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Abstract

This study clarifies within-family and between-family links between marital functioning and child 

wellbeing. Expanding on existing prospective research, this study tests whether changes in 

parents’ marital functioning are associated with corresponding changes in their children’s 

wellbeing, independent from associations that exist when comparing different families. 

Participants (N = 1033) were members of married, opposite-sex couples with children who 

participated in five waves of a larger study of marriage in the U.S. Army. Spouses’ constructive 

communication, verbal conflict, and marital satisfaction each showed between-family associations 

with parent-reported child internalizing and externalizing problems. In contrast, within-family 

associations were significant only for parents’ communication behaviors. That is, parents who 

reported lower levels of marital satisfaction also reported lower child wellbeing, whereas change 

in parents’ communication was associated with change in child wellbeing over time. Isolating 

within-family effects is important for understanding marital and child functioning and for 

identifying potential targets for effective intervention.
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A large body of research spanning several decades links parents’ marital functioning to the 

wellbeing of their children (e.g., Amato & Sobolewski, 2001; Cummings & Davies, 2011; 

Emery, 1982; Kelly, 2000). High marital conflict and low satisfaction are associated with, 

for example, less family cohesion (Katz & Woodin, 2002), increased emotional and 

behavioral problems (Fishman & Meyers, 2000; Frankel, Umemura, Jacobvitz, & Hazen, 

2015), and lower academic achievement (Timmons & Margolin, 2014) among children. 

Similar links are found across different cultures and family structures (Leidy & Parke, 2009; 

Orme & Buehler, 2001; Stutzman, Miller, & Houist, 2004).

Although the association between marital quality and children’s adjustment is well-

documented, a more nuanced understanding of precisely how they are interrelated remains 

to be discovered (Fincham & Osborne, 1993; Heinrichs, Cronrath, Degen, & Snyder, 2010; 

Zimet & Jacob, 2002). Most commonly in the literature, prospective designs have been used 

to show temporal precedence from earlier marital functioning to later child adjustment. A 

number of studies have demonstrated links between marital conflict or quality measured at 

an earlier wave of data collection and children’s internalizing, externalizing, school, and 

social difficulties measured at a later wave, and have explored explanatory variables such as 

parenting processes (Schoppe-Sullivan, Schermerhorn, & Cummings, 2007), children’s 

emotional security (Cummings, Schermerhorn, Davies, Goeke-Morey, & Cummings, 2006), 

attachment (Brock & Kochanska, 2015), self-efficacy (Fosco & Feinberg, 2015), threat 

appraisals (Grych, Harold, & Miles, 2003), or cortisol reactivity (Davies, Sturge-Apple, 

Cicchetti, & Cummings, 2007).

These studies generally show that families whose parents who start off with worse marital 

functioning tend to have children with poorer adjustment later on. The strongest prospective 

studies also control for the autoregressive effect of children’s adjustment at the time of the 

first data collection, and so demonstrate that lower marital functioning predicts a greater 

degree of decline in children’s wellbeing. However, even the highest-quality prospective 

research essentially uses a between-subjects comparison (for further discussion, see 

Fincham, Grych, & Osborne, 1994). In other words, these designs show differential change 

in children’s wellbeing between families with higher parent marital quality and those with 

lower marital quality. Prospective methods do not account for changes in marital functioning 

over time or demonstrate that changes in marital functioning are linked with changes in 

children’s adjustment. Such an analysis requires isolating within-subject effects, which is 

our aim in the current study.

The distinction between within-subject and between-subjects effects is a fundamental aspect 

of psychological statistics (for an excellent review, see Curran & Bauer, 2011). Between-

subject effects reflect differences between different individuals, often based on group 

membership (e.g., high-conflict or low-conflict couples; well-adjusted or poorly-adjusted 

children). Importantly, because these group differences can be explained by a number of 

external variables (commonly demographic, environmental, or selection effects), it is not 
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advisable to assume that between-subject differences will also correspond to within-subject 

changes over time. This error has been referred to as the ecological fallacy. For example, we 

cannot assume that differences in the adjustment of children of higher-conflict compared to 

lower-conflict couples (a between-subject comparison) will also predict that reducing one 

particular couple’s conflict will improve their children’s adjustment (a within-subject 

comparison). Instead, specific within-subject analyses are necessary in order to test 

hypotheses about how individuals, couples, or families change over time. When these two 

types of effects are not statistically separated, results from analyses show both effects pooled 

together (Curran & Bauer, 2011), which limits the conceptual inferences that can be made 

about how marital and child functioning are related and how they may change together over 

time.

We argue that within-subject (or, in this case, within-family) effects are the effects of most 

interest with regard to the potential for intervention. Researchers and public policy makers 

have become interested in the potential of marital interventions to also improve the 

wellbeing of children (Cowan & Cowan, 2014; Feinberg & Kan, 2008; Lundquist et al., 

2014; Wood, Moore, Clarkwest, & Killewald, 2014; Zemp, Milek, Cummings, Cina, & 

Bodenmann, 2015). This broad approach to intervention targets children’s problems 

indirectly by improving couple functioning, particularly with regard to communication and 

conflict management. Within-family longitudinal analyses can identify promising targets for 

marital interventions, because these aspects of couple functioning should show 

corresponding changes with children’s adjustment over time within the same family.

Several studies are noteworthy for using longitudinal methods to directly test how marital 

and child functioning change together over time within families. Cui, Conger, and Lorenz 

(2005) used latent growth-curve models (LGCM) to show that changes in parents’ marital 

conflict and marital distress preceded changes in their teenage children’s positive affect, 

emotional symptoms, and conduct problems over four waves in a lagged longitudinal design. 

Kouros, Cummings, and Davies (2010) extended the research of Cui et al. (2005), using a 

parallel process LGCM to show associated changes in interparental conflict and children’s 

externalizing problems, and also demonstrating that these early trajectories predicted 

children’s social competency five years later. Although both these studies represent a 

substantial innovation over cross-sectional and prospective research, some important 

limitations exist. First, the studies use the average of mothers’ and fathers’ reports instead of 

using more sophisticated dyadic analyses. Second, the growth curve models used constrain 

estimation of the changes in marital and child functioning to be unidirectional, and are not 

sensitive to ups and downs in these variables over time. Most importantly for our purposes, 

these analyses did not statistically separate within-family from between-family effects, so 

the results reflect both types of effects pooled together.

Most recently, Goeke-Morey, Papp, and Cummings (2013) used multilevel modeling in the 

only study to our knowledge to statistically disaggregate within-family change processes 

from overall between-family differences. Their study showed that increases in exposure to 

interparental conflict were related to increases in children’s self-blame and threat appraisals, 

and that these within-family effects held when controlling for between-family effects. 

Because the primary focus of this study was on sensitization of children’s emotional and 
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cognitive reactions to their parents’ conflict, the study measures were not ideal for 

answering the question of how marital functioning is associated with children’s wellbeing 

more broadly. The study also aggregated across both parents’ and the child’s report of 

marital conflict rather than using multilevel or nested models to account for interdependence 

within a family.

Thus, the current study proposes to extend prior research by using longitudinal analyses that 

can accurately disaggregate within-family from between-family effects (Curran & Bauer, 

2011; Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002), which we believe is an essential task for answering the 

central questions of family researchers. These analyses can more directly test for evidence 

supporting the assumption underlying intervention: that enacting changes in the parents’ 

relationship will yield corresponding benefit for children. The current study also uses 

optimal dyadic analyses for data from couples, retaining individual responses for each 

spouse while also accounting for their interdependence (Kenny, Kashy, & Cook, 2006). We 

included several measures of marital functioning assessing conflict, communication, and 

overall satisfaction, as well as both internalizing and externalizing children’s problems at 

five different assessments over time.

Using these five waves of data, we aimed to test whether marital and child functioning 

demonstrate significant within-family associations over time after controlling for between-

family differences. Because we cannot predict the null hypothesis, our default hypothesis 

was that we would find both within-family and between-family effects for all comparisons. 

Significant within-family effects would indicate that child wellbeing changes over time in 

accordance with changes in marital functioning. This would suggest that those particular 

aspects of marital functioning may be promising targets for intervention research and would 

lend support for further investigating a causal relationship and mechanism. If, on the other 

hand, within-family effects were not significant, this would suggest that the associations 

found in prior research reflect differences between different families, and do not provide 

evidence for changes within families.

Method

Participants and Procedures

The current study involves a secondary analysis of data from a larger randomized controlled 

trial testing the impact of a relationship education intervention, PREP for Strong Bonds, 

delivered to couples by U.S. Army chaplains. See Stanley et al. (2014) for a detailed review 

of procedures, participants, and the intervention. Briefly, couples were recruited from two 

U.S. Army sites (Fort Campbell, Tennessee and Fort Benning, Georgia) in 2006 and 2007 

using brochures, media stories, posters, and referrals from Army chaplains. Interested 

couples contacted the study team and were screened and assigned to a study cohort. To be 

eligible for the study, couples had to be married, age 18 or older, and fluent in English, with 

at least one spouse in active duty with the Army. Only the husband was in the Army for 

91.1% of couples in the study, both spouses for 6.9%, and only the wife for 1.9%. Both 

partners in each participating couple completed a baseline assessment between March 2007 

and September 2008, and were then randomly assigned to either the PREP intervention or 

control (treatment as usual, or TAU) condition within their study cohort. Following the 
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intervention, both PREP and TAU participants completed assessments again. Approximately 

every six months subsequently, each participant completed measures via an online or mailed 

survey. The current analyses used data collected from baseline through the third follow-up 

assessment, spanning a total of 19 months on average. The response rate in this study was 

high; participants in the current sample completed an average of 4.7 total assessments out of 

5, with 95.3% completing at least 3 of 5 assessments.

The sample used in the current study included all married individuals in the larger study who 

reported both their children’s wellbeing and their own marital functioning during at least one 

assessment. Participants without children between the ages of 4 and 18 were excluded. 

Parents could report on any children living in their home, including biological and non-

biological children. Approximately 9% of the sample divorced during the study timeframe, 

and participants stopped providing data on the relevant variables once their marriages ended. 

In all, 528 couples were represented by at least one partner in these analyses, with a total of 

1033 individuals (522 or 50.5% husbands). At baseline, participants were married for an 

average of 6.0 years (SD = 4.7), and the marriage targeted in this study was a first marriage 

for 74.5% of participants. The average age of the sample was 29.1 years (SD = 5.8). In terms 

of race, this sample was 0.9% Asian American, 10.4% Black or African American, 11.8% 

Hispanic or Latino, 1.5% Native American or American Indian, 1.0% Pacific Islander, and 

70.2% White; 4.0% reported mixed racial/ethnic background, and less than 1% did not 

report race or ethnicity. Participants had completed an average of 13.5 years of education 

(SD = 2.1); 62.2% had received a high school diploma or equivalent, and an additional 

34.9% had an associate or higher degree. The median annual household income range for 

couples was $40,000 to $49,999 (IQR = $30,000 – $69,999).

Measures

Child internalizing and externalizing problems—Child internalizing and 

externalizing problems were assessed using 10 items from the Behavior Problems Index 

(Guttmannova, Szanyi, & Cali, 2008; Peterson & Zill, 1986), a targeted parent-report 

measure of child difficulties adapted from the Child Behavior Checklist (Achenbach, 1999). 

The questions assess parents’ concerns about both internalizing and externalizing difficulties 

in any of their children between 4 and 18 years old. This measure aggregates across all 

children in a family, consistent with other research focused on parents’ overall concerns 

about their children within a family context (Plaisier et al., 2008; Shapiro & Stewart, 2011; 

Sheppard, 2010). This allowed us to best capture parents’ general sense of their children’s 

wellbeing, rather than choosing a particular child to ask about based on birth order or other 

criteria unrelated to our research question. Parents rated each item, phrased “One or more of 

my children…” followed by target behaviors such as “is disobedient at home” and “seems 

withdrawn and moody,” on a scale from 1 (Not True) to 3 (Always True). Scores were an 

average of items within each scale. Internal consistency was acceptable in this sample at the 

baseline assessment for the internalizing scale (α = .70; M = 1.20, SD = 0.36) and good for 

the externalizing scale (α = .83; M = 1.61, SD =0.50). Ratings of children’s internalizing 

and externalizing problems were significantly correlated at baseline (r = .58 for fathers and .

49 for mothers, ps < .01).

Knopp et al. Page 5

J Marriage Fam. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2018 April 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



Constructive communication—From the larger Communication Skills Test (Saiz & 

Jenkins, 1995), 10 items were used to measure spouses’ perceptions of how well they 

communicate, such as, “When discussing issues, I allow my spouse to finish talking before I 

respond,” and “When our discussions begin to get out of hand, we agree to stop them and 

talk later.” Items were scored from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 7 (Strongly Agree); scores were 

averaged, with higher scores indicating better use of positive communication skills. Studies 

support the general reliability and validity of this measure (e.g., Stanley et al., 2001, 2005), 

and internal consistency in this sample at baseline was good (α = .81; M = 4.05, SD = 1.16).

Verbal conflict—The five-item version of the Communication Danger Signs Scale 

(Stanley, Markman, & Whitton, 2002) assessed verbal conflict behaviors, including 

escalation, invalidation, negative interpretation, and withdrawal (e.g., “Little arguments 

escalate into ugly fights with accusations, criticisms, name calling, or bringing up past 

hurts,” “When we have a problem to solve, it’s like we’re on opposite teams”). Participants 

rated each item on a scale from 1 (Never or Almost Never) to 3 (Frequently). A mean score 

was used in these analyses, with higher values reflecting more verbal conflict. Forms of this 

measure have demonstrated convergence with other theoretically related constructs (e.g., 

Stanley et al., 2005). Internal consistency in this sample at baseline was good (α = .81; M = 
1.92, SD = 0.53).

Marital satisfaction—Global marital satisfaction was measured with the Kansas Marital 

Satisfaction Scale (KMS; Schumm et al., 1986). Participants rated three items assessing 

satisfaction with the marriage, the partner as a spouse, and the relationship with the spouse 

on a scale of 1 (Extremely Dissatisfied) to 7 (Extremely Satisfied). Marital satisfaction 

scores were averaged, with higher scores indicating greater satisfaction. Other research has 

demonstrated strong reliability and validity for this scale (Schumm et al., 1986), and internal 

consistency in the current sample at baseline was excellent (α = .94; M = 5.66, SD = 1.24).

At baseline, the three marital functioning variables were all correlated significantly 

(mothers’ |r|s = .54 to .67, fathers’ |r|s = .52 to .63, all ps < .01) and in expected directions 

(i.e., verbal conflict correlated negatively with constructive communication and marital 

satisfaction).

Data Analytic Plan

To test within- and between-family effects of marital functioning on child internalizing and 

externalizing problems, four-level multilevel models were used, with time nested within 

individuals, individuals within couples, and couples within study cohorts. Time was 

measured in months since the baseline assessment. We tested three models with child 

internalizing problems as the dependent variable, one for the association with each marital 

functioning variable (constructive communication, verbal conflict, and marital satisfaction). 

We also tested three models predicting child externalizing problems from each marital 

variable. To further test the specificity of effects, two follow-up models including all three 

marital functioning variables simultaneously were also tested. This provided a more 

stringent test of the within-family hypotheses by allowing us to test whether each aspect of 
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marital functioning uniquely predicted child wellbeing after accounting for the effects of the 

other marital functioning variables.

To separate within-family effects from between-family effects, we used the basic structure 

suggested by Raudenbush and Bryk (2002). At Level 1 of the multilevel models, we 

included the time-varying marital functioning variable. This was centered around each 

individual’s mean score on that variable (i.e., person-mean centered) in order to remove the 

effect of differences in average levels of marital functioning; accordingly, Level 1 includes 

within-family effects only. At Level 2, we included the person-mean of the marital 

functioning variable in order to model between-family effects.

We adjusted these models if the time-varying covariates (i.e., the marital functioning 

variables) drifted over time, in accordance with methods suggested by Curran and Bauer 

(2011). Constructive communication significantly increased and verbal conflict significantly 

decreased over time (ps < .05). Accordingly, we “detrended” the scores for these variables 

by regressing them onto time (grand-mean centered) separately for each participant and 

retaining each participant’s residual scores, which removes the effect of linear change over 

time in the marital communication variables. When it is not accounted for, this linear change 

over time can produce biased estimates of the within-person effects (Curran & Bauer, 2011). 

Thus, for constructive communication and verbal conflict, we used residualized scores 

instead of centered raw scores at Level 1, and the person-specific intercepts for these 

variables instead of person-means at Level 2. Marital satisfaction did not show a significant 

linear trend over time, indicating that detrending is not necessary, so we used original scores 

in models testing marital satisfaction.

Because child internalizing problems significantly increased over time, models predicting 

the outcome of child internalizing problems included a variable coding time at Level 1. The 

first equation at each level was modeled as random, which allowed intercepts to vary 

between participants. The models predicting child internalizing problems were defined as 

follows:

In these models, (CHILD)tijk is child internalizing problems reported by each parent at each 

time point; (TIME)tijk is time measured in months since the baseline assessment, grand-

mean centered; (MARITALw)tijk is the within-family component of the relevant marital 
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functioning variable(s) for each person at each time point; and (MARITALb)ijk is the 

between-family component of the marital functioning variable(s) for each person. There are 

four fixed effects modeled: δ0000 represents the overall level of child problems at baseline; 

δ2000 represents the overall average rate of change in child problems over time; δ0100 

represents the between-family association between parents’ average marital functioning and 

reported child problems; and δ1000 represents the within-family association between changes 

in parents’ marital functioning and changes in child problems over time. The latter two fixed 

effects, δ0100 and δ1000, represent tests of our hypotheses about between-family and within-

family associations, respectively.

Preliminary analyses indicated that child externalizing problems did not significantly 

increase or decrease over time. Therefore, accounting for the effect of time on child 

externalizing problems is not necessary, and the models for child externalizing problems do 

not include a variable coding time at Level 1. Otherwise, the models and fixed effects for 

child externalizing problems are the same as those for child internalizing problems.

Results

Results from analyses predicting children’s internalizing problems are shown in the top of 

Table 1. All three measures of marital functioning demonstrated significant between-family 

effects with children’s internalizing symptoms, such that parents reporting less constructive 

communication, more verbal conflict, and lower marital satisfaction on average reported 

higher overall internalizing symptoms among their children. Within-family effects were 

significant for constructive communication, indicating that when parents reported increasing 

constructive communication, they also reported decreasing children’s internalizing 

problems. There were no within-family effects of either marital satisfaction or verbal 

conflict with internalizing problems.

When all three marital functioning variables were included in a single model, only marital 

satisfaction remained significant at the between-family level (b = −0.037, SE = 0.010, p < .

001). None of the within-family associations remained significant at p < .05, although the 

within-family effect for constructive communication was marginally significant (b = −0.015, 

SE = .009, p = .080), mirroring the pattern of findings from the individual models.

Results for child externalizing problems are shown in the bottom of Table 1. All three 

measures of marital functioning demonstrated significant between-family effects on 

children’s externalizing symptoms in expected directions. In terms of within-family effects, 

parents’ declining constructive communication and increasing verbal conflict were 

significantly associated with corresponding increases in reported child externalizing 

symptoms over time. Marital satisfaction showed no within-family effects on child 

externalizing problems.

In the larger model including all three marital functioning variables, marital satisfaction (b = 

−0.050, SE = 0.013, p < .001) and verbal conflict (b = −0.070, SE = 0.023, p = .002) were 

significant at the between-family level. For within-family effects, both verbal conflict (b = 

0.043, SE = 0.023, p = .057) and constructive communication (b = −0.019, SE = 0.010, p = .
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054) remained marginally significant, reflecting the same pattern of results as the individual 

models.

In follow-up analyses, we tested for moderation by parent gender, length of marriage, and 

the study intervention group, but none of these post-hoc tests were significant after 

Bonferroni correction.

Discussion

The current study demonstrates that statistically separating within-family changes from 

between-family differences can provide important knowledge about the link between marital 

and child functioning – our findings showed that these two types of effects do not 

necessarily tell the same story. Our results indicated that there were significant between-

family associations between all three aspects of parents’ marital functioning and their ratings 

of internalizing and externalizing problems in their children. However, not all of these 

aspects of marital functioning showed significant within-family links with children’s 

wellbeing over time, which suggests that interpretations about the nature of the association 

differ depending on the type of effect found.

In terms of the between-family associations, parents who reported less constructive 

communication, more negative communication, and lower marital satisfaction in general 

also reported a higher level of internalizing and externalizing problems among their children. 

These findings are consistent with existing cross-sectional and prospective research: poor 

marital functioning seems to be a risk factor for children’s concurrent or subsequent 

adjustment (e.g., Cummings & Davies, 2002; Fishman & Meyers, 2000). When testing for 

unique variance with all predictors in a single model, between-family links between marital 

functioning and reports of children’s emotional problems were driven by perceptions of 

marital satisfaction rather than by how parents communicate or fight, whereas links with 

reports of children’s behavioral problems were uniquely explained by both lower satisfaction 

and higher conflict.

Evidence of within-family effects was more limited. For internalizing problems, only 

increasing constructive marital communication was related to decreasing emotional 

problems among children within a family. Decreases in child externalizing problems, 

however, were significantly related within families to both increasing constructive 

communication and decreasing verbal conflict among parents. Although results from the two 

models testing the unique within-family contributions of each marital functioning variable 

all dropped to nonsignificance, suggesting that our data lack sufficient power to detect these 

unique effects, the pattern of findings for within-family effects was the same as in the 

individual models.

Because prior research on the association between marital functioning and children’s 

adjustment has not differentiated between within-family and between-family effects, it is 

difficult to compare these findings to other similar studies. The between-family findings 

seem broadly consistent with prior research that shows the strongest links with internalizing 

problems for domains of marital functioning that relate to covert, rather than overt, 
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dysfunction (Kelly, 2000), and which demonstrates that conflict and hostility tend to predict 

externalizing problems most strongly (Katz & Woodin, 2002). Our within-family results are 

not consistent with implications drawn from prior studies that children’s internalizing 

symptoms are worsened specifically by interparental conflict and hostility (Ablow, Measelle, 

Cowan, & Cowan, 2009; Brock & Kochanska, 2015; Cummings et al., 2006; Grych et al., 

2003) or that both internalizing and externalizing symptoms are exacerbated by declining 

marital quality or satisfaction (Benzies, Harrison, & Magill-Evans, 2004; Feldman, Wentzel, 

Weinberger, & Munson, 1990; Fishman & Meyers, 2000; Leidy & Parke, 2009).

Because these prior studies have used cross-sectional or prospective designs rather than 

longitudinal within-family designs, results from the current study suggest that some of the 

significant associations observed in prior studies may be due to between-family effects only; 

that is, they demonstrate differential risk of children’s emotional and behavioral problems 

based on the quality of a couple’s marital functioning, but not that changes in their marital 

functioning will predict corresponding changes in their children’s wellbeing. Thus, the 

current study highlights the value of separating within-family effects from between-family 

differences: doing so is important in order to avoid mistakenly drawing conclusions about 

how changes in dimensions of marital functioning within families might impact child 

behavior in those families over time, when the findings may truly reflect only differences 

between families and perhaps do not contain information about the potential for change 

within a family.

Separating within-family from between-family effects can also inform empirical targets for 

family-based intervention strategies. Cowan and Cowan (2014) point out that to date, almost 

all research linking relationship functioning to children’s wellbeing is cross-sectional, and 

the few couples’ intervention studies that have also measured child outcomes show mixed 

results (Cowan & Cowan, 2000; Cummings, Faircloth, Mitchell, Cummings, & 

Schermerhorn, 2008; Feinberg, Kan, & Goslin, 2009; Lundquist et al., 2014; Shapiro, 

Nahm, Gottman, & Content, 2011; Wood, Moore, Clarkwest, & Killewald, 2014). Although 

intervention studies using a true experimental design are necessary to definitively 

demonstrate a causal link between marital and child functioning, the longitudinal approach 

used here may help to explain the existing mixed findings as well as to highlight the most 

useful targets for future intervention studies.

Our findings offer some limited support to arguments advanced by other researchers that 

marital communication, both constructive and destructive, may have the most direct links 

with children’s wellbeing within families. In separate models, we found significant within-

family effects only for parents’ communication, and not for general perceptions of marital 

satisfaction. It may be the case that communication skills are especially promising targets for 

interventions aimed at ameliorating the impact of marital discord on children. However, 

analyses including all domains of marital functioning were unable to detect the unique 

effects of each domain, so we cannot draw firm conclusions about the relative contributions 

of each facet of marital functioning toward changes in the wellbeing of children in a family. 

Further research should continue to explore within-family links between domains of marital 

functioning and children’s adjustment in order to inform best practices for interventions.
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Throughout the research linking marital functioning and children’s adjustment, explicit or 

implicit claims about a causal relationship between these two facets of family functioning 

abound (Heinrichs et al., 2010). Indeed, in order to hypothesize that intervening in one 

domain will impact functioning in another domain, it is necessary to assume that the two 

domains are causally related to one another. However, despite the appeal of speculating 

about causation when correlated changes are found, observational studies – including the 

current study – do not provide evidence that changes in marital functioning cause changes in 

children’s wellbeing. Other researchers have proposed that the effect may run from child 

problems to marital difficulties (e.g., Goldstein et al., 2007), or that both domains influence 

each other bidirectionally (e.g., Jenkins, Simpson, Dunn, & Rashbash, 2005). Our findings 

cannot rule out these possibilities. Rather, we propose that the within-family methods in the 

current study can be used to identify potential sources of the association between marital and 

child functioning, which can be further explored and tested by studies with experimental 

designs.

Limitations

Although we believe this study represents a substantial contribution to the methods used to 

study marital functioning and children’s wellbeing, some limitations exist. Because the 

raters of both couple and child behavior are the same (the parents), it is plausible that shared 

method variance, respondent bias, or another shared variable could influence parents’ reports 

of both their own relationships and their children’s behavior, inflating the effects found here. 

In addition, although there are benefits to the general child wellbeing measure used in the 

current study, measures of the same individual child over time that are collected from 

multiple raters in addition to the child’s parents could provide a more comprehensive 

measure of a particular child’s functioning.

This study’s generalizability may be limited by the couples in the study sample, who are 

predominantly white, married, opposite-sex couples with at least one partner serving in the 

U.S. Army. In particular, compared to the general population, the Army families in the 

current study tend to be more likely to marry and have children, to do so at younger ages, 

and to have at least a high-school degree. Army families tend to have a larger support system 

built into the structure of Army life, and at the same time, tend to experience some stressors 

that are unique to military service members (e.g., deployment, combat stress). Thus Army 

families seem to have both distinct risks and specific protective factors with regard to family 

functioning that may or may not impact the link between parents’ marital functioning and 

children’s wellbeing.

Couples who divorced are not included in these analyses. Because the rate of divorce was 

below ten percent over the study timeframe, we do not expect missing data due to divorce to 

substantially impact our findings. However, because couples who ended up divorcing also 

tended to have poorer marital quality at baseline, couples who divorced may have influenced 

the size of the effects we found. Last, although the relationship education intervention used 

in the larger study from which this sample was drawn did not moderate the findings in these 

analyses, a sample drawn from the general population who did not receive a study 

intervention would provide a more general representation of couples in the United States.
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