–10) .26** .46** .02
−.37

*
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Sexual functioning (Female Sexual Function Index, FSFI) 

*Significant at p < .01 level.

.4. Construct validity

The subscales in the CSPCS were compared to established meas-
res which tap into similar constructs. As displayed in Table 5,
ivariate (Pearson’s) correlation coefficients showed that the
ndurance subscale correlated significantly, although weakly (<.3)
41], with fear-avoidance beliefs, pain catastrophizing, psycholog-
cal inflexibility, anxiety, and depressive symptoms. The avoidance
ubscale showed a large correlation (>.5) with fear-avoidance
eliefs, a moderate correlation (>.3) with pain catastrophizing, and
mall correlations (<.3) with psychological inflexibility, anxiety,
nd depressive symptoms. The alternative subscale did not cor-
elate significantly with any of the other measures. Taken together,
xcept for the alternative subscale, the correlations with estab-
ished measures were in line with our hypotheses, and provided
upport for the construct validity of the endurance and avoidance
ubscales in the CSPCS.

. Discussion

This exploratory study describes the development of a new
nstrument, the CHAMP Sexual Pain Coping Scale (CSPCS), for
ssessing how women with vulvar pain cope with painful sexual
ctivities. The analyses supported a three-factor solution, embrac-
ng the strategies endurance,  avoidance and alternative coping. All
2 items that were included in the analyses after the initial selec-
ion procedure were kept in the instrument because they fulfilled
he statistical criteria. Furthermore, every item loaded on only one
f the factors, which made the interpretation straightforward. The
nternal reliability of the subscales was good, and the criterion
alidity was supported. However, the analyses of construct valid-
ty supported the endurance and avoidance subscales, but not the
lternative subscale, which infers that more research is needed con-
erning this dimension. Overall, the analyses support the CSPCS as a
otentially important questionnaire to use in research and clinical
ractice for women suffering from vulvar pain.

The strategies endurance, avoidance and alternative coping cor-
espond with psychological theory and research findings from
ther pain populations, as well as qualitative studies on women
ith vulvar pain (e.g. [9]), from which the scale was  inspired.

ndurance reflects a tendency to engage in and continue with
exual activities despite pain, while attempting to minimize or
uppress thoughts of pain. Avoidance, on the other hand, involves
fforts to stay away from sexual activities, in particular vaginal
enetration, because a fear of pain. Endurance and avoidance have
een put forward as coping strategies for women with vulvar pain
lso in larger survey studies [11,12]. Alternative coping refers to
ndeavours to find alternative sexual activities that do not neces-
arily involve vaginal penetration. The alternative coping strategy
s in line with earlier findings showing that women  with vulvar
ain report engaging in non-penetrative sexual activities more fre-
uently than pain-free women [13]. Taken together, this study
upports the idea that endurance, avoidance and alternative strate-

ies are coping strategies that women with vulvar pain employ.

Criterion validity for the endurance and avoidance subscales
as supported as these strategies were related to more pain and

 lower degree of sexual functioning. This indicates that neither
** −.51** .24**

to endure sexual intercourse while trying to suppress pain, nor
to avoid sexual activities, seems to be adaptive for decreasing
pain and improving sexual functioning in these women. In other
pain populations, decades of research provide extensive support
for avoidance as a maladaptive pain coping strategy [31,32]. Our
findings provide further support for the expanding evidence for
fear-avoidance tendencies as being important also in women  suf-
fering from vulvar pain (e.g. [12,33,34]).

Construct validity of the avoidance subscale was clearly sup-
ported, as all hypotheses were confirmed regarding to this subscale.
As expected, the strongest association was  with fear-avoidance
beliefs concerning sexual activities. Moreover, the subscale cor-
related moderately with pain catastrophizing, which was  also in
line with the hypotheses. Catastrophizing has been described as
the “cognitive element” of the fear network [35], and is a key fac-
tor for identifying people who are at risk for developing prolonged
pain problems and disability [36]. Our results replicate and extend
findings from earlier studies indicating that catastrophic thinking
may  similarly play an important role in women  with vulvar pain
[33,37].

Likewise, the endurance subscale seemed to capture the
intended construct. In other pain populations (e.g. back pain),
endurance-related responses have been described as tendencies
to “overdo”, or to continue with activities despite pain, which may
result in physical overload, a subsequent increase in pain, and in the
long run heightened disability [38]. To some extent, this descrip-
tion may  also be true for women  with vulvar pain; it might be that
endurance of sexual intercourse despite pain results in heightened
pain levels and prolonged difficulties. However, in the current study
the term endurance does not only refer to pure “overdoing”, as it
incorporates a clear aspect of cognitive avoidance (“.  . . I try to think
of something else and ignore the pain”). As such, we expected this
subscale to be somewhat associated with fear-avoidance beliefs,
catastrophizing, psychological inflexibility, anxiety and depressive
symptoms. This hypothesis was  supported, and the results indeed
were in favour of the construct validity of the endurance subscale.
It should be noted, however, that endurance may  not always be
maladaptive, depending on the woman’s goals. According to the
approach-avoidance motivational theory,  women may  engage in sex-
ual activities despite pain if the goal of enhancing intimacy and
please the partner is viewed as more important than to avoid pain
(see e.g., [39]). This point at a need for further exploring what
impact endurance-related coping may  have for the development
of vulvar pain and relational satisfaction over time.

The results for the alternative coping subscale are slightly
more difficult to interpret. The criterion validity was  supported
by a positive correlation with sexual functioning. That is, women
who used alternative strategies rated their sexual functioning as
higher. This was expected, since alternative strategies involve
efforts for enjoying sexual activities despite pain, and sexual func-
tioning incorporates self-reported competency and satisfaction
with sexual activities. However, the hypotheses concerning con-
struct validity were not confirmed. Considering that alternative

coping incorporates a certain amount of behavioural flexibility, it
was surprising that the subscale did not correlate with the mea-
sure of psychological inflexibility (the Psychological Inflexibility
in Pain Scale, PIPS). One possible explanation is that the PIPS was
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Table  5
Pearson’s correlations between the subscales in the CHAMP Sexual Pain Coping Scale (CSPCS) and established measures tapping into similar constructs.

Subscale

Endurance Avoidance Alternative

Fear-Avoidance Beliefs Questionnaire (FABQ) .17* .52** .05
Pain  Catastrophizing Scale (PCS) .26** .34** −.03
Psychological Inflexibility in Pain Scale (PIPS) .24** .21** .08
Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale – Anxiety (HADS-A) .27** .19** −.11
Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale – Depression (HADS-D) .22** .15* −.11

*
*
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Significant at p < .05 level.
*Significant at p < .01 level.

eveloped for patients with chronic pain who are often severely
isabled by their pain, which is reflected in the items (e.g. “I post-
one things on account of my  pain”), and may  be inappropriate
or our population. Another explanation is that the PIPS does not
eally take into account the importance of enjoying sexual activities
nd to be sexually satisfied, which comes forward in the alternative
trategies. However, the alternative subscale did not correlate with
he measures of anxiety or depression either, which also discon-
rmed the hypotheses regarding construct validity of the subscale.
n the other hand, the alternative strategies were the ones that
ere most frequently reported by the women. One interpretation

f these results is that there may  be subgroups of women among
he ones using alternative strategies, where some are quite well-
unctioning, and others are rather affected by their pain, resulting
n attempts at enjoying sexual activities but still suffering from a
air amount of distress. More research is needed to identify if there
re subgroups of women who use different coping strategies, and if
he strategies are used alone or in combination. Qualitative studies

ay  also give further insight about the potential use of alternative
trategies in this context.

Expanded knowledge about how women with vulvar pain cope
ith sexual activities opens new avenues for research as well as

or clinical interventions. For instance, future studies may  explore
hat impact different types of coping have for further develop-
ent of pain and sexual functioning. If women who  are at risk for

eveloping chronic difficulties could be identified early on, appro-
riate help can be offered. The CSPCS may  not only be used as a
creening tool, but also as an outcome measure for interventions.
owever, at this stage we cannot tell anything about the sensitivity

or change of the scale; to address this issue longitudinal studies are
eeded. Information about coping strategies may also provide guid-
nce for developing new and effective psychological treatments for
his group, which is highly needed [8].

There are some methodological shortcomings that need to be
onsidered. First, one major drawback in this study is that we do
ot have data of how many female students there were in the
lasses in total. This means that we lack information about the
ctual response rate, which infers questions around representative-
ess and generalizability. Another issue which may  influence the
eneralizability is that all participants were students. The sample
ize was also relatively small considering the type of study. Never-
heless, the study is to be viewed as a pilot, and the results need to
e interpreted with caution.

It might be questioned whether the alternative subscale should
emain in the questionnaire, as the construct validity was  not sup-
orted. However, we decided to keep the subscale as the items
howed a good internal reliability, criterion validity was  supported,
nd previous research indicate that it is a commonly used strategy.
resumably, the measures used for evaluating the construct valid-

ty were not appropriate, which is a mission for future studies to
xplore. More documentation of the psychometric properties of the
ntire scale is indeed needed. It is worth to note that the endurance
ubscale explained substantially more of the total variance than
the other two factors, which may  infer questions around validity of
the subscales. In particular, the alternative subscale explained only
8.4% of the variance, which is little compared to the other factors.
Moreover, we only had the possibility to document the psycho-
metric properties of this scale in one sample, which means that
the test–retest reliability was not evaluated. Still, our study is an
initial and explorative attempt at creating a tool which is specif-
ically developed for assessing how women  with vulvar pain cope
with sexual activities, an area where valid instruments are miss-
ing. Yet, future studies are needed to confirm the properties and
applicability of the scale.

As the present study used a cross-sectional design, no con-
clusions about causality may  be drawn. For instance, we cannot
say whether women who score high on avoidance tend to avoid
sexual intercourse because they experience high pain intensity, or
the other way  around. Prospective studies would provide further
insight about this interrelation between coping and pain.

Taken together, this exploratory study described the develop-
ment and initial evaluation of a structured instrument for assessing
how women with vulvar pain cope with sexual activities. Although
more studies are needed to confirm its psychometric properties
and clinical application, our findings indicate that it may  be psy-
chometrically sound. So far, the CSPCS appears to be a potentially
useful assessment tool to be used in research as well as in clinical
practice. A valid measure for assessing coping in this population
would have important clinical implications for identifying women
who are at risk for developing prolonged difficulties as well as for
creating effective interventions to increase sexual satisfaction for
women suffering from vulvar pain and associated sexual problems.
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