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Abstract While the association between financial strain
and couple interaction has been well-established in the liter-
ature on economic stress, little research has investigated the
association among middle-aged and older populations. The
present study examined the relationships between financial
strain and couple functioning of middle-aged, young-old,
and old—old people using the 2010 Health and Retirement
Study. Findings show that subjective financial strain was
positively associated with partner undermining and nega-
tively with partner support, controlling for the effects of
objective financial situations among middle-aged, young-
old, and old-old couples. There were gender and age differ-
ences in the interaction effects of financial strain and finan-
cial control on couple functioning. For middle-aged men,
financial control may have different associations with couple
behaviors depending on the level of financial strain. When
the level of financial strain is high, the positive effect of
financial control disappears and the effect changes even in a
negative way. Findings provide suggestions for practitioners
and researchers.
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Introduction

Financial stress has increased over the years. A recent survey
showed that three-quarters of Americans were stressed about
money during the past month while one quarter was stressed
about money most or all the time (American Psychological
Association 2015). Such financial difficulties raise the con-
cerns about the effect of the financial stress on family life.
In the literature, the association between financial strain and
couple relationship has been widely researched. Using the
family stress model of economic stress, Conger and Elder
(1994) proposed that economic pressure or strain caused by
economic hardships increases risk for emotional distress,
such as depression, which in turn exacerbates couple func-
tioning and stability of couple relationship. Such relation-
ships between financial strain and couple interactions as a
part of the family stress model have been validated cross-
sectionally (Conger et al. 1990), longitudinally (Conger et al.
1999; Dew and Yorgason 2010; Vinokur et al. 1996), and
across diverse populations (Aytac and Rankin 2009; Falco-
nier and Epstein 2010; Schramm and Adler-Baeder 2012).
Nevertheless, several gaps exist in the literature. Almost
all preceding studies have studied younger populations—
with the mean age of participants for the majority of the
reviewed studies being 40 or below (e.g., 40 and 38 for hus-
bands and wives, respectively, in Conger et al. 1990). Lim-
ited research is available about financial strain and couple
relationships among older populations. However, the quality
of relationship of middle-aged and older couples may be dis-
tinct from that of younger couples as they may have different
couple characteristics. Middle-aged and older couples can
be considered as survivors. In general, older couples have
maintained their relationships over the long term compared
to younger couples. Couples with relatively functional inter-
actions can avoid divorce or dissolution of the relationship.
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Additionally, research showed that older couples, compared
to younger couples, were reported to show more positive
emotional interactions (Carstensen et al. 1995) and lower
conflict (Dew and Yorgason 2010). Couples that have been
involved in long-term marriages or relationships might have
developed functional and stable interactions for dealing with
life issues, which may have evolved over time. Therefore,
older couples may undergo financial strain differently from
younger couples. However, little research on the association
between financial strain and middle-aged and older couples’
functioning is available.

Furthermore, there might be differences between middle
aged and older couples. Older couples are more likely than
middle age couples to encounter life events unique to later
life, such as retirement, declining health, chronic illness and
dependence on others, becoming a caregiver, and death of
close family members and friends (Price and Humble 2010).
Accordingly, the impact of financial strain in lives of older
couples may differ from that of middle-aged couples. For
example, older couples are likely to have higher levels of
accumulated wealth for or in their retirement, compared to
middle-aged couples according to the economic life-cycle
theory. However, in recent years, financial insecurity for
aging Americans has become a concern due to factors such
as economic uncertainty, increasing individual responsibil-
ity of retirement, and rising health care costs. Furthermore,
when there is a financial challenge, older couples may have
limited opportunities for finding a new job to cope with such
financial hardship. Alternatively, middle-aged couples may
feel more distressed in financially challenging times because
they may have more financial obligations compared to older
couples (Pew Research Center 2013; Soldo 1996). For the
older couples, the present study also differentiates older peo-
ple into young-old (65-74) and old—old (75 or older) groups
(Hooyman and Kiyak 2010), because these two groups may
be different in many aspects such as in physical conditions,
life concerns/problems, and social functioning (Price and
Humble 2010).

Another gap in research is limited understanding about
protective factors (moderators) in couple relationships. It
has been suggested to examine factors that moderate predic-
tions of family stress model for future research (Conger et al.
2010). A few studies (Conger et al. 1999; Lincoln and Chae
2010) suggested that supportive behavior, not positive evalu-
ation of the relationship, may protect financially-distressed
couples against psychological distress. However, any finan-
cial attributes were rarely considered as moderators. Often,
financial management skill is required to cope with financial
stress. Having control over daily financial lives has been
regarded as a key component of financial management and
well-being by financial professionals and experts (Consumer
Financial Protection Bureau 2015). Additionally, detecting
moderators may be useful in practical implications. Pro-
tective/moderating factors can be used to develop policies
and educational programs as well as clinical treatments for
intervention in financially distressed couples (Conger et al.
1999). The present study examines whether financial control
modifies a path from financial strain to couple functioning.

Lastly, gender differences in responses to economic hard-
ships have been documented (Conger et al. 1993; Falconier
and Epstein 2011a). While both men and women experi-
enced anxiety and depression, only men reported hostility,
whereas females reported somatization (Conger et al. 1993).
Additionally, Falconier and Epstein (2010) reported that only
males’ financial strain elicited negative responses from both
genders. Falconier and Epstein (2011b) also reported cou-
ples in financial strain showed a specific pursue-withdraw
interaction pattern in which female partners pursue male
partners and the male partners withdraw from the female
partners. It is important to investigate how female and male
partners respond to financial strain.

Theoretical Approach: ABC- X Model of Family Stress

The present study adopts the ABC-X family stress model
(Boss 1988; Hill 1958) as a conceptual framework (Fig. 1)

Fig.1 The ABC-X family
stress model of financial strain
and couple functioning
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because of its focus on strength-related factors and exam-
ination of interaction effects among component factors.
While the Conger and Elder’s family stress model (1994)
has been widely used in the literature, it focuses more on
mediation rather than moderation.

The ABC-X family stress model (Boss 1988) suggests
that life stressors (Factor A in Fig. 1) have the potential
to lead to family stress (negative interactions among fam-
ily members) which is indicated by high level of partner
undermining and low level of partner support in the pre-
sent study (Factor X in Fig. 1). Because positive behavior
and negative behavior are distinct constructs that are not
placed on a continuum (Bradbury et al. 2000; Schramm
and Adler-Baeder 2012), we used both partner support and
partner undermining as dependent variables. However, not
all life stressors necessarily create a family stress. Besides,
the extent to which the family is affected by the event
depends on both the family’s resources or strengths (Fac-
tor B in Fig. 1) and the family’s perception of the event
(Factor C in Fig. 1). That is, family responses are formed
by interactions between multiple factors.

When applying the ABC-X model to understand finan-
cial strains, it is very important to distinguish a finan-
cial stressor from financial strain (Falconier and Epstein
2011a), which belongs to Factor A (provoking event) and
Factor C (evaluation of the event) in Fig. 1, respectively.
A financial stressor such as abrupt loss in income or asset
is an objective event that happens outside one’s mind. Or
it could be a change in job status such as unemployment.
Also, a chronic and objective financial situation such
as low levels of income and assets as well as long term
unemployment can be stressors. These objective financial
measures such as income, asset, and job status are found
to influence financial strain (Wilkinson 2016). However,
financial strain is a subjective evaluation of the stressor,
which involves individual or collective cognitions and
emotions. It was suggested that financial strain rather than
financial stressors may influence family interactions (Fal-
conier and Epstein 2011a). However, both objective and
subjective financial factors should be taken into account
for a more accurate picture of financial strain.

The ABC-X model is valuable in that it takes into account
a family’s resources and strengths (Factor B in Fig. 1).
Among diverse personal and couple strengths, personal
control generally denotes “individuals’ beliefs about their
capacities to exercise control in their own lives” (Gurin et al.
1978, p. 275). In particular, having control of financial situ-
ation may be regarded as a strength (Factor B in Fig. 1) in
the ABC-X model and has the potential to positively impact
couple functioning. However, it is unknown whether finan-
cial control (strengths) and the financial strain (evaluations)
have only main effects on couple functioning independent
of each other, or interaction effects (as indicated by asterisk
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in Fig. 1) above and beyond the main effects on couple
functioning.

Personal Control

Theoretically, personal control is expected to play a posi-
tive role in family finance. Specifically, if one believes that
he/she has control over an adverse situation (that is, he/she
obtains personal control), even though he/she feels finan-
cially strained, he/she may try to actively cope with the
situation by seeking information, planning strategies, and
initiating actions to overcome the hardship (Skinner 1996).
Empirical findings have supported such positive roles of per-
sonal control in the relationship between financial stress and
health (Armstrong and Schulman 1990; Price et al. 2002).
Additionally, having personal control has been linked to pos-
itive financial coping strategy, such as budgeting behavior
(Kidwell et al. 2003; Consumer Financial Protection Bureau
2015) and job-seeking behaviors (Creed et al. 2012).

However, in stressful situations, personal control some-
times operates in negative ways (Averill 1973; Burger 1989).
For example, the belief that one can control a situation may
be accompanied by increased anxiety about failure of control
and negative evaluations of the self (Burger 1989). Espe-
cially, in objectively unmanageable situations, it is not clear
whether sense of control is beneficial or harmful (Skinner
1996). Economic hardship may be uncontrollable particu-
larly for older couples who may face restricted economic
opportunities such as nearing or in retirement and declining
health. Furthermore, the positive role of personal control
in finances was unclear in some studies (Dietz et al. 2003;
Mewse et al. 2010; Wang et al. 2011).

Lastly, while most research examined personal control, a
few studies have focused on financial control rather than gen-
eral control over life (Dietz et al. 2003; Mewse et al. 2010).
It has been suggested that the more specific the domain
of personal control is, the more likely people will initiate
actions in that domain (Lachman 1986). Therefore, control
over finance may be more relevant in financial strains.

The Purpose of the Study

The present study contributes to the literature in several
ways. First, little is known about the relationship between
financial strain and couple functioning among middle-
aged and older couples. The present study aims to examine
whether financial strain is associated with intimate relation-
ship in the older population as it is in the younger popu-
lation. Second, one study of older population came from
the data collected two decades ago when economic circum-
stances were very different (Dew and Yorgason 2010). The
trends of increasing health care burdens, inadequate retire-
ment savings, and growing debt problems of middle aged
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and older households intensified since the Great Recession.
However, limited research is available about the context of
the current economic hardship. With the purpose of address-
ing such gap, the present study analyzes the 2010 Health
and Retirement Study (HRS). Third, different from Con-
ger and Elder’s family stress model focusing on mediation
(Kinnunen and Pulkkinen 1998; Ishii-Kuntz et al. 2010), the
present study tests financial control as a moderator as well
as a strength-related predictor, based on the ABC-X model
of family stress.

Research Hypotheses

H1 Financial strain will be negatively associated with part-
ner support, and positively with partner undermining.

H2 Financial control will be positively associated with
partner support, and negatively with partner undermining.

H3 Financial control will moderate the relation-
ship between financial strain and partner support and
undermining.

Method
Data and Sample

The data set used in this study came from the Health and
Retirement Study. HRS has been conducted every 2 years
since 1992 using in-person interviews with Americans, aged
50 or more. In 2004, HRS added the Leave-Behind Ques-
tionnaires to assess psychosocial issues in middle and later
life. The Leave-Behind questionnaires were self-adminis-
tered without interviewers after the completion of the in-
person core interview.

Several steps were taken to yield the final sample of the
present study. First, of 22,034 subjects who participated in
the survey in 2010, participants who did not respond to ques-
tions about partner support and partner undermining, the
two dependent variables of the present study, in the Leave-
Behind questionnaires were deleted, leaving a sample of
5532. Because “(L)eave-behind questionnaires were admin-
istered to a random sample of respondents,” (HRS 2008,
p. 5) the dataset can still be considered nationally representa-
tive. For variables (employment status, education, and finan-
cial control) with missing values (2% or less of the subjects),
we removed the cases, yielding a sample of 5434. Financial
Strain held 198 (3.6%) missing cases. Based on the very
high level of internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha=.91)
of financial strain items, for cases with only 1 missing item
out of 4 items, prorated scale sum scores were used to maxi-
mize the number of subjects. Other missing cases with 2

or more missing items of 4 items were excluded, leaving a
sample of 5372. We then deleted people aged less than 50
(spouses of targeting respondents aged 50 or more), earning
a sample of 5103. Mental health held 184 (3.6%) missing
cases. Based on the moderate level of internal consistency
(alpha=.79) of mental health, for cases with 2 or less miss-
ing items of 9 items, prorated scale sum scores were used to
maximize the number of subjects. Other missing cases with
more than 2 missing items were deleted, yielding the final
sample of 4935. Then, we broke the sample into six subsam-
ples by age (50-64, 65-74, and 75 and older) and gender,
finally reaching the samples of 1057 for middle-aged males,
761 for young-old males, 610 for old—old males, 1314 for
middle-aged females, 760 for young-old females, and 433
for old—old females.

Measures
Dependent Variables

Partner Support  Partner support signifies the respondent’s
perception of the other partner’s positive behavior toward
him/her. To assess partner support, respondents were asked
about their positive interactions with partners/spouses with
three items (e.g., “How much do they really understand the
way you feel about things?””). Item responses ranged from
1=alot to 4=not at all. Responses were reverse-coded, so
that higher numbers indicate higher levels of partner sup-
port. The index of partner support was the respondent’s
sum score for the three items and showed adequate inter-
nal consistency, with Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of .85
for middle-aged females, .83 for young-old females, .79 for
old—old females, .79 for middle-aged males, .75 for young-
old males, and .74 for old—old males.

Partner Undermining Partner undermining denotes the
respondent’s perception of the other partner’s negative
behavior toward him/her. Respondents rated their partners’
undermining behaviors with four items (e.g., “How much do
they criticize you?”). Item responses ranged from 1 =a lot to
4 =not at all. Reverse-coding was conducted, so that higher
numbers indicate higher levels of partner undermining. The
respondent’s sum score for the four items was used as the
index of the partner undermining. The scale showed Cron-
bach’s alpha coefficients of .81 for middle-aged females,
.73 for young-old females, .81 for old—old females, .80 for
middle-aged males, .79 for young-old males, and .75 for
old—old males.

Independent Variables

Financial Strain Financial strain means negative evalua-
tion of objective economic situation which involves nega-
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tive cognitions and emotions. Financial strain was measured
using four items (e.g., “How satisfied are you with your
present financial situation?” “How satisfied are you with
the total income of your household?” “How difficult is it
for (you/your family) to meet monthly payments on (your/
your family’s) bills?”’). The fourth question asked if ongo-
ing financial strain was happening to the respondent and
asked the respondent to indicate how upsetting the strain
has been. The first two questions were reverse coded, so that
higher scores denote higher levels of financial strain. The
financial strain index was the respondent’s sum score for the
four items. The source of the first and third items was Wil-
liams et al.’s study (1997) on racial differences in health (the
HRS Psychosocial Working Group 2008). The source of the
fourth item was Troxel et al.’s study on chronic stress bur-
den (2003) (The HRS Psychosocial Working Group 2008).
The Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were .91 for middle-aged
females, .90 for young-old females, .90 for old—old females,
.92 for middle-aged males, .90 for young-old males, and .89
for old—old males.

Financial Control Financial control denotes the respond-
ent’s belief about the degree to which he/she exercises con-
trol in finance. To measure sense of control over financial
situation, respondents were asked “how would you rate the
amount of control you have over your financial situation
these days?” The responses ranged from O (no control at all)
to 10 (very much in control). The item came directly from
another large survey, the National Longitudinal Study of
Midlife in the United States (MIDUS) (The HRS Psychoso-
cial Working Group 2008).

Control Variables

Objective Financial Stressor Variables Financial stressors
are objective financial circumstances that creates reactions
of individuals and families. Three indicators such as house-
hold income, net worth, and job status were included in the
study to measure one’s available financial resources. House-
hold income is annual income of the household. Household
net worth is total household assets minus total household
debts. Household income and net worth were included as
objective financial stressors. Additionally, job status such as
unemployment, retirement, homemaker, and disabled was
dummy-coded.

Demographic and Health Variables Race and education
were used as demographic variables. Self-rated health was
measured using the item “would you say your health is excel-
lent, very good, good, fair, or poor?” and coded as a con-
tinuous variable with higher scores meaning better health.
Depressive symptoms are symptoms experienced during the
past week and were assessed with the abbreviated nine-item
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Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale (CES-
D). Participants answered yes or no to each question (e.g.,
“Much of the time during the past week, you felt that every-
thing you did was an effort.”). Higher scores denote higher
levels of depressive symptoms. The Cronbach’s alpha coef-
ficients were .82 for middle-aged females, .80 for young-old
females, .74 for old—old females, .81 for middle-aged males,
.73 for young-old males, and .72 for old—old males.

Analytic Plan

To examine research hypotheses, we employed multiple
regression analysis. Our first model regressed partner sup-
port and undermining on demographic variables such as age,
race, and education. Model 2 added indicators of objective
financial strain, such as income, net worth, and job sta-
tus. Also included in Model 2 were health variables such
as depressive symptoms and physical health. In the third
model, the main independent variables of subjective finan-
cial strain and financial control were added. The full model
(Model 4) added the interaction between financial strain and
financial control. In order to ease the interpretation of inter-
action effects, the pick-a-point approach to probing interac-
tions was used. The pick-a-point approach involves choosing
values of the moderator (financial control) and estimating
the conditional effect of the independent variable (financial
strain) on dependent variable (partner support and under-
mining) at those values (Hayes 2013).

Results
Preliminary Analyses

SPSS version 22 was used for analyses. Descriptive statistics
were conducted and examined for the normality of distribu-
tion of variables (e.g., skewness and kurtosis). Based on the
degree of improvement of normality, we used square root
transformation for income and net worth and log transforma-
tion for depressive symptoms. Financial strain and financial
control were centered, so that multicollinearity was pre-
vented among independent variables and the interactional
term. The tolerance and VIF values in all regression models
were acceptable. Thus, no multicollinearity was evident. The
present study used multiple regression to examine moderat-
ing effects, which has been found more powerful than mul-
tigroup strategy (Stone-Romero and Anderson 1994).
Table 1 offers descriptive statistics by age and gender
groups. Financial strain was relatively low to moderate,
averaging 7.66 and 7.61 for old—old males and females,
8.16 and 8.32 for young-old males and females, and 10.27
and 9.97 for middle-aged males and females of a possible
4-19 on a scale where 19 means high financial strain. While
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Table 1 Descriptive statistics

Variables Possible Middle-aged Middle-aged Young-old males  Young-old Old—old males Old—old females
males females females
Range  (n=1057) (n=1314) (n=761) (n=760) (n=610) (n=433)
Demographic variables
Age, M (SD) 57.4(3.9) 56.9 4.1) 69.9 (2.8) 69.5 (2.8) 80.0 (4.6) 79.8 (3.7)
Race, n (%)
White 805 (76.2) 989 (75.3) 675 (88.7) 664 (87.4) 560 (91.8) 393 (90.8)
African Ameri- 157 (14.9) 224 (17.0) 68 (8.9) 80 (10.5) 40 (6.6) 31(7.2)
can
Other races 95 (9.0) 101 (7.7) 18 (2.4) 16 (2.1) 10 (1.6) 9(2.1)
Education, n (%)
High school or 685 (64.8) 836 (63.6) 526 (69.1) 603 (79.3) 445 (73.0) 336 (77.6)
lower
Some college or 372 (35.2) 478 (36.4) 235 (30.9) 157 (20.7) 165 (27.0) 97 (22.4)
higher
Objective financial strain
Household 96,620 (96,013) 91,369 (88,804) 78,936 (76,286) 65,909 (66,514) 54,751 (53,575) 54,848 (58,694)
income, M
(SD)
Household net 421,150 439,096 630,490 575,127 606,696 666,411
worth, M (SD) (819,296) (814,588) (915,972) (826,855) (907,895) (1,136,206)
Job status, n (%)
Employment 675 (63.9) 770 (58.6) 187 (24.6) 135 (17.8) 48 (7.9) 15 (3.5)
Unemployment 118 (11.2) 102 (7.8) 15 (2.0) 14 (1.9) 5(9) 4(.9)
Retirement 133 (12.6) 144 (11.0) 528 (69.4) 467 (61.4) 534 (87.5) 314 (72.5)
Homemaker 2(.2) 162 (12.3) 4(.5) 101 (13.3) 2(.3) 87 (20.1)
Disabled and 129 (12.2) 136 (10.4) 27 (3.6) 43 (5.6) 21 (34) 13 (3.0)
Others
Health variables, M (SD)
Depressive 0-9 1.51 (2.06) 1.85(2.24) 1.24 (1.66) 1.57 (2.03) 1.42 (1.68) 1.84 (1.97)
symptoms
Physical health  1-5 3.32(1.09) 3.35 (1.09) 3.26 (1.05) 3.36 (.97) 3.12(1.02) 3.15(1.05)
Independent variables, M (SD)
Subjective 4-19 10.27 (3.93) 9.97 (4.00) 8.16 (3.37) 8.32(3.48) 7.66 (3.26) 7.61 (3.26)
financial strain
Financial 0-10 6.67 (2.54) 6.84 (2.61) 7.43 (2.25) 7.32 (2.43) 7.56 (2.44) 7.38 (2.66)
control
Dependent variables, M (SD)
Partner support 4-12 10.61 (1.85) 10.01 (2.25) 10.94 (1.56) 10.14 (2.13) 10.92 (1.55) 10.09 (2.09)
Partner under-  4-16 7.88 (2.75) 8.14 (2.92) 7.48 (2.59) 7.79 (2.79) 7.24 (2.41) 7.78 (2.60)

mining

the level of financial strain may be low, especially among
older individuals, middle-aged people were experiencing
moderate levels of financial strain. Middle-aged individuals
may experience more financial strain from greater invest-
ment loss compared to older adults from Great Recession.
Furthermore, old—old people may be vulnerable even with
relatively low levels of financial strain due to their limited
coping ability. The level of financial control was moderate to
high, averaging 7.56 and 7.38 for old—old males and females,
7.43 and 7.32 for young-old males and females, and 6.67

and 6.84 for middle-aged males and females of a possible
0-10 on a scale where 10 indicates high financial control.
Both older and middle-aged people reported high level of
positive behaviors between partners. The averages of partner
support were over 10 of a possible 4 to 12 across age and
gender groups. The level of negative interactions between
partners was low, averaging 7.24 and 7.78 for old—old males
and females, 7.48 and 7.79 for young-old males and females,
and 7.88 and 8.14 for middle-aged males and females of a
possible 4-16.
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Examinations of the Association Between Financial
Strain and Couple Functioning

Partner Support as an Outcome

Hypothesis 1 proposed that financial strain would be nega-
tively associated with partner support, which was supported
in all age and gender groups. Hypothesis 2 suggested that
financial control would be positively associated with part-
ner support, which was supported among young-old males,
middle-aged females, and young-old females. Hypothesis
3 predicted that financial control would moderate the rela-
tionship between financial strain and partner support. This
was supported only among middle-aged males. Results of
regression models for partner support are shown in Table 2.

Specifically, different sets of factors of partner support
by age and gender groups were detected. For middle-aged
males, variables such as African American (f=—.09,
p <.01), depressive symptoms (f=—.14, p<.001), and
financial strain (f=—.11, p<.05) were negatively related
to partner support. Being disabled (#=.08, p <.05) was
positively related to partner support. While financial con-
trol did not show main effect on partner support, there was
an interaction effect (f=—.09, p <.01) between financial
strain and financial control. The regression model explained
7% of the variability in partner support (R’ =.07, p <.001).
For young-old males, a homemaker (f=—.09, p <.05),
depressive symptoms (f=—.16, p<.001), and financial
strain (f=—.09, p <.05) were negatively associated with
partner support. Financial control was positively associated
with partner support (# =.09, p <.05). There was no interac-
tion effect between financial strain and financial control. The
regression model explained 8% of the variability in partner
support (RZ =.08, p<.001). For old-old males, factors such

as African American (f=-.11, p<.01), unemployment
(f=-.10, p<.05), depressive symptoms (f=—.12, p<.01),
and financial strain (f=-.11, p <.05) were negatively

associated with partner support. Interaction effect between
financial strain and financial control was not detected. The
regression model explained 9% of the variability in partner
support (R’ =.09, p <.001).

For middle-aged females, African American (f=—.15,
p <.001), depressive symptoms (f=—.17, p<.001), and
financial strain (f=—.12, p<.001) were negatively asso-

ciated with partner support, while unemployment (= .06,
p <.05) was positively associated with partner support.
Financial control (f=.11, p<.001) was positively asso-
ciated with partner support, but interaction effect was not
detected. The model explained 14% of the variability in
partner support (R>=.14, p <.001). For young-old females,
African American (f=-.09, p <.05), depressive symp-
toms (f=—.18, p<.001), and financial strain (f=—.10,
p <.05) were negatively related to partner support, while
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financial control (f=.09, p <.05) was positively related to
partner support. There was no interaction effect of financial
strain and financial control on partner support. The regres-
sion model statistically accounted for 11% of the variance
of partner support (R°=.11, p <.001). For old—old females,
other races (f=—.12, p<05) and financial strain (f=—.15,
p <.05) were negatively associated with partner support.
Interaction effect between financial strain and financial
control were not detected. Eleven percent of the variance
of partner support (R°=.11, p <.001) was explained by the
regression model.

Partner Undermining as an Outcome

Hypothesis 1 predicted that financial strain would be posi-
tively associated with partner undermining, which was sup-
ported in all age and gender groups. Hypothesis 2 proposed
that financial control would be negatively associated with
partner undermining, which was supported only among
middle-aged women. Hypothesis 3 suggested that financial
control would moderate the relationship between financial
strain and partner undermining. Hypothesis 3 was supported
only among middle-aged males. Results of partner under-
mining are presented in Table 3.

Specifically, for middle-aged males, African American
(#=.10, p<.01), depressive symptoms (f=.11, p<.01),
and financial strain (f=.16, p <.001) were positively asso-
ciated with partner undermining. Being disabled (= — .08,
p <.05) was negatively associated with partner undermin-
ing. Financial control revealed no main effect on partner
undermining. However, the moderating effect of financial
control on the relationship of financial strain and partner
undermining was significant (f=.14, p <.001). The regres-
sion model has explained 9% of the variance in partner
undermining (R*=.09, p <.001). For young-old males,
other races (f=.07, p <.05), depressive symptoms (f=.16,
p<.001), and financial strain (f=.16, p <.001) were posi-
tively related to partner undermining. There was neither a
main effect of financial control nor an interaction effect of
financial strain and financial control on partner undermining.
The regression model accounted for 10% of the variance of
partner undermining (R2 =.10, p<.001). For old-old males,
African American (f=.12, p<.01), depressive symptoms
(f=.13, p<.01), and financial strain (f=.10, p <.05) were
significant. Financial control was not associated with partner
undermining, and the interaction effect of financial strain and
financial control was not detected. The model explained 8%
of the variability in partner undermining (R*=.09, p <.001).

Among middle-aged women, African American (f=.09,
p <.01), self-rated health (=.07, p <.05), depressive symp-
toms ($=.20, p<.001), and financial strain (=.09, p<.01)
were positively related to partner undermining. While finan-
cial control was negatively related to partner undermining
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(p=-.14, p<.001), there was no significant interaction
effect of financial strain and financial control on partner
undermining. The model explained 12% of the variability
in partner undermining (R*=.12, p <.001). For young-old
females, depressive symptoms (f=.11, p<.01) and financial
strain (f#=.18, p <.001) were positively related to partner
undermining. Retirement (f=—.10, p <.05) and unem-
ployment (f=-.10, p<.01) were negatively associated
with partner undermining. There was no interaction effect.
Nine percent of the variance in partner undermining was
explained by the regression model (R*=.09, p <.001). For
old-old females, only financial strain (f=.15, p <.05) was
positively related to partner undermining. However, being
a homemaker (f=—.27, p <.05) was negatively associated
with partner undermining. The financial control was not
related to partner undermining, and financial control did
not show any moderating effect. The model explained 7%
of the variability in partner undermining (R>=.07, p <.05).

To summarize the findings of partner support and
undermining, objective financial difficulties represented
by income, net worth, and job status, did not contribute to
the effects of partners’ interactions as much as did subjec-
tive financial strain. Also, it was mental health rather than
physical health that was more significantly associated with
partners’ interpersonal functioning. The expected positive
role of financial control as a resource on couple functioning
was not consistent across groups.

Examination of the Moderating Effect of Financial
Control

The association between financial strain and couple func-
tioning among middle-aged males was moderated by
financial control. Thus, post hoc probing of the interac-
tion among middle-aged men was conducted by plotting

the interaction. Following Cohen et al.’s (2003) recom-
mendation, one standard deviation above and below the
mean were used as the high and low levels of financial
control, respectively.

As illustrated in Fig. 2, the simple slopes analysis
reported that the conditional effect of financial strain on
partner support was significant only at the mean (b=— .05,
p <.05) and high level (b=-.09, p<.001) of financial
control. Surprisingly, when middle-aged men felt finan-
cially distressed, those with high financial control experi-
enced less supporting behavior in their relationships than
their counterparts. The tests of the main effect and inter-
action effect indicated that for middle-aged men, finan-
cial control was not significantly associated with partner
support and it failed to moderate the negative effect of
financial strain on partner support.

With regard to partner undermining, probing the inter-
action between financial strain and control revealed that
the effects of financial strain on partner undermining were
significant only at the mean (b=.11, p<.001) and high
level (b=.20, p <.001) of financial control. Similarly to
the finding above, high financial control did not protect
against the adverse effect of financial strain on negative
interactions between partners (Fig. 2). Rather, in finan-
cially challenging times, high financial control may have
more negative influences on partner undermining than low
financial control. These findings indicate that for males
aged 50-65 when the level of financial strain is high,
financial control may not be beneficial. Rather, it may be
harmful—in the case of higher levels of financial strain,
middle-aged male partners who believe they have con-
trol of the financial situation to a considerable degree are
more likely to experience negative interactions and less
likely to experience positive interactions in their couple
relationship.

Fig. 2 Moderating effect of 12
financial control on the relation-
ship between financial strain
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Discussion

The purpose of the present study was to examine the associa-
tion between financial strain and couple functioning among
middle-aged, young-old, and old—old couples in uncertain
economic times. The current study also aimed to test for
a main effect of financial control (strength/resource in the
ABC-X model) on couple functioning and moderating effect
of financial control on the association between financial
strain and couple interaction. Using the 2010 HRS, the data
were analyzed separately by gender (males vs. females) and
age (50-64 vs. 65-74 vs. 75 or older).

As hypothesized, financial strain was associated with
couple functioning of middle-aged, young-old, and old—old
Americans. When combining with previous findings on
younger age groups (e.g., Conger et al. 1999), the finding
markedly indicates that there is no relieved stage in life
where couple relationship is freed from money worries—
note that even among females around age 80 whose intimate
relationship is no longer influenced by depressive symptoms,
the strongest factor of couple functioning in other life stages,
financial strain still exerts negative influences. These find-
ings clearly highlight the importance of financial strain in
couple relationship throughout the life course.

The findings also support the ABC-X family stress model.
That is, perceptions (Factor C) statistically predict couple
responses (Factor X) to stressors (Factor A). Similar to the
previous study (Falconier and Epstein 2011a), subjective
financial strain was associated with couple functioning, but
objective financial measures were not. Thus, how a family
perceives financial stressors (Factor C) is more important
than objective stressors themselves (Factor A) in relation to
the family’s responses to the stressors (Factor X). More spe-
cifically, financial strain was associated with both positive
and negative couple behaviors. These findings are consist-
ent with previous studies using younger samples (Conger
et al. 1990; Falconier and Epstein 2010), but this finding
is not consistent with a previous study (Dew and Yorgason
2010) which reported that for older couples who have been
retired at the point of the study economic pressure did not
explain marital conflict. However, Dew and Yorgason (2010)
measured marital conflict with fight in just three domains of
couple life (spending time together, division of housework,
and sex).

Reduced couple functioning caused by financial strain
deserves careful consideration. According to the Dou-
ble ABC-X model (McCubbin and Patterson 1983), the
extended version of the original ABC-X model, the exac-
erbated relationship itself becomes a new stressor which,
in turn, may worsen the subsequent couple relationship and
financial situation, possibly forming a vicious cycle. For
example, partners who experience financial strain are likely
to experience reduced support and increased undermining

@ Springer

in their relationship. These negative interactions may inter-
rupt couples’ constructive communication and collaboration
required to discuss financial issues and adhere to the budget
or financial goal, eventually worsening the financial situation
over time. Such unhealthy couple interactions may nega-
tively affect individuals’ physical and mental health (Walker
and Luszcz 2009), which, in turn, may worsen their objec-
tive financial situation. However, it is possible that partner
undermining is one’s perception of a partners’ behavior,
perhaps the result of one’s emotional response to feeling a
loss of control due to financial strain, and may not reflect a
change in a partners’ behavior.

The main effect of financial control varied by groups,
partially supporting Hypothesis 2. For young-old males,
middle-aged women, and young-old women, financial con-
trol was associated with couple functioning. Such positive
role of financial control in stress-coping process is consist-
ent with previous studies that highlighted value of personal
control in relation to individual’s coping responses (Kidwell
et al. 2003).

Howeyver, financial control was not associated with cou-
ple functioning among old—old females, middle-aged males,
and old—old males. Also, for middle-aged males, perceived
financial control did not buffer the negative effect of finan-
cial strain on couple functioning—rather, it unexpectedly
intensified the association. Those who believe they are in
control of their finances experience more positive couple
interactions only when they are experiencing low levels of
financial strain. In the event of high levels of financial strain,
individuals with high financial control showed lower partner
support and higher partner undermining than their counter-
parts. Consistent with the argument that sense of control
may operate harmfully, particularly in stressful situations
(Burger 1989), this study found that in a stressful situation,
financial control may exert negative influence to some if
not a large degree on the couple relationship particularly for
middle-aged males.

This phenomenon involving gender and age differences
may be explained by gender-related socialization and self-
concept perspectives (Conger et al. 1993). Men are more
likely than women to have assumed a family provider role.
Particularly, men in middle life are often expected to dem-
onstrate their active economic roles as a breadwinner, while
older men experience the loss of many socially identified
roles including economic roles (Price and Humble 2010).
Given that men respond to economic hardship with hostility
while women somatization (Conger et al. 1993), it may be
possible in a financially challenging time that middle-aged
males may feel very distressed, and the males who control
the situation to a high degree may do so in more aggres-
sive ways than do females who control finance to the same
degree. For example, male partners may adopt several strat-
egies to control the stressful situation, such as goal setting
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and budgeting, and they may force their female partners
who may be the primary spender in the family due to their
role as a homemaker to strictly adhere to the budget, which
subsequently may induce their female partners’ reciprocal
undermining responses. Such explanation may imply dif-
ferent types of controlling behavior by gender, with men’s
high level of controlling behavior in a financially chal-
lenging time provoking more negative interaction between
partners. Thus, it would be the specific type and quality of
control that is more important in stressful times than the
presence of control per se. Therefore, controlling behavior
which does not harm intimate relationships may be useful
in a financially hard time. However, such account is based
on the assumption that middle-aged men and women take
traditional family roles. The middle-aged men and women of
the current study are baby-boomers born from 1946 to 1960
who might have experienced shifts in family roles. Accord-
ingly, the explanation should be interpreted carefully. There
might be couple-level dynamics that may influence the role
of financial control in couple relationships. However, the
current study examined the data at individual level, which
is limited to see the couple dynamics.

Implications

These findings provide interesting insights for financial
professionals and therapists/counselors who work with
middle-aged, young-old, and old—old couples. First, as
hypothesized, subjective financial strain is very important in
couples’ life. Given the importance of sound couple relation-
ships with regard to family finance as well as each partner’s
well-being, professionals need to pay attention not only to
indicators of objective financial strain but also to subjective
financial strain among middle-aged, young-old, and old-old
couples. If dysfunctional interactions caused by financial
strain become a new or secondary stressor in the couple
relationship, the couple interactions should be modified first
so that the subsequent intervention can focus on the origi-
nal, primary stressor of the economic problem (Epstein and
Baucom 2002).

Also, professionals need to pay attention to the varying
roles of financial control by gender and age. As expected,
financial control is a good quality to have for young-old
males, middle-aged females, and young-old females regard-
less of the current financial climate. However, for middle-
aged males, financial control could operate in negative ways
in the couple relationship in a financially stressful situation.

A few strategies may be employed by professionals. We
recommend professionals focus on intrapsychic processes
of clients first then move on to their objective behaviors,
because financial strain is by nature a subjective perception
of an objective situation. However, note that the following
strategies are not mutually exclusive, and using more than

one strategy is more adaptive than adopting only one strat-
egy (Sideridis 2006). First, the counselors/professionals can
help clients focus on cognitive aspects of intrapsychic pro-
cesses. Regarding cognitive coping strategies (Price et al.
2010), partners with high financial control may hold strict
cognitive standards on financial situation. They may believe
they must take control in any situation, even in challenging,
sometimes uncontrollable, circumstances. When they face
the circumstances which are not easy to control, they may
feel more distressed, compared to those with more flexible
standards. Counselors/professionals can help them realize
they have strict cognitive standards and change them into
more flexible ones.

Alternatively, the counselors/professionals can help them
control their emotional reactions to financial strain, which
is referred to as emotion-focused coping strategies (Lazarus
and Folkman 1984) that is the type of coping behavior older
people employ more than do younger people (Folkman et al.
1987). Since the mediating role of emotional responses (e.g.,
depression, anxiety, and anger) between financial strain and
couple behavior is well-established in the literature (Conger
et al. 2010), interventions addressing emotions can be use-
ful (Bourne 2005; Epstein and Baucom 2002). Also, one
partner may feel they are undermined by the other partner
even in the situation that the other partner did not behave
that way, because his/her emotional states which become
negative due to financial strain may influence his/her percep-
tions. Cognitive therapists call such cognitive distortion as
emotional reasoning (Epstein and Falconier 2014). If this
is the case, therapists may help clients to examine whether
his/her subjective emotional cues are objectively valid. To
do this, financial professionals can collaborate with family
or individual therapists.

After (or while) addressing clients’ cognition and emo-
tion, professionals may deal with problem-focused coping
(Lazarus and Folkman 1984) which is behavior directed
at changing the objective, stressful situation. Counselors/
professionals can help them maintain their sense of control
over their financial situations by making them focus more
on specific skills of financial management. They can help
their clients start with easy and specific, thus controllable,
tasks rather than overwhelming them with a mess of threat-
ening financial factors. For example, counselors help them
develop a monthly budget adjusted to the situation, monitor
the implementation, and show them they can have control
over a specific task before they develop a comprehensive
long-term plan.

Partners with high financial control may also try to
control their partners’ financial behaviors, such as spend-
ing and saving, by criticizing their partner thereby making
them comply with the budget they set up. In such cases, their
undermining behaviors may not be helpful in improving the
financial situation, particularly in the long-term. Counselors/
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professionals can show possible unintended negative conse-
quences of their behaviors and emphasize the importance of
collaboration between partners to improve financial situation
(Falconier and Epstein 201 1a).

Limitations

The present research is not free from some flaws. First,
although this study revealed the association between finan-
cial strain and couple relationship among middle-aged,
young-old, and old—-old couples, dyadic dynamics between
partners were not addressed. To understand the experience
among the elderly couples more accurately, future studies
need to employ dyadic analysis strategies. Also, although
the associations among variables of interest were examined,
due to the cross-sectional nature of the study, information
on causality among factors which requires the time-order of
events cannot be drawn. Future studies should investigate the
association among variables through longitudinal data analy-
ses. Also, the present study used only the self-report modal-
ity of measurement. Self-report method is beneficial in that
it measures respondents’ perception of constructs. However,
it is limited in that it fails to uncover the objective reality of
constructs (Kazdin 2003). Future studies may be able to use
observational coding methods—for example, couples can be
asked to discuss a financial issue in their relationship in a
laboratory and their actual support and undermining behav-
iors can be recorded and systematically coded (Kerig and
Baucom 2004). Lastly, financial control was measured with
one general item. Even though it is assumed that measuring
domain-specific control might be simpler than doing general
control over life, the multifacetedness of the phenomenon of
financial control may not be measured using only one item.
Additional research is needed regarding the development of
financial control measures.

Conclusion

The current study contributes to the knowledge on financial
strain and couple relationships. Family finance is commonly
understood as one of the core domains of family life. The
present study used nationally representative data collected
during the economic crisis to show that financial problems
takes a toll on the couple relationship in the middle-aged,
young-old, and old—old populations. This study reveals that
the influence of financial problems on couple/family life is
significant regardless of life stages. Also, the present study
highlights the possible negative effects of perceived personal
control over finance among middle-aged males. Financial
control has generally been regarded as a positive element
in financial management. In the presence of high levels
of financial strain, financial control of middle-aged males
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can associate with negative interactions between partners,
which may worsen the collaboration between partners that
is required to overcome financial hardship. Theoretically,
the present study suggests that the perception of a stressor is
the most important factor in family responses to the stressor.
Although the stressor is involved in the family process, the
impact of the factor is secondary compared to that of the
perception factor, which is consistent with the ABC-X fam-
ily stress model (Hill 1958).
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