
Whose parenting stress is more 
vulnerable to marital dissatisfaction?
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Marriage and parenting are intricately linked - 

oftentimes when problems arise in one's 

marriage, it can also affect their parenting, a 

term that family scientists call "the spillover 

effect". Although that's probably not news to 

most people - it's been hard to find solutions to 

the problem that don't directly involve tackling 

the marriage itself. 

We looked at two key 

components that might be 

important - emotion 

regulation and parenting 

identity. 

Certainly, when you have better emotion regulation skills, you're 

less likely to sweat the small stuff, or even if when it's big stuff - 

you're still less likely to have a problem that you have in one area 

of your life affect other areas of your life. (Ahem, problems in 

your marriage affecting how you parent!). And we found that to 

be the case in our study - parents with stronger emotion 

regulation skills - specifically the kind where you are able to 

reframe negative situations in a more positive light - experience 

less spillover from the marriage to parenting stress!

What was a little more controversial was the parenting 

identity piece. Previous researchers have found that dads' 

relationships with their children tend to suffer more when 

there are problems in the marriage than when it's moms. 

And their argument was always that women's roles as 

mothers are far more central to their identity as a woman 

than men's roles as fathers - and because it was so 

central, mothers were better able to compartmentalize the 

marriage from the child. That was an untested idea, until 

now. 

What we found was actually really surprising! When mothers 

have a stronger parenting identity - meaning being a good 

caregiver to their child was really important to them - they 

actually had a harder time with marital dissatisfaction, 

resulting in greater parenting stress. Having a strong 

parenting identity was actually making mothers *more* 

vulnerable to problems in their marriage instead of more 

resilient to them, completely opposite of what previous 

researchers would have expected! 

We think that it's so easy to get wrapped up in wanting to 

be the perfect mother, and unfortunately when you have 

little ones at home, sometimes it can feel like a slog - a 

blur of crying, poop, and sleepless nights. In those 

circumstances, it's even more important for mothers to 

feel supported and validated by their spouses. In fact, the 

mothers who had really strong parenting identities *and* 

were more satisfied with their marriages tended to 

experience the lowest levels of parenting stress!
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