Sexual and Relationship Therapy %

Routledge
Vol 20, No. 3, August 2005

Taylor &Francis Group

T'wo central roles for couple
relationships: breaking negative
intergenerational patterns and
enhancing children’s adaptation

CAROLYN PAPE COWAN & PHILIP A. COWAN
Department of Psychology, 3210 Tolman Hall #1650, University of California, Berkeley,
CA 94720, USA

ABSTRACT A commonly held belief, supported by therapists’ experience, theories of psychopathology,
and systematic research, is that without intervention, troubling or negative intergenerational patterns
will be repeated in the next generation. It is usually assumed that the mechanisms of intergenerational
transmission involve (1) observable transactions between parents and children, and (2) individuals’
wnternal working models about what can be expected in intimate family relationships, based on
recollections of relationships with parents or other key attachment figures. This paper presents evidence
that couple relationships play a central role in maintaining or breaking intergenerational cycles.
Furthermore, preventive interventions focused on strengthening the couple relationships of parents of
young children have the potential to affect the parents’ relationship quality and their children’s social,
emotional, and academic development.
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“Those who cannot remember the past are doomed to repeat it”’ (Santayana,
1905).

Introduction

The idea that without some kind of active intervention, patterns tend to be repeated
across generations, applies to the understanding of families as it does to the study of
history — the context in which Santayana created his widely quoted aphorism. A
number of psychological theories propose that, especially in the early years of
children’s lives, positive family relationships presage positive and supportive
relationships in the families children create when they later establish families of their
own. A corollary of this hypothesis is that negative and unsupportive family
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relationships tend to be repeated over time, often over many successive generations
(Caspi & Elder, 1988). It is an axiom of the fields of family studies and developmental
psychopathology that negative family relationships constitute risk factors for
children’s development and adaptive functioning (P.A. Cowan & Cowan, in press;
Cummings et al., 2000).

Although it does not seem surprising to find repetition of family relationship
patterns across generations, both theoretical and practical considerations lead us to
search for mechanisms to explain this continuity. If we can identify how
intergenerational continuity works or fails to work, we can use that knowledge to
develop more precise guidelines for targeting interventions that might help break
maladaptive relationship cycles.

Four types of theoretical explanations of intergenerational continuity dominate
the current scene. First, it is undoubtedly the case that some of the repetition of
relationship patterns across generations is affected by genetic and other biological
mechanisms (Caspi et al., 2002; Plomin, 1994). Second, psychoanalytic formulations
focus on the child’s identification with the same-sex parent and the internalization of
that parent’s superego, both of which provide guidelines for what constitutes
appropriate behavior in family relationships (Fraiberg, 1975; Freud, 1938). Third,
attachment theory assumes that adults have developed ‘working models’ of parent—
child relationships based on experiences with key attachment figures in their families
of origin, and that these models shape their expectations and reactions during
interactions with their children (Bowlby, 1988; Van Ijzendoorn, 1992). In turn,
interactions between parents and child result in the child creating working models
that lead to the repetition of secure or insecure patterns of attachment in the next
generation. Although both psychoanalytic and attachment theories focus almost
entirely on children’s relationships with their mothers, we will show that
intergenerational linkages hold for fathers as well. Fourth, social learning theorists
(Bandura, 1977; Patterson, 1975) offer an explanation of intergenerational
transmission that does not rely on assumptions about the child’s inner world.
Rather, in the process of observing adults interact with others and noting which
behaviors are reinforced or punished, children learn patterns of family behavior that
they tend to repeat when they form their own families. With the exception of genetic
theories, each of these explanations of the intergenerational transmission of adaptive
and maladaptive behavior assumes that the system is being driven by one or more
mechanisms central to the parent—child relationship.

Without attempting to refute any of these formulations of how intergenerational
patterns are transmitted, we focus on a fifth alternative — the central role of the
couple relationship. By providing experiences of emotion regulation strategies in
intimate family relationships, attachment relationships in the family of origin begin
to shape the quality of men’s and women’s intimate relationships with their adult
partners (Cohn ez al., 1992). Depending on its quality, the couple relationship can
(a) act as a protective filter that helps partners avoid the repetition of negative
patterns when their relationships with children become stressful, as they inevitably
will, or (b) serve as an amplifier of stress, causing it to spill over into parent—child
interactions in ways that could be detrimental to both parent and child. We view
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the couple relationship, then, at the center of a three-generational transmission
system (Fig. 1).

Why focus on the role of couple relationships in the intergenerational
transmission of family patterns when parent—child relationships are so obviously
important? There are several well-accepted sets of ‘facts’ about the connections
among couple relationships, parenting, and children’s outcomes depicted in Fig. 1.
First, correlations are consistently found between parents’ behavior and young
children’s level of development (e.g., cognitive stage) or adaptation (e.g.,
depression, aggression). Baumrind (1980) describes an authoritative parenting style
as one in which parents are warm and responsive, structure tasks, and set
reasonable limits for their children’s behavior, and at the same time grant the
children age-appropriate autonomy. In families with authoritative parents, young
children and adolescents show more advanced academic achievement, greater
competence in relationships with peers, and fewer problem behaviors than peers
whose parents have authoritarian or permissive parenting styles (Conger et al.,
1994; P.A. Cowan et al., 1998; Parke & Buriel, 1998; Steinberg, 2001). If one is
focused on psychopathology and deviations from normal development, the story can
be told the other way around: Parents who are authoritarian, punitive, and harsh
(structured and limit-setting without warmth and responsiveness) or permissive
(warm but laissez-faire) tend to have offspring who are less academically and
socially competent and more likely to have behavior problems — as described by
teachers, parents, peers, or the children and adolescents themselves in different
studies.

Second, high, unresolved marital conflict between the parents is associated with
negative indicators of child and adolescent development and well-being (Cummings
& Davies, 1994; Parke & Buriel, 1998), just as ineffective parenting styles are. These
results hold in families with two parents at home (Lindahl ez al., 1997, p. 385; see also
Erel & Berman, 1995) and parents who are separated, divorced, or remarried (e.g.,
Hetherington & Clingempeel, 1992; Johnston ez al., 1989).

A third set of facts, perhaps expectable from the first two, is that “‘virtually every
study examining associations between marriage and parenting has found that the
quality of parent—child relationships and the quality of marital relationships are
linked within families” (Lindahl er al., 1997). In other words, when the parents’
relationship as a couple is troubled, one parent or both are less likely to have a more
effective, authoritative parenting style with their children.

Path models (P.A. Cowan er al., 1994) provide evidence that some of the
association between marital distress and child outcomes is direct; in divorced and
intact families, children are disequilibrated by their parents’ unresolved conflict.
Some of the impact of conflicted couple relationships is indirect; one or both parents
in a troubled marriage become harsh or disengaged with the child, who in turn
becomes angry or depressed (Caspi & Elder, 1988). An example of this cycle

Grandparents <« P> Parents’ working models of attachment <« P Couple i ip 4 P ing < P> Child outcomes

FIG 1. Three-generation transmission system for couple relationships.
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repeating across generations can be found in a study published earlier by Caspi &
Elder (1984), who examined four generations of families in the Berkeley
Intergenerational Studies. An irritable adult (G1) in a distressed marriage has a
child (G2) who he/she treats negatively, who becomes an irritable adult in a distressed
marriage and has a child (G3) who becomes an irritable adult in a distressed marriage
and has a child (G4) who has behavior problems.

How can such powerful cycles be interrupted? Quinton er al. (1984) took
advantage of a ‘naturally-occurring experiment’ by following girls who were reared as
orphans in an institution. On the whole, institution-reared women showed much
poorer personal adjustment as adults and more difficult relationships with their
children than non-institution-reared women, unless they entered a good marriage. That
is, the mother’s well-functioning relationship with a spouse was able to protect the
children from the risks associated with her disadvantaged childhood. These findings
have usually been interpreted in causal terms to support the idea that the positive
marital relationship functioned protectively, but it could also be that an unmeasured
characteristic of some women led them to be able to find a supportive partner. This is
not a situation in which random assignment experiments would allow us to test
whether assigning women to good marriages actually caused an increase in
adaptation.

In the next section we present a brief summary of research illustrating continuity
across generations in various aspects of family relationships and child outcomes.
Then, we use data from two studies to describe links between parents’ working
models of attachment and the quality of their relationships with their spouses and
preschoolers during the children’s transition to elementary school. Finally, we
describe evidence from a preventive intervention study that positive couple
relationships have the power to affect parenting and children’s development.

Research on intergenerational continuity and discontinuity
Evidence for continuity across generations

The continuity hypothesis — that qualities of family relationships are repeated across
generations — has received a great deal of support in studies of individuals, couples,
and parent—child relationships.

Continuiry of idividual adaprarion. There is no doubt that severe psychological
disorders (schizophrenia, bipolar disorder, depression, anti-social personality, and
others) ‘run in families’. Given a diagnosed parent as an index, his or her children are
more likely to be diagnosed with that disorder than a non-index control of the same
age, sex, and general life circumstances (Cicchetti & Cohen, 1995; Mednick ez al.,
1981). Personality traits in non-diagnosed individuals are also likely to be repeated
across generations (Plomin ez al., 1994). We are not concerned here with the
complexity of explaining how this continuity occurs, but simply note that children
tend to grow up to think and behave in ways that are similar to their parents’ ways
(Bengtson, 1996; Luescher & Pillemer, 1998; Miller, 2005).
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Continuiry of couple relationship quality. Couple relationship patterns tend to be
repeated across generations. For example, large-scale sociological studies and meta-
analyses find that adult children whose parents had divorced are more likely to end
their own marriages in divorce (Amato, 1996). When unhappy parents stay together
‘for the sake of their children’, the children’s marriages are also more likely to be
unhappy (Amato & Booth, 2001; Schneewind & Ruppert, 1998). If we examine the
results of these studies from a more positive side, we could argue that when parents
have positive relationships as a couple, their children are likely to follow suit when
they embark on intimate relationships of their own.

Continuity of parent — child relationship qualiry. Existing research on whether the quality
of parent—child relationships in one generation tends to be repeated in the next
suggests an affirmative answer, but the literature is sparse and/or limited in its
design. For example, studies using the Adult Attachment Interview (Hesse, 1999;
Main et al., 1985) assess the quality of relationships in an adult’s family of origin by
assuming that the 90-minute interview elicits adults’ current ‘working models’ of
attachment relationships growing out of early experiences with key attachment
figures. Thus, parents categorized as having secure working models of attachment,
based on detailed coding of their response to the Adult Attachment Interview, tend
to have infants assessed as securely attached, based on observations in Ainsworth’s
Strange Situation paradigm (Van Ijzendoorn, 1992). The question of direction of
effects is always raised when the parents’ attachment to their parents, and the
children’s attachment to their parents, are assessed at the same time, since it is
possible that the relationship with one’s child can influence memories of one’s own
earlier family relationships. An important study by Fonagy ez al. (1991) shows that
assessments of parents’ security of attachment obtained before their children are
born function as strong predictors of their children’s security of attachment when
they are 1% years old. Despite the fact that the interview responses do not represent
the ‘reality’ of the relationships in the past generation, they have usually been
interpreted as demonstrating intergenerational continuity of parent—child attach-
ment patterns.

Some new findings from very extended longitudinal studies of clinical populations
overcome the problem of retrospective reports by observing parents in generation 1
(G1) as they interact with their children (G2), and then waiting until G2 can be
observed as adults parenting their children. For example, Capaldi ez al. (2003) show
that G1 — G2 parenting of boys originally chosen for a study of aggression predicted
G2 —G3 parenting by the now-grown-up fathers of sons (a correlation of 0.46 across
generations and over a period of about 12 years). In a useful review of
intergenerational transmission, Serbin and Karp (2004) point out that consistency
across generations is higher when the assessments of parents and children in G1 - G2
occur at approximately the same ages as the parents and children in G2-G3.

As we noted above, the primary mechanisms invoked in the explanation of
intergenerational continuity focus on transmissions from parent to child through
either genetics or family dynamics — parents acting on children, and children
internalizing ideals, values, and behavior patterns from their families of origin. We
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turn now to the role of couple relationship quality in understanding when patterns are
and are not repeated from one generation to another.

Couple relationship quality and the intergenerational cycle

In this section, we describe evidence from two separate studies of how parents’
working models of attachment play out in the family system.

Samples, procedure, and methods

In the first study, the Becoming a Family Project (C.P. Cowan & Cowan, 2000), we
began with 72 couples in mid-pregnancy who were expecting a first child. Another 24
couples not yet decided about having children were followed for comparison
purposes, but they are not included in this report. Couples were not informed before
they responded to the project materials that they were going to be part of an
intervention study, so the expectant parents entering this study were not seeking help
for already existing couple relationship problems (although a substantial minority
showed some signs of distress). In a randomized clinical trial, 24 of the couples were
randomly chosen to participate in a group of 4 to 5 couples meeting every week for 6
months — from the last trimester of pregnancy through the first three months
postpartum (see next section). Another group of 24 couples, also randomly selected,
were followed over time but not offered participation in an intervention. Couples in
both the intervention and control conditions were interviewed, and each partner
completed a set of questionnaires in pregnancy before the intervention began, at 6
months postpartum, and again at 18 months postpartum.

When their children were 3%, in addition to completing interviews and
questionnaires, each family was invited to our laboratory playroom for a family visit,
where we observed mother and child, father and child, and the whole family as they
engaged in a set of difficult and playful tasks (for details see C.P. Cowan & Cowan,
2000). Observers rated parent— child interaction on 17 scales, combined into three
dimensions: warmth/responsiveness; structure/limit setting; and support for appro-
priate levels of autonomy. Similar scales were used to rate the partners’ behavior
toward one another as they worked and played together with the child (warmth and
conflict in the co-parenting relationship).

On a separate day, the couples were given the Adult Attachment Interview
(George et al., 1985). In a 60— 90-minute narrative, respondents described their past
and present relationships with their parents, with questions focused on whether the
parents functioned as a secure base for them in times of stress and distress. Coders
examined not only the positive or negative aspects of the relationships described, but
also whether the narrative presented a coherent account of the (grand)parent— child
relationships. Respondents who recounted a positive or negative story in a coherent
manner were described as having a secure working model of attachment relationships.
Respondents who dismissed their early relationships as unimportant, those who
idealized the relationships without providing convincing examples, and those who
were so preoccupied with anger at their parents that parts of their accounts were not
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coherent, were described as having an insecure working model of attachment
relationships. These three patterns, secure, insecure-dismissing, and insecure-
preoccupied, resemble the three major strategies that infants display in dealing with
separation from an attachment figure (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Bowlby, 1988).
Although we could not ascertain whether the descriptions of the parents in our study
represented what really happened in childhood, we treated them as representations of
the respondents’ current schemas about their early attachment relationships.

In the second study, the Schoolchildren and their Families Project (P.A. Cowan et al.,
2005b), a new sample of 100 families joined the research in the year before their first
child entered kindergarten and were followed over the next 10 years. Again, in a
random assignment design, some couples were offered one consultation a year, over
three years, with the project staff (the control condition). Others were offered a
chance to participate in couples groups that met weekly for 16 weeks with project
staff; some of the groups focused more on couple relationship issues and some
focused more on parent—child issues (see below).

In both longitudinal studies, laboratory observations of couple interaction and
parent —child interaction were carried out in the pre-intervention, pre-school period
and at the end of the child’s kindergarten year. Using the same rating scales as the
earlier study, observers described the quality of the parent— child interactions in the
dyads, and the quality of the parents’ interaction as a couple (co-parenting) during
the whole-family session. The children’s adaptation to school was assessed by
achievement tests, interviews with the children, and a behavior checklist filled out by
their teachers, who did not know which children in their classroom were participants
in the study (C.P. Cowan & Cowan, 2000). The teacher checklists were used to
describe each child’s level of internalizing problems (shy, withdrawn, anxious,
depressed) and externalizing problems (angry, aggressive, disobedient) during the
spring of kindergarten year.

Results

The findings of the two studies of different samples were remarkably similar (Cohn ez
al., 1992; P.A. Cowan et al., 2005a). Because the second study had more participants,
allowing us to analyze the data separately for sons and daughters, we focus on the
results of the Cowan ez al. (2005a) study. When fathers or mothers in our study of non-
clinical families were described as having insecure working models of attachment with
reference to relationships with their parents, they were more likely to be observed as
having high conflict in a couple problem-solving discussion and less authoritative
parenting in separate mother-child and father-child observations in our project
playroom. The data show that the full structural equation model for mothers predicted
54% of the variance in daughters’ internalizing problems and 63% of the variance in
girls’ externalizing problems in kindergarten as reported by the children’s teachers.
The data from the teachers were gathered one year after the staff had observed the
families in our project playroom. The same variables assessed in mother—son pairs
accounted for 37% of the variance in sons’ internalizing behavior. The model using
data on fathers’ attachment and parenting quality explained 53% of the variance in
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daughters’ externalizing behavior, and 43% of the variance in sons’ externalizing
behavior. By entering and removing specific information from the equations, we found
that information concerning the parents’ working models of attachment, and
information about their observed marital interaction, each contributed independent,
unique power to our ability to predict the quality of children’s relationships with their
peers in the first year of elementary school.

Our earlier study using the Adult Attachment Interview (Cohn er al., 1992)
showed that the pairing of attachment security in husbands and wives made a
difference. When both partners had secure working models of attachment, their
observed marital interaction and parent—child relationships were highly positive.
When both partners had insecure working models of attachment, observed marital
interaction and parent— child relationships were quite negative. When husbands were
characterized as securely attached and their wives were not, both marital and parent—
child relationships were positive, and indistinguishable from the secure-—secure
pairings. Husbands’ security of attachment was able to protect against the negative
impact of wives’ insecure attachment.

Unfortunately in the first study there were only two pairs in which wives were
characterized as securely attached and their husbands were not, and so we were unable
to examine that combination. In our later study of 70 couples with completed Adult
Attachment Interviews, there were more wife-secure and husband-insecure pairs.
Unpublished analyses show that the three patterns found in the first study were
replicated. The new analyses also showed that when wives were characterized as
securely attached and their husbands were not, their interactions as a couple and with
their children were negative. In other words, in these couples, the wives’ security of
attachment did not provide a buffer for their husbands’ insecure model of relationships
in terms of keeping the marital or parent— child relationship quality more positive.

Finally, there was a difference in the statistical models of links between risks and
outcomes depending on the gender of the parent and the gender of the child (P.A.
Cowan er al., 2005). When fathers had insecure working models of attachment, they
tended to have conflictful marriages and ineffective parent— child relationships; their
sons and daughters children had significantly higher levels of externalizing at school.
Fathers’ attachment as measured by the Adult Attachment Interview was not
significantly linked with sons’ or daughters’ internalizing problems at school
(symptoms of depression, somaticizing). By contrast, when mothers had insecure
working models of attachment, the links extended through conflictful marriages and
ineffective parenting to higher levels of internalizing problems in their kindergarten-
age daughters but not in their sons.

We can draw several important conclusions from the pattern of these findings.
First, in addition to the fact that marital and parent— child relationships are correlated
with children’s adaptation to kindergarten, information about the security of each
parent’s working models of attachment to their parents contributed to our under-
standing of the children’s ability to meet the challenges of the transition to elementary
school. Although these findings are correlational, not causal, the path models are
consistent with the hypothesis that insecure working models of relationships in the
family one grows up in make it more difficult to establish a harmonious relationship
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with a spouse. It appears that one way in which parent— child relationship patterns are
transmitted across generations is through the effect of the parents’ working models on
the quality of their relationship as partners. When that quality spills over into the
parent —child relationships, the result is a repetition of relationship quality from the
parents’ families of origin.

Despite the significant correlation between working models of attachment (Adult
Attachment Interview) and marital conflict, the correspondence was far from perfect.
Not all people with insecure working models of attachment were in conflictful
marriages. Consistent with the results of the study by Quinton ez al., (1984), parents
who managed to establish warm and cooperative relationships with their partners
were also likely to establish positive relationships with their children, who tended to
fare well early in their school careers. That is, the quality of the couple relationship
can function as a buffer by protecting the child against the risks associated with
parents’ insecure working models of attachment.

One condition that promotes buffering appears to be the pairing of a husband with
a secure working model of attachment and a wife with an insecure model of
attachment. Why would this combination work so well, whereas the pairing of a
husband with an insecure model of attachment and a wife with a secure model did not
provide the buffering that alters the negative intergenerational pattern? Our
speculative answer, based on interviews with many parents, is that when wives have
insecure models of attachment relationships, they tend to react to threats to their
relationship with a depressive style, and the husbands can take the role of protectors —
a pattern that is consistent with cultural stereotypes. By contrast, when husbands have
insecure models of relationships, their vulnerability may more often take the form of
irritability, anger, and lashing out at others. Despite the fact that this pattern is, in its
own way, culturally stereotypic, these behaviors are more difficult for women to
contend with, even for those with secure models of attachment. Both the data on the
pairing of partners with different working models of attachment and the differences
we found in the patterns of linkage depending on whether we were looking at mothers
or fathers, daughters or sons, and externalizing or internalizing behaviors, suggest that
the transmission of family relationship patterns is related to complex, gendered
dynamics that require more systematic exploration.

Couple-focused interventions: breaking intergenerational cycles

Our reports of the pattern of correlations across generations and across time focused
on the lilfespan trajectory represented in Fig. 1. Our intervention study was more
limited, beginning in the center of that diagram and examining how a couples’ group
intervention affected parents’ couple relationships, parent—child relationships, and
their children’s adaptation to school.

A brief description of the couples groups interventions

In the intervention aspects of the two studies we described above, couples from 28
different cities and towns responded to information about a study of an early family
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life transition (to parenthood or to school). In each study, couples were randomly
chosen to participate in a couples group that met with clinically trained leaders
every week over the transition to parenthood or the children’s transition to school.
They, and comparable couples with no special intervention, were followed over the
next six years to monitor shifts in their relationships — as couples and with their
children.

The couples groups were led by a male—female team of trained mental health
professionals, who worked with the parents to discuss many aspects of their lives
as partners and parents: their well-being or difficulty as individuals; their
relationship as couples in terms of parenting, communication styles, and problem
solving strategies; the quality of their relationships with their children; the quality
of their relationships with their parents; and the balance between the life stresses
and social support in their lives. Each of these aspects of their lives was assessed
before, and a number of times after, the couples group intervention, and all
comparison couples and children were assessed in the same ways, so that we could
look for any effects of the intervention on the parents’ and children’s adaptation
over the years.

The intervention has been described in a number of publications (C.P. Cowan &
Cowan, 2000; C.P. Cowan et al., 2005; P.A. Cowan & Cowan, 2001; Schulz ez al., in
press). Each group meeting involved an open-ended ‘check-in’ and a more structured
agenda. The groups were not conducted as didactic communication skills training
classes, but rather as opportunities for couples in a similar life transition to share
experiences and gain some perspective on family and work issues that were part of
their daily concerns. The group leaders attempted to help couples normalize their
situation (‘we’re all in the same boat’), take time to explore ‘hot’ issues in a safe
setting, and try out new strategies each week with feedback from the leaders and other
group participants.

Results

Both the transition-to-parenthood and transition-to-school couples group interven-
tions showed statistically significant effects. Compared with controls, couples in the
transition to parenthood groups showed much smaller declines in marital satisfaction
in the years after they had their babies. The impact of groups could still be seen five
years later, when the group participants had maintained their level of satisfaction with
marriage, whereas the controls in our study (Schulz er al., in press), and couples
becoming parents in more than 20 studies in the United States, England, Germany,
and Israel, showed significant declines (C.P. Cowan & Cowan, 1995). Despite these
positive effects on the parents’ marital satisfaction, we could not find positive effects
of the intervention on the children’s adaptation to kindergarten five years after the
couples groups had ended.

In the second study, we offered the couples group intervention in the year before
their first child entered kindergarten (C.P. Cowan et al., 2005). The couples groups
that emphasized parenting issues resulted in a shift to more effective parenting but no
change in marital interaction, according to assessments of mother—child, father—
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child, and couple interaction by observers who were blind to whether couples had
participated in an intervention or control condition. The couples groups that
emphasized marital issues resulted in a reduction in conflict between the parents
during a family interaction task, as well as increases in parents’ warmth and
structuring of tasks with the child. In comparison with children whose parents were in
the control condition, children whose parents participated in the groups emphasizing
couple relationship issues had higher tested achievement scores in kindergarten, and
fewer externalizing behaviors and problems with peers in first grade. Finally, there
were links between intervention-induced change and child outcomes. It appears that
reductions in marital conflict and increases in effective parenting both played a causal
role in children’s academic and social adaptation to the early years of elementary
school. Preliminary analyses show that the published results of the transition to school
intervention from pre-kindergarten to first grade (Cowan ez al., 2005) were also found
in subsequent follow-ups at fourth grade when the children were 9% years old.

The results of the intervention design demonstrate that marital relationships play a
causal role in shaping the quality of parent—child relationships and children’s
adaptation. These results also suggest that there may be a directional connection
between couple relationships and parent—child relationships. In our study, the
intervention focused on couple relationship change was able to produce observed
changes in parenting style, but the parenting-focused intervention did not have the
reverse effects. If one major goal is to enhance young children’s emotional, social, and
academic adaptation, the results of this intervention study suggest that there may be
more advantages in helping parents with their couple relationship issues than in
focusing solely on their parenting strategies.

It would be ideal to report that we could link the two halves of this paper together
to show that interventions designed to increase attachment security resulted in
improved couple relationships with positive effects on children. As far as we know,
there are no studies demonstrating that psychotherapy produces measurable effects
on security of attachment. What we have shown is that couples interventions can
affect marital and parent—child relationships, and this can help to prevent difficult
family relationships from repeating across the generations.

Conclusions

It has been assumed that the primary pathway to enhancing children’s well-being is
through interventions designed to increase the quality of their parents’ skill in
parenting. Our findings from two studies of adult attachment suggest that couple
relationship quality can play an important role in determining whether parents’
insecure working models of attachment will have an impact on marital and family
relationships in ways that affect their children’s adaptation to school. For now, we can
state that this strong causal interpretation is a hypothesis consistent with the
correlational data. When we add the findings from the two intervention studies, we
can argue more definitively that the quality of the parents’ relationship as a couple can
have a causal impact on both family functioning and children’s adaptation.
Enhancing the couple’s ability to resolve disagreements and solve problems effectively
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in their relationship as partners can produce substantial benefits in terms of enhanced
marital interactions, more effective parenting strategies, and ultimately the children’s
academic achievement and relationships with peers in the early elementary school
grades.

Child therapists and parent educators might take the message from these findings
that addressing unresolved issues between the child’s parents could add to the power
of their interventions. Couples therapists might consider that whether or not they see
the children or discuss issues that clients have with their children, they may be playing
an important preventive mental health role in promoting children’s well being by
strengthening their parents’ relationships as partners and as parents. Policy makers
might consider that while parenting interventions are one way to enhance children’s
well-being, couple-focused interventions hold the potential to foster children’s
adaptation by breaking cycles of unsatisfying relationships across the generations and
enhancing the quality of family life for parents and children.
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