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Abstract

Whether and how spouses seek and provide support in marital discussions is not clearly
understood, and stress reactivity (e.g., tension or irritability) may interfere with effective
support behaviours. In a sample of newlywed couples (N = 145), path analyses
indicated negative within-spouse associations between positive and negative helpee
(e.g., appropriately or inappropriately requesting help) and helper behéviours (e.g.,
expressing empathy or criticism). Helpee positive behaviours positively predicted helper
positive behaviours, and helpee negative behaviours positively predicted helper negative
behaviours. Invariance analyses indicated that in comparison to helper wives, helper
husbands were more likely to reciprocate positive wife helpee behaviours and less likely
to reciprocate negative wife helpee behaviours. As expected, spouses’ stress reactivity
predicted husbands’ and wives' negative behaviours, but only when couples discussed
wives’ worries. Contrary to prediction, wives' stress reactivity was less strongly
associated with negative helpee behaviours when husbands were more tense or
irritable; but, as expected, any negative wife helpee behaviour was more likely to be met
with negative helper behaviours from their more tense or irritable husbands. Results
suggest that husbands may be more appropriately responsive, and more likely to inhibit
negative responses, than wives. In addition, tense or irritable wives may be more likely
to inhibit criticism or demands for support with their tense husbands. However, when
wives do criticize or demand help, they are more likely to be met with contempt or
defensiveness from their tense or irritable husbands. Overall, this study demonstrates
the importance of examining spousal support within a dyadic framework, focusing on the
roles spouses play in support discussions, and identifying when physical and emotional
reactions to stress may be important factors in spousal support.

Keywords: spousal support; dyadic coping; helpee; helper; stress; marriage
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Introduction

Spousal support robustly predicts marital satisfaction (e.g., Pasch & Bradbury,
1998; Sullivan, Pasch, Johnson, & Bradbury, 2010) and physical and mental health
outcomes (e.g., Beach, Arias, & O’Leary, 1986). However, spousal support functions
within a dyadic system and is shaped, in part, by the reciprocal nature of spouses’ and
partners’ support behaviours (e.g., Bodenmann, 1995; 2005). In addition, the physical
and emotional toll of stress—the very factors that lead spouses to seek support from
their partners (e.g., Cutrona, 1996)—can deplete cognitive or emotional resources and
interfere with effective dyadic coping (e.g., Neff & Karney, 2004). The purpose of this
study was to examine how spouses’ expressions of worries to their partners and their

reactivity to stress may predict spousal support behaviours.

Conceptualizing Dyadic Coping Behaviour

Until recently, researchers have conceptualized spousal support using individual-
level models. These models generally focus on individuals coping with stress in the
context of a relationship (e.g., Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Pearlin & Schooler, 1978) or
spouses’ perceptions of support from partners (e.g., Pierce, Lakey, Sarason, & Sarason,
1997). For example, how spouses perceive the quality of support from their partners
may lead to changes in marital satisfaction (e.g., Acitelli, 1996) or individual well-being
(e.g., Beach et al., 1986). Although individual models are helpful to understand the ways

in which perceived support operates within spouses, they neglect to capture the



reciprocal nature of spousal support in support discussions (e.g., Bodenmann, 1995).
For example, during a support discussion a spouse may direct negative affect toward the
partner unproductively or make strong demands for support. As a result, the partner
may withdraw from the discussion or criticize the way in which the spouse copes with
worry, presumably because the partner felt overwhelmed. The spouse may in turn
withdraw from the conversation or feel pessimistic about the partner's ability to be
supportive. A dyadic approach to examining spousal support takes into account the
interdependence of verbal and nonverbal behaviours in the discussion. Thus, the quality
of a support discussion is largely the result of a verbal exchange in which both spouses

are involved (e.g., Bodenmann, 2005; Jacobson & Margolin, 1979).

On a related note, until recently there has been an almost exclusive focus on
support provision (e.g., Cutrona & Suhr, 1992); it may be important to focus on spouses’
implicit or explicit attempts to solicit support from partners. Recent studies indicate that
behaviour of the spouse in the “helpee” role (i.e., the spouse describing a problem or
worry) predicts marital outcomes equally as well as behaviours of the partner in the
“helper’ role (i.e., the partner listening and responding to the spouse’s worries) in
laboratory observations of support interactions (e.g., Sullivan et al., 2010). Thus, it is
important to consider the roles of helpees and helpers in support discussions (e.g.,
Lawrence et al.,, 2008; Pasch & Bradbury, 1998). One purpose of this study is to

examine whether spouses’ helpee behaviours predict partners’ helper behaviours.



Positive and Negative Reciprocity in Spousal Support and the Role of
Helpee

The tendency for couples to engage in positive or negative reciprocity during
important discussions is well established in marital research. Whether observed in
conflict (Smith, Vivian, & O’Leary, 1989), problem-solving (e.g., Johnson et al., 2005), or
support discussions (e.g., Pasch, Bradbury, & Davila, 1997), partners tend to respond to
spouses’ positive or negative behaviours with similar types of behaviours. However, it is
not clear when patterns of positive or negative reciprocity between helpee spouses and
helper partners are more or less likely to occur in support discussions. The marital
support gap hypothesis (e.g., Belle, 1982, Steil, 2000) may shed some light in this
regard. Advocates of this model argue that husbands are less likely to provide adequate
support to wives than wives are to husbands, leading wives to feel less satisfied than
husbands regarding the quality of spousal support (e.g., Steil, 2000). Researchers have
suggested that this supposed gap in support is caused by differences in socialization
experiences during childhood (e.g., Tannen, 1990) or communication styles in adulthood
(e.g., Bate & Bowker, 1997). Thus, it may be that wives, in the helper role, are more
likely to respond to husbands’ positive cues for support (e.g., appropriate requests for
help) with empathy, offers of assistance, or problem-solving, than husbands are when
they are in the helper role, perhaps because husbands’ positive cues are more easily
recognized by wives than wives’ positive cues are by husbands. Similarly, wives may be
more likely to inhibit negative reactions (e.g., criticism or contempt) when husbands
express pessimism about the future than when husbands are responding to their wives’
expression of pessimism or demands, perhaps because wives are better able to regulate

their emotions when support is needed. However, evidence for the marital support gap



hypothesis is mixed (e.g., Biele & Mickelson, 2012; Olson & Shultz, 1994; Verhofstadt,
Buysse, & Ickes, 2007) and when gender differences in support adequacy are observed
they tend to be small (e.g., Pasch et al.,, 1997; Sullivan et al., 2010). A central goal of
this study was to clarify whether positive and negative support reciprocity was more

likely to occur when husbands or wives were in the helper role.

Stress Reactivity and Spousal Support

The associations between spousal support and individual and relationship
outcomes are strong and robust (for reviews, see Cutrona, 1996, and Sullivan & Davila,
2010). Whether assessed as spouses’ perceptions of support or observer ratings of
laboratory support behaviour, ineffective or negative spousal support is associated with
declines in marital satisfaction (e.g., Pasch & Bradbury, 1998; Sullivan et al., 2010),
physical and mental health problems (e.g., Beach et al., 1986; Coyne & Downey, 1991),
and lower life satisfaction (e.g., Wan, Jaccard, & Ramey, 1996). However, less attention
has been given to understanding predictors of support behaviours, and thus far, the
focus has generally been on individual risk factors. For example, depressive symptoms
(e.g., Pasch et al, 1997), attachment insecurity (Feeney & Collins, 2010), physical
health problems (e.g., Knoll, Burkett, Luszcynkska, Roigas, & Gralla, 2011), and poor
quality of life (e.g., Sirri, Magelli, & Grandi, 2011) predict less positive support

perceptions and more negative and less positive observed support behaviour.

Although individual circumstances and enduring vulnerabilities predict spousal
support behaviours, the way in which either spouse reacts to stressful events may also

be important. Feeling agitated, tense, irritable, or frustrated—common physical and



emotional reactions to stress (e.g., Denson, Spanovic, & Miller, 2009) and major reasons
for seeking support from partners (cf. Feeney & Collins, 2010)—may inhibit spouses’
expressions of positive support behaviours or trigger more negative support behaviours
(e.g., Dixon-Gordon, Chapman, Lovasz, & Walters, 2011; Fruzetti & Iverson, 2006). In
other words, depletion of spouses’ cognitive or emotional resources may be associated
with decreases in positive behaviours or increases in negative behaviours (e.g., Neff &
Karney, 2004), perhaps because of spouses’ frustration toward partners for not providing
adequate support or partners feeling overburdened with requests for help from spouses.

Thus, stress reactivity may be an important factor in spousal support discussions.

Finally, it is important to note that spouses’ physical and emotional reactions to
stress are embedded in the dyadic context in which spousal support unfolds (cf.
Bodenmann, 2005). Specifically, helpers’ stress reactivity may alter helpees’
perceptions of helpers’ support behaviours or of helpers’ available resources for support
(e.g., Kane et al.,, 2007). Thus, the associations between helpee and helper support
behaviours, and helpee stress reactivity and helpee behaviours, may differ in magnitude
depending on helper stress reactivity. For example, if a helpee spouse expresses
negative affect unproductively, a tense or irritable helper partner may be even more
likely to become defensive or criticize the spouse than if the helper partner is less tense
or irritable (e.g., Fruzetti & Iverson, 2006). Furthermore, an irritable helpee spouse may
be even less likely to ask for help appropriately and more likely to express pessimism
when the helper partner is more irritable than when the helper partner is less irritable. In
other words, the helpee spouse may believe the helper partner is not emotionally

available (e.g., Feeney and Collins, 2010) and as a result experience more difficulties in



communicating any support needs. Thus, an important goal of this study was to test
whether helper stress reactivity moderates the associations between helpee and helper
support behaviours, and between helpee stress reactivity and helpee support

behaviours.

The Current Study

In the present study, | examined whether the quality of spouses’ helpee
behaviours (e.g., describing worries to partners in helpful ways or expressing pessimism
about the future) were associated with the quality of their partners’ helper behaviours
(e.g., responding with empathy or with criticism) and whether the strength of these
associations differed depending on whose worry topic (husbands or wives) was being
discussed. | also examined whether stress reactivity predicted positive and negative
support behaviours within spouses. Finally, | éxamined whether helper partners’ stress
reactivity moderated the associations between helpee spouses’ stress reactivity and
their helpee behaviours and between helpee spouses’ and helper partners’ support

behaviours.

The proposed model is in Figure 1. Paths a and b represent within-spouse
associations between positive and negative behaviours, paths c through f represent
cross-spouse associations between helpee and helper behaviours, and paths g through j
represent within-spouse associations between stress reactivity and support behaviours.
First, | predicted that positive and negative support behaviours would be negatively
associated within spouses (paths a and b). Second, consistent with a dyadic model of

spousal support (e.g., Bodenmann, 2005), | predicted that spouses’ positive helpee



behaviours would be positively associated with positive helper behaviours (path ¢) and
negatively associated with negative helper behaviours (path d). Third, | predicted that
spouses’ negative helpee behaviours would be positively associated with negative
helper behaviours (path €) and negatively associated with positive helper behaviours
from partners (path f). Fourth, | predicted that spouses’ and partners’ stress reactivity
would negatively predict within-spouse positive support behaviours (paths g and h) and
positively predict within-spouse negative support behaviours (paths i and j), perhaps
because of temporary decreases in cognitive or emotional resources (e.g., Neff &
Karney, 2004) or increases in emotion dysregulation (e.g., Dixon-Gordon et al., 2011;

Fruzetti & Iverson, 2006).

Next, | tested whether the relative strength of the associations between helpee
and helper behaviours (paths ¢ through f) differed depending on whose topic (husbands
or wives) was being discussed. Building on the marital support gap hypothesis (e.g.,
Steil, 2000), | intended to clarify whether helper wives were more likely to respond to
helpee husbands’ positive behaviours with positive helper behaviours. | also intended to
clarify whether helper wives were more likely to inhibit negative helper responses to
helpee husbands’ negative behaviours than when helper husbands were responding to

helpee wives’ negative helpee behaviours.

Finally, | predicted that helper stress reactivity would weaken the positive
association between helpee and helper positive behaviours (path ¢) and strengthen the
negative association between helpee positive behaviours and helper negative
behaviours (path d). This might occur because tense or irritable partners are less likely

to recognize helpee spouses’ adequate analysis of the problem, or more likely to feel



burdened by appropriate requests for help. | also predicted that higher helper stress
reactivity would strengthen the positive association between negative helpee and helper
behaviours (path e€) and the negative association between negative helpee behaviours
and positive helper behaviours (path f). This might occur because tense or irritable
helper partners may be more likely to inhibit expressions of empathy when responding to
helpee spouses’ criticism or complaining, and less likely to tolerate inappropriate
demands for help. | also predicted that higher helper stress reactivity would strengthen
the negative within-spouse association between helpee stress reactivity and positive
helpee behaviours (path g) and the positive within-spouse association between helpee
stress reactivity and negative helpee behaviours (path i). This might occur because
overly tense and irritable helpee spouses may be more likely to believe that their
agitated or frustrated helper partners are less available for support than less tense or
irritable helpee spouses would believe of their helper partners, leading to more
difficulties in communicating support needs (e.g., Collins and Feeney, 2000; Kane et al.,
2007). Although not depicted in Figure 1, correlations between spouse and partner
stress reactivity were included in the model because they tend to be similar in
psychological (e.g., depression, anxiety) and contextual factors (e.g., chronic stress)

(e.g., Butterworth & Rodgers, 2006; Rudolph et al., 2000; Story & Repetti, 2006).



Method

Participants

Participants (N = 145) were a subset of heterosexual married couples who
participated in the Simon Fraser University Transition to Marriage (TTM) Study. The
maijority of participants were recruited through articles and advertising in print media (n =
52), attendance at bridal shows (n = 36), internet advertising (n = 35), and word of mouth
(n =16). A minority of participants were recruited through placement of posters in bridal
shops and marriage licensing offices, or letters to religious organizations and leaders of
marriage preparation classes (n = 6). At T1, husbands averaged 29.2 years of age (SD
= 4.9), earned an average of $31,400 (SD = 15,100), and had completed 12.8 years of
education (SD = 6.5). Wives averaged 27.4 years of age (SD = 4.2), earned an average
of $23,900 (SD = 17,900), and had completed 14.0 years of education (SD = 5.6). Most
husbands (80%) and wives (81%) were born in Canada. Of the husbands, 78% were
Caucasian, 14% were Asian, 3% were Indo-Canadian, 2% were Middle-Eastern, and 3%
identified as other. Of the wives, 71% were Cauéasian, 19% were Asian, 6% were Indo-
Canadian, 1% were First Nations, and 3% identified as other. Most couples (65%) had
cohabited prior to marriage for an average of 2.49 years (SD = 2.16), and average

relationship length was 3.9 years (SD =2.81) at T1.



Procedures

The Research Ethics board at Simon Fraser University approved all study
procedures. Interested individuals (N = 684) responded to recruitment efforts by
contacting the lab by phone or email, and one member of the couple (n = 461)
completed a 15-minute telephone or email interview to determine eligibility. Eligible
participants were between 18-45 years of age, engaged with a wedding date set,
planning first marriages, childless, fluent reading and writing English, and living in the
metro Vancouver area to allow for attendance at the lab sessions. Individuals who did
not complete the screening interview could not be reached despite repeated efforts by
lab staff, declined to complete the screening interview, or contacted the lab after

recruitment for the study was complete (n = 223).

Following the telephone-screening interview, participants received an email with
information about the study and an electronic version of the consent form.
Approximately three months prior to their wedding date, participants received an e-mail
with an electronic copy of the consent form, a hypertext link to the online questionnaires,
a unique ID number, and a password. Online questionnaires were hosted on a secure
university website, and once participants logged onto the first survey, they read the
informed consent form and they were required to indicate their consent to participate in
the study by clicking a radio button. Participants were asked to complete their
questionnaires in private and not to discuss the questions or their responses with their

partners.

Participants completed questionnaires nine times over two years, starting on

average 3.1 months (SD = 1.15) prior to marriage (T1) and then every three months
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thereafter (T1-T9). Couples also visited the laboratory twice, once three months after
marriage (T3) and once 1.5 years after marriage (T9). Of the 221 eligible couples who
initially agreed to participate in the longitudinal study and who received T1
questionnaires, 201 completed at least some T1 questionnaires; 20 eligible couples who
agreed to participate did not ultimately complete T1 questionnaires prior to their wedding
and were excluded from the study. Of the 201 couples who completed at least part of
T1, 178 couples went on to complete T3 questionnaires. Of the 160 couples completing
the first laboratory session at T3, 145 couples provided sufficient T3 data to be included
in this study (i.e., both spouses completed the measures included in this study). Based
on the data available, there were no differences between included and excluded
husbands or wives on T1 measures of neuroticism' (Barrett, Petrides, Eyesenck, &
Eyesenck, 1998) or stress reactivity (Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995). On average,
husbands completed T3 stress reactivity questionnaires 26.4 days (SD = 30.9) before
their scheduled lab session, wives completed T3 stress reactivity questionnaires 31.3
days (SD = 29.4) before the lab session, and on average wives completed T3

guestionnaires before their husbands (t(144) = -3.47, p = .001, d = .58).

At the beginning of the lab session, research assistants (post-BA or graduate-
level psychology students) provided information about the purpose of the lab session
and obtained verbal and written informed consent for the laboratory procedures.
Spouses completed a series of tasks including individual and conjoint interviews,
questionnaires, physical data collection, and marital discussions. Analyses in this study
focus on the two marital discussions designed to elicit spousal support behaviour. As

part of the T3 questionnaires, participants listed up to five current topics of worry and
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rated the severity of each worry. At the end of the individual interviews, research
assistants asked the spouse to choose a topic from their worry list, but excluding topics
that were a source of marital conflict. Example topics that the spouses chose to discuss
included managing family relationships, coping with work-related stress, succeeding in
school-related endeavors, or losing weight. Spouses generally chose the most
distressing area of concern from their T3 list of worries (based on a 1-9 scale where 1 =
“not at all worried” and 9 = “worried a great deal’). Husbands (M = 6.29, SD = 1.66) and
wives (M = 6.50, SD = 1.83) were moderately or greatly worried about their chosen topic,
and there was no difference between husband and wife worry severity. Once spouses
were reunited for the marital discussions, the research assistant confirmed with each
spouse that their topics were not sources of conflict in the marriage. One spouse was
then was randomly chosen to discuss his or her topic first (in the helpee role) in a 7-
minute digitally recorded discussion with the partner (in the helper role), following which
the spouses changed roles and discussed the partner's topic in another 7-minute
digitally recorded discussion. Interviewers told helpee spouses to discuss the worry with
their partners and told helper partners to “respond as you normally would, but you
should be involved in some way in the discussion.” Prior to and after completing each of
the 7-minute discussions, spouses completed short questionnaires that are not the focus

of this study.

Measures

Stress reactivity. The stress subscale of the Depression, Anxiety and Stress

Scale (DASS-Stress; Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995) includes seven items that measure

12



spouses’ physical and emotional reactivity to stress. Respondents rate their stress
reactivity over the past week on a 4-point scale, ranging from “did not apply to me at all”
to “applied to me very much or most of the time.” Sample items include the following
statements: “I found myself getting agitated,” “I| found that | was very irritable,” “l was in a
state of nervous tension” and ‘| found it difficult to relax.” Total scores are derived by
summing responses, and higher scores indicate more frequent or intense reactivity to
stress. The DASS-Stress scale has good psychometric properties and reliably
distinguishes between individuals with lower and higher stress reactivity (Crawford &
Henry, 2003). Coefficient alphas for the DASS~Stress subscale were .78 for husbands

and .90 for wives.

Observed support behaviour. The Social Support Interaction Coding System
(SSICS; Pasch, Harris, Sullivan, & Bradbury, 2004) is a microanalytic coding system of
spousal support. Based on social learning theory and the concepts of reward and
punishment (e.g., Jacobson & Margolin, 1979), the SSICS is used to analyze observed
support behaviours in marital discussions. Seven coders (one graduate student and six
undergraduate psychology students) were trained over 12 weeks on the SSICS. Coders
first read selected articles on microanalytic coding of dyadic communication and
discussed examples of each support behaviour. Next, they independently watched and
coded training tapes from the UCLA Newlywed Project (e.g., Sullivan et al., 2010). Dr.
Kieran Sullivan, who was one of the originators of the coding system, provided email and
in-person consultation on coding-related issues. Deviations in codes between coders
were resolved through group discussion and referring coders to the SSICS manual and

master codes for training tapes. Once training was complete, coders were randomly
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assigned videos. The coders were aware of the topic of the discussion and the role
each spouse was assigned (i.e., helpee or helper), but they were not provided with any
other data or identifying information about the couple, nor were they aware of the

hypotheses of the current study.

Each speaking turn was coded as one of four general categories: positive,
negative, neutral, or off-task. Positive helpee behaviours included behaviours such as
attempts to describe or analyze the problem (e.g., “I'm finding it difficult to manage
things at home with my workload at the office”), asking for help or advice (e.g., “This is
such really tough situation—what do you think | should do?"), or positively responding to
the partner's attempt at support (“That makes me feel so much better to hear you say
that"). Positive helper behaviours were further identified as instrumental support (e.g.,
specific or tangible offers of support such as “Would you like it if | give you a massage
after you come home from work?"), emotional support (e.g., identifying and empathizing
with partner's feelings such as ‘It must feel so exhausting working long hours in that
office”). Positive helper behaviours that could not be classified as either instrumental or
emotional support were classified as other positive support (e.g., analysis of the
problem, acceptance of the partner, or other forms of support such as “Tell me more
about how there’'s no time for a break”). Previous studies indicate few differences
between these types of positive support behaviours in predicting outcomes (e.g.,
Cutrona, 1996; Pasch & Bradbury, 1998; Sullivan et al., 2010), and thus positive helper
behaviours were collapsed across categories to yield a single score of positive helper

behaviour for each spouse.
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Negative helpee behaviours included criticizing the way the helper partner was
supporting the spouse, withdrawing from the discussion, expressing pessimism about
the future, or showing contempt for the partner (e.g., “You're constantly nagging me to
change—this isn't helping me”). Negative helper behaviours included criticizing the
helpee spouse, withdrawing from the discussion, or expressing negative affect

unproductively (e.g., “Just admit it—you're too weak to handle the work demands”).

Neutral helpee or helper behaviors included repeated analyses of the problem
that did not further contribute to understanding of the problem, speech that was difficult
to understand, ambiguous, or too brief to be coded as positive or negative. Off-task
helpee and helper behaviors included talking about matters not relevant to the problem
under discussion (e.g., asking about a mother-in-law’s health during a discussion about

a spouse’s work-related stress).

Coders assigned codes to each speaking turn in the interaction; multiple codes
per speaking turn were not permitted. Proportions of positive helpee, negative helpee,
positive helper and negative helper codes were calculated for each interaction by
summing each spouse’s total score for a given support category and then dividing that
value by the total number of speaking turns for each spouse. Intraclass correlations
indicated adequate interrater reliability for support behaviours (i.e., ICC scores 2 .70;
Nunnelly & Bernstein, 1994). For positive helpee behaviours, coefficients were .76 and
.82 for husbands and wives, respectively. For negative helpee behaviours, coefficients
were .89 and .78 for husbands and wives, respectively. For positive helper behaviours,
coefficients were .71 and .68 for husbands and wives, respectively. For negative helper

behaviours, coefficients were .81 and .92 for husbands and wives, respectively.
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Data Analysis

Hypotheses were tested with path analysis using the SPSS Analysis of Moment
Structures (AMOS) 20.0 software program (Arbuckle, 2011) and the Actor-Partner
Interdependence Model (APIM; Cook & Kenny, 2005), which takes into account spouse
and partner effects simultaneously. All variables were modeled as measured variables.
To test for differences in path coefficients, invariance analyses, which allow for
simultaneous modeling of all variables and comparisons of the relative magnitude of
path coefficients between different models, were conducted. To evaluate the model fit,
three goodness-of-fit indices are presented in addition to the Chi-Square (x?):
Comparative Fit Indices (CFl), Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR), and
Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA). Following the recommendations of
Hu and Bentler (1999), values of .95 or better on the CFI, values below 0.09 on the
SRMR, and values of 0.08 or lower on the RMSEA indicate that the model is a good fit to

the data.
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Results

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

Means and standard deviations for study variables are in Table 1. There were no
demographic differences (i.e., race, education, income, nationality, religion) in the main
study variables. Wives reported higher stress reactivity than husbands (t = 2.18, p = .03,
d = 0.22), and wives engaged in more positive helper behaviours (t = 2.13, p = .03, d =
0.23) and more negative helpee behaviours (t = 2.02, p = .05, d = 0.17) than husbands
during lab sessions. There were no other differences between husbands and wives on

corresponding support behaviours.

Within-spouse correlations are in Table 2. Generally, there were positive within-
spouse associations among positive helpee and helper behaviours, and positive support
behaviours were negatively associated with negative support behaviours. Husbands’
stress reactivity was positively associated with husbands’ negative helper behaviours,
and wives’' stress reactivity was positively associated with wives’ negative helpee
behaviours. All other correlations between stress reactivity and support behaviours were

non-significant.

Cross-spouse correlations are in Table 3. Spouses’' stress reactivity was
positively associated with partners’ stress reactivity but was not associated with partners’

support behaviours. Within discussions, positive helpee behaviours were positively
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associated with positive helper behaviours and negatively associated with negative
helper behaviours. Negative helpee behaviours were positively associated with negative
helper behaviours and negatively associated with positive helper behaviours. Across
discussions, associations between spouses’ and partners’ helpee behaviours or
between spouses’ and partners’ helper behaviours were generally significant and in the
expected direction; for example, spouses’ and partners’ positive helpee behaviours were

positively associated.

Helpee Support Behaviours Predicting Helper Support Behaviours

Before examining individual path coefficients, | assessed the overall goodness-
of-fit of the hypothesized model as in Figure 1. After deleting non-significant paths
(indicated by dashed lines in all figures), revised models were assessed. Fit indices
indicated that the each of the husband (x* (1, N = 145) = 1.16, p = .28, CFl = .99; SRMR
= .02; RMSEA = .03 [90% CI = .00, .23]) and wife models (x? (6, N = 145) = 4.66, p =
.59, CFl = 1.00; SRMR = .03; RMSEA = .00 [90% CI = .00, .09]) was a good fit to the

data.?

After assessing fit indices, | examined whether husbands’ helpee behaviours
predicted wives' helper behaviours (paths a through f in Figure 1). Results are in Figure
2. As expected, husbands’ positive and negative helpee behaviours, and wives’ positive
and negative helper behaviours, were negatively associated. Husbands' positive helpee
behaviours positively predicted wives’' positive helper behaviours. Husbands’ negative

helpee behaviours positively predicted wives’ negative helper behaviours. Contrary to
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prediction, husbands’ positive helpee behaviours positively predicted wives' negative
helpee behaviours. However, the zero-order correlation between husbands’ positive
helpee behaviours and wives’ negative helpee behaviours was negative (see Table 3).
Also contrary to prediction, husbands’ negative helpee behaviours did not predict wives’

positive helper behaviours.

Second, | examined whether wives' helpee behaviours predicted husbands’
helper behaviours (paths a through f in Figure 1). Results are in Figure 3. As expected,
wives’ positive and negative helpee behaviours, and husbands’ positive and negative
helper behaviours, were negatively associated. Wives' positive and negative helpee
behaviours positively predicted husbands’ positive and negative helper behaviours,
respectively. Contrary to prediction, wives' positive and negative helpee behaviours
positively predicted husbands’ negative and positive helper behaviours, respectively.

However, the two related zero-order correlations were negative (see Table 3).

Stress Reactivity as a Predictor of Support Behaviours

Next, | examined whether stress reactivity predicted support behaviours. | first
examined the model for husband worry topic, and whether husbands’ stress reactivity
predicted helpee behaviours and wives’ stress reactivity predicted helper behaviours.
As shown in Figure 2, husbands’ and wives’ stress reactivity did not predict positive or
negative support behaviours. Second, | examined the model for wife worry topic and
whether wives’' stress reactivity predicted helpee behaviours and husbands’ stress

reactivity predicted helper behaviours. As shown in Figure 3, stress reactivity did not
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predict husbands’ or wives’' positive support behaviours (paths g and h). As expected,
husbands’ stress reactivity positively predicted their negative helpee behaviours, and

wives’ stress reactivity positively predicted their negative helper behaviours.

Invariance Analyses of Husband and Wife Worry Topic Models

Next, | used invariance analyses to test whether associations between helpee
and helper behaviours significantly differed depending on whose topic (husband or wife)
was being discussed. Using a univariate procedure, | constrained paths ¢ to e (as in
Figure 1) to be equal across the two models. | then examined the change in chi-square
(Ax?) from the baseline model to the constrained model for each path. Corresponding
paths that were significantly different are indicated by bolded lines and coefficients in

Figures 2b and 3b. Significant Ax? are reported below:; all other Ax? were non-significant.

First, | examined the path from spouses’ positive helpee behaviours to partner's
positive helper behaviours (path ¢ in Figure 1). When constraining the coefficients
between husband and wife worry topic models to be equal, the change in chi-square
was significant (Ay? (Adf =1, N = 145) = 5.28, p = .02, d = 0.39). Results indicated that
the path coefficient in the wife worry topic model (Figure 3b) was stronger and more
positive than the path coefficient in the husband worry topic model (Figure 2b). That is,
when wives described their problems or expressed their worries appropriately, husbands
were more likely to reciprocate with expressions of empathy than when husbands

expressed their worries appropriately and wives were responding.
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Second, | examined the path from spouses’ negative helpee behaviours to
partners’ negative helper behaviours (path e in Figure 1). When constraining the
coefficients between husband and wife worry topic models to be equal, the change in
chi-square was significant (Ay? (Adf = 1, N = 145) = 478, p = .03, d = .37). Results
indicated that the path coefficient in the husband worry topic model (Figure 2b) was
stronger and more positive than the path in the wife worry topic model (Figure 3b). That
is, when husbands were expressing pessimism about the future or demanding help from
wives, wives were more likely to reciprocate with criticism or expressions of contempt
than when wives were expressing pessimism about the future or demanding help and

husbands were responding.

Partners’ Stress Reactivity as a Moderator of the Associations Between
Spouses’ and Partners’ Support Behaviours and Spouses’ Stress

Reactivity and Helpee Behaviours

In the final set of analyses, | examined whether partners’ stress reactivity
moderated associations between spouses’ helpee behaviours and partners’ helper
behaviours (paths c to f) and between spouses’ stress reactivity and helpee behaviours
(paths g and i). | included all paths from the proposed model, including any paths that
were non-significant but not including associations between partner stress reactivity and
helper behaviours (paths h and j). | tested the husband and wife worry topic models
separately. As with the invariance analyses described above, | tested the equivalence of
the paths in two separate models, one in when partners’ stress reactivity was low and

one when partner’s stress reactivity was high. Again using a univariate procedure, |
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examined whether the Ay® was statistically significant at each step to determine the
equivalence of paths across the two models. Figures 4 and 5 present corresponding

paths that were significantly different using bolded lines and coefficients. Significant Ay®

are reported below; all other Ax? were non-significant.

First, | examined the model for husband worry topic and whether wives’ stress
reactivity moderated associations between husbands’ helpee behaviours and wives’
helper behaviours and between husbands’' stress reactivity and husbands’ helpee
behaviours. Results, presented in Figure 4, indicated no significant differences between
path coefficients in the high versus low wife stress reactivity models. Thus, wives’ stress

reactivity did not moderate any of the paths in the model for husband worry topic.

Second, | examined the model for wife worry topic and whether husbands’ stress
reactivity moderated associations between wives' helpee behaviours and husbands’
helper behaviours and between wives’ stress reactivity and wives' helpee behaviours.
Results, presented in Figure 5, indicated that path e (Ax* (Adf=1, N=145) =511, p =
.02, d = .38) and path i (Ax* = 10.58, p = .001; d = .56) significantly differed depending
the level of husbands’ stress reactivity. As expected, when husbands’ stress reactivity
was high, the association between wives’ negative helpee behaviours and husbands’
negative helper behaviours was stronger and more positive than when husbands stress
reactivity was low. That is, when husbands reported more tension or irritability, they
were more likely to respond to wives' criticisms or complaints with withdrawal,
defensiveness, or contempt than when husbands reported less tension or irritability.
However, contrary to prediction, when husbands' stress reactivity was high, the

association between wives’ stress reactivity and wives’ negative helpee behaviour was
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weaker and less positive than when husbands stress reactivity was low. That is, when
husbands reported more tension or irritability, their tense or irritable wives were less
likely to express pessimism or demand support than when husbands reported less

tension or irritability.
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Discussion

In this study, | examined whether the quality of spouses’ helpee behaviours were
associated with their partners’ helper behaviours and whether stress reactivity predicted
spouses’ or partners’ support behaviours. | also examined whether associations
between spouses’ and partners’ support behaviours, or spouses’ stress reactivity and
helpee behaviours, differed depending on whose worry topic (husband or wife) was
being discussed or on partners’ stress reactivity. Results generally supported

hypotheses with some notable exceptions.

First, as expected and consistent with previous research (e.g., Pasch &
Bradbury, 1998), within-spouse associations between positive and negative support
behaviours were negative. That is, when spouses engage in fewer appropriate requests
for help, empathic statements, or offers of tangible assistance, they are more likely to
blame, criticize, or withdraw from the discussion. Furthermore, there was evidence of
positive and negative reciprocity in support discussions. Specifically, when spouses
expressed their worries in helpful ways, their partners tended to respond with empathy
or offers of assistance. When spouses expressed pessimism about the future or
criticized their partners, partners tended to be defensive, withdraw from the
conversation, or express contempt for the spouse. These associations suggest that, in
addition to individual-level predictors of support behaviours, the way in which spouses

and partners collectively engage in support discussions are also important (cf.
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Bodenmann, 2005). In addition, the way in which the dyad coliectively copes with stress
or adversity may help to explain spousal concordance in marital satisfaction (e.g.,
Kurdek, 1999) and mental health issues (e.g., Butterworth & Rodgers, 2006). Contrary
to prediction, positive helpee behaviours positively predicted negative helper behaviours
and for wives, negative helpee behaviours positively predicted husbands’ positive helpee
behaviours. However, as expected the relevant zero-order cross-spouse associations
between positive and negative support behaviours were negative. Thus, these path
coefficients appear to be an artifact of the model when other paths (e.g., within-spouse
associations between positive and negative support behaviours) are taken into account.
Furthermore, any strong interpretations of these results should not be made without

replications in future studies.

Second, | examined whether stress reactivity predicted support behaviours.
Resuits indicated that, as expected, more reported tension or irritability in the days prior
to the support discussions predicted more pessimism, criticism, or withdrawal during
wives’ worry topic discussions. Contrary to prediction, stress reactivity did not predict
positive support behaviours during wife worry topic discussions, nor did it predict any
support behaviours during husband worry topic discussions. This suggests that the
physical and emotional toll of stress is a detrimental factor in support discussions, at
least when wives discuss their worries. It also suggests that when spouses take on
certain roles in marital relationships (i.e., helpee or helper), the degree of frustration,
irritability, or tension may be more salient when wives are expressing worries or
describing problems. This may occur because women’s worries following stressful

events might require more cognitive or emotional resources from both spouses than
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men's worries (e.g., Gitchel, Roessler, & Turner, 2011; Neff & Karney, 2004).
Furthermore, in the current sample wives’ higher stress reactivity may have been more
- salient and thus detrimental to support discussions when were discussfng their own
(rather than their husbands’) worries. Thus, husbands and wives may have greater
difficulty managing negative cognitions and emotions when stress reactivity is high

during wife, rather than husband, worry topic discussions.

Third, | examined whether the relative strength of the associations between
helpee and helper support behaviours was dependent on whose worry topic (husband or
wife) was being discussed. Results indicated that when wives engaged in more
appropriate requests for help or analysis of the problem, husbands were more likely to
respond with empathy or helpful advice than when husbands requested help
appropriately and wives were responding. In addition, when wives discussed their
worries and engaged in more expressions of criticism or pessimism, husbands were less
likely to respond with defensiveness or contempt than when husbands discussed their
worries and expressed criticism or pessimism with wives responding. It may be that the
demand-withdraw pattern of negative communication observed in marital conflict (e.g.,
Christensen & Heavey, 1990) is less likely to occur in support discussions when wives
are in the helpee role than when husbands are in the helpee role. That is, it is possible
that wives' non-marital worries (and related criticisms of husbands’ attempts at support)
are not as strongly linked to husbands’ esteem needs or self-worth as husbands’ worry
topics (e.g., Sharabi & Harpaz, 2011). For example, husbands may be less likely to be
defensive when wives criticize the way husbands are supporting them than when wives

criticize the way in which husbands are coping with job-related stress. Thus, husbands
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may take less defensive postures when wives criticize or demand help during wife worry
topic discussions. Taken together, these results contradict the marital support gap
hypothesis (e.g., Belle, 1982; Steil, 2000) and suggest that husbands are more
appropriately responsive, and better able to inhibit negative responses, than wives. One
explanation for this discrepancy is that whereas the quality of support is generally similar
between husbands and wives in observed support discussions (e.g., Sullivan et al,,
2010; Verhofstadt et al., 2007), wives may have more need for support than husbands
(e.g., Edwards, Nazroo, & Brown, 1998), leading to differences in perceptions of partner
support. Thus, while the frequency or quality of support may be similar between
husbands and wives, wives may be less satisfied with the amount of support received

from husbands (e.g., Lawrence et al., 2008).

Finally, | examined whether helper stress reactivity moderated associations
between helpee and helper support behaviours, and between helpee stress reactivity
and helpee support behaviours. First, results indicated that when wives discussed their
worries, husbands’ stress reactivity moderated associations between wives’' negative
helpee behaviours and husbands' negative helper behaviours. Specifically, when
husbands were more tense or irritable, they were more likely to reciprocate wives’
criticisms or demands for help with defensiveness, contempt, or withdrawing than when
husbands were less tense or irritable. This suggests that husbands may have more
difficulties inhibiting negative reactions to wives’ demands for help when husbands are
more agitated or frustrated, perhaps because cognitive or emotional resources (e.g.,
Neff & Karney, 2004) or emotion regulation skills (e.g., Fruzzetti & |verson, 2006)

required to inhibit negative reactions may diminish, making it more likely that husbands
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respond negatively. Second, husbands’ stress reactivity moderated the positive
association between wives’ stress reactivity and wives’ negative helpee behaviours.
However, contrary to prediction the association became weaker and less positive when
husbands’ stress reactivity was high rather than low. This suggests that tense or irritable
wives are less likely to demand help or express pessimism when their husbands are
more tense or irritable. While counterintuitive, it may be that these tense or irritable
wives are engaging in perspective-taking—they may empathize with their already
cognitively and emotionally taxed husbands, and therefore inhibit demands for help as to
not place any added burden on their tense husbands. They may also be wary of
engaging in negative exchanges with their already taxed or tense husbands.
Regardless, this finding should be replicated before strong interpretations are made

regarding wives’ stress reactivity and support-seeking behaviours.

Strengths and Limitations

There are several design and data analytic advantages to the study. First, the
sample size allowed for detection of medium or large effect sizes (Cohen, 1995).
Second, the observation and coding of spousal support behaviours observed in the lab
session allowed for a more direct test of dyadic coping (e.g., Bodenmann, 2005) than the
sampling of spouses and their partners together through other means (e.g., concurrent
self-report data or structured interviews). Third, the use of multi-method data (i.e., self-
report and observational data) provided for a better operationalization of study variables
(e.g., Brewer & Hunter, 2005). Specifically, observations of spousal support may

produce better measures of support quality than self-report surveys, which are prone to
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response biases. Conversely, self-report data may better represent the internal
experiences of stress reactivity (emotional and physiological) that otherwise may be
difficult to measure objectively. Fourth, the use of simultaneous path models and the
APIM approach (e.g., Cook & Kenny, 2005) better account for the dependency of data

between spouses over conventional methods (e.g., multiple regression).

Despite these advantages, results should be interpreted in light of several
limitations. First, regarding the method, the couples were not randomly selected from
the local population of engaged couples. In Canada, information regarding marriage
licenses is not publicly available, and thus researchers cannot obtain a potentially
random sample of all couples in a given geographical area. However, participants in this
study comprise a relatively diverse group of people culturally and economically, which
may render these findings more generalizable than previous marital studies that have
almost exclusively focused on relatively well-off Caucasian samples. Second, the
design of the study is cross-sectional, which precludes causal claims. Although stress
reactivity was assessed in the days prior to support discussions, it does not preclude the
possibility that the observed support behaviours reflect an ongoing shared history of
support interactions which may have caused the supposed predictors. Third, couples
completed the questionnaires and support interactions during the first few months of
marriage when couples tend to be relatively more satisfied and supportive (e.g. Kurdek,
2005), and results may be less generalizable to more established couples. Fourth, the
variability in negative support behaviours was relatively small. Thus, it may have been
difficult to detect significant findings within the sample that may otherwise be present in

the population of married couples in North America.
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Implications and Conclusion

Results from this study may help clinicians to make informed decisions when
treating distressed spouses. For example, it may be that a focus on self-care strategies
or emo}tion regulation early in therapy (e.g., Christensen, Jacobsen, & Babcock, 1995),
particularly when wives need to share their worries with husbands, may be a priority
before communication-based interventions can begin. Alternatively, it may be helpful for
clinicians to focus on how both spouses can engage in more adaptive support
behaviours, or perhaps recommend different coping strategies for each spouse when
one spouse is agitated or irritable (e.g., emotion regulation) while the partner is not (e.g.,
empathy skills). Clinicians may also wish to provide additional support when spouses
take on certain roles in marital discussions (e.g., when discussing husbands’ worries) or
with individual spouses in certain dyadic contexts (e.g., when tense husbands are

responding to wives' worries).

On a final note, some marital researchers conceptualize dyadic coping through
gender-based hypotheses. Whether studying spousal support through the prism of the
marital support gap hypothesis (e.g., Steil, 2000), marital conflict within the demand-
withdraw pattern (e.g., Noller, 1993), or intimate partner violence using a patriarchal
perspective (e.g., Kernsmith, 2005), gender paradigms may lead to conclusions that are
either simplistic or incompatible with other perspectives or empirical studies (e.g.,
Bartholomew & Cobb, 2011; Christensen & Heavey, 1990; Sullivan et al., 2010). This
study demonstrates that a stronger focus on individual (e.g., stress reactivity), dyadic
(e.g., positive and negative reciprocity), situational (e.g., helpee and helper roles), and

contextual factors (e.g., stressful events) may faciltate more complete
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conceptualizations of spousal support and help to explain differences in marital
outcomes (e.g., Pasch & Bradbury, 1998). Researchers must understand the roles
these factors play within the dyad and ultimately how couples collectively cope with

adversity in marriage.
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Footnotes

1. In a separate set of analyses, | included T1 neuroticism (Barrett et al., 1998) as a
control variable to examine whether individual differences in personality (i.e.,
emotional lability) may be a factor in observed support behaviours (Pasch et al.,
1997). The results from these analyses were similar to the results in the current
study and thus neuroticism was not included as a control variable in the current

study.

2. | also examined an alternate model in which helper support behaviours predicted
helpee support behaviours (i.e., arrowheads reversed for paths ¢ - f in Figure 1). Fit
indices for husband (x* (1, N = 145) = .11, p = .74, CFl = 1.00; SRMR = .01: RMSEA
= .00 [90% CI = .00, .16]) and wife worry topic models (x* (6, N = 145) =3.42, p =
.75, CFl = 1.00; SRMR = .04; RMSEA = .00 [90% CI = .00, .08]) suggest that this
alternate model fits the data at least as well as the hypothesized model. It is
probably most accurate to suggest that spousal support interactions are
interdependent and therefore bidirectional (cf. Bodenmann, 2005). However, there
were insufficient degrees of freedom to construct the model using a bidirectional
framework. In determining which path to use in constructing the hypothesized
model, | reasoned that spouses generally provide support-seeking cues first (e.g.,
expressing stress or worry nonverbally; talking about the problem directly) before
their partners attempt to respond. Thus, | concluded that the hypothesized model as

in Figure 1, on a conceptual level, was more appropriate than the alternate model.
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Table 1. Means and Standard Deviations of Stress Reactivity and Support Behaviours

Husbands Wives
M SD M SD
Stress Reactivity 3.37* 3.29 4.15* 3.71
Positive Helper Behaviour 0.49* 0.21 0.54* 0.22
Positive Helpee Behaviour 0.53 0.23 0.52 0.21
Negative Helper Behaviour 0.07 0.11 0.05 0.11
Negative Helpee Behaviour 0.04* 0.09 0.06* 0.14

Notes. N = 145 husbands and wives.

* Indicates the mean difference between husbands and wives was significant (p < .05).
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Table 2. Within-Spouse Correlations Among Stress Reactivity and Support Behaviours

Stress Reactivity Positive Helpee Negative Helpee Positive Helper Negative Helper
Stress Reactivity - .02 .32* .04 .05
Positive Helpee -.09 - -41* .26** -.30**
Negative Helpee .06 -.36** - -.34** 49
Positive Helper -.03 .25%* | -1 - -.46**
Negative Helper 19* -.18* .34** -.51** -

Note: Correlations for husbands are below the diagonal and correlations for wives are above the diagonal.

*p<.05. *p<.01.
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Table 3. Cross-Spouse Correlations Among Stress Reactivity and Support Behaviours

Wife
Stress Reactivity Positive Helpee Negative Helpee Positive Helper Negative Helper
Husband
Stress Reactivity .24** .03 .03 -1 13
Positive Helpee -.03 27 -12 .68** -.26**
Negative Helpee 13 -.36** 48** -.18* .34**
Positive Helper .06 .25** -15 21 -.22*
Negative Helper -.03 -.18* .35* -12 22

*p<.05. **p<.01.
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Figure 1. Hypothesized Path Model
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Figure 2. Original and Revised Models of Husbands’ Helpee Behaviours and Husbands’ and Wives’ Stress
Reactivity Predicting Wives’ Helper Behaviours

A. Husband Worry Topic (Original Mode!) B. Husband Worry Topic (Revised Modes!)
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Nofe. Non-significant paths are indicated by dashed lines.
Bolded lines indicate the corresponding paths between husband and wife models in Figures 2 and 3 significantly differ.




Predicting Husbands’ Helper Behaviours

A Wife Worry Topic (Original Mode!)

Figure 3. Original and Revised Models of Wives’ Helpee Behaviours and Wives’ and Husbands’ Stress Reactivity

8. Wife Worry Topic (Revised Modei)
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Note Non-significant paths are indicated by dashed lines.

Bolded lines indicate the corresponding paths between husband and wife models in Figures 2 and 3 significantly differ.




Figure 4. Wives’ Stress Reactivity as a Moderator of the Associations between Husbands’ Stress Reactivity and

Helpee Support Behaviors and Husband Helpee and Wife Helper Support Behaviours

A Wile Low Stress Reactivily
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Note. Non-significant paths are indicated by dashed lines.

Bolded lines indicate that the paths differ between the two models.




Figure 5. Husbands’ Stress Reactivity as a Moderator of the Associations between Wives’ Stress Reactivity and

Helpee Support Behaviors and Wife Helpee and Husband Helper Support Behaviours

A. Husband Low Stress Reactivity
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Bolded lines indicate that the paths differ between the two models.
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