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Objective: The present study examines the
impact of parents’ perceptions of child-related
stress on observed couple communication and
their self-reported relationship satisfaction.
Background: A considerable body of evidence
indicates that challenges related to raising chil-
dren can negatively affect parents’ interactions
and relationship satisfaction. Although some
potentially underlying mechanisms have been
explored in previous research, questions about
the potential effect of child-related stress on the
interparental relationship remain open.
Method: Parents’ perceptions of child-related
stress and relationship satisfaction were asse-
ssed in a convenience sample of 118 parental
couples living in Switzerland. Additionally, the
couples participated in a conflict conversation
task to obtain an observational measure of cou-
ples’ communication quality. Data were ana-
lyzed with an actor–partner interdependence
mediation model.
Results: Child-related stress among parents
was directly linked to lower relationship sat-
isfaction in both partners and one partner’s
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child-related stress was associated with the
other partner’s communication quality. The
mediation analysis revealed that high levels of
child-related stress were linked with relationship
satisfaction by impairing the other partner’s
communication quality.
Conclusion: The study suggests that child-
related stress is among the challenges that
may impair parents’ relationship quality,
partially mediated through worsened couple
communication.
Implications: The findings support the potential
benefits of prevention programs aimed at reduc-
ing child-related stress and enhancing couple
coping skills for maintaining parents’ relation-
ship satisfaction over time.

Persuasive empirical support suggests that
having and raising children may impair couple
communication and relationship satisfaction in
parents (Mitnick, Heyman, & Smith Slep,
2009). Previous literature has documented the
manifold challenges for parents as restrictions
of freedom or sleep disruption, for example, that
may underlie the negative effects of parenthood
on the interparental relationship (e.g., Medina,
Lederhos, & Lillis, 2009; Twenge, Campbell,
& Foster, 2003). Little is known, however,
about the implications of parents’ perceptions
of child-related stress for their relationship with
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each other. The goal of the present study is to
address this paucity of research by examining
the effects of child-related stress on parents’
relationship satisfaction mediated by the quality
of couple communication.

Background

Effects of Child Rearing on the Interparental
Relationship

Children are among the greatest sources of
both joy and stress in the lives of most par-
ents (Nelson, Kushlev, & Lyubomirsky, 2014).
Two lines of research indicate that stressors
related to raising children strongly and detri-
mentally affect the interparental relationship.
The cross-sectional approach compares rela-
tionship functioning between couples with and
without children. According to a meta-analysis
(Twenge et al., 2003), parents report being
less satisfied in their relationships than do
nonparents (d = –0.19), and there is a small
negative association (r = –.06) between number
of children and relationship satisfaction among
parents. The longitudinal approach comprises
transition-to-parenthood studies that focus on
relationship satisfaction before and after the
birth of a (usually the first) child. Meta-analyses
summarizing these studies (Lawrence, Roth-
man, Cobb, & Bradbury, 2010; Mitnick et al.,
2009) show that parents’ relationship satis-
faction declines from pre- to the postnatal
assessment with small to moderate aggregate
effect sizes.

Apart from these well-established effects
of having children on couples’ relationship
satisfaction, prior findings suggest that the
transition to parenthood may lead to impair-
ments in spousal interaction and communication
(Belsky & Pensky, 1988). Using observational
measures of dyadic interactions in expectant
parents, Belsky and colleagues (Belsky, Lang, &
Rovine, 1985; Belsky, Spanier, & Rovine, 1983)
reported that partners directed increasingly less
positive behavior toward each other from the
last trimester of pregnancy through the ninth
postpartum month. The same pattern was found
in couples’ self-reported perceived positivity
and satisfaction in the relationship. In a similar
vein, McHale and Huston (1985) found that
couples becoming parents reported reduced
exchanges of positive affection after the birth of
their first child compared to prebirth levels, and

this decline was more pronounced than among
a control group of nonparents. A more recent
study (Doss, Rhoades, Stanley, & Markman,
2009) examined couples who had their first child
over the course of the first 8 years of marriage
and compared them to couples who did not
have children within that time span. Parents
showed statistical decreases in observed com-
munication quality and self-reported measures
of relationship functioning immediately after
birth. The nonparent sample perceived similar
amounts of decline in overall relationship func-
tioning over the first 8 years of marriage, but
these changes tended to occur more gradually
over time, without the sudden changes seen in
parents following birth. Additionally, parents
demonstrated statistical increases in negativity,
conflict, and problem intensity after the birth of
the child, whereas the nonparent group did not
demonstrate statistical changes in these variables
during the course of the study. The sudden nature
of the negative changes following birth for par-
ents indicates that these are likely a result of
stressors related to the transition to parenthood.

The large body of literature on the potential
negative impact of rearing children for the inter-
parental relationship can perhaps be best
explained by family systems theory (FST; Cox
& Paley, 2003; Minuchin, 1985). FST posits that
families are organized systems and that elements
within this system are interdependent; hence,
behavior and affect of family members are
inextricably interconnected. Rooted in the focal
considerations of FST, two processes of inter-
dependency have received considerable atten-
tion in prior research. First, ample evidence
supports the spillover hypothesis, proposing that
affect or behavior may transfer directly from one
subsystem (e.g., the parent–child relationship)
to another (e.g., the interparental relationship)
within the family (e.g., Erel & Burman, 1995,
Stroud, Durbin, Wilson, & Mendelsohn, 2011).
Second, crossover processes refer to the transfer
of affect or behavior between family members
rather than a transfer within one person across
family subsystems (Nelson, O’Brien, Blankson,
Calkins, & Keane, 2009). Crossover in couples,
for instance, is said to occur when stress experi-
enced by one partner impairs the other partner’s
relationship satisfaction (Bodenmann, 1997a;
Neff & Karney, 2007).

Although it is conceivable that the child-
related stress of one parent can harm his or her
own and the other parent’s perceived relationship
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quality (Hypothesis 1), relatively little headway
has been made in the examination of spillover
and crossover processes of child-related stress
in parents. This is particularly surprising given
that parents are exposed to many child-related
stressors in their day-to-day lives, such as wor-
ries about children, negative emotions related
to children and child rearing, financial strain,
and organization of everyday family life (Nelson
et al., 2014). According to a diary study, children
were the most common source of conflict in par-
ents (Papp, Cummings, & Goeke-Morey, 2009).
Moreover, problems with children or child rear-
ing are among the most frequent reasons for par-
ents to seek couple therapy (Doss, Simpson, &
Christensen, 2004). Hence, children often cause
stress, which is likely to spill over into the par-
ents’ intimate relationships, according to prior
research on stress in couples.

The Role of Stress in Intimate Relationships

Stress has received increased attention in couple
research over the past two decades (Boden-
mann, 2005). Daily stress plays a crucial role
in understanding close relationships because
of its inherent risk to impair relationship
satisfaction and stability (Randall & Boden-
mann, 2009; Story & Bradbury, 2004). In line
with the assumptions of FST about spillover
and crossover processes, empirical support is
mounting that relationship-external stress (i.e.,
stress originating outside the relationship) may
spill over into the couple’s relationship, thereby
undermining both partners’ relationship quality
over time (Bodenmann, Ledermann, & Brad-
bury, 2007). Ledermann, Bodenmann, Rudaz,
and Bradbury (2010) showed that the effects of
stress on relationship quality were partly medi-
ated by couple communication in self-reports.
In two laboratory experiments using behav-
ioral data, Bodenmann (1997b) found that the
quality of couple communication decreased
by 40% after an experimental stress induction.
Specifically, couples’ positive behaviors (e.g.,
mutual interest and empathy) were reduced and
their negative interactions (e.g., criticism, con-
tempt, and belligerence) increased under stress.
Hence, as a prominent and frequent source of
everyday stress in parents, child-related stress
impairs communication quality between parents
(Hypothesis 2), which, in turn, may mediate the
deleterious impact of child-related stress on the
relationship quality (Hypothesis 3). However,

prior research in this realm has focused on gen-
eral rather than child-related stress in parents,
and on potential individual mediators but not
on relationship-specific mediators. For instance,
Webster-Stratton (1990) found that extrafamil-
ial stressors led to an increase in dysfunctional
parenting, mediated by the parents’ reduced
psychological well-being. Repetti and Wood
(1997) showed that stress in the form of daily
hassles disrupts mother–child interactions; on
days when mothers reported greater workloads
or interpersonal stress at work they were more
emotionally withdrawn from their children. Fur-
thermore, Cina and Bodenmann (2009) reported
that perceived parental stress was associated
with inadequate communication and dysfunc-
tional parenting, which, in turn, predicted the
child’s externalizing symptoms.

In sum, most published studies about the
impact of stress on relationship functioning in
couples have not focused on stress related to
children, although becoming parents is consis-
tently associated with increased parental stress
in everyday family life. There is no prior investi-
gation, to our knowledge, that has examined the
influence of parents’ perception of child-related
stress on their relationship satisfaction mediated
by the quality of couple communication. The
goal of the present study is to address this gap
of research.

The Present Study

In this study, we examine the effects of acute
child-related stress (i.e., within the preceding 7
days) perceived by parents on their communi-
cation quality and their relationship satisfaction.
We hypothesized that child-related stress of both
partners is negatively linked with both partners’
relationship satisfaction (H1) and communica-
tion quality (H2). We further expected that com-
munication quality in both partners mediates
the impact of child-related stress on both par-
ents’ relationship satisfaction (H3). We used the
actor–partner interdependence model (APIM;
Ledermann, Macho, & Kenny, 2011) to exam-
ine spillover and crossover processes. That is,
we investigated the impact of child-related stress
on the interparental relationship (spillover) and
tested whether child-related stress of one part-
ner also affects the other partner (crossover) by
estimating partner effects (Kenny & Cook, 1999)
in the APIM. We also tested potential gender
differences in the proposed effects, but could
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not specify firm hypotheses for these exploratory
tests. Finally, we controlled for couples’ rela-
tionship duration given its influence on couple
interactions and relationship satisfaction (e.g.,
Lavner & Bradbury, 2010).

Method

Participants

The sample comprised 118 heterosexual cou-
ples living in Switzerland who were part of a
larger research project on the impact of stress on
intimate relationships. Couples were recruited
by advertisements in print media, on the Inter-
net, and by radio. To be included in the larger
research project, couples had to be in their cur-
rent relationship for at least one year and both
spouses had to be fluent in German. For the
present study, the additional inclusion criterion
was that couples had at least one child who was
living in the same household.

The mean age was 42.4 years (SD = 7.1,
range = 23–54) for mothers and 44.6 years
(SD = 7.2, range = 23–56) for fathers. The
mean relationship duration was 17.4 years
(SD = 9.4; range = 1–36), and the majority of
the couples (88%) were married. Twenty cou-
ples had one child (17%), 54 had two children
(45%), 30 had three children (25%), and 15
had four or more children (13%). The mean
age of the children was 12.8 years (SD = 6.8,
range = 1–26). The participants were primarily
natives of Switzerland (91% of mothers, 86%
of fathers). The remaining participants were
born in other European countries (8% of moth-
ers, 13% of fathers) or outside Europe (1% of
mothers, 1% of fathers). The highest level of
education among mothers included mandatory
school years (3%), apprenticeship (41%), high
school (20%), and college or university (36%).
The highest level of father’s education included:
mandatory school years (1%), apprenticeship
(33%), high school (8%), and college or univer-
sity (58%). The annual individual net income
for 82% of mothers was less than 60,000 Swiss
francs (CHF), was between 61,000 and 120,000
CHF for 15% of mothers, and 3% had annual net
incomes greater than 120,000 CHF. Regarding
fathers, 10% had annual individual net incomes
less than 60,000 CHF, 58% were between
61,000 and 120,000 CHF, and 32% had annual
net incomes greater than 120,000 CHF. Swiss
francs and U.S. dollars have an approximate

one-to-one exchange rate, so these incomes can
be roughly interpreted as U.S. dollars. Thus,
participants in this sample represent middle- to
upper-income couples by Swiss standards.

Procedure

The data collection procedure was divided into
two parts. First, couples received questionnaires
via mail to complete at home. Each partner
was asked to sign the consent form and was
instructed to complete the questionnaires indi-
vidually and independent of his or her partner.
Then couples were invited to visit a university
laboratory to complete a more comprehensive
set of questionnaires in separate rooms (among
them were the questionnaires used in this study).
Additionally, the couples participated in three
interaction tasks: a standard conflict conver-
sation task and two dyadic coping tasks (an
unspecified interaction in which one partner
reported about a stressor). In this study, only
data from the conflict conversation task were
analyzed. Before the conflict conversation task
started, both partners independently rated a list
of 13 potential conflict topics for couples (e.g.,
child rearing, money) in how problematic they
were in their relationship using a 4-point Likert
item. They were also able to add other conflict
topics to the list. The examiner then identified
the most problematic topic for the couple. If
partners did not agree on the major conflict
topic in their relationship, the examiner tried to
achieve consensus with the couple to identify a
topic that affected both partners to some extent
using the completed Likert items (e.g., the
examiner discussed with the couple whether it
is appropriate to select “money” given that the
woman evaluated it as most problematic topic
and the man as the second most problematic
topic). The couples discussed the selected topic
for 8 minutes alone in the laboratory room while
being videotaped. At the end of the session, the
couples received 100 CHF for their participation.

Measures

Child-Related Stress. Parents’ perceptions of
child-related stress were measured by one
item of the Multi-Dimensional Stress Scale
for Couples (MSQ-C; Bodenmann, Schär, &
Gmelch, 2008)—specifically, the item assessing
perceived stress related to children. Participants
were given the following written examples to
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demonstrate areas from which child-related
stress could emanate: child rearing, parenting,
worries about children, restriction of free-
dom, activities, and dealing with children.
However, we assessed child-related stress as a
global stress measure without considering the
given examples separately. Both parents rated
child-related stress over the previous 7 days,
with response options ranging from not at all
stressful (1) to very stressful (4).

Relationship Satisfaction. The German version
(Sander & Böcker, 1993) of the Relationship
Assessment Scale (RAS; Hendrick, 1988) was
used to measure parents’ relationship satisfac-
tion. Response options on the 7 items (e.g.,
“How well does your partner meet your needs?”)
ranged from not at all (1) to extremely well
(5), with higher mean scores indicating higher
relationship satisfaction. The German-language
RAS has previously demonstrated satisfactory
reliability and validity (Sander & Böcker, 1993),
and in the present study, internal consistency
(Cronbach’s alpha) was � = .85 for mothers and
� = .85 for fathers.

Communication Quality. Observational scales
for communication quality (i.e., verbal positiv-
ity and verbal negativity) were adapted from
the Specific Affect Coding System (SPAFF;
Gottman & Krokoff, 1989). The SPAFF is
a widely used, reliable, and externally valid
coding system for observing interactive affec-
tive behavior in couples (Johnson, 2002).
SPAFF coding distinguishes positive affects
(e.g., humor, interest, validation) from negative
affects (e.g., anger, belligerence, contempt) and
involves verbal content, facial behaviors, voice
tones, and other forms of communication. In the
present study, we focused on two categories:
verbal positivity and verbal negativity. In the
adapted version of the SPAFF, verbal positivity
consisted of four subcategories (i.e., interest,
validation, affect or caring, and constructive
communication) and verbal negativity consisted
of seven subcategories (i.e., criticism, defen-
siveness, domineering, stonewalling, formal
negative interaction, contempt, and belliger-
ence). The videotaped couple conversations
were rated by two raters simultaneously, one
focusing on the father, the other focusing on the
mother. For intervals of 10 seconds throughout
the 8-minute conversations, raters coded if a
subcategory of verbal positivity or negativity

was shown (0 = did not occur, 1 = did occur).
Research assistants completed at least 60 hours
of training each to master the coding system.
At the end of the training period, all rater
teams achieved a high interrater reliability (i.e.,
Cohen’s kappa Ȃ .90). This coding system has
been used in previous research (e.g., Kuster
et al., 2015).

This communication quality variable was
derived on the basis of previous findings sug-
gesting that the ratio of positive to negative
interactions in a couple may be a more accurate
predictor of relationship outcomes than the
absolute frequency of either (Gottman, 1993,
1994). Thus, ratio scores for communication
quality were obtained by dividing the number
of indicators for verbal positivity (possible
range: 0 to 48) by the number of indicators for
verbal negativity (possible range: 0–48) for each
partner; higher scores therefore imply better
communication quality. Zero could be reached
if there were no positive communication, and
48 could be reached if there were one or fewer
indicators of negative communication in con-
junction with positive communication in each
of the 48 intervals. However, it is unlikely that
a partner would verbally express positivity or
negativity at every 10-second interval during 8
minutes (i.e., neutral communication is likely to
occur at times as well). In cases where partici-
pants did not show any form of verbal negativity
(verbal negativity = 0), the numerical fractions
were not defined (this was the case in n = 47
mothers and n = 72 fathers). We handled this
computational problem by treating these cases
as if they showed one indicator of negativity
(verbal negativity = 1) to reduce missing data.

Data Analysis

In dyadic data analysis, the term mixed vari-
ables refers to variables that can differ both
across and within couples (Kenny, Kashy, &
Cook, 2006). We have mixed variables at the
core interest in our study: parents’ perception
of child-related stress (mother and father rat-
ings), communication quality (observational
data of couple communication in the conflict
conversation task), and relationship satisfaction
(mother and father ratings). An actor–partner
interdependence model can account for both
the mixed variables and the nonindependent
nature of our dyadic data. However, we also
hypothesized a mediating effect, and thus tested
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an actor–partner interdependence mediation
model (APIMeM; Ledermann et al., 2011; see
Figure 1).

APIMeMs simultaneously estimate the
effects of both partners’ predictors on both
partners’ mediating and dependent variables as
well as the indirect (mediation) effect. Effects
of one individual’s independent variables on
their own dependent variables are called actor
effects (e.g., mothers’ communication quality
on mothers’ relationship satisfaction), whereas
influences on their partners’ dependent vari-
ables are called partner effects (e.g., mothers’
communication quality on fathers’ relation-
ship satisfaction; Kenny & Cook, 1999). We
examined whether the effect of child-related
stress reported by mothers and fathers on both
parents’ relationship satisfaction is mediated by
both parents’ communication quality (resulting
in eight indirect effects). Following recent rec-
ommendations for assessing mediation in small
to moderate samples, we examined the indirect
effects using the bootstrap resampling procedure
(MacKinnon, 2008; Shrout & Bolger, 2002). If
communication quality acts as a mediator in this
model, the indirect effect of child-related stress
on relationship satisfaction via communication
quality would be negative and statistically sig-
nificant, that is, when the upper 5% threshold
of the bootstrapped confidence interval is below
0, given that we expected a negative indirect
effect (one-tailed confidence interval given
the directed study hypotheses; cf. MacKinnon,
2008). We did not use a Sobel test for mediation,
as its basic definition relies on the unrealistic
assumption of a normally distributed product
variable [z score = ab/s.e. (ab); with a being the
effect from predictor to mediator and b being
the effect from mediator to criterion]. Instead,
resampling methods (i.e., bootstrapping) do not
rely on this assumption and can handle the medi-
ation test better (MacKinnon, 2008). Therefore,
we used bootstrapping to determine whether
indirect effects were statistically significant.

We statistically controlled for the duration
of the couples’ relationship given its potential
influence on couple interactions and relation-
ship satisfaction (e.g., Lavner & Bradbury,
2010). Additionally, we controlled for both
partners’ education and income, as well as the
couple’s marital status, in preliminary analyses
because previous studies have shown that these
characteristics may be confounding variables in
research on couples (Gottman, 1994; Gottman &

Notarius, 2002). However, including education,
income, and marital status as covariates did not
alter the findings, so they were excluded from
the final analyses for the sake of parsimony. All
predictor variables were allowed to correlate
among one another.

Analyses were conducted using Mplus 7.2
(Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2015). The full
information maximum likelihood (FIML) esti-
mation procedure with bootstrap option (10,000
samples) implemented in Mplus was used to
estimate model parameters. We inspected the
goodness-of-fit of constrained models relying
on multiple fit indexes: the �2 test, the ratio of
the �2 value to its degrees of freedom (�2/df ,
with values of less than 3 indicating acceptable
fit), the root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA), and the comparative fit index (CFI).
Values of RMSEA less than or equal to .05 and
values of CFI of at least .95 indicate a good
representation of the data.

Results

Preliminary Analyses

Means, standard deviations, and correlations
among all study variables are listed in Table 1.
Parents statistically differed in their perceived
child-related stress and communication quality:
compared to fathers, mothers reported higher
child-related stress [t(116) = 2.84, p = .005,
d = 0.53] and scored lower in communication
quality [t(117) = –4.44, p < .001, d = 0.82].
Reported levels of relationship satisfaction
tended to be high (M = 4.29, SD = 0.52 in
mothers and M = 4.32, SD = 0.47 in fathers,
based on a 5-point Likert-type set of response
options). Couples also had a relatively high
ratio of positive-to-negative communication
in their observed conversations (M = 5.50,
SD = 6.08, range = 1–25 in mothers and
M = 8.81, SD = 7.78, range = 1–29 in fathers).

Communication quality and relationship sat-
isfaction correlated positively for both mothers
and fathers. Fathers’ perception of child-related
stress was negatively associated with their own
relationship satisfaction and relationship dura-
tion. All study variables intercorrelated posi-
tively between mothers and fathers (entries on
the main diagonal in Table 1). The frequencies
of the selected topics for the videotaped conflict
conversation tasks were the following: children
(22%), couple communication (16%), money
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FIGURE 1. Actor–partner interdependence mediation model (APIMeM) of the impact of child-related stress on

parents’ relationship satisfaction mediated by communication quality, while controlling for couples’

relationship duration.
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Table 1. Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations Among Study Variables

Descriptives Bivariate correlations

Mothers M (SD) Fathers M (SD) 1 2 3 4

1. Child-related stress 2.23 (0.90) 1.97 (0.83) .37ȂȂȂ −.06 −.26ȂȂ −.21Ȃ

2. Communication quality 5.50 (6.08) 8.81 (7.78) −.04 .34ȂȂȂ .26ȂȂ .02

3. Relationship satisfaction 4.29 (0.52) 4.32 (0.47) −.14 .27ȂȂ .51ȂȂȂ −.01

4. Relationship duration 17.38 (9.35) 17.38 (9.35) −.17† −.07 .01 –

Note. Correlations above the diagonal are fathers’ and under the diagonal are mothers’; intercorrelations between genders

are on the diagonal (bold).
†p < .10, Ȃp < .05, ȂȂp < .01, ȂȂȂp < .001 (two-tailed).

(11%), leisure activities (10%), family of origin
(9%), annoying habits of the partner (6%), val-
ues and attitudes (5%), sexuality and/or intimacy
(4%), friends (3%), consumer behavior (3%),
jealousy (3%), and attractiveness of the partner
(3%); unlisted topics were selected by 5% of
couples.

We first ran a fully saturated APIMeM (Model
0) as illustrated in Figure 1, and then tested that
model against models with parameter con-
straints. In Model 1, we restricted the actor
effects of relationship duration on communica-
tion quality and on relationship satisfaction to be
equal within mothers and within fathers, respec-
tively. We also restricted the actor and partner
effects of communication quality on relationship
satisfaction to be equal across genders. Model
1 fit the data well [�2(4) = 2.82, p = .588;
�2/df = .71; RMSEA = .00; CFI = 1.00].

Next, we restricted mothers’ and fathers’
actor and partner effects of child-related stress

on communications quality and, likewise, the
actor and partner effects of child-related stress
on relationship satisfaction to be equal across
genders (Model 2). This model still fit the
data well [�2(8) = 7.67, p = .467; �2/df = .96;
RMSEA = .00; CFI = 1.00]. Parameter esti-
mates of Model 2 are depicted in Tables 2
and 3. Overall, the predictors in Model 2
explained R2 = .13 of the variance in relation-
ship satisfaction for mothers and R2 = .16 for
fathers.

Direct Effects

As listed in Table 2, one partner’s child-related
stress predicted both partners’ relationship sat-
isfaction (actor effect: b = –0.08 and partner
effect: b = –0.08). Interestingly, child-related
stress did not predict one’s own but the partner’s
communication quality (b = –0.90). Commu-
nication quality of one partner predicted both



324

Table 2. Parameter Estimates for Correlations and Direct

Paths of the APIMeM Depicted in Figure 1

CI90

b SE p Lower 5% Upper 5%

Actor effects

RD Ă CQm −0.04 0.05 .207 −0.135 0.044

RD Ă CQf −0.04 0.05 .207 −0.135 0.044

CSm Ă CQm−0.17 0.51 .367 −1.004 0.661

CSf Ă CQf −0.17 0.51 .367 −1.004 0.661

RD Ă RSm −0.00 0.00 .259 −0.009 0.004

RD Ă RSf −0.00 0.00 .259 −0.009 0.004

CSm Ă RSm −0.08 0.03 .006 −0.134 −0.029

CSf Ă RSf −0.08 0.03 .006 −0.134 −0.029

CQm Ă RSm 0.01 0.00 <.001 0.007 0.019

CQf Ă RSf 0.01 0.00 <.001 0.007 0.019

Partner effects

CSm Ă CQf −0.90 0.52 .041 −1.800 −0.101

CSf Ă CQm −0.90 0.52 .041 −1.800 −0.101

CSm Ă RSf −0.08 0.04 .019 −0.136 −0.018

CSf Ă RSm −0.08 0.04 .019 −0.136 −0.018

CQm Ă RSf 0.01 0.00 .002 0.004 0.019

CQf Ă RSm 0.01 0.00 .002 0.004 0.019

Covariances

CSm Ă CSf 0.27 0.06 <.001 0.146 0.395

CQm Ă CQf 15.43 4.32 <.001 7.947 25.206

RSm Ă RSf 0.09 0.02 <.001 0.056 0.133

CSm Ă RD −1.44 0.78 .033 −2.991 0.087

CSf Ă RD −1.62 0.69 .010 −2.945 −0.247

Note. Parameter estimates are unstandardized coef-

ficients. CS = child-related stress; CQ = communication

quality; RS = relationship satisfaction; RD = relationship

duration; m = mothers; f = fathers.

partners’ relationship satisfaction (actor effect:
b = 0.01 and partner effect: b = 0.01). There
was no statistical association between couples’
relationship duration and either communica-
tion quality or relationship satisfaction in both
partners.

Indirect Effects

As depicted in Table 3, four of the eight indirect
effects of child-related stress on parents’ rela-
tionship satisfaction through communication
quality were statistically significant. One’s rela-
tionship satisfaction was predicted indirectly by
one’s own child-related stress but only via the
partner’s communication quality (b = –0.01).
That is, fathers’ communication quality medi-
ated the effect of mothers’ perception of
child-related stress on mothers’ relationship

Table 3. Parameter Estimates for Indirect Paths of the

APIMeM Depicted in Figure 1

Bootstrap confidence intervals

Lower 5% Estimate Upper 5% p

CSm Ă CQm Ă RSm −.015 −.002 .007 .373

CSf Ă CQf Ă RSf −.015 −.002 .007 .373

CSm Ă CQf Ă RSm −.027 −.010 −.002 .079

CSf Ă CQm Ă RSf −.027 −.010 −.002 .371

CSm Ă CQm Ă RSf −.012 −.002 .008 .371

CSf Ă CQf Ă RSm −.012 −.002 .008 .371

CSm Ă CQf Ă RSf −.027 −.011 −.003 .052

CSf Ă CQm Ă RSm −.027 −.011 −.003 .052

Note. Parameter estimates are unstandardized coeffi-

cients. Mediation is said to occur when the indirect effect

of child-related stress on relationship satisfaction via com-

munication quality is negative and statistically signifi-

cant (Hypothesis 3); that is, when the upper 5% thresh-

old of the bootstrapped confidence interval is below 0

given that we expected a negative indirect effect (one-tailed

confidence interval). Statistically significant values are in

bold. CS = child-related stress; CQ = communication qual-

ity; RS = relationship satisfaction; RD = relationship dura-

tion; m = mothers; f = fathers.

satisfaction. Similarly, mothers’ communica-
tion quality mediated the effect of fathers’
child-related stress on fathers’ relationship
satisfaction. Additionally, one’s relationship
satisfaction was predicted indirectly by the
partner’s child-related stress but only via one’s
own communication quality (b = –0.01). That
is, fathers’ communication quality mediated
the effect of mothers’ child-related stress on
fathers’ relationship satisfaction. Similarly,
mothers’ communication quality mediated the
effect of fathers’ child-related stress on mothers’
relationship satisfaction.

Discussion

The goal of the present study was to examine the
effects of parent reports of child-related stress
on parents’ relationship satisfaction assessed by
questionnaires (H1) and on interparental com-
munication observed in couple conversations
(H2). We further tested whether commu-
nication quality mediated the link between
child-related stress and relationship satisfaction
(H3). The first hypothesis examining the impact
of child-related stress on parents’ relationship
satisfaction received strong support from our
data; parent reports of child-related stress were
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statistically related to their own as well as to
their partners’ relationship satisfaction. This
result replicates findings about the deleterious
overflow of stress into the intimate relationship
leading to reduced satisfaction in couples (for
an overview, see Randall & Bodenmann, 2009;
Story & Bradbury, 2004). In terms of the FST,
it is an example of a spillover process (Erel &
Burman, 1995) showing a transfer of affects
from one family subsystem, in this instance the
parent–child relationship, to another subsystem,
the interparental relationship.

The second hypothesis was partially sup-
ported; although actor effects were not found in
this regard, the partner effects of one partner’s
child-related stress on the other partner’s com-
munication quality were statistically significant.
This finding implies a couple crossover process
(Neff & Karney, 2007) showing that mothers’
perceived stress related to children may impair
the father’s communication quality, and vice
versa. This is consistent with previous research
showing that one partner’s communication was
affected by the other partner’s perceived stress
(Ledermann et al., 2010; Nelson et al., 2009).
It is conceivable that partners sense the other
partners’ feelings of stress and attribute them to
themselves (Abramson, Seligman, & Teasdale,
1978) and thus communicate more negatively
as a form of reaction or defense. The stressed
partner, in contrast, is aware of the primary
source of his or her stress (e.g., children), which
is, albeit within the family system, not gen-
uinely within the parental dyad. As a result, the
stressed partner does not show deterioration in
couple communication. These findings high-
light the importance of a dyadic approach when
examining the impact of stress in couples.

The mediation hypothesis (H3) was partially
supported; our results suggest that high lev-
els of child-related stress in one partner are
important for predicting the relationship satis-
faction of both partners by impairing the other
partner’s communication quality. Hence, these
findings are consistent with prior reports that
(relationship-external) stressors may be directly
associated with relationship distress, as well
as indirectly associated through worsened cou-
ple communication (Bodenmann, 1997b; Leder-
mann et al., 2010), and extends this finding to
child-related stress in parents.

In summary, our findings yield evidence
for the (a) spillover of affects across family
subsystems (from the parent–child relationship

to the interparental relationship) and (b)
crossover processes (interrelations between
mothers and fathers) that parents may encounter
as a product of child-related stress. Although
in the total model the explained variance in
relationship satisfaction for mothers and fathers
indicated medium effects according to Cohen
(1988), reported regression coefficients were,
albeit statistically significant, fairly small.
However, given the operationalization of com-
munication quality in this study, we note that
with an unstandardized regression coefficient
of 0.01, relationship satisfaction increases 0.48
scale points when the ratio score for commu-
nication quality is maximal (ratio = 48). To
illustrate its practical meaning, this equals one
standard deviation in relationship satisfaction.

Previous research has successfully begun
to investigate the various challenges parents
face that may explain the negative impact of
parenthood on a couples’ relationship, includ-
ing restriction of freedom, role conflicts, sexual
dissatisfaction, financial stress, and sleep disrup-
tion (Medina et al., 2009; Twenge et al., 2003).
The present study adds to this knowledge to the
extent that it provides evidence for the role of
perceived child-related stress in decreasing rela-
tionship quality of parents, partially mediated
through impaired couple communication. With
22% of couples choosing to talk about children
in the conflict conversation task, children were
the most frequent topic of disagreement among
couples in our sample (see also Papp et al.,
2009). Hence, children and stress stemming
from parenting were the most frequent and
burdensome sources of conflict in these parents’
everyday lives. By the same token, it must be
considered that the mean positive-to-negative
ratios in our sample (again, 5.50 for mothers
and 8.81 for fathers) appear relatively high
compared to prior studies that have consistently
found ratios of approximately 5.0 for regulated
(relatively high functioning) couples (Gottman,
1993; Gottman & Levenson, 1992).

Most of the children of the participating
couples were (early) adolescents. This stage of
child development is often linked to high levels
of parental stress given the numerous changes in
parent–child relationships (Collins & Laursen,
2004; De Goede, Branje, & Meeus, 2009). For
example, increasing autonomy in adolescents
often leads to decreasing emotional closeness
with parents, parent–adolescent relationships
becoming more egalitarian and reciprocal, a
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high amount of parent–child conflicts, parental
worries about children’s activities and where-
abouts, and interparental disagreements about
parenting topics or challenges concerning
cooperation in child rearing between parents
(i.e., coparenting; McHale & Lindahl, 2011).
However, the single-item method of assessing
child-related stress in the present study pre-
cludes us from having detailed information
about which type of stressors related to children
were most detrimental for couple communica-
tion and relationship satisfaction, or whether the
developmental stage of the children moderated
the effects. Replication and expansion of the
present study to address these research questions
seem worthwhile.

We found no gender differences with regard
to the main findings, although we did not specify
directed hypotheses in this regard as this part
of the study was exploratory. Although mothers
reported higher mean levels of child-related
stress than fathers did, the sequelae thereof
in terms of couple functioning seems to be
largely comparable between genders. This,
however, is inconsistent with prior research
indicating that fathers are more susceptible
to spillover effects between the interparental
relationship and parent–child relations (e.g.,
Davies, Sturge-Apple, Woitach, & Cummings,
2009; Kouros, Papp, Goeke-Morey, & Cum-
mings, 2014). We assume that mothers, given
that they still prevalently hold the primary
caregiver function for children and spend more
time with them than fathers, might be better able
to compartmentalize their spousal versus their
parenting role, thereby reducing the risk of neg-
ative spillover from one domain into the other.
However, caution is warranted when comparing
our findings with those other reports given that
we did not assess parent–child interactions, but
parent-reports of their perceived stress related
to children. Future research is needed to further
examine potential gender differences in this
regard.

Practical Implications

The findings reported here have many practi-
cal implications. Considering that parents usu-
ally face particularly high levels of stress in
the everyday family setting, efforts should be
made to reduce and deal with stress among par-
ents to foster and maintain relationship satisfac-
tion over time. Finding effective ways to cope

with daily stressors individually and together
as a couple seems crucial to minimizing the
spillover of stress into the intimate relationship.
Intervention approaches that teach couples about
the potentially toxic impact of stress and aim
to enhance individual and dyadic stress coping
skills, such as the Couples Coping Enhance-
ment Training (CCET; Bodenmann & Shanti-
nath, 2004), have generated auspicious results
(e.g., Ledermann, Bodenmann, & Cina, 2007).
Taking a familywide perspective, previous find-
ings demonstrated that parents’ participation in
CCET led to statistical decreases in child prob-
lem behavior (Bodenmann, Cina, Ledermann,
& Sanders, 2008), and these effects were medi-
ated by enhancing the couple’s relationship qual-
ity in mothers, and by improving parenting
in fathers (Zemp, Milek, Cummings, Cina, &
Bodenmann, 2016). Although these findings are
promising, the dearth of research on preven-
tion programs tailored for parents to enhance
skills for handling stress is a major gap to
which more effort should be devoted. There are
treatments emerging, however, that address the
goal of effective coparenting; that is, how par-
ents cooperate in child rearing, support each
other in their parenting efforts, and manage
child-related conflicts (Feinberg, 2002; McHale
& Lindahl, 2011). Growing evidence supports
the efficacy of coparenting-focused interven-
tions in terms of couple functioning and child
well-being (e.g., Feinberg et al., 2016; McHale,
Salman-Engin, & Coovert, 2015), and it can
be assumed that they also help reduce parental
child-related stress. Although causation cannot
be determined, decreasing stress in parent–child
interactions may also reduce interparental con-
flict. The enhancement of parents’ self-efficacy
and parenting skills, for instance by parent-
ing programs such as the Triple P—Positive
Parenting Program (Sanders, 1999), can reduce
parents’ level of frustration and stress when
interacting with their children, which may fos-
ter parental relationship satisfaction over time
(Zemp, Milek, Davies, & Bodenmann, 2016).

Study Limitations

Interpretation of the present study must be qual-
ified by several caveats. First, and most impor-
tant, is the correlational nature of the study,
which does not allow conclusions to be drawn
about (a) direction (causality) of the associations
between study variables or (b) the long-term
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influences of parents’ child-related stress
on their intimate relationship. Thus, research is
needed that employs more sophisticated research
designs, including longitudinal studies. Second,
we acknowledge the methodological limita-
tion posed by measuring parents’ child-related
stress with one item; our exploratory findings
underscore the importance of more compre-
hensively assessing parents’ child-related stress
in future work (e.g., by measuring specific
areas related to children that are perceived as
stressful or by including observational data
of parent–child interactions). Third, general-
izability of our results are limited given the
relatively high income and above-average level
of education of couples (in particular fathers)
who participated in the present study. Likewise,
participants tended to report high relationship
satisfaction and communicated very construc-
tively with positivity outperforming negativity
many times over, as indicated by the high
positive-to-negative ratios in women and men.
Although the observed effects were generally
small to medium, this may be partly attributable
to the high-functioning couples that formed our
sample. Caution is warranted when generalizing
our findings to less privileged families and more
distressed couples. Fourth, the conflict topics
couples discussed were selected on the basis
of a rating list of possibly stressful topics, and
we were not able to control whether the effects
were different depending on the chosen topic. It
is conceivable that the communication quality
of couples high in child-related stress is partic-
ularly vulnerable when discussing child-related
conflicts.

Conclusion

With the aforementioned limitations in mind,
the present study provides evidence that
child-related stress is among the many chal-
lenges parents have to deal with in everyday
family life and, more specifically, might be
among the precursors of impaired or less pos-
itive couple communication. This, in turn,
appears to be one of the possible explanatory
mechanisms for the well-established finding
that raising children affects parents’ relationship
satisfaction. More generally, stress and coping is
an area of research that has immanent potential
to spur targeted treatments for parents, for the
sake of the whole family.
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