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Abstract
We investigated the association between sound financial management behaviors and marital quality, particularly the direction of the association and a potential mediator. To do this, we used three waves of longitudinal dyadic data that spanned
three years from 279 married couples living in a large northwestern city and a longitudinal path analysis that incorporated
the Actor-Partner Interdependence Model (Kenny et al. Dyadic data analysis. Guilford, New York City, 2006). Marital
satisfaction at T1 was positively associated with sound financial management behavior for husbands; we only found actor
effects, though. Wives’ T2 reports of sound financial management behavior were directly and negatively associated with
their own reports of marital conflict at T3. Husbands’ T2 reports of sound financial management behavior was negatively
associated with T3 economic pressure, which was positively associated with marital conflict. The indirect association was
not statistically significant, however.
Keywords Dyadic data · Economic pressure · Financial management behaviors · Longitudinal analyses · Marital quality
Although scholars have been examining behaviors that contribute to marital quality for decades (e.g., Glenn 1990), one
behavior, sound financial management, has been relatively
understudied (Dew and Xiao 2013). Xiao (2016) defined
sound financial management behaviors as those behaviors
that will help individuals and families “to achieve financial
goals and enhance financial wellbeing” (p. 3). We use Xiao’s
definition for the present study. And although many studies have examined other financial issues vis-à-vis relationship quality (e.g., see Dew 2016 for a review), most have
focused on negative financial events (e.g., Conger and Elder
1994) or proxies of sound financial management behaviors
such as asset/debt levels or individuals’ feelings about their
spouses’ spending habits (Britt et al. 2017; Gudmunson et al.
2007). That is, not many studies have measured financial
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management behaviors, per se, and assessed their value as
marital quality predictors.
Despite the lack of research, a more complete understanding of the association between sound financial management
behaviors and marital quality would be important for many
reasons. First, sound financial management is a skill that is
taught across many different social contexts (e.g., through
state extension, in religious and employment settings, etc.).
Thus, if there is an indirect effect from financial education, to sound financial management, to marital quality,
this would be important for the public and policy makers
to know. Second, such an analysis would promote scholarship. For example, most studies that have examined the
association between sound financial management behavior
and marital quality have used cross sectional data. Without longitudinal data, however, we cannot answer questions
about the direction of the relationship. That is, although
sound financial management behavior might indeed relate
to higher-quality marriages, it may instead be the case that
higher-quality marriage may encourage sound financial
management behaviors. Finally, a study of the association
between sound financial management behavior and marital quality might help inform those practitioners who help
families. Most marriage and family therapists do not receive
much training dealing with financial issues as a presenting
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problem (Stanley and Einhorn 2007). Further, a new area
of practice, financial therapy, promotes addressing couples’
financial and marital issues simultaneously (Archuleta and
Grable 2011). Thus, this study could contribute to practitioners’ knowledge base and, by untangling the direction of the
association, possibly suggest courses of treatment.
In this study, we addressed the gaps in the literature using
dyadic longitudinal data to test the direction of the association between sound financial management behavior and
marital quality (n = 279 couples) over the course of three
years. We also tested a potential mediator of one direction
of the associations. Our study is strong in that we had dyadic
longitudinal data (uncommon in this area), are able to test
the direction of the association, and had multi-item scales
to measure the constructs. It is uncommon to have a data set
with multi-item scales of both financial management behaviors and marital quality. Further, our analysis is robust in that
we controlled for previous levels of the outcome variables
in the model.

Literature Review
Sound Financial Management Behavior
We take our definition of sound financial management
behavior from the fields of financial advising and financial
counseling. Although these two fields focus on different
clienteles (higher-net-worth individuals and low-to-moderate-income households, respectively), both fields share a
definition of sound financial management behaviors (Dew
et al. 2020). Within those fields, sound financial management behaviors are those behaviors that will help individuals
and families to have and maintain greater financial stability,
avoid feelings of economic pressure, and enable them to
attain their financial goals (Xiao 2016). Examples of financial management behaviors typically listed as “sound” in
these fields include spending less than the household earns,
paying off and avoiding consumer debt, establishing and
maintaining an emergency savings fund, and investing for
retirement (Hilgert et al. 2003; O’Neill et al. 2005).
We recognize that this definition, particularly the term
“sound,” might seem narrow and based on White middleclass norms. However, studies have shown that lower-income
households practice sound financial management behavior
(Hogarth and Anguelov 2003) and that these behaviors benefit them. For example, sound financial management behavior
was associated with low-income households strengthening
their financial situation over time (O’Neill et al. 2005). Further, low-income households that practiced sound financial
management behavior reported fewer negative financial
events over time (Rothwell and Han 2010), even after being
matched based on income, education, etc. with those who
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did not manage their money. Regarding race, the results of
a qualitative study of African American long-term married
couples suggested that controlling spending, budgeting, and
especially working together jointly on financial issues were
important ways to strengthen marriage (Dew et al. 2017).
Furthermore, Asian families were more likely to have adequate emergency savings than any other race/ethnic group
(Hong and Kao 1997).Thus, we submit that our definition of
sound financial management behaviors are not necessarily
based on class or race norms.
A few studies have focused on the association between
financial management behaviors, per se, and marital quality. For example, Dew and Xiao (2013) found that sound
financial management behaviors were positively associated
with participants’ relationship happiness. Zimmerman and
Roberts (2012) found that increased sound financial management behaviors and enhanced marital satisfaction were
correlated for couples taking financial education course.
Furthermore, in a qualitative, strengths-based assessment
of long-term married couples, participants stated that living
within their means and avoiding debt were behaviors that
had contributed to the quality of their marriage (Skogrand
et al. 2011). These studies of the association between sound
financial management behaviors and marital quality have
assumed that behaviors predict quality (e.g., Zimmerman
and Roberts 2012), even when using cross sectional data
(Dew and Xiao 2013). One of the main purposes of the present study is to test that association using longitudinal data.

The Association Between Sound Financial
Management and Marital Quality
We examined the associations between sound financial management behaviors and marital quality using a conceptual
model we created (Fig. 1). In this model we suggest that
Time 1 (T1) marital quality is associated with Time 2 (T2)
sound financial management behavior. T2 sound financial
management is then indirectly associated with Time 3 (T3)
marital quality through the mechanism of economic pressure. Our model combines insights drawn from Becker’s
(1981) economic theory on marriage, the financial expectations and family formation theory (Gibson-Davis 2009), and
the family stress model of economic pressure and marital
distress (hereafter called the family stress model; Conger and
Elder 1994). Below we discuss the details of these theories
and how they contribute to our model.
Economic Perspectives on Marriage
Although sound financial management behaviors may longitudinally predict marital quality, Becker’s (1981) economic theory on marriage suggests that this association may
also move in the opposite direction. Becker asserted that
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W1 Marital
Satisfaction

W2 Sound
Financial
Management
Behaviors

W3 Marital
Satisfaction
W3 Feelings of
Economic Pressure
W3 Marital
Conflict

W1 Marital Conflict

H1 Marital
Satisfaction

H1 Marital Conflict

H2 Sound Financial
Management
Behaviors

Hypothesis 1

H3 Feelings of
Economic Pressure

Hypotheses 2a/2b

H3 Marital
Satisfaction

H3 Marital Conflict

Fig. 1  Conceptual Model of the Associations between Relationship
Quality and Sound Financial Management. Hypothesis 3 = Partner
effects from wives’ sound financial management behaviors will be
stronger than from husbands’ sound financial management behav-

iors. Note T2 sound financial management behaviors regressed on T1
sound financial management behaviors, T3 feelings of economic pressure regressed on T2 levels, and T3 marital satisfaction/marital conflict regressed on T2 levels (not shown)

marriage is a calculated individual choice. That is, when
individuals feel that the cost–benefit consideration for marrying outweighs the cost–benefit consideration of being
single, they will seek to marry. Likewise, if an individual
feels that the cost–benefit consideration of leaving a marriage outweighs the cost–benefit of staying, then they would
file for a divorce.
A fundamental insight from Becker’s (1981) theory, for
our purposes, is that those who experience greater happiness
or benefits in their marriage will be more likely to invest in
that relationship than those who experience less happiness
or fewer benefits. That is, those who have more to lose by a
divorce will be more likely to invest in the relationship. This
will help encourage the marriage to stay intact.
We assert that sound financial management behaviors
constitute an investment in one’s marriage and that happier
couples will be more likely to make these investments. Many
sound financial management behaviors (such as saving and
avoiding debt) require forgoing individual present pleasure
for future financial, family, and/or relationship gains (Jenkins et al. 2002). Individuals may accrue long-term personal
or relationship benefits (e.g., spousal congruence in financial
matters or spousal gratitude) by engaging in sound financial
management behaviors.
Empirical studies support the idea that happier couples
will be more likely to financially invest in their relationship
(or that unhappy couples begin to divest from their marriage). One study suggested that couples begin to spend
down wealth a few years before a divorce (Zagorsky 2005),
while another found that couples nearing divorce held less
wealth than stable couples unless the spouses had the same

income (Finke and Pierce 2006). This behavior is understandable if spouses anticipate the divorce and feel that they
will not be able to fully enjoy their assets in the event of
a divorce settlement. Furthermore, couples who felt that
their relationships were more stable, and who had already
invested a lot in their marriages, were more likely to have
combined their finances (Treas 1993). Consequently, we
hypothesize that couples with higher marital quality will
report higher levels of sound financial management.
Hypothesis 1 Individuals’ T1 marital satisfaction will positively relate to their own and their spouses’ T2 sound financial management behaviors. Their T1 marital conflict will
negatively relate to their own and their spouses’ T2 sound
financial management.
Sound Financial Management Maintaining Marital Quality
Becker’s (1981) theory asserted that individuals will marry
if the perceived gains from doing so exceed the gains they
experience while single. The specific gains to marriage that
Becker postulated in his theory (i.e., the exchange of sexcomplimentary labor) are much less salient today than they
were earlier in the twentieth century (Lundberg et al. 2016).
However, only 29% of adults in the U.S. population in 2016
had never married (United States Census Bureau 2016).
Thus, the gains to marriage likely still exist even if they
have changed form. Contemporary gains to marriage in the
United States may include financial stability.
One theory, termed the financial expectations and family
formation theory, suggests that individuals will not marry
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unless they are economically stable (Gibson-Davis 2009).
By delaying marriage until they are economically stable they
have a greater assurance that their marriage is more likely
to be economically stable (Gibson-Davis 2009). Multiple
qualitative studies have indicated that cohabiting couples
and single parents would marry if they were more finically stable (Gibson-Davis et al. 2005; Smock et al. 2005).
Quantitative research has also verified these findings (e.g.,
Gibson-Davis 2009). Further, Schneider (2011) found that
differences in asset ownership account for much of the racial
gap in marriage rates.
Because economic stability predicts the initiation of marriage, couples likely expect to maintain economic stability
during the marriage. That is, maintained economic stability might be one of the gains to marriage. In a nationally
representative study, couples with higher levels of financial
assets were less likely to divorce over time than couples with
lower levels of assets (Dew 2009). Further, higher consumerdebt levels were associated with increases in marital conflict
levels (Gudmunson et al. 2007), and satisfaction with one’s
finances was correlated with happiness in one’s relationship (Archuleta et al. 2013). By practicing sound financial
management behavior, then, couples could be able to better
realize and maintain gains to marriage. As couples practice
sound financial management behavior and realize the gain
of continued financial stability in their marriage, they may
be more likely to report having a quality marriage.
Hypothesis 2a Individuals’ T2 sound financial management behaviors will positively relate to their own and their
spouses’ T3 marital satisfaction and negatively relate to their
own and their spouses’ T3 future marital conflict.
Economic Pressure as a Mediator
If sound financial management behaviors predict relationship satisfaction, the family stress model suggests a potential mediator. This model originates from research of the
U.S. Great Depression, the U.S. 1980s Midwest Farm Crisis, and family stress theory (Liker and Elder 1983; Conger
et al. 1990). It suggests that economic hardship (losing a
job, cutting back on expenses, etc.) is positively related to
feelings of economic pressure (Conger et al. 1990). Feelings of economic pressure include “the emotional, cognitive,
and behavioral responses of family members experiencing
difficulties in making family resources meet family needs”
(Lorenz et al. 1991, p. 376). Economic pressure increases
couples’ emotional distress, which predicts greater conflict
and decreased relationship satisfaction (Conger and Conger
2008; Dew and Xiao 2013).
According to the family stress model, economic hardship
and events are precursors to feelings of economic pressure.
Much of the existing research emphasizes uncontrollable
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economic events like recession, job loss, or illness. However,
we hypothesize that individuals’ financial behaviors also contribute to a couples’ feelings of economic pressure. That is,
sound financial management will reduce couples’ feelings of
economic pressure, thus decreasing marital distress. Consistent
with this hypothesis, Dew (2007) found that consumer debt
was both directly and indirectly related to relationship outcomes via feelings of economic pressure.
On the other hand, asset accumulation and consistent saving
makes it easier for couples to meet financial needs and reduce
feelings of economic pressure (Dew 2007; Xiao and Anderson
1997). Rhoades et al. (2010) found that partners who invest in
the relationship by sharing debt, saving, or sharing assets were
more likely to feel happier in the relationship. These studies
suggest that sound financial management influences couples’
feelings of economic pressure.
Hypothesis 2b Individuals’ feelings of economic pressure
will mediate the association between their own and their
spouses’ sound financial management behaviors and their
own and their spouses’ marital quality.
Gender, Financial Management, and Marital Quality
Our final hypothesis concerns gender—specifically whether
wives’ or husbands’ financial behaviors will be more salient
to marital quality. This question is relevant because we test
partner, as well as actor, effects. That is, we test whether wives’
financial behaviors influence husbands’ marital quality and
vice-versa.
Although few scholars have investigated this area directly,
some studies suggest that wives’ financial behaviors and
their responses to financial issues might matter more than
husbands’. For example, in a quantitative study that used
dyadic data, husbands’ perceptions of the way wives spent
money were a stronger predictor of financial conflict than the
wives’ perceptions of the way husbands spent money (Britt
et al. 2017). Further in a longitudinal dyadic study, the association between financial assets, debt, and divorce was mediated by wives’ characteristics, but not husbands (Dew 2007,
2009). Thus, we hypothesize that wives’ partner effects of
sound financial management behavior will be stronger than
husbands’.
Hypothesis 3 Partner effects from wives’ T2 sound financial
management to husbands’ feelings of T3 economic pressure
and/or marital quality will be stronger than partner effects
from husbands to wives.

Journal of Family and Economic Issues

Method
Data and Sample
We drew data for this study from the Flourishing Families
project (Day et al. 2017). The Flourishing Families project
was a community-level sample. Participants were recruited
from a large northwestern city in the United States. Data
collectors contacted families in census tracts that represented the economic and race/ethnic composition of the
city. To be eligible for the Flourishing Families project, a
household had to have a child between the ages of 10 and
14 and live in one of the selected census tracts. No other
eligibility requirements existed.
The researchers randomly selected families in these
tracts using information from a survey research database.
The response rate was 61% of those households that were
eligible. Because the survey research database contained
fewer families with low SES characteristics, the research
team also used convenience sampling techniques (e.g.,
fliers) to add more low-SES families to the study. Families first participated in the Flourishing Families study in
2007. They participated in follow-up studies on an annual
basis until 2017, which was the last wave of the study. For
the survey waves we used in this study, participants were
given $100 (U.S.) for each wave they completed. Data was
obtained from the main participant, his or her spouse or
partner, and the subject child. Thus, our marriage data is
dyadic.
The financial variables we used in this study were not
added to the Flourishing Families project until the third
wave of data collection and continued only through the
fifth wave. Therefore, for the purposes of this study, Wave
3 of the Flourishing Families Project is “Time 1” (T1),
Wave 4 is “Time 2” (T2), and Wave 5 is “Time 3” (T3).
To be in our study, participants had to be married at T1.
We required participants to be coupled because we wanted
to analyze dyads. Further, our analytic technique—the
Actor-Partner Interdependence Model (APIM)—requires
dyadic data (Kenny et al. 2006). We made the marital
restriction because the legal status of couples’ finances
differs between married and cohabiting couples in most
states. This difference likely changes some of the incentives in the economic theory we used, with the result that
married and cohabiting couples might feel and behave
differently vis-à-vis family financial issues (e.g., Brown
et al. 2014; DeLeire and Kalil 2005). The complete data
contained only 47 cohabiting couples prior to our application of the marital restriction.
We also restricted participation in this study to those
married couples who stayed together from the beginning of the project (i.e., W1) through at least Wave 5.

The reason we used this restriction is that the Flourishing Families project followed only those participants over
time who had participated in Wave 1. Thus, for example,
if a couple divorced and both former spouses remarried,
Flourishing Families would survey the two original (nowex) spouses and not the two new spouses. But we would
not be able to use this divorced couple’s data because the
two ex-spouses would no longer be a dyad. Furthermore,
participants and their spouses had to participate in every
wave. There were some participants/spouses who would
not participate in one of the waves, but then participate in
later waves. Because we did not want to use missing data
techniques for an entire waves’ worth of data, if a participant or a spouse was not present in one of the waves, we
deleted that couple.
Finally, because of our hypothesis regarding gender, we
used only heterosexual couples in this study. Six gay and
lesbian couples met all of the other inclusion criteria for
this particular study. However, few scholars have examined
financial management within same-sex couples. A qualitative study that examined financial management among gay/
lesbian couples found that almost all of them regarded longterm financial interdependence as problematic (Burns et al.
2008). This suggests that financial norms may differ across
heterosexual and homosexual couples. Furthermore, at the
time of the beginning of the Fragile Families study, samesex marriage was not legal in the location where participants
lived. As already indicated, the legal status likely impacts
some of the incentives in the economic theory we used. Our
inclusion criteria yielded a sample of 279 couples.
Restricting the data to only those who stayed together for
the first five years of the study likely contributed to selection
bias in favor of more stable unions. However, the number
of dyads who were lost to divorce was relatively small (35
dyads, or 9.4% of the original sample).

Measures
Sound Financial Management Behaviors
We measured sound financial management behaviors using
a six-item scale. The items asked participants about their
perceptions of their financial behaviors as a couple (e.g.,
“We spent more than we earned,” “We paid our bills on
time”). Responses ranged from 1 (never engaged in the
behavior) to 5 (almost always engaged in the behavior). We
reverse coded some of the items so that higher scale scores
represented higher levels of sound financial management
behavior. We then took an average of the six items to create
the scale.
Although participants reported their financial behavior
on a household level, there was some variation within the
dyad. For example, wives’ and husbands’ sound financial
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behavior reports had a correlation of r = 0.76 (p < 0.01). T1
Cronbach’s alpha was 0.76 for wives and 0.75 for husbands.
T2 Cronbach’s alpha was 0.76 for wives and 0.74 for husbands. Finally, T3 Cronbach’s alpha was 0.79 for wives and
0.77 for husbands.
Marital Satisfaction
We measured feelings of relationship satisfaction using the
five items from the Quality Marriage Index (Norton 1983).
Participants rated their level of disagreement or agreement with statements such as “Our relationship is strong”
and “My relationship with my partner makes me happy.”
Responses ranged from 1 (very strongly disagree) to 5 (very
strongly agree). We took a mean of the scores to create the
variables. The higher the score, the greater the relationship
satisfaction was. T1 Cronbach’s alpha was 0.98 for wives
and 0.97 for husbands. T2 and T3 Cronbach’s alphas were
0.97 for both husbands and wives.
Marital Conflict Frequency
We measured relationship conflict frequency by taking the
mean of eight items that measured how often couples fought
about different marital domains. These domains included
money, communication, rearing children, sex, in-laws, roles,
relationship power, and alcohol or drug use. The response
set ranged from 1 (never) to 4 (often). The higher the mean
score, the more frequent the conflict. Together, these variables had acceptable levels of reliability. T1 Cronbach’s
alpha was 0.70 for wives and 0.74 for husbands. T2 Cronbach’s alpha was 0.73 for wives and 0.77 for husbands. T3
Cronbach’s alpha was 0.76 for wives and 0.75 for husbands.
Economic Pressure
We used four items that assessed participants’ feelings of
economic pressure to assess the construct. For example, participants offered their level of disagreement or agreement
with statements such as “I have trouble sleeping because of
my financial problems” and “I do not know how I will be
able to support myself in the next year.” We took the mean of
these four items to create the variable. T2 Cronbach’s alpha
was 0.87 for wives and 0.83 for husbands. T3 Cronbach’s
alpha was 0.83 for wives and 0.85 for husbands.
Control Covariates
We also had control covariates. We used the Time 1 levels
of these variables in the analyses. Participants reported their
total household income on a 12-point scale that ranged from
1 (under $20,000 per year) to 12 ($150,000 or more per
year) (these numbers were in U.S. dollars). If a husband’s
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and wife’s scores differed from each other, we used the
higher of the two scores. Participants reported the number
of individuals who lived in the household. Participants also
reported their race or ethnicity. Because 82% of the wives
and 87% of the husbands reported that they were White,
non-Hispanic, we used only one dummy variable for race
and ethnicity. Participants reported their own level of educational attainment. We coded these into two dummy variables: high school or lower and a four-year college degree or
higher. The category of having “some college” or an associate degree was the omitted category. Participants reported
their relationship duration in years. Finally, we should note
that we controlled for initial levels of the outcome variables
in the model. For example, we regressed T2 sound financial
management behavior on T1 levels and T3 marital satisfaction on T2 levels.

Analysis
We used the APIM (Kenny et al. 2006) within a path model
framework to assess the model (see Fig. 1). In APIM, participants’ variables are regressed on their own as well as
their partners’ variables. This allowed us to examine whether
one’s own attitudes and behaviors have a differential influence from that of one’s partner as some previous studies
on financial issues in relationships have suggested. In the
APIM, when one spouses’ independent variable predicts
their own dependent variable, that is termed an “actor effect”
(Kenny et al. 2006). When one spouses’ independent variable predicts the other spouses’ dependent variable that is a
“partner effect”. We used path models rather than structural
equation models because the number of couples in the data
(n = 279) was not enough to conduct a structural equation
model (Kline 2016).
The path models also used residualized gain score methods in the APIM. That is, we regressed the values of the outcome variables on their previous wave values (not shown in
Fig. 1). For example we regressed wives’ T2 sound financial
management behavior on T1 levels of sound financial management behavior and the other independent variables. This
allowed us to examine the effect of a variable on the change
in the dependent variable over time. For example by regressing wives’ T2 sound financial management behavior on their
T1 levels of sound financial management behavior and on
T1 relationship satisfaction, we obtained the association
between wives’ T1 relationship satisfaction and the change
in their sound financial behaviors from T1 to T2 (i.e., “net
of,” or “controlling for” T1 sound financial management).
We have a number of data issues that we need to address.
First, we ran our analyses in Mplus 8.1. Second, to handle
missing data, we estimated the models using Full Information Maximum Likelihood (FIML). FIML is a common
way of dealing with missing data and provides estimates
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similar to those provided by Multiple Imputation (Johnson
and Young 2011). Third, because our data were dyadic, we
correlated wives’ and husbands’ error structure in the model
so that the standard errors were not deflated. Fourth, we
assessed model fit using the CFI, RMSEA, and SRMR indices. Fifth, we regressed each of the endogenous variables on
all of the control covariates.
The last analytic issue is that we measured the magnitude
and significance of the indirect effects using bootstrapping.
Bootstrapping is an iterative process that takes random draws
of the sample and can be used to make repeated estimates of
the size and confidence interval (i.e., 95% CI) of the indirect
effects (Hayes 2009). These estimates are then synthesized.
If “0” is not within the 95% confidence interval of any given
indirect effect, we consider that evidence that that particular
indirect effect is statistically significant.

Results
Descriptive Statistics
Table 1 contains the descriptive statistics. The mean of
sound financial management behaviors for wives was 3.98
at T1 and 3.92 at T2. For husbands, these two means were
3.98 and 3.92, respectively. The means of relationship satisfaction for wives were 4.97 at T1, 4.84 at T2, and 4.81 at
T3. For husbands, these means were 4.98, 4.93, and 4.87,
respectively. The means of relationship conflict for wives

were 2.35 (T1), 2.36 (T2), and 2.39 (T3), whereas for husbands they were 2.35 (T1), 2.37 (T2), and 2.35 (T3). The
means of feelings of economic pressure were 2.10 (T2) and
2.04 (T3) for wives. For husbands those means were 2.07
and 1.98, respectively. The means and proportions for the
control covariates are also located in Table 1.
The trends evident in the descriptive statistics were
interesting. Sound financial management means declined
over time, as did relationship satisfaction means, whereas
the relationship conflict means rose for wives, but were
stable for husbands. Further, feelings of economic pressure decreased over time. All of these changes were slight,
however.

Results from the Path Model
The results from the path model are shown in both Table 2
and Fig. 2. Model fit was good with a CFI statistic of 0.98,
a RMSEA score of 0.04 and a SRMR score of 0.02. The R2
values ranged from 0.45–0.67.
Hypothesis 1 suggested that T1 satisfaction and conflict
would predict participants’ T2 sound financial management
behaviors. We found little support for Hypothesis 1. The
only related finding was that husbands’ own T1 marital satisfaction was positively associated with their own T2 sound
financial management behaviors (b = 0.08, p < 0.05). T1
marital conflict was unrelated to T2 sound financial management behaviors, however. The R2 for wives’ T2 sound
financial management behavior was 0.67, and for husbands

Table 1  Descriptive statistics (n = 279 married heterosexual couples)
Wives

T1 sound financial management behavior
T1 marital satisfaction
T1 marital conflict
T2 sound financial management behavior
T2 marital satisfaction
T2 marital conflict
T2 feelings of economic pressure
T3 marital satisfaction
T3 marital conflict
T3 feelings of economic pressure
T1 total household incomea
T1 household s izea
T1 P white
T1 P high school or less
T1 P completed “some college” or associate d egreeb
T1 P 4 year degree or better
Relationship durationa
a

Husbands

M or %

SD

Min–Max

M or %

SD

Min–Max

3.98
4.97
2.35
3.92
4.84
2.36
2.10
4.81
2.39
2.04
9.16
4.44
82
6
14
70
17.83

.76
1.09
.47
.78
1.04
.50
.94
1.08
.54
.87
2.58
1.03

2–5
1–6
1.13–3.5
2.17–5
1–6
1–4
1–4.75
1–6
1–4.5
1–4.75
2–12
3–9

.71
1.00
.52
.76
1.00
.54
.86
1.01
.55
.87
2.58
1.03

1.5–5
1–6
1.13–4
1.5–5
1–6
1–4.5
1–4.5
1–6
1–4.29
1–4.75
2–12
3–9

4.72

2–35

3.98
4.98
2.35
3.92
4.93
2.37
2.07
4.87
2.35
1.98
9.16
4.44
87
6
13
71
17.83

4.72

2–35

Variable measured at the couple level. bOmitted variable in the analyses
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Table 2  The indirect association between marital quality and sound financial management behaviors (SFMB)
T2 SFMB
Wives

Intercept
T1 W SFMB
T1 H SFMB
T1 W Satisfaction
T1 H Satisfaction
T1 W Conflict
T1 H Conflict
T2 W Feelings of Economic Pressure
T2 H Feelings of Economic Pressure
T2 W Satisfaction
T2 H Satisfaction
T2 W Conflict
T2 H Conflict
T2 W SFMB
T2 H SFMB
T3 W Feelings of Economic Pressure
T3 H Feelings of Economic Pressure
T1 Total HH Income
T1 Household Size
T1 P White
T1 P High School or less
T1 P 4 Year degree +
Relationship Duration
R2

Husbands

T3 Economic pressure

T3 Satisfaction

T3 Conflict

Wives

Wives

Wives

Husbands

Husbands

Husbands

b

SEb b

SEb b

SEb B

SEb b

SEb b

SEb b

SEb b

SEb

.06
.67**
.20**
.02
.02
− .01
.03
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
− .01
.01
.06
− .09
− .03
.01
.67

.47
.06
.06
.03
.03
.09
.08
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
.01
.03
.08
.10
.07
.01

.45
.06
.07
.03
.04
.08
.08
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
.01
.03
.09
.12
.07
.06

.53
–
–
–
–
–
–
.07
.07
–
–
–
–
.09
.09
–
–
.02
.04
.14
.18
.11
.01

.45
–
–
–
–
–
–
.08
.09
–
–
–
–
.09
.08
–
–
.02
.04
.14
.16
.12
.01

.52
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
.10
.09
–
–
.10
.10
.08
.09
.02
.04
.11
.28
.13
.02

.47
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
.06
.09
–
–
.07
.09
.07
.05
..02
.03
.12
.15
.09
.01

.28
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
.06
.06
.05
.05
.03
.04
.01
.03
.06
.10
.07
.01

.28
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
.05
.06
.05
.05
.03
.03
.01
.03
.08
.08
.06
.01

.30
.27**
.55**
− .01
.08*
.02
.04
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
.04**
− .03
− .15
.24*
− .01
.01
.68

1.36*
–
–
–
–
–
–
.52**
.04
–
–
–
–
.01
− .15
–
–
− .01
.06
− .24
.40*
.05
.01
.45

1.98*
–
–
–
–
–
–
.01
.49**
–
–
–
–
− .07
− .19*
–
–
.01
.01
− .25
.09
− .30*
.01
.47

1.10*
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
.52**
.27**
–
–
.11
− .08
− .13
.05
.02
− .01
− .02
− .26
.15
− .02
.52

.30
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
.21**
.61**
–
–
.05
− .01
− .07
− .03
.04
− .01
.22
.17
− .02
.01
.63

.93**
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
.68**
.06
− .10*
.04
.06*
− .01
− .01
− .02
− .04
− .08
− .01
− .01
.56

.78**
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
.13**
.64**
− .03
− .04
.01
.07*
.01
− .03
− .05
.01
.09
− .01
.62

Unstandardized coefficients CFI = .98, RMSEA = .04, SRMR = .02
*

p < .05. **p < .01

W1 Marital
Satisfaction

W3 Feelings of
Economic Pressure

W2 Sound
Financial
Management
Behaviors

.11*
H1 Marital Conflict

H2 Sound Financial
Management
Behaviors

Hypothesis 1

Fig. 2  Statistically Significant Standardized Associations between
Relationship Satisfaction and Sound Financial Management. Nonsignificant pathways, control covariates, and error structure not shown
for the sake of clarity. T2 sound financial management behaviors
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-.16*

W3 Marital
Satisfaction

W3 Marital
Conflict

-.14*

W1 Marital Conflict

H1 Marital
Satisfaction

.10*

H3 Marital
Satisfaction

H3 Feelings of
Economic Pressure
.11*
Hypotheses 2a/2b

H3 Marital Conflict

regressed on T1 sound financial management behaviors, T3 feelings
of economic pressure regressed on T2 levels, and T3 marital satisfaction/marital conflict regressed on T2 levels (not shown). CFI = .98,
RMSEA = .04, SRMR = .04. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01
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it was 0.68. Figure 2 shows the significant standardized coefficients for the whole model.
Hypothesis 2a and 2b suggested that that participants’ T2
sound financial management behaviors would be indirectly
associated with T3 marital quality through the mechanism
of T3 feelings of economic pressure. Surprisingly, wives’
T2 reports of sound financial management behaviors were
uncorrelated with reports of economic pressure. Husbands’
T2 reports of sound financial management behavior were
negatively associated with their own T3 reports of economic
pressure (b = − 0.19 p < 0.05), as expected. The model
explained 45% of wives’ reports of financial pressure and
47% of husbands’ reports. Please see Fig. 2 for the statistically significant coefficients.
As to the second part of the mediation model, a few
associations between T3 economic pressure and T3 marital
conflict emerged. Wives’ own T3 economic pressure was
positively related to their T3 reports of conflict (b = 0.06,
p < 0.05). The same actor effects emerged for the husbands
(b = 0.07, p < 0.05). The model explained 52% of wives’ and
62% of husbands’ marital satisfaction. Further, it explained
45% of wives’ and 47% of husbands’ marital conflict. Figure 2 shows the standardized coefficients that are statistically
significant.
We tested the indirect associations between participants’
sound financial management behaviors and marital quality
measures using bootstrap estimates of the confidence interval. None of the indirect effects were statistically significant.
Although husbands’ T2 sound financial management was
positively associated with their economic pressure, and their
economic pressure was negatively associated with conflict,
this indirect effect was not quite statistically significant. The
lack of findings in the indirect association analysis fails to
support that Hypotheses 2a and 2b. Given our lack of any
partner findings, our findings also failed to support Hypothesis 3.
An unexpected finding emerged. Wives’ sound financial
management behaviors were directly and negatively associated with their reports of marital conflict (b = − 0.10,
p < 0.05). This was the case even with economic pressure
in the model.

Discussion
The purpose of this study was to examine the reciprocal
relationship between sound financial management behaviors and marital quality using dyadic, longitudinal data
in the United States. Figure 2 shows the results for the
complete model. To summarize, husbands’ T1 marital
satisfaction was associated with increases in their sound
financial management behavior between T1 and T2. When
wives practiced sound financial management at T2, they

reported decreasing marital conflict between T2 and T3.
In spite of these findings, we were not able to support our
longitudinal hypotheses well.
We discuss these findings in light of the theories we
reviewed. First, the finding that men with higher satisfaction increased their financial management behaviors supports Becker’s (1981) theory that those who are in a satisfying marriage are more willing to invest in their marriage
those who are in a less satisfying marriage. This finding
supports previous findings that suggested that couples
headed toward divorce would start divesting their assets
(Finke and Pierce 2006; Zagorsky 2005). The finding from
this study, however, has an opposite sign. That is, happy
marriages are associated with increasing sound financial
management. We also need to acknowledge that this was
the only finding that was statistically significant of the
four we tested.
Hypotheses 2a and 2b suggested that T2 sound financial
management behaviors would be associated with T3 marital quality but that this association would work through
T3 feelings of economic pressure. We did not find support for these hypotheses. Although economic pressure
was positively associated with both wives’ and husbands’
reports of marital conflict, the indirect association was
not statistically significant for husbands. Further, sound
financial management was not related to lower levels of
wives’ economic pressure.
These lack of findings may suggest that the family
stress model (Conger and Elder 1994), may not apply to
our participants. Our sample was relatively affluent and
financially stable, for example. Alternatively, previous
research has suggested that the closer married couples get
to retirement, the less the family stress model applies to
them (Dew and Yorgason 2010). Because one of the study
requirements was that each family have a child who is tenyears old, the participants were older, on average, than one
would get in a random sample of married couples.
Finally, our research aim was to understand the direction of the association between sound financial management and relationship quality. Our model (Figs. 1 and 2)
and findings suggest that the association might be bidirectional. That is, marital quality may positively influence
later sound financial management behaviors, which then
go on to positively influence later marital quality (through
the mechanism of sound financial management).
These findings are unique; they are something that studies have not yet demonstrated. This speaks to the interdependent nature between relationship and financial processes. They may mutually reinforce each other. Being in
a happy marriage may motivate individuals to delay gratification and manage their money in a sound way. Soundly
managing one’s finances may then promote marital quality.

13

Journal of Family and Economic Issues

Methodological Explanations for Null Findings

Additional Limitations

Although we explained our null findings in terms of the
theories, there are also some methodological considerations that may account for these findings. Part of the
problem might have been the amount of time, i.e., 1 year,
between the waves. Negative financial events and feelings
of economic pressure may be more of an acute, rather
than chronic, stressor for many married couples. If the
negative financial events or feelings of economic pressure
are resolved within a year, they may not register vis-àvis future marital quality. Much of Conger et al.’s work
was longitudinal, for example, and took place over a three
year period, but their participants were facing a protracted
regional financial crisis (Conger and Elder 1994).
In hindsight, our model might also have been too robust.
We focused on whether sound financial management
behavior was associated with change in marital quality
and whether marital quality was associated with change in
financial management behavior. For example in a post-hoc
analysis of the bivariate correlations, T1 marital quality
predicted T2 sound financial management behavior and T3
sound financial management behavior predicted T3 marital
quality (not shown). This was the case for husbands and
wives, and both actor and partner effects emerged. This
actually contradicts our first methodological self-critique
that time between waves might be a problem.
Related to this last point, our small sample likewise
limited the study. That is, examining change with a sample
under 300 couples might have been too much to ask of the
data—particularly given the multi-cause nature of marital quality change. The smaller sample likely limited our
statistical power, and we likely have committed a number
of Type II errors. For example, we omitted some pathways
from Fig. 2 that would have been significant had we used
an alpha of p < 0.10. Higher statistical power might have
detected more effects. We were also unable to use structural equation models because of the small sample.
Given the scholarly interest in the interface between
financial and relationship issues, future research might do
well to reexamine the longitudinal association using data
that do not have these problems. Our study might rightly
receive some post-hoc critique because of these issues.
However, the Flourishing Families data set was the first,
and only, that we located that had dyadic data that were
longitudinal that also contained the constructs of sound
financial management behavior (qua behavior) and marital
quality. Thus, we feel that, regardless of only having a few
findings emerge, this study contributed to our understanding of the association between financial and relationship
issues.

We acknowledge the limitations inherent in our study. The
data is from a small, non-representative sample. This study,
therefore, lacks external validity vis-à-vis “all” married couples in the United States and in the world. That is, our findings do not necessarily generalize to married couples from
rural areas, married couples from different regions of the
United States, same-sex married couples, and others. Indeed,
our lack of findings may partly be because these couples
have been together long enough to have a 10-year-old child.
Furthermore, T1, T2, and T3 were 2009, 2010, and
2011—years in which the United States was recovering
from a severe recession. Thus, because of the macroeconomic issues that these families were facing, our findings
might not be representative of more prosperous times. Future
research will need to examine our model and findings with
more representative surveys.
Another limitation in the study is the selection bias present in both the Flourishing Families data generally and in
our sample in particular. To be included in the Flourishing
Families data, households had to have a child between the
ages of 10 and 14. Consequently, Flourishing Families is
biased toward longer-term married couples. Furthermore,
to be included in this particular study, participants had to
remain married through Wave 5 (i.e., T3) of the Flourishing
Families. Thus, the married couples in our study are likely
more economically and relationally stable than the average
married couple in the United States.
Finally, economic pressure is not the only potential mediator of the association between sound financial management
and marital quality. For example, sound financial management behaviors may help couples meet jointly held financial
goals (e.g., travel to a foreign country or building a house
they have wanted). Accomplishing these goals together
might enhance marriage. Consequently, studies might profitably investigate additional mediators of the association
between sound financial management and marital quality.
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Conclusion
In spite of these limitations, our study is important. It is
the first study we know using longitudinal data to examine
both directions of the association between sound financial
management behaviors and marital quality. It showed that
these two constructs are mutually reinforcing. Furthermore,
this study tested this model using dyadic data so that actor
and partner effects could be examined. Consequently, our
study contributes to the literature on the association between
financial issues and marital relations.
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