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ABSTRACT
Data from 90 German committed heterosexual couples who had
a least one child were used to examine the associations between
chronic minor external stress, quantity and quality of time spent
together as a couple, and partners’relationship satisfaction. Using
anextendedversionof theActor Partner InterdependenceModel,
the authors found significant negative indirect effects frommoth-
ers’ chronic minor external stress via quality, but not quantity,
of shared time to both parents’ reported relationship satisfac-
tion. Mothers’ chronic minor external stress was associated with
fewer reported quality time activities, which were also associated
with lower reports of relationship satisfaction for both mothers
and fathers. The authors did not find indirect effects for fathers’
chronic minor external stress. Overall, the frequency of quality
time activitiesmaybemore important formothers, as it explained
25% of variance in their relationship satisfaction, compared with
15% in fathers’ relationship satisfaction. Implications for relation-
ship researchers and clinicians are discussed.

The time couples spend together—shared time—is not only crucial for relation-
ship quality (Crawford, Houts, Huston, & George, 2002; Holman & Epperson, 1984;
Orthner, 1975) but also an important maintenance strategy for relationship satis-
faction and stability (Baxter & Dindia, 1990). It is not clear, however, how much
the mere amount of time spent together (quantity) contributes to a satisfying rela-
tionship, or whether it is how time is spent (quality) that predicts relational out-
comes. Moreover, there are a number of factors that could contribute to the quan-
tity and quality of the time partners spend together, such as the experience of stress.
More than two-thirds of couples report a lack of time for their partner and family
(Jurczyk & Heitkötter, 2012; Matos & Galinsky, 2010; Roxburgh, 2006), which may
be due in part to enduring everyday stress that partners face outside their relation-
ship, defined as chronic minor external stress (CMES) (Randall & Bodenmann,
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2017, 2009). Chronic minor external stressors (e.g., driving to work during rush
hour every day) contribute to a feeling of being pressured for time (Levine, 1997).
The lack of time may be especially true for working mothers and fathers, who are
struggling between conflicting responsibilities in their different domains of life (e.g.,
work demands, child care; Gershuny, 2000; Hochschild, 1997).

Effects of external stress can spill over into one’s relationship, causing partners to
experience decreases in effective communication, which can ultimately have nega-
tive effects on relational well-being over time (Randall & Bodenmann, 2009, 2017).
The stress–divorce model proposed by Bodenmann (2000; see also Bodenmann
et al., 2007) suggests that deteriorated shared time may be another pathway that
explains how external stress can negatively affect relationship satisfaction. For exam-
ple, the chronic experience of minor everyday stressors may impact the time shared
between partners as they are busy navigating these stressors (e.g., dealing with a
demanding work schedule while taking care of the children). Given the increased
stress parents may face (Hamermesh, 2000; Roxburgh, 2002, 2006; Wight, Raley,
& Bianchi, 2008; Witt & Goodale, 1981) and the importance of the time spent with
one’s romantic partner for relational outcomes (Hill, 1988;Holman& Jacquart, 1988;
Orthner, 1975), it is surprising that limited literature exists that focuses on under-
standing how parents’ shared time is associated with daily hassles and minor exter-
nal stress.

The present study addresses this gap by examining how CMES is associated with
parents’ shared time (in quantity and quality) and their reported relationship satis-
faction. First, we examined how shared time may mediate the association between
parents’ CMES and relationship satisfaction. Second, we examined the unique con-
tribution of (a) quantity and (b) quality of shared time in explaining relationship
satisfaction. Third, based on literature to suggest women are more affected by time
pressures (e.g., Hamermesh, 2008) and attach more importance to time with one’s
partner (e.g., Smith, Synder, Trull, &Monsma, 1988) compared withmen, we exam-
ined gender differences regarding the associations between CMES, dimensions of
shared time, and relationship satisfaction for women (mothers) and men (fathers)
who have at least one child.

Shared Time and Relationship Satisfaction: Quantity Versus Quality

Early studies have suggested that simply spending a certain amount of time in joint
activities (time quantity) is related to less marital disagreement (Hatch & Bulcroft,
2004), higher marital satisfaction (Kilbourne, Howell, & England, 1990; Kingston
& Nock, 1987; Miller, 1976; Orthner, 1975), higher marital happiness (Kirchler,
1988; White, 1983), and overall marital stability (Hill, 1988). Recent research has
argued, however, that it is not merely the amount of time partners spend together
but rather the quality of the time spent together that matters most for relational out-
comes: researchers have detected only small effects—if any—of amount of hours
spent together on relationship outcomes (e.g., Berg, Trost, Schneider, & Allison,
2001; Johnson, Zabriskie, & Hill, 2006). However, highly interactive joint quality
time activities were found to beneficial for relationships, as they provide a context for
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promoting positive communication andmutual self-disclosure (e.g., Flora & Segrin,
1998).

Aron and Aron (1986) suggest that increasing the amount of time together with-
out taking the quality of time into account may even have negative relational con-
sequences for the couple, triggering habituation processes and leading to boredom
with each other’s company. Their research has shown that reasoning: participation in
activities that are self-expanding, such as those that are novel and exiting, were found
to have a positive effect on relationship quality over and above any effect of shared
participation in more mundane activities (Aron, Norman, Aron, McKenna, & Hey-
man, 2000; Reissman, Aron, & Bergen, 1993). Zabriskie and McCormick (2001)
propose that families should use less frequent balance activities (e.g., musical per-
formance, outdoor recreation like camping) and common or informal core activities
(e.g., eating dinner or exercising together) to successfully function as a system, argu-
ing that both types of activities are essential to meet opposing needs of stability and
change.

Effects of External Stress

Individuals are exposed to external stressors in various domains and forms, which
can spill over into their romantic relationship (Neff & Karney, 2004; Repetti, Wang,
& Saxbe, 2009). Coping with external stressors might deplete couples’ resources
(Buck & Neff, 2012), increase couple conflict (Ledermann, Bodenmann, Rudaz, &
Bradbury, 2010), and reduce the time couples overall spent together (Bodenmann,
2000). For example, partners may have to synchronize conflicting work hours or
“bring their work home” to meet greater work demands (e.g., project deadlines),
and account for family demands, such as getting their children to school or to var-
ious appointments (Gershuny, 2000; Hochschild, 1997). In several studies assess-
ing the subjective perception of time stress, about two-thirds of the women and
men report a shortage of time spent with their spouse and children (Daly, 2001;
Matos & Galinsky, 2010; Roxburgh, 2006). Although Voorpostel, van der Lippe,
and Gershuny (2010) showed that the time spent in shared spousal leisure activi-
ties has increased during the past decades, Dew (2009) demonstrated that the over-
all amount of time partners budget for one another has significantly decreased. On
average, married individuals in 2003 spent approximately 50 minutes less per day
alone with their spouses compared with married individuals in 1973. In addition,
increased participation in the labor force (Amato, Booth, Johnson, & Rogers, 2007)
as well as (time) intensive parenting norms (Dew, 2009) have led parents, specifi-
cally those with young children, feeling “permanently stressed” (e.g., Hamermesh,
2000; Holman & Epperson, 1984; Roxburgh, 2006).

One spouse’s experience of external stress also affects their partner’s experience
of stress due to the partner’s shared interdependence, subsequently turning the indi-
vidual experience of stress into dyadic stress (Bakker et al., 2005; Bodenmann, 1995;
Randall & Bodenmann, 2017). Relational scholars suggest that stress undermines
close relationships by disrupting adaptive and positive interpersonal processes (e.g.,
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Conger et al., 1990; Karney&Bradbury, 1995; Randall & Bodenmann, 2009); spend-
ing less time together as a couple may be one of them (Bodenmann, 2000). Indeed,
Holman and Jacquart (1988) have found that for wives—not husbands—reporting
high versus low levels of stress changed the magnitude of the positive association
between leisure activities and marital satisfaction. They suggested that the associa-
tion between stress, leisure time, and marital satisfaction is a “fruitful area for fur-
ther study” (Holman & Jacquart, 1988, p. 76). Several earlier studies investigated
leisure time during stages of (stressful) family life cycles (Kelly, 1975, 1980; Orth-
ner, 1975; Witt & Goodale, 1981); however, since 1988, only a handful of studies
have followed that suggestion using parental samples. For example, Claxton and
Perry-Jenkins (2008) identified shared leisure time as integral to well-functioning
marriages throughout the transition to parenthood, a critical life event most likely
highly increasing couples’ everyday stress levels. Empirical support directly assess-
ing to which extent chronic minor external stressors (e.g., daily hassles) affect par-
ents’ shared time is still lacking, however.

During times characterized by CMES, parents are likely to (a) spend less time in
pursuing joint activities they otherwise use as bonding recreation (Huston,McHale,
& Crouter, 1986), (b) deviate from everyday routines (Bodenmann, 2000), and (c)
invest more time in task-oriented, problem-focused activities (cf. Bianchi, 2000;
Lenz, 2009). In addition, individual coping behaviors, like withdrawal and rumina-
tion (King&DeLongis, 2014),may also lead to less self-disclosure between partners,
creating an atmosphere of misunderstanding and tension and fostering more neg-
ative dyadic interactions (Repetti, 1989). Therefore, partners’ quantity and quality
of shared time may be impaired because of chronic external stress. As such, couples
may experience mutual alienation and decreases in relationship satisfaction, which
over time could lead to an increased likelihood for divorce, as the accumulation of
external stress has been found to be a significant predictor for the decision to end
the relationship (Bodenmann et al., 2007).

Given the potentially severe consequences on intimate relationships, psychoed-
ucation of the influence of stress on couples is considered an essential technique in
couple therapy aimed at increasing (a) the awareness of how chronic minor exter-
nal stressors affect a relationship and raise the likelihood for arguments, alienation,
and dissatisfaction and (b) the mutual understanding and acceptance by explaining
how partners may differentially react to stress based on individual factors (e.g., per-
sonality, prior experiences, personal schemata, etc.) (Milek & Bodenmann, 2016).
From a clinical point of view, further insights into the different time related mecha-
nisms of the stress spillover process may offer new avenues for couple interventions
(cf. Fraenkel, 2001).

Gender Differences for the Importance of Shared Time

Perceptions of time spent together are known to correlate only moderately between
spouses (Claxton & Perry-Jenkins, 2008; Gager & Sanchez, 2003), and women and
men differ in the extent to which shared time can explain variability in relation-
ship outcomes (e.g., Holman & Jacquart, 1988; Smith et al., 1988). Women seem
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to attribute more importance to shared time. Furthermore, women and men are
differentially affected by and respond differently to stress (Hamermesh, 2008; Tam-
res, Janicki, & Helgeson, 2002). In several studies, women report more somatic
symptoms and scored higher on emotion-focused coping styles in the presence of
stress, whereas men show more withdrawal and preferred problem-focused cop-
ing styles (Coyne & Smith, 1991; Gottlieb & Wagner, 1991; Matud, 2004). Given
these gender differences, it is reasonable to assume that associations betweenCMES,
shared time and relationship satisfaction may be different for mothers and fathers.

The Current Study

According to the stress-divorce model (Bodenmann et al., 2007), external stress
can spillover into the relationship deteriorating partners’ relationship satisfaction
by means of impaired shared time; however, to date, few studies have empirically
examined this mechanism. The purpose of the present study was three-fold. First,
we examined mediating mechanisms of shared time. Based on the stress–divorce
model (Bodenmann et al., 2007), we predicted that quantity and quality of shared
timewouldmediate the negative relationship between parents’ CMES and their rela-
tionship satisfaction. More specifically, we tested the following hypotheses:

H1: There will be an indirect effect of mothers’ and fathers’ CMES on relationship
satisfaction via shared time (H1a); mothers’ and fathers’ CMES thereby being
negatively associated with quantity and quality of shared time (H1b) and time
quantity and quality positively associated to relationship satisfaction.

Second, we examined whether time quantity or quality was more strongly asso-
ciated with mothers’ and fathers’ relationship satisfaction. Separately, both dimen-
sions have been found to be positively related to couples’ marital satisfaction (Berg
et al., 2001; Flora & Segrin, 1998; Holman& Jacquart, 1988; Kingston &Nock, 1987;
Orthner, 1975), however, only including both aspects of shared time simultaneously
will enable us to reliably disentangle howmuch time quantity and quality contribute
to parents’ satisfaction in the presence of CMES. Based on empirical findings inves-
tigating patterns and types of joint leisure time (Flora & Segrin, 1998; Holman &
Jacquart, 1988; Johnson et al., 2006; Kingston & Nock, 1987), we hypothesized:

H2: Quality time will explain more variance in mothers’ and fathers’ relationship
satisfaction than the time quantity.

Third, given that women experience more subjective time pressures and stress
than men do (American Psychological Association, 2011; Robinson & Godbey,
1998) and shared time was found to be more important for women’s relationship
satisfaction than it was for men’ s (e.g., Holman & Jacquart, 1988), we expected to
find gender differences in the mediation model and hypothesized:

H3: Associations between CMES, quantity and quality of shared time and relation-
ship satisfaction will be stronger for mothers than for fathers.



JOURNAL OF COUPLE & RELATIONSHIP THERAPY 215

Method

Participants and Procedure

All study procedures were approved by the local university ethics committee. Data
were collected in 2013 as part of a larger project investigating stress-coping transmis-
sion processes between parents and adolescents. Parents were recruited via online
relationship forums, university mailing lists, posters, flyers, or handouts dissem-
inated in community centers and local sports clubs in North Rhine-Westphalia,
Germany. To be eligible for the current project, couples had to match the follow-
ing inclusion criteria: both partners had to (a) agree to participate in the study, (b)
have at least one child between the age of 16 and 21, (c) currently be in a hetero-
sexual, committed relationship for at least 1 year, and (d) be fluent in German. In
total, 100 German-speaking mothers and 95 fathers contacted the research assis-
tants and agreed to participate in the study (matching up to N = 91 couples). Both
couple members were sent an individual code and were asked to fill out a series of
online questionnaires independently from one another, which took approximately
30 minutes to complete. Data from 13 participants (four fathers and nine mothers)
were excluded because their partner did not complete the questionnaires. Addition-
ally, data of one couple had to be removed as they reported not having children. In
total, data from 90 couples (180 individuals) were considered for all analyses in the
present study. Participants were between 39 and 68 years old, and mothers were sig-
nificantly younger than fathers [Mmothers = 50.78, SDmothers = 3.82,Mfathers = 52.96,
SDfathers = 5.16; paired t(89) = 5.07, p < .001]. Mean relationship duration was
25 years (SD = 9.96, range = 1–41) and 87% of the couples were married. Five cou-
ples were living in separate apartments. Couples had up to five children (M = 2.26,
SD = 0.94) between 15 and 32 years of age (M = 21.58 years, SD = 3.29). Sixty-
seven percent of the couples were either living together with one (34%), two (28%),
or three (5%) children, and 33% had children who were no longer living at home.

Fourteen mothers (15.6%) and 23 fathers (25.6%) reported graduating from col-
lege or university, and 75 mothers (83.3%) and 67 fathers (74.4%) had a high school
degree. At time of assessment, themajority ofmothers (90%) and fathers (95%)were
employed, with an average weekly work load of M = 25.5 hours (SD = 13.6) for
mothers andM= 38.0 hours (SD= 9.9) for fathers [paired t(88)= 8.012, p< .001].
The averagemonthly household salarywas equivalent toUS$4,736 (M= 4,307EUR,
SD= 1,865 EUR) and hence comparable to the mean salary of theWestern German
population in 2013 (4,321 EUR; German Federal Statistical Office, 2015). Parents
were not compensated for their participation.

Measures

Participants provided comprehensive demographic information (e.g., age, relation-
ship duration, marital status, number of children, highest education level, occupa-
tion, and employment status) and completed the following measures independently
of one another.
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TimeQuantity: Amount Of Time Spent Together (Hours/Day)
Participants were asked to estimate howmany hours they spend together with their
spouse each day during an average week, based on the prior week. Because the
amount of shared time parents spend together may differ on the weekdays versus
the weekend (cf. Milek, Butler, & Bodenmann, 2015) and participants are likely to
be more stressed on weekdays compared with weekends (cf. Thorn, Hucklebridge,
Evans, & Clow, 2006), we calculated an overall measure for the reports of time spent
together duringweekdays by averaging themothers’ and fathers’ responses (Monday
through Friday). Partners’ responses on how many hours they spent together dur-
ing aweekdaywere significantly correlated by r= .71.1 On average, couples reported
spending approximately 4.84 hours (SD = 2.62) on weekdays with each other.

Quality Time
Participants reported how often they engage in shared activities with their partner
(e.g., doing chores, playing games, watching TV, etc.) on a weekly basis from 1 =
never to 5= very often.Quality time was operationalized by averaging reports of the
weekly frequency of all those couple activities that were rated by more than 90% of
all participants to have the potential to enhance a feeling of togetherness or we-ness
within the couple (five items; eating meals together, going out, talking about our day,
discussing important issues, being physically affectionate/intimate). On average, cou-
ples reported to often spend quality time activities together during a normal week
(M = 3.82, SD = 0.43).

Perceived Chronic Minor External Stress (CMES)
Individual’s subjective evaluation of their CMES load was assessed by using a single
item. Mothers and fathers rated the extent to which they had experienced minor
stress originating outside their intimate relationship (e.g., daily hassles, quarrels with
neighbors, job-related stress, etc.) ranging from 1= not at all to 4= a lot throughout
the past 12 months.

Relationship Satisfaction
Participants rated their relationship satisfaction using the German version of the
Relationship Assessment Scale (RAS; Dinkel & Balck, 2005; Hendrick, 1988). The
measure consists of seven items (e.g., “In general, how satisfied are you with your
relationship?”) ranging from 1 to 5. The positively (items 1, 2, 3, 5, and 6) and nega-
tively phrased items (items 4 and 7, reversely coded) were averaged such that higher
values represented greater relationship satisfaction. Internal consistency reliability
was high for both mothers (α = .90) and fathers (α = .87).

Statistical Analysis

Actor-Partner-InterdependenceModels (APIM; Kenny, 1996; Kenny &Cook, 1999;
Ledermann,Macho, &Kenny, 2011)were used to test whether shared timemediated
the association between CMES and relationship satisfaction (Figure 1). The APIM
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Figure . Schematicmodel of shared timemediating the negative association between chronicminor
external stress and relationship satisfaction for fathers and mothers.

approach allows for the identification of specific mediation pathways, as effects of
mothers’ and fathers’ predictors on shared time and both couple members’ indi-
vidual outcomes (i.e., relationship satisfaction) can be estimated simultaneously. In
the current project, mediation was said to occur (H1) when the effect of mothers’
or fathers’ CMES on mothers’ or fathers’ relationship satisfaction was explained by
significant indirect effects via quantity or quality of shared time.

To test whether time quantity or quality was more strongly associated with par-
ents’ relationship satisfaction (H2), we compared the χ2 score of a model with freely
estimated parameters with the χ2 score of amodel in which the paths for time quan-
tity and quality were constrained to be equal. A significant change in χ2 indicated
that the association between relationship satisfaction and time quantity differed sig-
nificantly from the association between relationship satisfaction and quality time.
In addition, we relied on the following goodness-of-fit criteria (see Hu & Bentler,
1999): (a) a nonsignificant χ2, (b) a comparative fit index (CFI) greater than .95,
(c) a root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) of less than .05, and (d) a
standardized root mean square residual (SRMR) of less than .05 to determine the
best-fitting model. Furthermore, we tested how much variance of relationship sat-
isfaction above and beyond the other variables in the model is explained separately
by the two mediating variables quantity and quality of shared time. To accomplish
this, we used the best-fittingmodel and removed onemediator at a time. As all other
variables were still considered in the model, the decrease in the determination coef-
ficient indicated the incremental impact of the removed mediator on relationship
satisfaction giving information about effect sizes.

We tested for gender differences (H3) by using the same procedure described
here earlier. We compared different models with and without equalized paths
for mothers’ and fathers’ associations between the variables of interest. More
specifically, we constrained effects to be equal across gender and compared the χ2
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value to themodel in which the path coefficients were freely estimated. A significant
change in χ2 indicated that a path coefficient differed significantly betweenmothers
and fathers.

Analyses were conducted using Mplus 7 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2012).
Following recommendations of Shrout and Bolger (2002), the full information
maximum likelihood estimation procedure (FIML) with bootstrap option (1000
samples) implemented in Mplus was used to estimate model parameters and cor-
responding standard errors. Using bootstrapping allows for the approximation of
the sampling distribution of the indirect effects to obtain confidence intervals that
are more accurate than confidence intervals acquired by using standard methods
(Hayes & Preacher, 2010). If zero is included in the 95% confidence interval of the
bootstrapped indirect effect, the indirect effect is nonsignificant.

Control Variables. Couples with high workload and children are more affected by
time scarcity and time stress (e.g., Hamermesh, 2000; Holman & Epperson, 1984;
Roxburgh, 2006). Based on this, we included mothers’ and fathers’ weekly working
hours, number of children living in the household, andmean age of children in addi-
tion to relationship duration to control for potential confounds in all models. Effects
of these variables could be restricted to be equal across genders without decreases
in model fit. To simplify the interpretation of effects and to eliminate nonessential
multicollinearity (Aiken & West, 1991), all predictors were standardized. Covaria-
tion between predictor variables and the twomediators was permitted in all models.
We did not have missing values for our variables of interest except for female rela-
tionship satisfaction (one missing value = 1.1%) and male external chronic stress
(one missing value = 1.1%).

Results

Means, standard deviations, and bivariate correlations for mothers and fathers
among all study variables are presented in Table 1. Consistent with most studies
(e.g., Ledermann et al., 2010), participants reported relatively low levels of CMES
and rather high levels of relationship satisfaction. In line with European labor mar-
ket statistics (Eurostat, 2012), gender differences were found in workload toward
mothers working fewer hours per week in a paid job. Mothers and fathers did not
differ in any other variables.

As a prerequisite to address any of our hypotheses, we first tested a series of
models containing both mediator variables concurrently. Starting with the satu-
rated model allowing all parameters to vary freely between mothers and fathers, we
gradually restricted effects of direct paths to be equal across gender to identify the
most parsimonious fitting model. The model with equalized paths for associations
involving the control variables and freely varying paths for associations involving the
mediator variables was the most parsimonious model with excellent fit (χ2 = 4.611,
df = 7, p = .707, CFI = 1.000, RMSEA = .000, SRMR = .021). More restrictive
models with identical path coefficients for mothers and fathers for CMES on shared
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Table . Estimates of direct effects and indirect effects (bootstrapped) for a mediated actor-partner
interdependence model (APIM; N=  couples).

CI[%]

Est SE B z p

Direct effects
CMESf → RASf − . . − . − . . [–., .]
CMESm → RASf − . . − . − . . [–., .]
h/day→ RASf . . . . . [–., .]
QT→ RASf .247 .070 .430 3.543 <.001 [.113, .393]
CMESm → RASm − . . − . − . . [–., .]
CMESf → RASm − . . − . − . . [–., .]
h/day→ RASm . . . . . [., .]
QT→ RASm .331 .060 .551 5.510 <.001 [.213, .455]
CMESf → h/day . . . . . [–., .]
CMESm → h/day − . . − . − . . [–., .]
CMESf → QT . . . . . [–., .]
CMESm → QT − .282 .105 − .303 − 2.683 .007 [–.487, − .079]

Specific indirect effects
CMESf → h/day→ RASf . . . . . [–., .]
CMESf → QT→ RASf . . . . . [–., .]
CMESm → h/day→ RASf − . . − . − . . [–., .]
CMESm → QT→ RASf − . . − . − . . [–., − .]
CMESm → h/day→ RASm − . . − . − . . [–., .]
CMESm → QT→ RASm − . . − . − . . [–., − .]
CMESf → h/day→ RASm . . . . . [–., .]
CMESf → QT→ RASm . . . . . [–., .]

RAS–Rm/f ./.
h/day–R .
QT–R .
Model fit χ  df p CFI RMSEA SRMR

.  . . . .

Note. Significant pathways are bold; we controlled for the number of children in the household, the mean age of
children, relationship duration and mothers’ and fathers’workload; Est= unstandardized estimated, B=
standardized estimate, RAS= relationship satisfaction, h/day= time quantity per weekday, CMES= chronic minor
external stress, QT= frequency of quality time, m=mothers, f= fathers.

time (model r1) or shared time on relationship satisfaction (model r2) revealed
model fit indices that partlywere below the recommended cut-offs. The (marginally)
significant decrease in model fit (model r1: �χ2 = 5.228, �df = 2, p = .073; model
r2:�χ2 = 6.045,�df= 2, p= .049) when comparing these more restrictive models
to the earlier model and, moreover, changes in model parameters (i.e., regressions
weights) suggest that associations between these variables might not necessarily be
same for mothers and fathers and should not be equalized. Therefore, we reported
the results of the less restricted final model in Table 2.

H1: MediatingMechanisms of Shared Time

The first objective of this study was to test for mediating mechanisms of shared time
(H1a). The results of a first model without the mediators included, revealed signif-
icant negative associations of mothers’ CMES with both mothers’ (b = –.133, SE =
.06, p= .024) and fathers’ (b= –.131, SE= .06, p= .021) relationship satisfaction. At
the same time, fathers’ CMES was not significantly associated with either of the two
outcomes (mothers’ RAS: b=–.025, SE= .07, p= .702; fathers’ RAS: b=–.073, SE=
.06, p= .234). In the final model including the mediators (see Table 2 and Figure 2),
the remaining direct effects of mothers’ CMES on mothers’ or fathers’ relationship
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Figure . Unstandardized model results of shared time mediating the negative association between
chronic minor external stress and relationship satisfaction for fathers and mothers. We controlled for
thenumberof children in thehousehold, themeanageof children, relationshipdurationandmothers’
and fathers’workload. †p< . ∗p< .. ∗∗p<.. ∗∗∗p< ..

satisfaction were not significant, indicating complete mediation. Instead, we found
two significant specific indirect effects via quality time (mothers’ stress → quality
time → mothers’ relationship satisfaction: b = –.094, SE = .04, p = .025; mothers’
stress → quality time → fathers’ relationship satisfaction: b = –.070, SE = .04, p =
.048). None of the indirect effects via time quantity reached statistical significance;
therefore, our hypothesis 1a was only partially confirmed.

Hypothesis 1b posited that CMES is negatively associated with both dimensions
of shared time, which was not confirmed. Mothers’ CMES was significantly associ-
ated with less quality time as a couple (b = –.282, SE = .11, p = .007) but not time
quantity (b = –.102, SE = .12, p = .388). For fathers, path coefficients of CMES on
shared time were not significant (quantity: b= .026, SE= .11, p= .797; quality: b=
.063, SE= .09, p= .505). More quality time was significantly associated with higher
relationship satisfaction for mothers (b = .331, SE = .06, p < .001) as well as for
fathers (b = .247, SE = .07, p < .001). More time quantity was marginally signifi-
cantly associated with higher relationship satisfaction for mothers (b = .098, SE =
.06, p = .080) but not fathers (b = .028, SE = .04, p = .523). Thirteen percent of the
variance in quality time and 6% of the variance in time quantity could be explained
bymothers’ and fathers’ stress levels and the control variables included in themodel.

H2: Incremental Effects of TimeQuantity andQuality Time on Relationship
Satisfaction

Restricting the effects for time quantity and quality time to be equally associ-
ated with mothers’ relationship satisfaction (and fathers’ relationship satisfaction,
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respectively) resulted in a significant decrease in model fit (�χ2 = 9.785, �df = 2,
p = .008). Therefore, time quantity and quality time cannot be considered equally
linked to parents’ relationship satisfaction (for mothers or fathers). In total, the pre-
dictors (including the control variables and CMES) accounted for 40% of the vari-
ance of mothers’ relationship satisfaction but for only 27% of the variance of fathers’
relationship satisfaction. For mothers, 25% of the variance in relationship satisfac-
tionwas explained by quality, whereas only 3%was explained by time quantity above
and beyond all other predictors in the model. For fathers, quality time explained
15% and time quantity explained 1% of additional variance in relationship satisfac-
tion. In accord with our hypothesis, the frequency of quality time wasmore strongly
associated with relationship satisfaction and explained a greater share of variance in
relationship satisfaction than time quantity.

H3: Gender Difference in the Importance of Shared Time

As mentioned here earlier, associations between CMES and shared time differed
between mothers and fathers; thus, hypothesis H3 was supported. Model fit signifi-
cantly decreasedwhen path coefficients of CMES on shared time and shared time on
parents’ relationship satisfaction were restricted to be equal across genders. When
all other variables were controlled for, mothers’ path coefficients for quality time
on relationship satisfaction were substantially greater in magnitude in comparison
to fathers’, or with respect to time quantity even marginally significantly positive in
comparison to a nonsignificant association for fathers (see Table 2). In contrast to
the results for mothers, we did not find any indirect effects from fathers’ CMES by
means of quality time on parents’ relationship satisfaction (fathers’ chronic minor
external stress → quality time → mothers’ relationship satisfaction: b = .021, SE
= .03, p = .510; fathers’ chronic minor external stress → quality time → fathers’
relationship satisfaction: b = .016, SE = .02, p = .522). In addition, shared time
explained more variance in mothers’ than in fathers’ relationship satisfaction.

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to differentiate the ways in which shared time–in both
quantity and quality–uniquely contribute to parents’ relationship satisfaction in the
presence of CMES. The negative associations between mothers’ CMES and their
own and their partners’ relationship satisfaction were completely mediated via a
reduction in the reported frequency of quality time activities but not via a reduction
of the quantity of shared time itself. We did not find such indirect effects for fathers’
CMES. These results provide preliminary support for the notion that mothers’, but
not fathers’, CMES loadmay be associatedwith fewer reported quality time activities,
which were also associated with lower reports of relationship satisfaction for both
mothers and fathers. As proposed by Bodenmann’s (2000) stress–divorce model, a
reduction in shared time might be one of many different pathways through which
stress can have deleterious effects on relational well-being. Interestingly, rather than
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the amount of shared time per se, only the reported frequency of shared quality time
activities seemed to be linked to stress for couples in this sample. Below we will dis-
cuss these effects in further detail.

Quantity Versus Quality
Providing support for prior findings (e.g., Aron & Aron, 1986; Berg et al., 2001;
Johnson et al., 2006), our results suggest that it is not the mere quantity of time, but
rather how couples spent time together that is associated with mothers’ and fathers’
relationship satisfaction.Mothers who reportedmore CMES did not spend less time
with their partners per se, but engaged in fewer shared quality time activities, and
were less satisfied with their relationship. Even more importantly, we found actor
and partner effects, such that both their own (mother’s) and their partner’s (father’s)
reports of relationship satisfaction were associated with less shared quality time due
to mothers’ external stress. Interestingly, we did not find the same results for fathers’
external stress.

Overall, shared time appeared to bemore important formothers’ relationship sat-
isfaction (compared to fathers’), which replicates prior research by Smith and col-
leagues (1988). Our findings emphasize the necessity of distinguishing the quantity
of time a couple spends together from the frequency of quality time, as these two
variables were differently associated with parents’ CMES and were linked to moth-
ers’ and fathers’ relationship satisfaction to different degrees.

Effects of External Stress on TimeQuantity
In contrast to our hypothesis, mothers’ and fathers’ CMES were not associated with
time quantity: More stressed couples did not report spending less time with their
partners. One possible explanation for this finding could be that in a functional
romantic relationship, fathers, as well as mothers, may actively seek their partner’s
support during periods of high external stress. The skill of supporting one’s partner
in stressful times and coping with external stressors together as a couple is known
to be one of the most important predictors of relationship satisfaction (Falconier,
Jackson, Hilpert, & Bodenmann, 2015). Further research is necessary to shed light
onwhether skills like stress communication (e.g., withdrawal patterns) or individual
and dyadic coping skills may moderate the effect of stress on and the use of shared
time.

Gender Differences
We found significant gender differences for the associations between CMES and
shared time. When fathers reported higher levels of CMES, couples did not neces-
sarily spend less (quality) time with one another, assuming a mean level of mothers’
external stress load and average values in other variables. Considering the significant
gender gap in paid employment inGermany (German Federal EmploymentAgency,
2015), one possible explanation for this striking gender difference might be that
mothers’ and fathers’ CMES stem from different sources. For example, fathersmight
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experiencemore stress outside the home fromwork, such asmeeting a project dead-
line, whereas mothers might be predominantly faced with domestic stress, such as
going grocery shopping or completing household chores. Nondomestic and domes-
tic stressors are likely to be differently associated with the daily amount of (quality)
time parents spent together. For example, mothers still do the major part of child
rearing and the daily routine housework (Coltrane, 2000) and enjoy about 30 min-
utes less free time each day (Mattingly & Sayer, 2006), which makes it harder for
them to perceive time at home as enjoyable asmen do (Larson, Gillman, &Richards,
1997). Therefore, the more stress a mother experiences at home the less likely she
will be able to engage in quality time activities. However, future research needs to
examine whether this pattern is related to gender differences or a result of a fam-
ily role enacted predominately by women in heterosexual couples. Replicating the
study with families with less traditional family models or same-sex couples with
children would enhance our understanding of the association between shared time
and relationship satisfaction for all couples.

Providing psychoeducation to couples on the influence of stress on couples is an
essential technique in couple therapy (Milek & Bodenmann, 2016). Based on the
current results, clinicians might consider informing “stressed” heterosexual couples
with children that it is specifically the mothers’ chronic stress that may be linked to
less quality time for the couple, which in turn is linked to less relationship satisfac-
tion for both partners. Exploringwhether couples can relate to this spillover pathway
and gaining a deeper temporal understanding of the links between external stress
and shared timewould also allow clinicians to integrate suitable time-centered inter-
ventions into therapy sessions and relationship education programs. For example,
Fraenkel and Wilson (2000) suggest a variety of time-centered exercises that help
couples build awareness about temporal patterns, affirm acceptable, or alter unsat-
isfactory ones. Additionally, strengthening the couple’s skill to cope together with
external stressors–using even little shared time effectively to support each other–
may be a promising avenue to help couples dealing with increasing rates of time
pressure and external stress. Empirical evidence provides support for the efficacy of
coping-oriented therapy and prevention programs for couples (e.g., Couples Cop-
ing Enhancement Training, CCET; Bodenmann & Shantinath, 2004; TOGETHER;
Falconier, 2015). In addition to traditional elements of couples programs (e.g., com-
munication and problem-solving skills), coping-oriented therapy and prevention
programs explicitly address dyadic coping skills (e.g., fostering stress communica-
tion, decreasing negative and increasing positive support behaviors) in promoting
relationship satisfaction and reducing marital distress.

Limitations and Future Directions

Several limitations need to be taken into consideration when interpreting the cur-
rent findings. First, most of the German couples in this study were married for
longer than 20 years, were fairly satisfied with their relationship, and were parents
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of children aged 15 or older, underrepresenting newlywed couples with young chil-
dren or unhappy couples, who all may spend and perceive shared time very dif-
ferently. Therefore, the composition of the sample limits the generalizability of the
results.More data fromparents at different life stages and across cultures are needed,
before final inferences about the associations between CMES, shared time, and rela-
tionship satisfaction can be drawn. Second, data were collected using self-reports,
which are subject to personal bias. Additionally, the subjective chronic stress load
was assessed with one general item only. Even though Gardner, Cummings, Dun-
ham, and Pierce (1998) found that well-developed single-item measures might be
as appropriate as multiple-item measures in certain circumstances and Elo, Leppä-
nen, and Jahkola (2003) demonstrated the validity of a similar single-item stress
measure, using a single-item measure prevents the explicit testing of the reliabil-
ity of the construct. As such, gathering detailed information about the particular
origin(s) of the chronic minor external stressors would be helpful to enhance our
understanding about cultural and gender differences in spillover mechanisms (see
Falconier, Randall, & Bodenmann, 2016). One promising area for future research is
to collect more objective measures during real-time. For example, the use of ambu-
latory assessment like electronic diaries or naturalistic sampling (e.g. EAR; Mehl
& Holleran, 2007) would allow researchers to assess time measures more reliably
and compare intraindividual and interindividual influences of shared time on rela-
tionship outcomes on stressful days with days when partners experience less exter-
nal stress. Third, although statistical analyses of association can provide evidence of
mediation pathways (see Shrout & Bolger, 2002), the models tested cannot establish
causal links. Due to the cross-sectional design of our study, even though differences
in associations and explanations of variances can be interpreted, reported statistical
paths cannot be interpreted as causal paths. Theory suggests that external stress and
shared time influence relationship processes (e.g., Bodenmann, 2000); however, the
alternative interpretation that highly satisfied couples are motivated to spend more
time together and might perceive external stressors as less stressful has substantial
merit. To adequately test for causal relations, it would be preferable to assess the
predictors at Time 1, mediators at Time 2, and the outcomes at Time 3, controlling
for initial levels of the mediators and outcomes (see Cole &Maxwell, 2003). Further
studies should gather longitudinal data at several points of measurement from both
partners to specifically address causal links between external stress, shared time, and
relationship satisfaction.

Conclusion

Mothers’ and fathers’ perceptions of the frequency of quality time spent together
may mediate the deleterious effects of CMES on parents’ relationship satisfaction.
The empirical results suggest that it may primarily be mothers’ CMES that accounts
for decrements in quality time and both mother’s and father’s relationship satisfac-
tion. Disentangling dimensions of shared time, and analyzing the unique impact of



226 A. MILEK ET AL.

CMES on different relational outcomes, such as trust, commitment, and satisfac-
tion using longitudinal data might be a fruitful approach to further enhance our
understanding of deleterious spillover effects of stress. Furthermore, discriminat-
ing between different sources of minor external stress, as well as examining how
external stress and dimensions of shared time are associated with other impor-
tant factors of couple functioning (e.g., dyadic coping or effective parenting) may
reveal important knowledge on detrimental spillover processes for both relation-
ship researchers and clinicians working with couples.

Specifically, clinicians should bear in mind that just enhancing the quantity of
shared time together without simultaneously considering the time quality, may have
“at best no association with, and at worst a negative association with, marital satis-
faction” (Holman & Jacquart, 1988, p. 76). Establishing habitual moments of quality
time amid stressful periods may be a fruitful way to preserve parents’ relationship
satisfaction.

Note

1. Partners’ responses on how many hours they spent together during the weekend were sig-
nificantly correlated by r = .58. On average over the entire week, mothers reported approx-
imately 30 minutes less shared time compared to fathers.
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