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As all couples experience stressful life events, understanding how couples adapt to stress 

is imperative for understanding marital development.  Drawing from theories of stress 

inoculation, which suggest that the successful adaptation to mild stressors may help 

individuals develop a resilience to future stress, this project examined whether couples 

who have more experience effectively coping with minor stressors early in the marriage 

would be most resilient to declines in marital satisfaction when faced with future, larger 

stressors. Study 1 examined whether couples who enter marriage with good relationship 

skills and some experience coping with minor stressors exhibit the most stress resilience 

during the first two years of marriage. Study 2 examined whether couples who enter 

marriage with good skills and some experience with stress exhibit a greater resilience to 

the declines in marital satisfaction that often follow the transition to parenthood. Both 

studies revealed that spouses who have both good relationship skills and early stress 

experience exhibit better marital outcomes than spouses who have good skills, but little 

or no experience with stress. Thus, simply possessing good relationship skills may not be 
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sufficient to shield marital satisfaction from stress. Rather, couples also may need 

practice applying those skills to minor stressors.  
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Introduction 

Marriages are embedded within broader environmental contexts that may play an 

important role in shaping relationship processes.  When the marital context contains 

numerous stressful life events, such as work stress or financial difficulties, marriages 

often suffer, suggesting that some contexts may render it more difficult to maintain a 

relationship than others. For instance, increases in stress in domains external to the 

relationship have been associated with less positive appraisals of the partner, lower levels 

of marital satisfaction, and future marital dissolution, a phenomenon referred to as stress 

spillover (Bolger, DeLongis, Kessler, & Wethington 1989; Neff & Karney, 2004).  

Consequently, as even the happiest couples are likely to experience stressors that may 

strain the relationship, understanding how spouses adapt to stress is imperative for 

understanding marital development and stability.  

 To date, however, understanding of the interplay between external stress and 

marital well-being has been limited because prior research has generally examined only 

the detrimental effects of stress on marriage. Thus, the existing literature fails to explain 

why some marriages deteriorate under stress while other marriages may emerge from 

stressful experiences relatively unscathed. To address this gap in the literature, some 

recent theories have shifted away from an emphasis on the negative effects of stress to 

consider whether stress can actually serve to enhance marital well-being (Story & 

Bradbury, 2004; Updegraff & Taylor, 2000).  For instance, stressful life events may 

provide opportunities for growth by mobilizing previously untapped coping resources and 

increasing confidence in one‟s ability to surmount stress (Updegraff & Taylor, 2000). 

From this perspective then, exposure to manageable stress may inoculate individuals 
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against future stress spillover effects by helping to bolster one‟s coping skills. Put another 

way, successfully coping with stress early in the marriage may serve to make the 

relationship more resilient to the experiences of future stress (Meichenbaum, 1985). To 

date, however, there has been there is very little empirical research examining these kinds 

of stress inoculation effects, particularly within the context of marriage.  

 The goal of the current study, then, is to address this gap between theories of 

stress resilience (also referred to as stress inoculation) and the existing research on the 

detrimental effects of stress on marriage by examining whether  spouses‟ responses to 

stressful events encountered early in the relationship affect their future relationship 

functioning. In particular, it is argued that spouses who encounter low to moderate stress 

early in the relationship, and possess the relationship skills needed to prevent that stress 

from spilling over into the relationship, may have relationship appraisals that are more 

resilient to the effects of future stress. In this way, simply having the resources to manage 

stress may be necessary, but not sufficient for resilience. Rather, spouses also need to 

have practice using these resources in the face of surmountable stressors. To further 

elaborate this idea, the remainder of the introduction will be divided into three sections. 

The first section will more thoroughly review prior work demonstrating the detrimental 

effects of stress, as well as describe the mechanisms that may underlie stress spillover 

effects. From here, the second section will explore the possibility that stress may not 

always result in negative outcomes.  This section will describe alternative research and 

theories that suggest that under some circumstances, stress can promote well-being. The 

final section will present an overview of the current study and the hypotheses to be tested.  
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Stress as a Hindrance to Adaptive Relationship Behaviors 

When faced with the inevitable conflicts that arise in romantic relationships, spouses 

have some flexibility in the way in which they respond. For instance, if a partner snaps at 

you, you can retaliate and blame the partner or you can choose to forgive the partner. 

Interestingly, engaging in these more forgiving behaviors has been shown to consume 

more energy and resources than engaging in retaliatory behaviors. In fact, adaptive 

responding has been described as a two step process that requires individuals to not only 

inhibit an initial tendency toward retaliation but also to consciously engage in a 

constructive manner (Rusbult, Verette, Whitney, Slovik, & Lipkus, 1991). For instance, 

in a study of heterosexual couples, individuals were asked to recall an event in which 

their partner had behaved in a potentially destructive manner and to report on both the 

behaviors they considered enacting and the behaviors in which they actually engaged 

(Yovetich & Rusbult, 1994).  Partners reported that they considered enacting more 

destructive behaviors (e.g. “yelling at the partner”) in reaction to their partner‟s negativity 

than the more constructive (e.g. “talked about the problem”) responses they actually 

enacted.  In a follow-up study, participants were given either limited reaction time or 

plentiful reaction time to choose between a constructive or destructive response to 

hypothetical destructive partner behaviors.  When limited by time, individuals exhibited 

more destructive behaviors than when given sufficient time to respond.   This evidence 

suggests that responding in a pro-relationship manner is not an automatic process. 

Instead, partners must surmount their initial impulses and invest in behaving in a 

relationship promotive way (Yovetich & Rusbult, 1994).  
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If resisting the impulse to enact retaliatory behaviors is an effortful process, this 

suggests that spouses may find it more difficult to engage in pro-relationship behaviors at 

times when their resources and energy are divided among multiple tasks. Theories of self-

regulation suggest that engaging in difficult tasks which require one to exert self-control 

requires individuals to tap into their self-regulatory strength (Baumeister, 2002). 

Specifically, self-regulatory strength refers to the “the internal resources available to 

inhibit, override, or alter responses” (Schmeichel & Baumeister, 2004, pg. 86).   Self-

regulatory strength, however, is not unlimited and can become depleted after difficult 

tasks (Finkel, Campbell, & Brunell, 2006). It functions much like a muscle that wears out 

after strenuous use.  Thus, engaging in a difficult task that depletes one‟s resources 

interferes with future difficult tasks that require self-regulatory effort (Finkel, Campbell, 

& Brunell, 2006).   

Importantly, self-regulatory strength is not domain specific.  In other words, the 

experience of self-regulatory depletion in one domain can interfere with the ability to 

engage in self-regulatory behaviors in other, unrelated domains.  For instance, an 

experimental study by Baumeister and colleagues provide evidence that a range of 

seemingly unrelated tasks share a common resource (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Muraven, 

& Tice, 1998).  Hungry participants were placed in a room with a bowl of radishes and a 

stack of fresh-baked chocolate chip cookies. Half of the participants were given the self-

regulatory task of ignoring the chocolate chip cookies while the other half were free to 

eat whatever they desired.  All participants then engaged in a puzzle task that was in fact 

unsolvable. Participants whose self-regulatory resources were depleted from ignoring the 

cookies gave up on the puzzle task sooner than non-depleted individuals.  Another study 
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found that when students‟ self-regulatory strength was depleted due to intense studying 

for an upcoming exam, students had more difficulty engaging in other behaviors 

requiring self-regulatory control. Namely, students were more likely to oversleep, miss 

appointments, spend without thinking, and exhibit lapses in their emotional control 

(Oaten & Cheng, 2005).  

Applying this perspective to relationship behaviors, one could speculate that if 

spouses are engaging in self-regulatory tasks unrelated to the relationship, they will be 

limited in their ability to engage in relationship-promotive behaviors. Consistent with this 

idea, research suggests that coping with high levels of stress in domains outside of the 

relationship may interfere with the ability to engage in a number of pro-relationship 

behaviors. For instance, stress can decrease spouses‟ ability to communicate successfully. 

In an experimental study, the quality of couples‟ communication abilities were observed 

prior to and just following a stress induction task.  It was found that communication 

quality decreased by 40% following the stress task (Bodenmann & Shantinath, 2004).  In 

addition, under periods of high stress, spouses are more likely to make maladaptive 

attributions for their partner‟s negative behaviors (Harvey, 1987; Neff & Karney, 2004)   

A study examining the within-person association between stress and attributions among 

married partners found that spouses under high levels of stress attribute failures to their 

spouse‟s stable self-relevant qualities rather than excusing those behaviors on account of 

situational factors. Yet, under conditions of low stress, these same spouses were more 

forgiving of their partner‟s transgressions (Neff & Karney, 2004). Finally, when 

experiencing higher than normal levels of stress, partners are increasingly reactive to the 

daily events in their relationship, such that on days when positive events occur they 
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report being highly satisfied whereas when negative events occur they report being highly 

unsatisfied in their relationship.  This kind of reactivity to daily events tends to leave 

spouses vulnerable to declines in relationship satisfaction (Neff & Karney, 2009). Results 

such as these are consistent with the notion that when spouses‟ self-regulatory muscle is 

weakened or depleted from coping with stress, spouses may find they are unable to 

engage in the pro-relationship behaviors they normally would choose to exhibit.  
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Is Stress Always Detrimental? Identifying Stress Resilience 

While the previous review argues that stress depletes our resources, making it 

difficult for individuals to behave in a relationship-promotive manner, several theories 

recently have been put forth suggesting that, under the right conditions, stress may 

actually make the marriage stronger. Namely, two theories have argued, albeit using 

slightly different terminologies, that individuals who are exposed to mildly stressful 

experiences and cope with them effectively may develop an increased ability to handle 

larger stressors in the future (Baumeister, 2002; Holahan & Moos, 1990; Meichenbaum, 

1985).  In other words, practice may make perfect, as learning to cope with small 

stressors early in the relationship may help spouses build resilience to future stressors.  

For instance, theories of self-regulation argue that individuals can increase their self-

regulatory resources, at least to the extent that their strength is depleted less quickly in the 

face of future demands (Baumeister, Galliot, DeWall, & Oaten, 2006). Like a muscle that 

tires after exercise, initial depletion still exists. Yet, regular self-regulatory exercise 

gradually increases the ability to maintain self-regulatory efforts for longer periods of 

time hence building the muscle (Galliot, Plant, Butz, & Baumeister, 2007). Thus by 

increasing their self-regulatory stamina, individuals are decreasing the chance that they 

will be left vulnerable to face new challenges with limited self-regulatory strength 

(Baumeister, Galliot, DeWall, & Oaten, 2006).  

For example, an experimental study assessed the potential to stave off the effects of 

academic examination stress on self-regulatory strength prior to exams (Oaten & Cheng, 

2006).  Two cohorts of individuals were assessed four weeks prior to the examination 
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period and again at the beginning of exams. Cohort 1 received a study intervention 

program beginning in the fifth week of classes first semester while Cohort 2 acted as the 

control.  In order to have both a within-subject and between-subject control, Cohort 2 

then received the intervention during the second semester, again during the fifth week of 

classes.  Self-regulatory strength was assessed in numerous ways, including chemical 

consumption, dietary habits, physical activity, and general regulatory behavior. It was 

found that students receiving the self-regulatory intervention not only showed significant 

improvement in the target behavior (e.g. studying) but they also showed significant 

decreases in smoking, alcohol, and caffeine consumption and increases in healthy eating, 

emotional control, maintenance of household chores, attendance to commitments, and 

monitoring of spending. In addition, both between-subject and within-subject results 

revealed the same pattern.    

While very few studies have explored these effects in the realm of relationships, one 

study has examined the effect of self-regulatory practice on individuals involved in dating 

relationships.  Participants participated in two laboratory sessions spaced two weeks 

apart.  In each session, all participants engaged in an ego depleting task that required 

them to not look at or read common one syllable words that appeared at the bottom of a 

soundless videotape depicting a woman being interviewed by an interviewer located off 

camera. Afterwards they completed a self report measure of intimate partner violence 

(IPV) propensity towards one‟s own partner.  After the first session, participants were 

assigned to one of three interventions: using one‟s nondominant hand in everyday tasks 

(eating, brushing teeth, etc.), regulating certain aspects of their habitual speech processes 

(avoiding sentences that begin with the word “I,” not saying the word “yeah,” etc.), or a 
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no intervention control.  Results indicated that participants in both the physical regulation 

condition and the verbal regulation condition showed significant decreases in IPV 

perpetration, whereas participants in the control condition did not (Finkel, DeWall, 

Slotter, Oaten, & Foshee, 2009).   Thus, practicing regulatory control in an unrelated 

domain increased participant‟s ability to refrain from IPV perpetration.   

Although using a different metaphor, the theory of stress inoculation proposes a 

similar mechanism of practice makes perfect.  The potential to draw positive benefits 

from stressful experiences comprises Meichenbaum‟s (1985) stress inoculation approach. 

This theory suggests that experience in dealing with moderate level stressors may 

inoculate individuals from the potentially harmful effects of subsequent severe stressors.  

Just as a vaccine introduces a harmful disease in a small enough dose that the body can 

successfully cope with and create antibodies with which to fight future encounters with 

the disease, stress inoculation theory suggests that experiencing moderate-level stressors 

creates the antibodies individuals need to successfully overcome future stressors.  After 

coping with these small stressors, individuals may have greater knowledge of adaptive 

coping strategies, greater confidence in their ability to deal with stressful events, and a 

less threatening appraisal of potential threats.  In an experimental study of introductory 

psychology students with public-speaking anxiety, participants were randomly assigned 

to one of three conditions (stress inoculation training, behavior modeling training, or no 

training which served as the control). Individuals in the stress inoculation condition met 

with a therapist once a week for three weeks and practiced monitoring inhibitive self-

statements and using coping self-statements while rehearsing.  Participants in the 

behavioral modeling treatment group modeled public speaking behaviors exhibited by the 
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male and female models.  Results indicated that participants in the stress inoculation 

condition reported significantly more confident thoughts and less anxiety prior to their 

final speech (Altmaier, Leary, Halpern, & Sellers, 1985).  Thus, being taught coping 

skills in a less anxiety filled environment allowed participants to cope well when faced 

with a public speaking engagement just as the individuals in the previously mentioned 

study who learned to study effectively prior to the stressful examination period performed 

better in the face of exam stress (Oaten & Cheng, 2006).  

  Naturalistic studies have shown similar results. A study of female rape victims 

revealed that those who had experienced the death of a family member more than two 

years before recovered more quickly from the rape than women who had not (Burgess & 

Holmstrom, 1978). In addition, a longitudinal study of community-residents in the San 

Francisco Bay area examined the effects of stressful life events on adult depression.  This 

study assessed depression levels, negative life events, the use of approach coping in 

previous stressful situations, and personal and social resources (i.e. self-confidence,  

easygoingness, and family support), to examine how stress and coping resources may 

interact to predict changes in depression over time (Holahan & Moos, 1990).  For 

individuals experiencing little to no stress, personal and social resources directly 

influenced future functioning, such that individuals with greater resources were more 

likely to show stable or improved functioning over the next year.  However, for 

individuals experiencing higher stress, the link between resources and future functioning 

was influenced by the individual‟s ability to use approach coping strategies. Individuals 

who experienced greater stress and coped well with that stress reported increases in their 

personal and social resources over the coming year. Thus, experiencing moderate stress, 
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and successfully overcoming that stress may serve to build resources, increasing the 

likelihood that future stressors will also be overcome successfully. 

  While each of these theories relies on a different metaphor, self-regulation theory 

and stress inoculation theory both emphasize the idea that stress resilience may develop 

when individuals are exposed to a mild stressor and are able use their skills to 

successfully surmount that stressor.  However, to date the empirical research supporting 

these ideas is sparse and often has been conducted in tightly controlled experimental 

settings in which participants engage in tasks they would not normally encounter in their 

daily life (i.e. visual tracking tasks and thought suppressions tasks), leaving the 

generalizability of these results somewhat questionable. Additionally, the few studies that 

do examine the effects of practice in a naturally occurring domain have been conducted 

outside the realm of romantic relationships (e.g. Oaten & Cheng, 2006) Thus, additional 

research is needed to examine stress resilience effects within marriage.  It should be 

mentioned that some research has identified factors that may weaken the link between 

external stress and marital quality. For instance, a longitudinal study of married couples 

experiencing economic hardship found that couples who displayed more effective 

problem-solving skills were less likely to report future marital unhappiness than couples 

with poor skills (Conger, Reuter, & Elder, 1999).  Though this study did not examine 

how experiences with early stress may affect responses to later stressors, it does suggest 

that possessing good relationship skills may an important foundation for developing 

resilience. The current study builds on this work by arguing that possessing good 

relationship skills is necessary, but not sufficient to create a resilience to future stressors. 
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Rather spouses need good skills and practice using them in the face of surmountable 

stress in order to develop a greater resilience to the detrimental effects of stress over time.     
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Overview of the Current Study 

The goal of the current study was to address the gap between existing research on 

the detrimental effects of stress and more recent theories of stress resilience which argue 

that people can grow from stressful experiences. As previously argued, there is very little 

empirical evidence examining this basic phenomenon, especially within the realm of 

close relationships. Therefore, the first important step needed to advance our 

understanding of the interplay of stress and marital processes is simply to examine 

whether evidence of stress resilience in marriage can be found. Only after the effect has 

been demonstrated can future work untangle whether stress inoculation theories or self-

regulation theories best capture the precise mechanisms underlying the effect.  Thus, the 

current study aimed to ascertain whether spouses‟ who have some experience with early 

stress, yet are able to maintain good relationship skills in the face of this stress, exhibit 

marital satisfaction that is more resilient to future stressors or whether experiences with 

early stress may simply deplete one‟s relationship skills.  

The current study therefore addressed two main research questions. First, does 

experiencing some stress, and preventing it from spilling over into one‟s relationship, 

predict more resilience to stress in the future?  It was expected that spouses who 

experience some stress early in the marriage, yet also have good relationship skills for 

managing stress, should be less vulnerable to spillover effects when faced with future 

stressors. In fact, these spouses should exhibit more stress resilience than spouses who 

have good relationship skills, but no experience with early stress.  In essence, spouses 
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who are able to use their relationship skills when faced with small surmountable stressors 

early in their marriage will be more resilient later when larger problems arise.  

Second, do these early experiences preventing stress spillover actually bolster 

relationship resources over time?  Drawing from prior work suggesting that exposure to 

moderate stress may work to mobilize and even increase relationship resources 

(Updegraff & Taylor, 2000), it was predicted that spouses who are exposed to moderate 

stress will demonstrate greater increases (or fewer declines) in their relationship skills 

over time, compared to those who have no early experiences.  

To examine these questions, two studies were conducted. The first study 

examined how the stressors experienced at the beginning of marriage influence spouses‟ 

general vulnerability to stress spillover effects over the first three years of marriage. The 

second study takes a more focused approach by examining how spouses‟ experiences 

with early stress may affect how well they cope with a specific later stressor, namely, the 

transition to parenthood. 
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Study 1 

The first study was designed to address issues of stress resilience in spouses by 

assessing external stress, relationship skills, and marital satisfaction at multiple points 

over the first three years of marriage in a sample of 61 newlywed couples. The use of 

newlywed couples provides several advantages.  First, newlywed spouses are an 

appropriate sample in which to examine issues of change over time. In particular, the 

newlywed years of marriage are characterized by more dramatic changes in relationship 

quality (Bradbury, 1998).  Second, in the early years of marriage, spouses may be more 

likely to experience a variety of stressful life events, as a number of external stressors 

tend to accompany the transition to marriage (e.g., relocation, starting a new job, 

financial stressors).  

 Using this data, the current study addressed three specific issues.  First, this study 

examined whether early relationship skills, early stress, and the interaction of the two 

predicted the strength of future stress spillover effects. Stress spillover was investigated 

by examining the within-person association between changes in stress and changes in 

satisfaction over time. Thus, spouses with a stronger association are demonstrating 

greater stress spillover as their satisfaction is declining at times when stress is higher.  

Conversely, spouses with a lower association between their stress and satisfaction over 

time are exhibiting greater stress resilience. To ensure that the results are not tied to a 

specific way of assessing a construct, two kinds of relationship skills were examined – a 

cognitive one and a behavioral one.  To assess spouses‟ cognitive relationship skills, the 

current study examined the nature of spouses‟ attributions for their partner‟s 

transgressions. Spouses‟ behavioral relationship skills were assessed by observing 
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spouses‟ conflict resolution skills when discussing important issues with their partner. It 

was predicted that those who have greater relationship skills and more experience with 

stress will experience less future spillover than those who have good skills but no early 

stress. 

Second, the current study examined whether spouses who exhibit good relationship 

skills and have experienced early stress show an increase in marital efficacy over time.  

Stress inoculation theory suggests that experience dealing with moderate level stressors 

may allow individuals to gain greater confidence in their ability to deal with stressful 

events (Meichenbaum, 1985).  This increase in confidence, in turn, should encourage 

better coping in the face of later stressors, thereby inoculating individuals from the 

potentially harmful effects of those stressors.  To examine this idea, the current study 

examined the change in couple‟s marital efficacy, or the extent to which a spouse 

believes he or she is capable of resolving conflicts with his or her partner (Fincham, 

Harold, & Gano-Phillips, 2000). Specifically, it was determined whether early stress, 

good relationship skills (both attributions and conflict resolution behavior), and the 

interaction of the two predicted feelings of marital efficacy six months into the 

relationship, controlling for initial feelings of efficacy.  It was predicted that those 

spouses who have both good relationship skills and early experiences with stress would 

show greater confidence in their ability to resolve marital issues as the relationship 

progresses.  

Finally, the current study assessed whether spouses who have good relationship skills 

and practice using those skills in the face of early stress experience a bolstering of their 

relationship skills over time. To examine spouses‟ cognitive relationship skills, we 
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computed a trajectory of relationship attributions over time. Then we examined whether 

early stress, early attributions and the interaction predicted this trajectory. It was 

predicted that spouses who had good relationship skills and experience with early stress 

would exhibit greater increases in use of adaptive attributions (or fewer increases in use 

of maladaptive attributions) compared to those who do not have early stress experiences. 

To examine spouses‟ behavioral skills, a simple regression was conducted as only two 

waves of behavioral data were available.  Therefore, the current study examined if 

spouses‟ early stress, early conflict resolution skills, and the interaction of the two 

predicted conflict resolution skills two years into the marriage. It was predicted that those 

who show greater early resilience (better skills under early stress) will experience a 

bolstering of their relationship skills.  
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Method 

Participants  

This study used existing data collected from a prior study of marital development.  

Couples were recruited for this study using two methods.  First, advertisements were 

placed in community newspapers and bridal shops. In addition, letters were sent to 

couples who had applied for marriage licenses in Lucas County, Ohio.  Couples 

responding to either method of solicitation were screened in a telephone interview to 

determine whether they met the following criteria: (a) this was the first marriage for each 

partner, (b) the couple had been married less than six months, and (c) neither partner had 

children.  The final sample consisted of 61 couples.   

On average, husbands were 25.6 (SD = 3.8) years old and had completed 15.8 

(SD=2.4) years of education. Seventy-four percent of husbands were employed full time 

and 20% were full time students. Wives, on average, were 23.5 (SD = 4.3) years old and 

had completed 15.9 (SD=2.3) years of education. Sixty-one percent of wives were 

employed full time, and 23% were full time students.  Sixty-four percent of the sample 

were Christian (over 20% were Catholic) and approximately 85% of spouses were white. 

The average combined income of couples was between $25,000 and $35,000 per year.   

Procedure 

 Within the first six months of marriage, couples meeting all eligibility 

requirements were scheduled for a three-hour laboratory session. Prior to their session, 

couples were mailed a packet of questionnaires to complete at home. The packet included 
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self-report measures of stress, attributions, marital efficacy, and marital satisfaction, as 

well as a letter instructing couples to complete all questionnaires independently of each 

other.  Couples were asked to bring these questionnaires with them to a lab session. 

During the session, couples engaged in a series of dyadic tasks, including two ten-minute, 

videotaped discussions designed to assess spouses‟ conflict resolution behaviors.  Each 

spouse was asked to identify a source of tension or disagreement in the marriage and to 

discuss the topic with his or her partner, with the goal of reaching a resolution of the 

issue. Spouses were encouraged not to choose the same topic, and the order of the 

interactions was randomly determined. Couples were paid $70 for their participation in 

this part of the study.   

 After the initial lab session, couples were contacted for four additional waves of 

data collection at six month intervals over the next two years.   During waves two 

through four, couples were mailed packets similar to those at Time 1 and asked to return 

the completed questionnaires in postage paid envelopes. Couples were paid $50 for each 

of these follow-ups.  Time 5, the final wave of data collection, was identical to the 

procedure at Time 1. Thus, participants completed a packet of questionnaires and 

returned to the lab to engage in a series of discussions assessing their conflict resolution 

skills. Couples were paid $70 for this final wave of data collection.   

As with any longitudinal study, some attrition occurred over the course of the 

study.  Over the course of the study, 18 couples failed to participate through the final 

wave of data collection.  Analyses were conducted to determine whether spouses who 

completed the final wave of data collection differed from spouses who did not on any of 
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the variables of interest in the study.  Results revealed that wives who completed the final 

wave of data collection were significantly more satisfied at Time 1 of the study than 

those who did not (t (59) =-2.123, p=.04). No differences emerged for husbands. 

However, all data examined using growth curve modeling relied on data from all 61 

couples, even if they did not participate in all five waves of data collection.  

Materials  

Global marital satisfaction.  Many of the most commonly used measures of 

marital satisfaction (e.g. the Marital Adjustment Test; Locke & Wallace, 1959) contain 

items that assess spouse‟s evaluations of specific areas of potential conflict as well as 

items assessing spouses‟ global relationship evaluations.  To ensure that these two ideas 

were not confounded in the current study, satisfaction was measured with an instrument 

that obtains global evaluations of the relationship exclusively. Specifically, spouses 

completed a 15-item version of the Semantic Differential (SMD; Osgood, Suci, & 

Tannenbaum, 1957). This scale asked spouses to rate their current feelings about their 

marriage on 7-point scales between two opposite adjectives (e.g., „„Satisfied-

Dissatisfied,’’ ‘‘Unpleasant-Pleasant’’). Scores on the measure can range from 15 to 

105, with higher scores indicating greater satisfaction. This measure was assessed at all 

five waves of data collection.  The internal consistency of the measure was high across all 

waves of data for both husbands (coefficient alphas ranged from .93-.97) and wives 

(coefficient alphas ranged from .93-.98).   

Stressful life circumstances.  In order to assess spouses‟ stress levels, spouses 

were asked at every wave of data collection to think about multiple areas of their life and 
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assess how stressful that area of their life was over the last six months.  Spouses 

evaluated 13 potentially stressful life domains (e.g. “Relationship with Spouse,” 

“Parenthood,” “Living Conditions,” “Financial Status,” “Working Experience,” “School 

Experience” “Being a Homemaker,” “Being Unemployed,” “Health,” “Spouse‟s Health” 

“Relationship with Own Family,” “Relationship with In-Laws,” and “Relationship with 

Friends”) on a 9-point scale (“1=Not at all stressful: 9=Extremely stressful”). The 

questionnaire was structured in such a way that spouses were asked questions about their 

marital stress first and then continued on to answer questions about other domains. This 

ordering of questions was used to encourage spouses to separate their marital stress from 

stress in other domains.  Of the 13 domains assessed, the current study will include only 

those 12 domains representative of stress occurring outside of the marriage in the final 

score (i.e. the rating of marital stress will be removed from the analyses). As not all 

spouses answer every question (i.e. non-parents do not assess their stress related to being 

a parent), a mean score across the remaining 12 domains will be created for each spouse.  

Thus, scores on the measure can range from 0 to 9, with higher scores indicating higher 

levels of external stress.    

 Attributions. The tendency to rely on temporary, situational attributions (i.e., 

more forgiving attributions) to describe a partner‟s transgressions was assessed using the 

Relationship Attributions Measure (RAM; Fincham & Bradbury, 1992).  Spouses 

completed this measure at all five data assessments. This 24-item measure presents 

spouses with four negative events that are likely to occur in all marriages (e.g., “Your 

spouse criticizes something you say” and “Your spouse begins to spend less time with 

you”).  For each event, spouses are asked to rate their agreement, on a 7-point scale 
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ranging from “Agree strongly” to “Disagree strongly,” with statements that reflect six 

attribution dimensions.  The causal attribution sub-scale consists of 12 judgments (3 

dimensions X 4 stimulus events) and the responsibility attributions sub-scale consists of 

12 judgments.  For causal attributions, the three dimensions relate to the perceived locus, 

globality, and stability of the cause of the negative partner behavior.  For responsibility 

attributions, the three dimensions capture the extent to which spouses consider their 

partners‟ behaviors as intentional, selfishly motivated, and blameworthy. The internal 

consistency of the causal attribution subscale was high across all time points for both 

husbands (coefficient alphas ranged from .81-.91) and wives (coefficient alphas ranged 

from .80-.89). The internal consistency of the responsibility attributions subscale was also 

high for both husbands (coefficient alphas ranged from .86-.93) and wives (coefficient 

alphas ranged from .90-.94).   For each sub-scale, a composite score was computed by 

summing the 12 judgments, resulting in two scores for each spouse with possible ranges 

of 12 to 84. Higher scores indicate attributions that view the partner in a more negative 

light.  

 Marital efficacy. To assess the extent to which spouses were confident in their 

ability to resolve conflicts with their partner, the current study used the Relationship 

Efficacy Measure (Fincham, Harold, & Gano-Phillips, 2000), which asks spouses to rate 

the extent to which they agree or disagree with seven statements (e.g. “I have little 

control over the conflicts that occur between my partner and I” and “I am able to do the 

things needed to settle our conflicts”).  Spouses rated these statements on a 1 (strongly 

disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) scale. Original scoring for this measure had higher scores 

indicating lower feelings of efficacy, but it was rescored to have higher scores indicating 
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more efficacy in order to ease the interpretation of results. Thus, scores can range from 7 

to 35 with higher scores indicating feeling more control over problems.  Efficacy was 

assessed at the first two time points of the study (e.g., when couples were first married 

and again six months later) and internal consistency was high at both time one 

(coefficient alphas = .76 and .80) and time two (coefficient alphas =.71 and .81) for both 

husbands and wives respectively.    

 Behavioral observation coding.  To assess the positivity of spouses‟ conflict 

resolution behaviors during the interaction task, a modified version of the Verbal Tactics 

Coding Scheme (Sillars, Coletti, Parry, & Rogers 1982) was used.  Each 10-minute 

interaction was divided into speaking turns and each speaking turn was then coded.  

Using this version of the coding scheme, each speaking turn may receive one of four 

codes: Positive, negative, neutral, or off-task.  Positive codes are given to behaviors that 

help define the problem, create a possible plan of action, convey understanding and 

support to the spouse, and help the couple come to a resolution of the conflict being 

discussed (e.g., "So it seems like the biggest area we need to budget in is eating out"). 

Negative codes are assigned to behaviors that directly criticize the spouse, through 

faulting, insults, or rejection (e.g., "My topic is finances because you waste our money by 

eating out all the time.") as well as to behaviors that indirectly criticize the spouse, 

through hostile sarcasm, avoiding responsibility or hostile questioning (e.g., “Why don‟t 

you ever cook?”).  Neutral codes are given to behaviors relevant to the discussion but 

only factual in nature (e.g., “We ate out three times last week”).  Finally, off-task is given 

to all behaviors not relevant to the topic at hand (e.g., “Did you walk the dog this 

morning?”) 
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Four research assistants were trained to code the interactions from both Time 1 

and Time 5 independently using the coding scheme.  Interrater reliability, which was 

assessed by having randomly selected pairs of observers code a randomly selected 20% 

of the interactions, was generally quite high for both waves of data collection (for 

husbands, intraclass correlation coefficients = .64 for positive, .88 for negative, .90 for 

neutral, and .64 for off-task for Time 1 and .84 for positive, .90 for negative, .85 for 

neutral, and .99 for off task for Time 5.  For wives, intraclass correlation coefficients = 

.52 for positive, .88 for negative, .90 for neutral, and .85 for off-task for Time 1 and .85 

for positive, .94 for negative, .76 for neutral, and .98 for off task for Time 2). To analyze 

the codes in subsequent analyses, the number of times each code was assigned to each 

spouse was divided by the total number of speaking turns of that spouse.  Thus, each code 

was analyzed as a proportion of the total speaking turns to control for variation across 

spouses in the number of speaking turns. 

An index of the positivity of husbands‟ and wives‟ behavior was calculated by 

averaging each spouse‟s positive behavior across the two interactions to create a single 

index of positive conflict resolution behavior. Higher scores, then, indicate more positive 

conflict resolution behavior. This was repeated using the husbands‟ and wives‟ negative 

conflict resolution behaviors to create an overall index of negativity of the spouses‟ 

conflict resolutions behavior, with higher scores indicate more negative conflict 

resolution behavior.  
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Data Analysis 

To address hypotheses that examine change over time, the data were examined 

using Hierarchical Linear Modeling (HLM; Bryk & Raudenbush, 1992). This approach 

was adopted for several reasons. First, in contrast to other approaches to analyzing 

multilevel models (e.g., structural equation modeling), HLM provides reliable estimates 

of within-subject parameters even when sample sizes are relatively small. Second, HLM 

provides maximally efficient estimates of these parameters by weighting individual 

estimates according to empirical Bayes theory. When the within-subject parameter for an 

individual can be estimated precisely, the final estimate relies heavily on the individual 

data. When the parameter cannot be estimated precisely (e.g., because of missing data), 

the final estimate relies more heavily on the mean of the sample. Because the most 

precise estimates therefore contribute more to the final estimated variance of the sample, 

variances estimated in this way tend to be more conservative than those obtained through 

traditional OLS methods.  For all of the proposed analyses, parameters describing 

husbands‟ and wives‟ data were estimated simultaneously to control for the non-

independence of couple data, according to procedures described by Raudenbush, 

Brennan, & Barnett (1995). 
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Results 

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations 

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics for all of the measures for Study 1.  As 

expected with newlyweds, on average both husbands and wives were generally satisfied 

with their marriages. Turning to spouses‟ relationship skills, on average spouses 

exhibited positive relationship skills, as would be expected in a newlywed sample. They 

generally viewed their partners as not blameworthy for negative relationship events. They 

also engaged in positive conflict behavior during the interactions and exhibited few 

instances of negative behavior.  Additionally, spouses reported high levels of marital 

efficacy, suggesting that they felt generally in control of their problems. 

On average, spouses reported low to moderate levels of stress across all five waves of 

data collection. While the means were below the midpoint of the scale, suggesting that on 

average stress was somewhat low, a look at the range of scores indicates that spouses 

varied from extremely low to just above the midpoint of the scale in their stress levels at 

each time point. Thus, the stress levels reported in this sample are appropriate for 

examining the hypothesis of whether the experience of being faced with moderate stress 

bolsters resilience in comparison to having little or no stress. To examine for gender 

differences on any of the previously discussed variables, paired sample t-tests were 

conducted.  Only one significant difference emerged, as wives were initially more 

satisfied with the marriage than were husbands (t (60) = -2.1, p=.04).   

Table 2 presents the correlations among variables assessed at Time 1 of the study. As 

seen in the table, marital satisfaction was significantly, negatively correlated with 
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causality and responsibility attributions for both husbands and wives. Thus, spouses who 

were happier in the relationship made more forgiving attributions for their partner‟s 

negative behaviors.  In addition, husbands‟ but not wives‟ negative conflict resolution 

behavior was significantly negatively correlated with marital satisfaction, such that 

husbands who behaved poorly during conflict interactions reported lower marital 

satisfaction. However, neither spouses‟ positive conflict resolution behaviors were 

significant predictors of marital satisfaction.  Finally, both husbands‟ and wives‟ 

assessments of their marital efficacy were significantly correlated with their marital 

satisfaction, suggesting that having confidence in one‟s ability to surmount relationship 

issues is associated with higher levels of marital satisfaction.  

For both husbands and wives, causality and responsibility attributions were 

significantly positively correlated. This would suggest that spouses who viewed their 

partner‟s negative behaviors as resulting from internal causes also tended to perceive 

their partners as more blameworthy for those negative events. In examining wives‟ 

conflict resolution behaviors, it was found that neither positive nor negative behaviors 

significantly predicted marital efficacy.   Negative conflict resolution behaviors were 

significantly negatively correlated with positive conflict resolution behaviors for wives, 

but not for husbands. Thus, when discussing marital issues, wives who engaged in more 

negative behaviors were less likely to engage in positive behaviors. Negative conflict 

resolution behaviors, but not positive behaviors were positively correlated with their 

responsibility attributions for husbands only. Husbands who exhibited more negative 

conflict resolution behaviors during the discussion were more likely to perceive their 

partners as blameworthy for negative relationship events.   
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Stress was significantly correlated with marital satisfaction for both spouses, such that 

spouses who experienced more stress tended to be less satisfied with their relationship. 

Additionally, external stress was significantly correlated with spouses‟ ability to engage 

in adaptive relationship skills when discussing a marital conflict. Wives who were under 

greater stress engaged in fewer positive conflict resolution behaviors than did wives who 

were not under stress.   Also, husbands under greater stress exhibited more negative 

conflict resolution behaviors than unstressed husbands.  Finally, stress was negatively 

correlated with both husbands‟ and wives‟ assessments of their marital efficacy, 

suggesting that spouses who have more stress report less confidence in their ability 

handle problems in their relationship. These findings provide some initial evidence that 

stress may be associated with poor relationship functioning; however they fail to speak to 

whether these early stressful experiences may improve couples‟ resilience when faced 

with later stress.  

Table 2 also presents within-couple correlations along the diagonal. As seen in the 

table, husbands‟ reports of stress were positively correlated with wives‟ reported levels of 

stress, such that more stressed husbands tended to have more stressed wives. Not 

surprisingly, spouses‟ reports of marital satisfaction were positively correlated suggesting 

that spouses tended to share their appraisal of the relationship. Finally, spouses‟ conflict 

resolution behaviors were positively associated. This suggests that one spouse‟s 

behaviors may beget like behaviors in the partner, such that when spouses displayed good 

conflict behaviors during the interactions, their partners also tended to behave well. 

Overall, then, these initial results indicate that all measures performed generally as 

expected.  
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Hypothesis 1: Does Early Stress Experience Predict Later Stress Resilience? 

 Theories of stress inoculation suggest that successfully coping with manageable 

stressors early in a relationship may inoculate individuals from future stress spillover 

effects (Meichenbaum, 1985). Thus, it was predicted that spouses who possess good 

relationship skills and have had practice implementing those skills in the face of 

manageable stressors should experience an increased resilience to the negative future 

effects of stress.  To test this idea, Hypothesis 1 examined whether spouses who 

possessed good relationship skills (e.g., lower scores for negative conflict resolution 

behavior, causality, and responsibility attributions and higher positive conflict resolutions 

behaviors) and reported facing moderate stress early in the marriage exhibited a marital 

satisfaction that was more resilient to future stressors compared to spouses who had good 

skills but no practice in dealing with stress.  To examine Hypothesis 1, we first examined 

the degree to which spouses were experiencing stress spillover versus stress resilience 

over the early years of marriage by examining the within-person association between 

changes in stress and changes in satisfaction over time.    Specifically, the covariance 

between satisfaction and stress over time was modeled with HLM using the following 

equation:  

Spouses‟ Global Marital Satisfaction= β0(Wives) + β1(Husbands) + β2(Wives‟ Time)+           

β3(Husbands‟ Time)+ β4(Wives‟ Stress)+ β5(Husbands‟ Stress)+error        [Equation 1] 

where stress was centered within-persons for each spouse. Centering stress in this way 

allowed for the examination of whether being high or low in stress relative to the 

individual‟s own mean rating was associated with changes in global marital satisfaction. 

In other words, this centering strategy controlled for individual differences in the amount 
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of stress experienced. In this equation, β0 and β1 represent a spouse‟s initial global marital 

satisfaction. β2 and β3 capture the slope of a spouse‟s satisfaction over time. β4 and β5 

capture the association between a spouse‟s global marital satisfaction and level of stress 

reported, controlling for the spouse‟s initial marital satisfaction and any linear changes in 

satisfaction over time. These last two parameters, then, represent the association between 

stress and satisfaction over time. A larger negative number indicates greater levels of 

stress spillover such that at times when stress was higher than normal, marital satisfaction 

was lower. A smaller more positive number indicates stress resilience, as spouses would 

be less likely to report declines in marital satisfaction under conditions of greater stress.   

 On average, results indicated that spouses were experiencing significant levels of 

stress spillover (see Table 3). However, our primary goal was to examine whether 

possessing good relationship skills and having early experiences with moderate stress 

may allow spouses to become less vulnerable to these stress spillover effects (i.e., more 

resilient to future stress). To do this we entered early stress (assessed at Time 1), early 

skills (assessed at Time 1), and the interaction of the two at the between-subjects level of 

the HLM analysis to predict each of the parameters in Equation 1, according to the 

following equations:  

β0(wives‟ initial satisfaction)=γ0 + γ1(wives‟ early stress)+ γ2(wives‟ early skills) + 

γ3(wives‟ early stress x wives‟ early skills)+ error. 

β1(husbands‟ initial satisfaction)=γ0 + γ1(husbands‟ early stress)+ γ2(husbands‟ early 

skills) + γ3(husbands‟ early stress x husbands‟ early skills)+ error. 
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β2(wives‟ satisfaction slope)=γ0 + γ1(wives‟ early stress)+ γ2(wives‟ early skills) + 

γ3(wives‟ early stress x wives‟ early skills)+ error. 

β3(husbands‟ satisfaction slope)=γ0 + γ1(husbands‟ early stress)+ γ2(husbands‟ early 

skills) + γ3(husbands‟ early stress x husbands‟ early skills)+ error. 

β4(wives‟ stress resilience)=γ0 + γ1(wives‟ early stress)+ γ2(wives‟ early skills) + 

γ3(wives‟ early stress x wives‟ early skills)+ error. 

β5(husbands‟ stress resilience)=γ0 + γ1(husbands‟ early stress)+ γ2(husbands‟ early skills) 

+ γ3(husbands‟ early stress x husbands‟ early skills)+ error. 

[Equations 2-7] 

where the stress, skills, and interaction variables are centered around the sample mean.  

For the purpose of these analyses, the final two equations are of primary interest. These 

two equations capture the between-subjects association between spouses‟ stress resilience 

and the interaction of early stress and early skills. These analyses were conducted using 

both the cognitive relationship skills (causality and responsibility attributions) and the 

behavioral relationship skills (observed levels of positive and negative behaviors 

displayed during conflict interactions). The results of these analyses will be divided by 

type of relationship skill.   

 Cognitive relationship skills. Results revealed that the interaction of early stress 

and early causality attributions significantly predicted stress resilience over the early 

years of marriage for wives, but not for husbands (see Table 4). Further analyses 

examining whether this association  was significantly stronger for wives than for 
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husbands revealed that this was not a significant gender difference  (χ
2 

=0.63, p=ns).   

The interaction then was examined more closely using procedures outlined by Aiken and 

West (1991) for two continuous variables, with comparisons made at 1 SD from the mean 

(see Figure 1).  The Y axis represents the covariation of stress and satisfaction over the 

five waves of data collection. A lower covariation index represents stress resilience, such 

that spouses are reporting fewer declines in marital satisfaction when experiencing 

greater levels of stress. As seen in Figure 1, the overall pattern of results appeared 

generally consistent with hypotheses. However, to more stringently examine the results, 

each spouse‟s stress resilience parameter, estimated in Equation 1, was saved to a 

residual file and used as the dependent variable in a series of regressions designed to 

examine simple slopes effects. Strangely, these analyses revealed no significant results. 

Wives who made adaptive causality attributions (e.g., exhibited good skills by attributing 

a partner‟s negative behaviors to external, unstable reasons) and had early experiences 

with moderate stress did not differ from wives who also made adaptive attributions but 

had little or no experience with stress early in their relationship ( =.07, SE = .19, t (57) 

= .37, p = .71).  Additionally, among wives who made maladaptive causality attributions 

(e.g., exhibited poor skills), those wives who had little or no experience with stress early 

in the marriage did not differ from those who experienced moderate stress ( =.04, SE = 

.26, t (57) = .14, p = .89).  Among wives who had more experience with early stress, 

wives who reported using more maladaptive causality attributions did not differ from 

wives who displayed more positive relationship skills ( =-.29, SE = .23, t (57) =- 1.25, p 

= .22). Finally, among wives with little or no experience with stress, those who displayed 
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positive relationship skills did not differ from those who displayed more maladaptive 

relationship skills ( =-.26, SE = .19, t (57) = -1.36, p = .18).    

Results also revealed that the interaction of early stress and early responsibility 

attributions significantly predicted stress resilience over the early years of marriage for 

wives, but not for husbands (see Table 4).   Again, further analyses did not reveal this to 

be a significant gender difference (χ2
 
=1.29, p=ns). The pattern of results from this 

interaction is illustrated in Figure 2, and is identical to the pattern seen in Figure 1.  

Simple slopes tests failed to reach significance for three of three of the four comparisons.  

Wives who made adaptive responsibility attributions (e.g., exhibited good skills by not 

blaming their partner for their negative behaviors) and who had experiences with 

moderate stress did not differ from those who also made adaptive attributions but had 

little or no experience with stress ( =-.14, SE = .18, t (57) = -.77, p = .45).  Furthermore 

among wives who exhibited maladaptive responsibility attributions (e.g. exhibited poor 

skills), those who experienced moderate stress did not differ from those who had little or 

no experience with stress ( =.33, SE = .12, t (57) = 1.5, p = .13).  Among wives who 

experienced moderate stress early in their marriage, those who exhibited maladaptive 

relationship skills did not differ from wives who exhibited adaptive relationship skills ( 

=.05, SE = .19, t (57) = -.27, p = .79).  Finally, among wives who experienced little or no 

stress early in the marriage, those with maladaptive responsibility attribution skills 

experienced more stress spillover than did those wives with  adaptive responsibility 

attribution skills ( =-.52, SE = .19, t (57) = -2.77, p < .01). 
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 Behavioral relationship skills. Turning to the results found when examining the 

positive and negative conflict behaviors displayed during the interactions, we found no 

significant results for either husbands or wives when examining positive conflict 

resolution behavior (see Table 4). However, the interaction of negative conflict behavior 

and early stress experiences did significantly predict future stress resilience for wives, but 

not for husbands (See Table 4). Again, further analyses examining whether the 

relationship between the interaction (negative conflict behavior and stress) and stress 

resilience was significantly stronger for wives than husbands revealed that this was not a 

significant gender difference  ( χ
2 

=.149, p=ns).   

As shown in Figure 3, the pattern of results resembles the results found when 

examining wives‟ attributions and appears generally consistent with hypotheses. 

However, examination of simple slopes effects revealed only a marginally significant 

effect in the direction of the hypothesis. Namely among wives who exhibited fewer 

negative conflict resolution behaviors, wives who experienced moderate stress were 

marginally more resilient to stress  than wives who experienced little or no stress ( =.43, 

SE = .26, t (57) = 1.66, p = .10).  Among those wives who engaged in maladaptive 

negative conflict resolution behaviors (e.g. exhibited poor skills), there were no 

differences between those spouses who experienced little or no stress and those who 

faced moderate stress ( =-.15, SE = .18, t (57) = -.81, p = .42).  Among those wives 

who experienced moderate stress there were no significant differences between those 

who engaged in maladaptive conflict resolution skills and those who engaged in adaptive 

conflict resolution skills ( =-.23, SE = .20, t (57) = -1.18, p = .24).  Finally among those 
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who experienced little or no stress, those who exhibited adaptive conflict resolution skills 

did not differ from those with maladaptive conflict resolution skills ( =.35, SE = .22, t 

(57) = 1.58, p = .12).   

 Summary. For wives, results examining the interaction of relationship skills and 

early stress to predict future stress resilience were significant when looking at three of the 

four relationship skills measured. As seen in the figures, in general, results appeared 

consistent with the idea that good skills may not be sufficient to protect spouses from the 

detrimental effects of future stress. Rather, spouses may need both good skills and some 

practice using them in the face of stress, as those with good skills and early experience 

with stress consistently appeared to fare better over time than those with good skills but 

no early stress experiences. Unfortunately, results of the further simple slopes tests did 

not reach significance. Given the small sample size, there may have been low power to 

detect results in these more specific analyses.  

Hypothesis 2: Does Early Stress Experience Predict Change in Marital Efficacy 

Over Time? 

Theories of stress resilience suggest that if individuals successfully surmount 

early stress experiences, this should increase their confidence in their ability to 

successfully overcome stress, making them more effective at combating later stressors 

(Meichenbaum, 1985). Thus, Hypothesis 2 predicted that spouses who experienced 

moderate stress early in the relationship, and possessed good relationship coping skills, 

should exhibit a greater confidence in their ability to manage marital conflicts as the 

relationship progresses. To examine this hypothesis, separate hierarchical regression 
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analyses were conducted for each spouse using each of the four relationship skills 

(causality attributions, responsibility attributions, positive conflict behaviors and negative 

conflict behaviors). The dependent variable was spouses‟ Time 2 feelings of marital 

efficacy (measured six months after the initial assessment). Two control variables (initial 

global marital satisfaction and initial level of marital efficacy) were entered on the first 

block of the regression equation. Spouses‟ relationship skills (centered), and early 

experiences with stress (centered) were entered as predictor variables on the second 

block. The third block added the interaction of skills and early stress to the equation.  

 Cognitive relationship skills. As seen in Table 5, when examining the results 

using causality attributions, there was a main effect of early stress on Time 2 marital 

efficacy for husbands, but not for wives, such that husbands who experienced more stress 

showed lowered marital efficacy at Time 2. No main effects for causality attributions 

emerged, nor were there significant interactions between causality attributions and stress 

for either spouse.     

 Turning to the results for responsibility attributions, the results mirrored those of 

the causality attributions. There was a significant main effect of husbands‟ early stress on 

their future reports of marital efficacy (see Table 5).  However, no main effects for 

responsibility attributions emerged nor was there a significant interaction between 

responsibility attributions and stress for either spouse.   

  Behavioral relationship skills. Table 6 presents the results examining spouses‟ 

observed conflict resolution behaviors. Results using spouses‟ positive conflict resolution 

skills revealed a main effect of positive behaviors on future marital efficacy for husbands, 

such that husbands who exhibited higher positive conflict resolution behaviors had higher 
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levels of marital efficacy over time.  Additionally, there was a main effect of stress on 

marital efficacy for husbands, such that husbands who experienced more stress 

experienced lower levels of efficacy. The interaction between stress and positive conflict 

behaviors did not predict future efficacy feelings for husbands.  For wives, results 

revealed no main effects of stress or positive behaviors; however, there was a significant 

interaction effect. The interaction then was examined more closely, again using 

procedures outlined by Aiken and West (1991) for two continuous variables, with 

comparisons made at 1 SD from the mean (see Figure 4).  As seen in the figure, the 

overall pattern of results was consistent with hypotheses. To more thoroughly dissect the 

results, simple slopes tests were performed. These analyses, however, revealed few 

significant effects. Wives who had more positive conflict resolution skills and 

experienced moderate levels of stress early in the relationship did not significantly differ 

in the change in marital efficacy over time from wives who had good skills, but 

experienced little or no stress early in the marriage ( =1.01, SE = .94, t (46) = 1.08, p = 

.29).  However among wives who exhibited fewer positive conflict resolution skills (e.g. 

poor skills), those who experienced moderate stress experienced lower levels of marital 

efficacy than those who had little or no experience with stress ( =-1.56, SE = .74, t (46) 

= -2.15, p < .05). Additionally, among wives who experienced moderate stress, wives 

who exhibited adaptive positive conflict resolution behavior experienced higher levels of  

marital efficacy over time than those who exhibited maladaptive positive conflict 

resolution behavior ( =2.00, SE = .95, t (46) = 2.11, p < .05).  No significant difference 

emerged among those who exhibited maladaptive behavior and those who exhibited 
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adaptive behavior for those wives who experienced little or no stress ( =-.60, SE = .605, 

t (46) = -1.00, p =.32).  

Turning to negative conflict resolution behaviors, a significant main effect of 

stress emerged for husbands, but not wives, suggesting that husbands who experienced 

more early stress felt less efficacious in the relationship as time passed (see Table 6). 

There also was a marginal main effect of negative behaviors indicating that husbands 

who exhibited greater negative conflict resolution behaviors felt less efficacious at Time 

2.   The interaction of negative conflict behaviors and early stress experiences was not 

significant. Turning to wives, there again were no significant main effects of early 

behaviors or early stress, though the interaction of negative conflict resolution skills and 

early stress experiences did predict changes in marital efficacy from T1 to T2 (see Table 

6).  As shown in Figure 5 the pattern of results is the same as the previous analyses, and 

again appeared generally consistent with hypotheses. Again, however, simple slopes tests 

revealed few significant differences.  A marginally significant difference emerged such 

that, when controlling for initial marital efficacy, wives who had fewer negative conflict 

resolution behaviors (i.e. good skills) and experienced moderate levels of stress early in 

the relationship reported higher levels of future marital efficacy than did wives who 

exhibited good skills, but experienced little or no stress early in the marriage ( =1.66, 

SE = .99, t (46) = 1.68, p < .10).  Among wives who exhibited more negative conflict 

resolution behaviors, those who experienced moderate stress exhibited lower levels of  

marital efficacy than did those who experienced little or no stress ( =-1.86, SE =.86, t 

(46) = -2.17, p < .05).   Among those wives who experienced moderate stress early in 
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their marriage, those who exhibited adaptive relationship skills did not significantly differ 

from those who exhibited maladaptive relationship skills ( =-1.26, SE = .78, t (46) = -

1.62, p = .11). Strangely, among those wives who experienced little or no stress early in 

their marriage, those who exhibited adaptive conflict resolution skills experienced lower 

levels of marital efficacy over time than did wives who exhibited maladaptive 

relationship skills when controlling for early marital efficacy ( =2.26, SE = 1.22, t (46) 

= 1.77, p < .10). 

Summary. For wives, results examining the interaction of relationship skills and 

early stress to predict future marital efficacy were significant when examining the 

behavioral relationship skills, but not when examining the cognitive relationship skills. 

At least for this set of skills, figures revealed a pattern of results generally consistent with 

theories suggesting that practice using one‟s skills in the face of early stressful 

experiences may bolster stress resilience by making people feel more efficacious within 

their relationship.  Further simple slopes tests directly comparing the influence of stress 

among wives with good skills, however, only reached marginal significance.   

 Hypothesis 3: Does Early Stress Experience Help Bolster of Relationship Skills 

Over Time? 

 Stress inoculation theory suggests that successfully overcoming small stressors 

not only inoculates individuals from the future effects of stress but also mobilizes one‟s 

coping resources and gives individuals a greater knowledge of adaptive coping strategies 

(Meichenbaum, 1985).  In this way, experience with small stressors may help improve 

one‟s coping skills. Similarly, the theory of self-regulation suggests that much like a 
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muscle that becomes strengthened through practice, relationship resources (i.e. good 

relationship skills) can be bolstered over time through successful implementation(Galliot, 

Plant, Butz, & Baumeister, 2007). Together, these theories suggest that relationship 

resources should improve with successful practice using them. Thus, Hypothesis 3 

examined whether spouses who experienced stress early in their relationship and 

exhibited good relationship skills in the face of that stress exhibited the greatest increases 

(or fewest declines) in their relationship skills as the relationship progressed. To examine 

Hypothesis 3, two different methods were used.  To examine the bolstering of cognitive 

relationship skills, we first examined the change in spouses‟ attributional tendencies over 

time by computing the slope of spouses‟ attributions over the early years of marriage.  

We then examined whether the interaction of early relationship skills (assessed at Time 

1) and early stress (assessed at Time 1) controlling for Time 1 marital satisfaction may 

account for this slope using the following HLM model: 

Level 1: 

Trajectory of Attributions over Time= β0(Wives) + β1(Husbands) + β2(Wives‟ Time)+        

β3(Husbands‟ Time)+error         

Level 2: 

β0(wives‟ initial attributions )=γ0 + γ1(wives‟ early stress)+ γ2(wives‟ early skills) + 

γ3(wives‟ early stress x wives‟ early skills)+ γ4(wives‟ initial satisfaction) +error. 

β1(husbands‟ initial attributions)=γ0 + γ1(husbands‟ early stress)+ γ2(husbands‟ early 

skills) + γ3(husbands‟ early stress x husbands‟ early skills)+ γ4(husbands‟ initial 

satisfaction) + error. 
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β2(wives‟ attributions slope)=γ0 + γ1(wives‟ early stress)+ γ2(wives‟ early skills) + 

γ3(wives‟ early stress x wives‟ early skills)+ γ4(wives‟ initial satisfaction) +error. 

β3(husbands‟ attributions slope)=γ0 + γ1(husbands‟ early stress)+ γ2(husbands‟ early 

skills) + γ3(husbands‟ early stress x husbands‟ early skills)+ γ4(husbands‟ initial 

satisfaction) + error. 

[Equations 8-12] 

where the early stress, and early skills were centered around the sample mean.  For the 

purpose of these analyses, the final two equations are of primary interest. These two 

equations capture the between-subjects association between change in spouses‟ 

attribution skills over time and the interaction of early stress and early skills, controlling 

for spouses‟ initial marital satisfaction.  

In order to assess change in behavioral relationship skills, linear regressions were 

conducted due to the fact that only two waves of behavioral data were collected (Time 1 

and Time 5 of the study).  Separate hierarchical regression analyses were conducted for 

each spouse using each of the two behavioral relationship skills (positive conflict 

behavior and negative conflict behavior).  The dependent variable was Time 5 conflict 

resolution behaviors. Initial global marital satisfaction (centered) was entered as a control 

variable in the first block of the regression equation. Spouses‟ Time 1 conflict skills 

(centered), and early experiences with stress (centered) were entered as predictor 

variables in the second block. The third block added the interaction of skills and early 

stress to the equation. The results of all analyses will be divided by type of relationship 

skill. 
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Cognitive relationship skills.    As seen in Table 7, when examining the results 

using causality attributions, there was a marginal main effect of stress on the change in 

causality attribution skills over time for husbands, but not for wives, such that husbands 

who were higher in stress exhibited increases in their tendency to make maladaptive 

attributions over time. A somewhat odd main effect for Time 1 causality attributions on 

the change in causality attributions over time also emerged for both spouses, such that 

those who were more likely to attribute their partners‟ transgressions to stable, internal 

characteristics at Time 1 exhibited decreases in their tendency to rely on these 

maladaptive attributions as the relationship progresses. A significant interaction between 

causality attributions and stress did not emerge for either spouse. 

Turning to the results for responsibility attributions, there were no significant 

main effects of early stress on the slope of attributions over time. However, once again 

there was an odd and significant main effect of Time 1 responsibility attributions on the 

change in responsibility attributions over time for both spouses (see Table 7). Namely, 

spouses who viewed their partner as more blameworthy for their negative behaviors at 

Time 1 exhibited the greatest decreases in the tendency to rely on this maladaptive 

attributional style over time. No significant interactions emerged between responsibility 

attributions and stress for either spouse.  

Behavioral relationship skills. Looking at the results for changes in spouses‟ 

positive conflict resolution skills over time, a main effect emerged of Time 1 positive 

conflict behavior on Time 5 positive conflict behavior for husbands but not wives. 

Namely, husbands who exhibited more positive conflict resolution behavior at Time 1 

were more likely to exhibit greater positive conflict resolution skills at Time 5 (see Table 



 

43 

 

8). No main effects of early stress or interactions between early skills and early stress 

emerged for either spouse.  

In examining the effects of negative conflict resolution behaviors and their 

interaction with stress on the change in negative conflict behavior over time, a significant 

main effect of stress emerged for husbands and a marginal effect for wives suggesting 

that spouses who experience more early stress tend to exhibit the greatest increases in 

their negative conflict resolution behaviors over time (see Table 8).  Additionally we 

found that the interaction between early negative conflict behavior and early stress 

significantly predicted the change in negative conflict behavior over time for wives but 

not husbands (see Table 8). As seen in Figure 8, the overall pattern of results did not 

confirm the hypotheses. Simple slope tests revealed that, contrary to hypotheses, among 

wives who engaged in fewer negative conflict resolution behaviors, those wives who 

experienced moderate stress exhibited more negative behavior at Time 5 than did those 

wives who experienced little or no stress ( =.11, SE = .04, t (34) = 2.89, p < .01).  

Among those wives who engaged in maladaptive negative conflict resolution behaviors 

(e.g. exhibited poor skills), there were no differences between those spouses who 

experienced little or no stress and those who faced moderate stress ( =-.02, SE = .03, t 

(34) = -.71, p > .05). Among those wives who experienced moderate stress, there were no 

significant differences between those who engaged in maladaptive conflict resolution 

skills at Time 1 and those who engaged in adaptive conflict resolution skills ( =-.01, SE 

= .03, t (34) = -.26, p > .05). Finally among those who experienced little or no stress, 

those who exhibited adaptive conflict resolution skills early in the marriage experienced a 

greater decline in negative conflict resolution behavior over time compared to those who 
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began the marriage with more maladaptive conflict resolution skills  ( =.12, SE = .05, t 

(57) = 2.45, p < .05).   

Summary.   When examining the interaction of early relationship skills and early 

stress to predict a bolstering of relationship skills over time, there was only one 

significant result for wives. Namely, wives‟ early negative conflict resolution behaviors 

interacted with their early stress to predict their future negative conflict behaviors. 

Surprisingly, the pattern of results for this interaction did not fit hypotheses as wives who 

displayed fewer negative behaviors at Time 1 (e.g., better skills) and had little early stress 

exhibited the fewer negative behaviors at Time 5 than wives who had good early skills 

and more experience with early stress.  
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Discussion 

Recently, several theories have suggested that, under certain conditions, the 

experience of stress may actually serve to enhance individual‟s resilience to future 

stressors (Updegraff & Taylor, 2000; Meichenbaum, 1985).  Namely, experiences with 

surmountable stress may increase individual‟s confidence in their ability to successfully 

overcome stress as well as bolster the resources available to help them successfully 

manage stress. Thus, the goal of Study 1 was to examine stress resilience within early 

marriage. Specifically, this study addressed three questions.  

First, is there evidence that spouses who possess good relationship skills and have 

some practice using those skills in the face of moderate, and presumably surmountable, 

stress have marital evaluations that are more resilient to future stressors than spouses who 

have good skills, but no early experiences with stress? When examining the within-

person covariation between changes in stress and changes in marital satisfaction over 

time, there was evidence of stress spillover, such that at times when stress was higher, 

marital satisfaction was lower. However, the strength of that spillover effect was 

moderated by the interaction of relationship skills and early experiences with stress for 

wives, though not for husbands. Importantly, this interaction was significant using three 

of the four relationship skills assessed, and thus held true for both cognitive, self-reported 

relationship skills as well as for observed, behavioral skills. In general, there appeared to 

be a tendency for wives who had good skills and more experience with early stress to 

exhibit greater resilience to future stressors than did wives who had good skills but no 

early practice using these skills in the face of stress. Thus, simply having good 

relationship skills may not be sufficient in protecting spouses from the detrimental effects 
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of future stress. The fact that an identical pattern of results was revealed for all three 

relationship skills attests to the robustness of this interaction. However, perhaps due to 

the small sample size, simple slopes tests teasing apart these interaction effects rarely 

reached significance.  

 Second, do spouses who possess good skills and have some practice using those 

skills in the face of stress report higher levels of confidence in their ability to successfully 

manage their relationship issues over time? We found evidence supporting this idea for 

wives, but not husbands, when examining the observed behavioral relationship skills. 

Dissecting these interactions again revealed an overall pattern of results that appeared 

consistent with hypotheses, though simple slopes tests often failed to reach significance. 

There was a trend for wives who displayed good behavioral conflict resolution skills and 

who had some early experience with stress to report higher levels of marital efficacy over 

time compared to wives who had good initial skills, but no early experience with stress. 

However, it seems that those who experienced the highest levels of marital efficacy over 

time were those who had poor skills and no early stress. In other words, these spouses not 

only lack good skills, but also have never had their skills tested in the context of stress. 

Potentially, these spouses could be considered “unskilled and unaware” as the lack of an 

opportunity to put their skills to the test seems to have resulted in increased confidence in 

one‟s ability to cope (Kruger & Dunning, 1999).      

Finally, we examined whether practice using one‟s skills under conditions of 

stress may actually mobilize and bolster one‟s skills for future use. Here, we found no 

evidence supporting this hypothesis.  Only one significant interaction emerged and for 
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wives only, such that partners who had fewer negative conflict resolution skills at Time 1 

(i.e. good skills) and who experienced little or no stress exhibited stronger decreases in 

negative conflict resolution behaviors over time than those who had good skills and 

experienced moderate stress. As this was the only interaction to emerge, it is unclear how 

robust this finding is and future research is necessary to examine this hypothesis. 

This study had several notable strengths. First, the study examined how spouses‟ 

early relationship skills and early experiences with stress may affect spouses‟ responses 

to future stress over a three year period. Thus, the study explored the long-term effects of 

these early factors. Second, the study relied on multiple methods for assessing 

relationship skills. Namely, the study obtained a cognitive, self-report assessment and an 

observed, behavioral assessment of relationship skills. The fact that evidence for the 

importance of early practice using one‟s skills in the face of stress was found across both 

types of skill assessments increases confidence in the robustness of the results reported. 

Nevertheless, the study had a few limitations as well. First, the sample size was 

rather small, limiting the ability to find significant effects, particularly when examining 

simple slope effects. Thus, though the fact that a consistent pattern of results emerged for 

wives even in this relatively small sample serves to bolster confidence in the results, 

further work is needed to ensure this pattern is replicable across other samples. Second, 

the study did not directly address the nature or severity of the future stressors faced over 

the course of marriage. In other words, it is possible that spouses only experienced few 

and mild stressors during the early years of marriage, making this study a limited test of 

hypotheses. To address these limitations, a second study was conducted to examine 
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whether experience applying one‟s relationship coping skills to early manageable 

stressors can make people more resilient to a future highly important stressor, namely, the 

transition to parenthood.  
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Study 2 

 Study 2 was designed to examine stress resilience following the transition to 

parenthood. The transition to parenthood was used as the important future stressor 

because it has been shown to be one of the most stressful periods in some couples‟ 

marriages (Heinicke, 1995; Miller & Sollie, 1980) For example, in a longitudinal study of 

the transition to parenthood, 109 couples were assessed at 6 months prior to the birth of 

the child, six weeks after the child was born, and eight months following the birth of the 

child (Miller & Sollie, 1980). It was found that mothers reported more marital stress after 

the birth of their child than before, and an even greater of level of stress when the child 

was eight months old. This would suggest that not only can the transition to parenthood 

be stressful but also that it can become more stressful over time.  In turn, these increased 

levels of stress can impair activities that help to foster intimacy in the relationship for 

many couples. A longitudinal study examining the transition to parenthood in newly 

married couples found that while all couples reported declines in their joint leisure 

activities over time, these declines were sharper for those couples who became parents 

(MacDermid, Huston, & McHale, 1990).   

Additionally, the increased stress from parenthood can also lead to declines in 

marital satisfaction (Simpson & Rholes, 2002).  A recent longitudinal study compared 

changes in marital satisfaction over time in couples who experienced the transition to 

parenthood and those who did not (Lawrence, Rothman, Cobb, Rothman, & Bradbury, 

2008). The former couples were assessed as newlyweds, one month prior to birth, and 

three and six months postpartum. The latter couples were assessed as newlyweds, and 
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during two additional consecutive waves of data collection. Researchers then matched the 

voluntarily childless couples to the parent couples on the basis of the average number of 

days between their wedding and each data collection point (Lawrence, Rothman, Cobb, 

Rothman, & Bradbury, 2008).  It was found that the transition to parenthood accounted 

for declines in satisfaction over and above the normative declines in satisfaction 

experienced by those control couples who were voluntarily childless.   Furthermore, 

couples who have not effectively coordinated their roles for coping with the stress of 

having a child are more likely to experience a decline in marital satisfaction (MacDermid, 

Huston, & McHale, 1990).   In particular, couples who hold traditional sex-role attitudes 

yet engage in more egalitarian marital roles after the birth of the child were found to be at 

risk for marital difficulties (MacDermid, Huston, & McHale, 1990).  Thus, it seems that 

if couples‟ desired relationship roles and their enacted roles do not match, they may not 

be successful in creating an efficient coping strategy for overcoming the stress of the 

transition to parenthood. 

Together these studies suggest that for many couples, and perhaps particularly for 

those couples who have not effectively coordinated their coping styles, the transition to 

parenthood has an important detrimental effect on marital quality. Thus, the next study 

aimed to examine whether spouses who possess good relationship skills, and have more 

practice using them in the face of early surmountable stressors, may exhibit fewer 

declines in their marital  satisfaction following the transition to parenthood than do 

spouses who possess good skills, but have no early stress experiences. In other words, as 

in Study 1, possessing good relationship skills may be necessary, but not sufficient for 

spouses to successfully navigate this important stressor. 
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Method 

Participants 

This study used existing data collected from a second study of marital 

development.  Couples were recruited for this study using two methods. First, 

advertisements were placed in community newspapers and bridal shops. Second, letters 

were sent to couples who had applied for marriage licenses in Alachua County, Florida.  

Couples responding to either method of solicitation were screened in a telephone 

interview to determine whether they met the following criteria: (a) this was the first 

marriage for each partner, (b) the couple had been married less than 6 months, and c) 

neither partner had children (to allow us to examine the transition to parenthood). The 

sample consisted of 169 couples.  

           Of the 169 total couples in the study, the current study used data only from those 

couples who underwent the transition to parenthood at some point during the first four 

years of their marriage.  The final sample was determined based on two criteria:  1) The 

couple must have had a child during the course of the study and 2) The couple must have 

reported a satisfaction score for the assessment after the birth of the child in order to 

examine the change in satisfaction from pre to post birth.  After reviewing the data, it was 

determined that 56 couples had a child.  However, of the 56 couples that had a child, four 

couples had a baby at the final wave of data collection and therefore did not provide 

marital satisfaction scores following the birth of their child. Also, two other couples did 

not continue in the study following the birth of their child, so their information could not 

be used in the final sample.  Thus, the final sample consisted of 50 couples.  



 

52 

 

     In this sample, the average age of husbands was 27.28 years old and they had received 

16.5 years of education.  Sixty-eight percent of husbands were employed full time and 

22% were full time students.  Wives average age was 24.74 years old and they had 

received 16.11 years of education.  Forty-two percent of wives were employed full time 

and 26% were full time students.  Seventy percent of wives and 64% of husbands were 

Christian and 74% of wives and 92% of wives were white.  

Analyses were conducted to determine whether spouses who experienced the 

transition to parenthood differed from spouses who did not on any of the variables of 

interest in the study.  Significant differences emerged, as wives who had a child during 

the study were significantly more satisfied at Time 1 than those who did not (t(147)=-2.7, 

p=.009) and were marginally less likely to make blaming attributions for their husbands‟ 

negative behaviors (t(167)=1.8, p=.07).  Husbands who had a child were significantly 

more likely to making internal dispositional attributions for their wives behavior than 

were those husbands who did not have a child (t(167)=2.0, p=.05). 

Procedure 

      Within the first six months of their marriage, couples meeting eligibility requirements 

were mailed a packet of questionnaires containing self-report measures of stress and of 

relationship perceptions as well as a letter instructing couples to complete all 

questionnaires independently of one another.  Couples were asked to return these 

questionnaires with them to a lab session that was part of the larger study.  Couples were 

paid $70 for participating in this part of the study. 
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          Couples then were contacted every six months over the next four years.  Therefore, 

there were a total of eight contacts with each couple. Couples were paid $25 for their 

participation in each wave of data collection.  During each of these waves, spouses‟ 

marital satisfaction as well as whether they had undergone the transition to parenthood 

was assessed, thus allowing the identification of when the transition occurred and the 

examination of the satisfaction levels following the transition.   

Materials 

Global marital satisfaction.  Satisfaction was measured at all eight waves of data 

collection using the Semantic Differential (SMD) (Osgood, Suci, & Tannenbaum, 1957) 

discussed in the previous study. Again, the internal consistency of the measure was high 

across all waves of data collection, ranging from .91 to .98 for both spouses.  

Stress.  To assess general external stress at the beginning of the marriage (Time 

1), spouses completed a version of the Stressful Life Events checklist (Sarason, Johnson, 

& Siegel, 1978) designed to assess life events in the previous six months.  Ninety events 

were selected with an emphasis on objective events likely to occur in a young, married 

population.  Events were grouped to represent nine life domains: marriage (e.g., 

separation from spouse due to work or travel), work (e.g., passed over for promotion at 

work), school (e.g., school application rejected), family and friends (e.g., death of a 

friend or family member), finances (e.g., encountered unexpected expenses), health (e.g., 

had minor physical illness), personal events (e.g., involved in an accident), living 

conditions (e.g., difficulties with neighbors), and legal (e.g., involved in a lawsuit or legal 

action).  For each event, spouses were first asked to indicate whether the event occurred. 
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If the event occurred, spouses then indicated the impact the event had on their lives on a 

7-point scale ranging from extremely negative to extremely positive.  Each event had to 

meet two criteria to be included in the final composite score.  First, the event could not 

represent a likely consequence of a marital satisfaction or marital distress.  Fourteen 

items were excluded from the final score for this reason (e.g., sexual difficulties).  Thus, 

the measure taps only those stressors external to (i.e., unlikely to be caused by) the 

marriage.  Second, the event had to represent a negative stressor. To identify negative 

stressors, we examined the average impact rating across husbands and across wives of 

each event at each wave of data collection.  To be included in the final composite score, 

the event had to be rated on average by both husbands and wives as having a negative 

impact.  A total of 51 events were rated as negative on average and thus were used to 

calculate the final stress score for each spouse.  The final stress score was computed by 

adding together the number of these events the spouse reported had occurred.  Stress 

scores could range from 0 to 51.   

Attributions. Spouses‟ attributions for their partner‟s transgressions were 

measured at Time 1 of the study again using the Relationship Attributions Measure 

(RAM; Fincham & Bradbury, 1992).  The internal consistency of the causal attribution 

subscale was high for both husbands (coefficient alpha = .83) and wives (coefficient 

alpha = .83). The internal consistency of the responsibility attributions subscale was also 

high for both husbands (coefficient alpha=.93) and wives (coefficient alpha=.91).    
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Results 

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations 

Table 9 presents the descriptive statistics for all of the measures for Study 2.  As 

expected with newlyweds, on average both husbands and wives were generally satisfied 

with their marriages, though satisfaction declined somewhat after the birth of the child. 

As would be expected in a newlywed sample, spouses exhibited rather positive 

relationship skills.  They generally placed blame for negative relationship events on 

external, situational sources rather than their spouses.  Similar to Study 1, on average, 

spouses reported low to moderate levels of stress at the initial assessment. While the 

means were again well below the midpoint of the scale, suggesting that on average stress 

was somewhat low, a look at the range of scores indicates that spouses varied from 

extremely low to just below the midpoint of the scale in their stress levels. Therefore, the 

stress levels reported in this sample are appropriate for examining the hypothesis of 

whether the experience of being faced with moderate stress bolsters resilience in 

comparison to having little or no stress. To examine for gender differences on any of the 

previously discussed variables, paired sample t-tests were conducted.  Significant 

differences emerged, as wives were initially more satisfied with the marriage than were 

husbands (t (49) = -3.6, p=.001), experienced marginally more initial stress (t (49) = -1.8, 

p=.076), and were more satisfied with the marriage after the birth of their child (t (49) = -

3.1, p=.003).  Husbands, on the other hand, were significantly more likely to view their 

partner‟s transgressions as intentional (t (49) = 3.7, p=.001) and as the result of internal, 

dispositional causes (t (49) = 3.1, p=.004).     
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Table 10 presents the correlations among the variables of interest for Study 2.  As 

seen in the table, Time 1 marital satisfaction was significantly, positively correlated with 

post-partum marital satisfaction for husbands. Thus, those husbands who were initially 

happier with their marriage remained happier with their marriage at the follow-up 

assessment. In examining the association between spouses‟ relationship skills and their 

initial marital satisfaction, neither responsibility nor causality attributions were 

significant predictors of marital satisfaction.  However when examining spouses‟ 

satisfaction immediately following the birth of the child, wives‟ but not husbands‟ 

responsibility attributions were significantly correlated with post-partum satisfaction such 

that wives who blamed their spouses more for their negative behaviors were less satisfied 

with their relationship.  No effects emerged for the association between spouses‟ 

causality attributions and either husbands‟ or wives‟ marital satisfaction at the post-

partum assessment.  Finally, in examining the correlation between spouses‟ causality and 

responsibility attributions, a significant positive association emerged such that husbands 

and wives who were more likely to make internal dispositional attributions for their 

partner‟s negative behavior were also more likely to find their partner more blameworthy.    

Stress was significantly correlated with Time 1 marital satisfaction for wives but not 

husbands, such that wives who experienced more stress tended to be less satisfied with 

their relationship. However, stress did not significantly predict marital satisfaction 

immediately following the birth of the child for either spouse.  Finally, stress was not 

significantly correlated with spouses‟ causality or responsibility attributions for either 

spouse.  
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Table 2 also presents within-couple correlations along the diagonal. Not surprisingly, 

spouses‟ reports of marital satisfaction (both pre- and post-parenthood) were positively 

correlated suggesting that spouses tended to share their appraisal of the relationship.  

Spouses‟ reports of stress were not significantly correlated suggesting that spouses are 

not always experiencing the same levels of stress. Finally, spouses‟ causality and 

responsibility attribution skills were positively associated. Overall, then, these initial 

results indicate that all measures performed generally as expected.  

Hypothesis 1: Does Early Stress Experience Predict Later Stress Resilience? 

Hypothesis 1 examined whether spouses who possess good relationship skills 

(e.g., lower scores for causality and responsibility attributions) and have some experience 

using those skills in the face of stress may be more resilient to stress during the transition 

to parenthood than spouses who have good skills but no practice in dealing with stress.  

In order to examine this association, regressions were conducted in which post-partum 

marital satisfaction was predicted from spouses‟ early relationship skills, early 

experiences with stress, and the interaction of the two.  Separate hierarchical regression 

analyses were conducted for each spouse using each of the two cognitive relationship 

skills (causality attributions and responsibility attributions).  We controlled for initial 

global marital satisfaction (centered) on the first block of the regression equation.  

Spouses‟ relationship skills (centered), and early experiences with stress (centered) were 

entered as predictor variables on the second block. The third block added the interaction 

of skills and early stress to the equation.  

When examining the effects of causality attributions, no main effects of early 

attributions or early stress on post-partum marital satisfaction were found for husbands or 
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for wives (see Table 11). However, there was a significant interaction between causality 

attributions and early stress for wives only. This interaction then was examined more 

closely using procedures outlined by Aiken and West (1991) for two continuous 

variables, with comparisons made at 1 SD from the mean (see Figure 7).  Simple slope 

analyses confirmed that among wives who displayed more adaptive causality attributions 

at the beginning of the marriage, those who also experienced greater levels of early stress 

were happier in the marriage following the transition to parenthood than those who had 

less experience with early stress ( =4 .9, SE = 2.4, t (49) = 2.02, p < .05). However, 

experiencing more or less stress early in the marriage did not predict differences in post-

partum marital satisfaction among wives who displayed more maladaptive causality 

attributions ( =-3.1, SE = 2.7, t (49) = -1.14, p >.05).   Strangely, among wives who had 

less experience with early stress, wives who also displayed more maladaptive causality 

attributions reported greater marital happiness in their marriage following the transition 

to parenthood than wives who displayed more positive relationship skills ( =5.6, SE = 

2.8, t (49) = 2.04, p < .05). Finally, among wives with greater early stress experiences, no 

differences in post-partum satisfaction were found between wives exhibiting adaptive 

versus maladaptive causality attributions ( =-2 .4, SE = 2.3, t (49) = -1.04, p > .05)  

Turning to responsibility attributions, a main effect of Time 1 responsibility 

attributions on post-partum marital satisfaction emerged for wives only (see Table 11). 

Thus, wives who tended to make more blaming attributions for their partners‟ 

transgressions reported lower levels of marital satisfaction following the transition to 

parenthood. No other main effects or interactions emerged for either spouse.  
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Discussion  

The goal of the Study 2 was to replicate and extend Study 1 by examining stress 

resilience in a new sample and in the context of a particular future stressor, namely the 

transition to parenthood. It was predicted that spouses who possessed good relationship 

skills, and had some practice using those skills in the face of early stressors should fare 

better in their marriage following the transition to parenthood.  Consistent with Study 1, 

some support for this idea was found for wives, but not for husbands. Wives who 

displayed more positive causality attributions and had more experience with early stress 

were happier in the marriage following the transition to parenthood compared to wives 

who displayed good attributional skills, but had little practice using those skills in the 

face of stress. This finding, found in a new sample and using a different assessment of 

stress resilience, conceptually replicates the general pattern of findings from Study 1, and 

thus lends support for the generalizability of the effect.  
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General Discussion 

Stress often has been shown to have detrimental effects on marriage. Under stress, 

spouses report lower marital satisfaction and can engage in poor relationship behaviors 

due to the difficulty of effectively managing one‟s external stress and one‟s relationship 

issues simultaneously (Bolger, DeLongis, Kessler, & Wethington 1989; Neff & Karney, 

2004). However, not all theories postulate that the influences of stress are strictly 

detrimental. Several theories have argued that under certain conditions stress may 

actually help to improve relationship functioning (Updegraff & Taylor, 2000). These 

theories generally argue that practice managing surmountable stress may create a 

resilience to future stressors. Just as exposure to a mild form of a disease helps the body 

build antibodies, exposure to mild stressors may help build defenses against the effects of 

stress on marital happiness (Meichenbaum, 1985). Yet, there has been little empirical 

research examining the ideas of stress resilience. Particularly, no research on this concept 

has been conducted in the realm of marriage. To address this limitation in the literature, 

the goal of the current project was to examine whether spouses who possess good 

relationship skills, and have practice using those skills in the face of surmountable stress, 

may become more resilient to the detrimental effects of stress over time.  

Specifically, the current project aimed to address two general questions. First, are 

spouses who have good relationship skills and some early experience with manageable 

stress more resilient to the effects of future stressors? To examine this, two studies were 

conducted.  Study 1 examined the interaction of spouses‟ external stress and relationship 

skills early in the marriage on their ability to be resilient in the face of stress over the 
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course of the first three years of marriage.  In addition to completing measures of marital 

satisfaction and external stress, spouses‟ relationship skills were assessed using both self-

reported cognitive (spouses‟ ability to make adaptive causality and responsibility 

attributions) and observed behavioral (spouses‟ positive and negative conflict resolution 

behaviors) measures. Study 1 operationalized stress resilience as the strength of the 

covariation between stress and marital satisfaction over the early years of marriage. Thus, 

a lower covariation would indicate that marital satisfaction is more resilient (less affected 

by) external stress. The strength of this resilience effect was significantly moderated by 

the interaction of relationship skills and early experiences with stress using three of the 

four relationship skills assessed (causality attributions, responsibility attributions, and 

negative conflict resolution behaviors) for wives, though not for husbands. In this study, 

the overall pattern for wives‟ results revealed that wives who began the marriage with 

more positive relationship skills and greater experience with stress exhibited more 

resilience to the negative effects of future stressors compared to wives who exhibited 

good relationship skills, but had little early experience with stress.  In fact, this 

interaction of early stress and early relationship skills was predictive of future stress 

resilience when examining both cognitive and behavioral relationship skills, attesting to 

the robustness of the finding. No significant interactions were found for husbands. 

However, while the overall pattern of results was promising, as it was consistent across 

all skills types, the simple slopes tests directly comparing good skills under moderate 

stress and good skills under little or no stress were marginal or not significant.   

Study 2 extended Study 1 by operationalizing stress resilience in a more stringent 

manner: as the change (or the lack thereof) in marital satisfaction following the 
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experience of a specific important stressor, namely the transition to parenthood.  It was 

hypothesized that spouses who possessed good relationship skills and had experience 

with stress would experience fewer declines in marital satisfaction following the birth of 

their child than spouses who possessed good skills, but had less experience with stress.  

In order to examine this hypothesis, spouses completed measures of marital satisfaction 

early in their relationship and again after the birth of their first child. Spouses also 

completed measures of external stress and cognitive relationship skills, namely the ability 

to make adaptive causality and responsibility attributions for their spouses‟ negative 

behavior. Then, the interaction of spouses‟ early external stress and relationship skills 

was used to predict spouses‟ stress resilience after the transition to parenthood. Again the 

same pattern of results emerged as found in Study 1. Wives who began their marriage 

who displayed more positive causality attributions and more experience with stress to 

experienced fewer declines in satisfaction following the birth of their first child than 

wives who had good relationship skills, but had not had those skills tested in the face of 

stress. Again, no effects were found for husbands.  In contrast to Study 1, simple slopes 

tests did confirm that wives who possessed good relationship skills and experienced 

stress early in their relationship were more resilient to future stress than were wives who 

simply possessed good skills but had less practice implementing them in the face of 

stress. Results were not significant for either spouse when examining the interaction of 

responsibility attributions and early experience with stress on stress resilience after the 

transition to parenthood.  Together, results from both studies lend credence to the idea 

that simply having good skills is not enough to ensure that couples will experience good 

marital outcomes. Spouses need both good relationship skills and some practice applying 
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them to successfully navigate future stressors and maintain good relationship satisfaction.  

These findings are particularly important as they are the first to empirically show this 

effect. Yet, the results should be viewed with caution as significant simple slopes effects 

rarely emerged.  However, this may be due to a low statistical power as our sample sizes 

were relatively small.  

Unexpectedly, a trend emerged in three significant interactions found in Study 1 

that those spouses who not only possessed poor relationship skills but were also under 

moderate levels of stress reported the least amount of future stress spillover. In other 

words, couples who possessed the greatest disadvantage seemed to experience the most 

positive outcomes.  One would have hypothesized that this group should have 

experienced a pile-up effect, such that individuals who have poor skills and thus are 

likely unable to successfully handle even moderate stressors, should be especially 

vulnerable to the detrimental effects of future, larger stressors (Randall & Bodenmann, 

2009).   One could argue that perhaps the reason those with poor skills and more early 

stress seemed to thrive may be that these individuals were jolted into trying to improve 

their skills when faced with early stress. Thus, by improving their skills, these individuals 

may have become more resilient to future stressors. However, as found in Hypothesis 3 

of Study 1, there was no evidence that spouses who had poor relationship skills and 

experienced more stress exhibited a bolstering of their skills over time, which argues 

against this perspective. Another explanation may be that these individuals sought out 

other unmeasured resources to help them successfully manage their early stress. In other 

words, the experience of stress may have mobilized other coping resources not measured 
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in the current studies, such as social support from friends and family, which made them 

more resilient in the face of future stress.     

The second general question addressed was how do experiences with early stress 

lead to greater overall resilience to stress?  Prior theories have argued that experience 

with stress should mobilize relationship resources and enhance spouses‟ confidence in 

their ability to surmount problems (Meichenbaum, 1985).  In particular, it was 

hypothesized that those spouses who exhibited good relationship skills and had some 

experience with stress would show a greater confidence in their ability to surmount 

marital issues than spouses who exhibited good relationship skills, yet lacked early stress 

experiences. Some limited support was found for this idea in Study 1.  For wives, but not 

husbands, a significant interaction between early stress and early behavioral skills was 

found predicting the change in marital efficacy controlling for early feelings of efficacy. 

The overall pattern of results was identical for both positive and negative conflict 

resolution behaviors and appeared generally consistent with our hypotheses. Though 

simple slopes tests only reached marginal significance for negative behaviors and did not 

reach significance for positive behaviors, there was a trend for wives who had good skills 

and more experience implementing them in the face of stress to gain an increased 

confidence in their ability to handle problems as compared to wives with good skills and 

no early experience with stress.  Finally, the idea that having good initial relationship 

skills and experience with stress could in fact bolster those skills over time much like 

exercise builds muscle was examined.  Previous research has argued that individuals can 

in fact increase their coping resources through successful practice and become better 

equipped to handle future stressors (Baumeister, 2002; Holahan & Moos, 1990; 
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Meichenbaum, 1985). However, no evidence was found supporting the idea that stress 

bolstered relationship skills over time.  

While the results did not perform entirely as expected, they do have several 

important implications for understanding the role stress plays in marital well-being.  First, 

we have provided some initial empirical evidence to a literature that has been primarily 

theoretical.  The current studies provide some initial evidence that under certain 

conditions, spouses may develop a resilience to stressful experiences.  Secondly, this 

study suggests that simply having good relationship skills is not enough to ensure that 

marital quality is protected from the detrimental effects of stress. Spouses also need 

practice implementing those skills during stressful periods.  Finally, this study has 

practical implications for programs which seek to provide premarital guidance to spouses.  

These findings suggest that premarital interventions should not be confident that their 

couples are fully equipped to handle stressful situations if they simply possess good 

relationship skills.  Spouses who possess good relationship skills are as susceptible to the 

negative influences of stress if those skills have not been tested.    

Why did results appear for wives and not husbands?  Even though results only 

reached significance for wives and not husbands, no significant gender differences were 

found.  Thus, we are hesitant to place too much emphasis on potential gender differences. 

However, a closer examination of the data from Study 1 does reveal that in general wives 

reported more stress over the three years than did husbands, which could suggest that 

wives have more potential for detectable stress resilience effects.  Additionally, wives 

reported work stress and school stress as their greatest stressors, and prior research has 
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indicated that work stress is a particularly important predictor of family stress (Higgins, 

Duxbury, & Irving, 1992).  Again, if wives are having more trouble balancing their work 

and marital roles, then wives may be more prone to experiencing stress spillover and thus 

have a greater potential for showing stress resilience. In the case of the transition to 

parenthood findings from Study 2, previous research has suggested that while wives 

report more marital stress after the birth of their child than before, husbands‟ level of 

marital stress remained relatively constant over time (Miller & Sollie, 1980). Therefore 

this suggests that the birth of a child seems to be a larger stressor for women than for 

men.  If the transition to parenthood is in fact a greater stressor for women, they should 

be more likely than men to experience stress spillover following the transition to 

parenthood, again providing more potential to detect stress resilience effects. In other 

words, if men do not report stress during this particular transition, there is nothing for 

them to be resilient in the face of.   

Though the current studies had several important strengths, they also were limited 

in a few notable ways.  First, and perhaps most importantly, our results were limited by 

our small samples. Future research should replicate these findings to ascertain the 

generalizability of these effects and whether the failure to attain significance in several of 

the simple slopes tests may have been due to low power. Secondly, the samples used 

were limited in the range of stress scores.  Couples reported low to moderate stress but no 

high stress. The theory of stress resilience would predict a curvilinear relationship 

between early stress experiences and future resilience.  As previously suggested, low 

levels of stress do not provide the opportunity for couples to practice their relationship 

skills in the face of stress.  Thus, spouses need experience with moderate surmountable 
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stressors which provide a training ground in which couples can hone their skills. If a 

couple begins a marriage with high stress, however, that early stress rather than helping 

to bolster the ability to overcome stress may deplete spouses‟ relationship coping skills, 

leaving them more vulnerable to future stressors.  Thus, stress resilience effects should 

only be seen when the early stress is at a manageable level.   

Thirdly, the current studies made the assumption that making situational 

attributions for a partner‟ transgressions is an adaptive relationship skill. This assumption 

was based on a large literature linking this type of attribution to successful marital 

outcomes (Fincham & Bradbury, 1990).  However, recent research has questioned this 

assumption. In a longitudinal study following newly married couples over the course of 

four years, it was found that making situational attributions for a partner‟s bad behavior is 

only beneficial to those couples who had healthier marriages to begin with. In fact, those 

couples who had more troubled relationships and used these situational attributions 

actually experienced steeper declines in marital satisfaction over time, suggesting that 

forgiving a partner‟s transgression may not always represent a positive skill (McNulty, 

O‟Mara, & Karney, 2008). In order to further examine this disparity, future research 

should replicate these findings controlling for the overall positivity or negativity of the 

relationship.  Additionally, less ambiguous relationship skills should be examined to see 

if the effects can be replicated or perhaps emerge even stronger.  

Finally, we found evidence that the interaction of early skills and early stress has 

an impact on marital satisfaction after the transition to parenthood.  It is important to 

note, however, that while the transition to parenthood is one of the most important 
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transitions a couple may face and can have detrimental effects on marital satisfaction, in 

many ways this event can be considered a positive stressor. As the original definition of 

stress characterizes stress as any event that requires adaptation, one could argue that both 

negative and positive stressors would have a similar impact (Turner & Wheaton, 1997).  

Prior research has often failed to distinguish between positive and negative stressors as 

theoretically both may have a detrimental impact on well-being. However, growing 

research indicates that adapting to negative events taxes our resources in a way that 

adapting to positive events does not. In other words, adjusting to unemployment or severe 

illness tends to be more difficult than adapting to winning the lottery. Thus, future 

research may want to distinguish between positive and negative events when examining 

stress resilience. In fact, the current paper examined both positive and negative stressors. 

Study 1 examined negative stressors exclusively, while Study 2 examined the transition 

to parenthood, which often can be considered a positive stressor. Results were a little 

stronger in Study 2, which may suggest that becoming resilient to positive stressors may 

be easier than developing a resilience to negative stressors.  

 In addition to examining the valence of the future stressors being encountered, 

future research should also examine the valence of the early surmountable stressors that 

spouses are using as training grounds in which to practice their relationship skills.   If 

positive stressors are in fact easier to overcome, then these stressors may be more useful 

for helping couples to practice their skills and develop a resilience to future stress. 

However, these positive stressors must carry enough impact that couples need to employ 

their relationship skills to overcome them or results will mirror those couples with little 

or no stress.  Thus future research should not only examine whether the ability to be 
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resilient in the face of stress depends on the valence of that stressor but also if the valence 

of the surmountable stressor in which an individual hones his or her relationship skills 

plays a role.
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Table 1. 

Means and Standard Deviations of Variables of Interest (Study 1).  

a
 Higher scores indicate more maladaptive attributions.  

Scale Time 1 Time 2 Time 3 Time 4 Time 5 

 Husband Wife Husband Wife Husband Wife Husband Wife Husband Wife 

 M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD 

Marital 

Satisfaction 

93.5 11.5 96.6 9.0 92.3 9.9 90.9 12.8 89.7 11.6 93.7 10.4 93.1 9.8 92.5 11.7 87.2 14.8 91.9 13.7 

Stress 
3.5 1.3 4.0 1.4 3.3 1.3 3.9 1.1 3.5 1.2 3.7 1.1 3.3 1.3 3.7 1.3 3.9 1.4 3.8 1.2 

Range of 

Stress Scores 
1.12-7.25 1.44-7.43 1.25-6.50 1.50-6.25 1.75-6.33 1.89-6.38 1.00-6.44 1.25-6.38 1.40-7.25 1.33-6.00 

Causality 

Attributions 
a
 43.1 11.6 43.0 11.4 42.9 11.9 43.1 10.7 46.5 9.5 44.0 12.5 40.5 12.4 43.3 12.7 44.2 13.4 44.0 13.0 

Responsibility 

Attributions 
a
 34.8 14.3 33.9 13.9 35.2 12.6 33.9 13.2 38.9 11.1 34.7 15.1 33.1 12.9 34.4 15.1 36.0 14.6 33.8 13.5 

Marital 

Efficacy 27.4 4.6 27.3 4.6 27.8 4.6 27.2 4.9 Did not asses at Times, 3, 4, and 5. 

Positive 

Conflict 

Resolution 

Behavior .337 .17 .344 .16 Did not assess at Times 2, 3, and 4. .476 .20 .495 .15 

Negative 

Conflict 

Resolution 

Behavior .042 .06 .051 .08 Did not assess at Times 2, 3, and 4. .279 .14 .257 .14 
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Table 2. 

Within and Between Subjects Correlations among Time 1 variables of interest (Study 1). 

 Stress Satisfaction Responsibility 

Attributions 

Causality 

Attributions 

Positive 

Conflict 

Behavior 

Negative 

Conflict 

Behavior 

Marital 

Efficacy 

Stress 

 
 .408** -.448***  .026 -.013  .060  .289* -.297* 

Satisfaction 

 

-.436***  .430** -.378** -.327* -.010 -.400**  .585*** 

Responsibility 

Attributions 

 .127 -.210 -.021  .801*** -.028  .304* -.344** 

Causality 

Attributions 

 .152 -.242  .643**  .163  .112  .206 -.358** 

Positive Conflict 

Behavior 

-.327* -.040  .179  .002  .694*** -.205  .031 

Negative Conflict 

Behavior 

 .252  .126 -.116 -.058 -.433**  .529*** -.283* 

Marital Efficacy -.426**  .492***  .275* -.521***  .029 -.066  .096 

Note: Husbands‟ correlations are above the diagonal and wives‟ correlations are below. The diagonal contains between-spouse correlations.  

*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001.  
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Table 3.  

Stress Spillover/Resilience over the Early Years of Marriage in Study 1.  

 β SE t effect size r 

Husbands (df=58) 

    Intercept 95.1 1.9 49.3*** 0.99 

    Slope -1.6 0.49 -2.8** 0.35 

    Stress Spillover -2.1 0.53 -4.0*** 0.46 

Wives (df=58) 

    Intercept 95.9 1.7 57.8*** 0.99 

    Slope -1.4 0.40 -3.6** 0.43 

    Stress Spillover -1.5 0.56 -2.7** 0.33 

Note: *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001.   
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Table 4. 

Effect of Early Skills, Early Stress, and their Interaction on Stress Resilience (Study 1).  
 γ SE t effect size r 
Causality Attributions (df = 55) 

    Husbands 

        T1 Stress -0.40 0.24 -1.7+ 0.22 

        T1 Causality  0.88 0.35  2.5* 0.33 

    Wives 

        T1 Stress 1.4 0.72     -2.3*** 0.30 

        T1 Causality -0.03 0.29             4.7 0.54 

    Stress X Causality interaction 

        Husbands   0.29 0.25 1.2 0.16 

        Wives  0.60 0.29   2.1* 0.27 

Responsibility Attributions (df=55) 

    Husbands 

        T1 Stress -0.37 0.21 -1.7 + 0.22 

        T1 Responsibility 1.2 0.26       4.6 *** 0.53 

    Wives 

        T1 Stress 1.4 0.25      5.6*** 0.60 

        T1 Responsibility -0.16 0.27 -0.59 0.08 

    Stress X Responsibility interaction 

        Husbands  0.14 0.18   0.79 0.11 

        Wives  0.46 0.18     2.48* 0.32 

Negative Conflict Resolution Behavior (df=55) 

    Husbands 

        T1 Stress -0.29 0.25             -1.2 0.16 

        T1 Negative Behavior  0.93 0.51    1.8 + 0.24 

    Wives 

        T1 Stress  1.10 0.39    2.8** 0.35 

        T1 Negative Behavior -0.08 0.41 -0.20 0.03 

    Stress X Negative Behavior interaction 

        Husbands -0.44 0.30 -1.5 0.20 

        Wives -0.62 0.26   -2.3* 0.30 

Positive Conflict Resolution Behavior (df=54) 

    Husbands 

        T1 Stress -0.32 0.23 -1.4 0.19 

        T1 Positive Behavior -0.23 0.40 -0.57 0.08 

    Wives 

        T1 Stress  1.03 0.32     3.2** 0.40 

        T1 Positive Behavior  0.50 0.48 1.0 0.13 

    Stress X Positive Behavior interaction 

        Husbands  0.45 0.31 1.5 0.20 

        Wives -0.02 0.25 -0.09 0.1 

Note:
 +

 p<.10, *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
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Table 5.  

Effect of Early Cognitive Skills, Early Stress, and their Interaction on Changes in Marital 

Efficacy (Study 1).  

 β SE t effect size r 

Causality Attributions (df = 46) 

Husbands 

        T1 Marital 

Satisfaction 

   0.74         1.1 0.70 

0.10 

        T1 Marital Efficacy    0.23 0.69 0.33 0.05 

        T1 Stress -2.5 0.89 -2.7** 0.37 

        T1 Causality  -0.51 0.64 -.80 .12 

    Wives 

        T1 Marital 

Satisfaction  -0.25 

0.82 -0.31 

0.05 

        T1 Marital Efficacy 2.8 0.76    3.7** 0.48 

        T1 Stress  -0.66 0.75 -0.89 0.13 

        T1 Causality  -0.24 0.75 -0.32 0.05 

    Stress X Causality Interaction 

        Husbands   0.71 0.61                 1.2 0.17 

        Wives  0.36 0.78  0.45 0.07 

Responsibility Attributions (df = 47) 

Husbands 

        T1Marital 

Satisfaction 

0.63         1.1  0.59 

0.09 

        T1 Marital Efficacy 0.26 0.69  0.37 0.05 

        T1Stress  -2.5 0.88  -2.8** 0.39 

        T1Responsibility -0.68 0.63               -1.1 0.16 

    Wives 

        T1Marital 

Satisfaction -0.26 

0.81               -0.32 

0.05 

        T1 Marital Efficacy    3.0 0.66     4.6*** 0.56 

        T1 Stress -0.52 0.69               -0.76 0.11 

        T1 Responsibility 0.27 0.59 0.65 0.09 

    Stress X Responsibility Interaction 

        Husbands  0.59 0.66 0.90 0.13 

        Wives -0.48 0.67 0.71 0.10 

Note: *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
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Table 6. 

 

Effect of Early Behavioral Skills, Early Stress, and their Interaction on Changes in 

Marital Efficacy (Study 1).  

 β SE t effect size r 

Negative Conflict Resolution Behavior (df = 46) 

Husbands 

        T1 Marital Satisfaction 0.54 0.96 0.57 0.08 

        T1 Marital Efficacy 0.36 0.65 0.56 0.08 

        T1 Stress  -1.6 0.89               -1.7
+
 0.24 

       T1 Negative Conflict 

Behavior 

 -1.7 0.70               -2.5* 

0.35 

    Wives 

        T1Marital Satisfaction 0.37 0.78                0.47 0.07 

        T1 Marital Efficacy    2.5 0.63    4.0*** 0.51 

        T1 Stress -0.10 0.70               -0.14 0.02 

        T1Negative Conflict 

Behavior  0.50 

0.86 0.58 

0.08 

    Stress X Negative Conflict Behavior Interaction 

        Husbands  0.22 0.66 0.36 0.05 

        Wives  -1.8 0.61  -2.9** 0.39 

Positive  Conflict Resolution Behavior (df = 46) 

Husbands 

        T1 Marital Satisfaction   1.2 0.57  47.2*** 0.99 

        T1 Marital Efficacy   0.38 0.68 0.56 0.08 

        T1 Stress  -2.1 0.85               -2.4* 0.33 

       T1 Positive Conflict Behavior   1.3 0.56 2.3* 0.32 

    Wives 

        T1Marital Satisfaction   0.25 0.79 0.32 0.05 

        T1 Marital Efficacy   2.9 0.61     4.7*** 0.57 

        T1 Stress  -0.29 0.70 -0.41 0.06 

        T1 Positive Conflict 

Behavior  

  0.70 0.63 1.1 0.16 

    Stress X Positive Conflict Behavior Interaction 

        Husbands  0.51 0.63 0.81 0.12 

        Wives    1.3 0.48   2.7** 0.37 

Note:
+
 p<.10, *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
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Table 7.  

 

The Effect of Early Attributions, Early Stress, and their Interaction on Changes in 

Attributional Tendencies Over Time (Study 1).  

 γ SE t effect size r 

Causality Attributions (df = 55) 

Husbands 

        T1 Marital 

Satisfaction 

 0.08  0.36  0.16 

0.15 

        T1 Stress  1.01 0.53       1.9
+
 0.25 

        T1 Causality -0.96 0.34   -2.8** 0.35 

    Wives 

        T1 Marital 

Satisfaction   -0.90    

0.41   -2.3*        

0.30 

        T1 Stress    0.58 0.45 1.3 0.17 

        T1 Causality   -1.5 0.39   -3.7** 0.45 

    Stress X Causality Interaction 

        Husbands  0.09 0.43       0.82         0.11 

        Wives 0.001 0.28     0.004 0.00 

Responsibility Attributions (df = 55) 

Husbands 

        T1 Marital 

Satisfaction 

0.07 0.46  0.17 

0.02 

        T1 Stress 0.40 0.48  0.84 0.11 

        T1 Responsibility  -1.5 0.36    -4.1*** 0.48 

    Wives 

        T1 Marital 

Satisfaction -0.67 

0.64                  -1.1 

0.15 

        T1 Stress 0.42 0.46                   0.91 0.12 

        T1 Responsibility -1.8 0.38      -4.7*** 0.54 

    Stress X Responsibility Interaction 

        Husbands  0.56 0.37     0.14 0.02 

        Wives -0.04 0.39                 -0.10 0.01 

Note:
+
 p<.10, *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
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Table 8.  

 

The Effect of Early Behavioral Skills, Early Stress, and their Interaction on Future 

Behavioral Skills (Study 1). 

  γ SE t effect size r 

Negative Conflict Resolution Behavior (df = 55) 

Husbands 

        T1 Marital Satisfaction 0.02 0.03   0.67 0.09 

        T1 Stress 0.07 0.03   2.6* 0.33 

        Negative Conflict 

Behavior 

0.01 0.03   0.38 0.05 

    Wives 

        T1 Marital Satisfaction 0.03 0.03 1.1 0.15 

        T1 Stress 0.07 0.04  2.0
+
 0.26 

        T1 Negative Conflict 

Behavior 

0.03 0.03 1.1 

0.13 

    Stress X Negative Conflict Behavior Interaction 

        Husbands  -0.001 0.03 -0.04 0.01 

        Wives -0.06 0.02 -2.5* 0.32 

Positive Conflict Resolution Behavior  (df = 55) 

Husbands 

        T1 Marital Satisfaction -0.01 0.04 -0.26 0.04 

        T1 Stress -0.06 0.03                -1.6 0.34 

        Positive Conflict 

Behavior 

 0.09 0.03    3.3** 0.41 

    Wives 

        T1 Marital Satisfaction -0.08 0.03 -2.5* 0.32 

        T1 Stress  0.01 0.03                 0.25 0.03 

        T1 Positive Conflict 

Behavior 

 0.02 0.03                 0.66 0.09 

    Stress X Positive Conflict Behavior Interaction 

        Husbands  -0.04 0.03               -1.4 0.19 

        Wives -0.02 0.01               -1.2 0.16 

Note:
+
p<.10, *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
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Table 9. 

 

 Means and Standard Deviations of Variables of Interest (Study 2).  

Scale Time 1 Post-Partum Assessment  

 Husbands Wives Husbands Wives 

 
M SD M SD M SD M SD 

Marital 

Satisfaction 96.2  8.3 100.0 6.2 91.4 13.0 94.2 12.0 

Acute Stress 
4.6  3.3     6.0 4.7 Only Assessed at Time 1 

Range of Stress 

Scores 0 16 0 20 Only Assessed at Time 1 

Causality 

Attributions 
a
 46.7  8.3    41.2 12.1 Only Assessed at Time 1 

Responsibility 

Attributions 
a
 37.9 11.8    30.3 12.5 Only Assessed at Time 1 

a
 Higher scores indicate more maladaptive  attributions.  
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Table 10. 

 

 Within and Between Subjects Correlations among variables of interest (Study 2). 

  Time 1 

Satisfaction 

Post-Partum 

Satisfaction 

 

Stress 

 

Causality 

Attributions 

Responsibility 

Attributions 

Time 1 

Satisfaction 

 

.493*** .519*** -.217 -.260 -.238 

Post-Partum 

Satisfaction 1 

 

.168 .462** -.121 -.115 -.228 

Stress -.308* .029 .125 .127 -.025 

Causality 

Attributions 

-.193 .013 -.192 .288* .690*** 

Responsibility 

Attributions 

-.161 -.336* .029 .663*** .265
+
 

Note: Husbands‟ correlations are above the diagonal and wives‟ correlations are below. The diagonal contains 

between-spouse correlations.  
+ p<.10, * p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001.   
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Table 11.  

Effect of Early Skills, Early Stress, and the Interaction on Stress Resilience (Study 2). 

 β SE t effect size r 

Causality Attributions (df = 49) 

Husbands 

        T1 Marital 

Satisfaction 

 6.7 1.8        3.8*** 

0.48 

        T1 Stress    0.31 1.7    0.18 0.03 

        T1 Causality   -0.46 1.9  -0.24 0.03 

Wives 

        T1 Marital 

Satisfaction 

  2.6 1.9                  1.4 

0.20 

        T1 Stress     0.91 1.8    0.50 0.07 

        T1 Causality   1.3 1.9    0.70 0.10 

Stress X Causality Interaction 

        Husbands     0.64 1.8   0.35 0.05 

        Wives    -4.0 1.8                -2.2 0.30 

Responsibility Attributions (df = 49) 

Husbands 

       T1 Marital 

Satisfaction 

 6.3 1.7        3.6*** 

0.46 

       T1 Stress -1.5 1.7  -0.90 0.13 

       T1  Responsibility    -

0.21 

1.7  -0.12 

0.02 

    Wives 

       T1 Marital 

Satisfaction  1.7 

1.8                  0.97 

0.14 

       T1 Stress  1.0 1.7                  0.59 0.08 

       T1  Responsibility -3.5 1.7  -2.0* 0.27 

    Stress X Responsibility Interaction 

        Husbands    -0.55 1.8    -0.31 0.04 

        Wives -1.4 1.5                  -0.92* 0.13 

Note: *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001  
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Figure 1 
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Figure 2 
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Figure 3 
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Figure 4 
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Figure 5 
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Figure 6 
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Figure 7 
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