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Abstract 

Objective. The environment where children are raised with regards to eating and body image can 

be referred to as the family of origin eating environment. This environment has been seen to 

effect one’s current eating and body image. Someone’s relationship quality has also been seen to 

predict current eating and image. However, no research has been done to see if the quality of a 

romantic relationship can counteract the negative effect a family of origin eating environment 

can have. Method. The study randomly selected 20 heterosexual cohabitating couples that 

participated in a larger study about their relationship and eating. That study included a baseline 

measure of demographics and relationship quality, an eating interview to determine what their 

regular food intake was, and an interview where they were asked about their family of origin 

eating environment. Results. It was predicted that a high quality relationship could counteract 

negative effects of a poor eating environment. It was shown that partner conflict (if your 

romantic partner felt there was conflict) and actor conflict (if you felt that there was conflict) do 

moderate vegetable intake, but no other significant interactions were found. It was also shown 

that partner satisfaction and actor eating environment help predict current body image, which 

further supports the literature. However, the effects were seen in both sexes, contrary to current 

literature.  
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Can a High Quality Romantic Relationship Counteract the Unhealthy Consequences of a Poor 

Childhood Eating Environment? 

  

Children learn what and how to eat from the family that they grew up in, which is often 

referred to as the “family of origin.” The family’s behavioral and psychological patterns that 

influence what is learned regarding eating, body image, and physical activity can be referred to 

as the eating environment. Previous research has found that both family of origin eating 

environment (Neumark-Sztainer, Hannan, Story, Croll, & Perry 2003; Annus, Smith, Fischer, 

Hendricks, & William, 2007; Jozefik & Pilecki, 2010; Kally & Cumella, 2008; Videon & 

Manning, 2003; Schwitzer , Rodriguez, Thomas, & Salimi, 2001) and satisfaction in current 

romantic relationships (Boyes, Fletcher & Latner, 2007; Markey, Markey &Birch, 2001) can  

influence dieting and other eating behaviors and ideations. These studies have found that having 

a poor eating environment while growing up (e.g., unhealthy foods, teasing, eating separately) is 

correlated with disordered eating and poor body image, and that high current relationship quality 

is correlated with healthy eating. However, there have been no studies looking at whether a 

current romantic relationship can counteract the negative long-term effects of a poor childhood 

eating environment, or if it matters whether or not the opposite partner’s family of origin eating 

environment was healthy. If a high quality relationship can promote healthy eating, it could be 

another way to fight disordered and unhealthy eating thoughts and habits.  

Family of Origin Eating Environment 

 One’s family of origin can influence both present and future eating habits. Children who 

ate meals with their family on a regular basis had more positive dietary habits (Neumark-Sztainer 

et al., 2003). For example, children whose parents were at the table eating with them ate more 
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fruits, vegetables, and dairy products (Videob & Manning, 2003). In another study of female 

college undergraduates, growing up in a family where there was teasing regarding weight and 

eating and/or poor parental modeling was positively correlated with suffering from disordered 

eating (Annus et al., 2007). As compared to schoolgirls without an eating disorder, bulimic and 

anorexic girls reported statistically poorer family of origin relationship characteristics, especially 

in autonomy and intimacy (Jozefik & Pilecki, 2010). However, these poor results do not mean 

specifically poorer eating environments of the family of origin, but the scores may be due to 

distress around meal times and body image. Similarly, college athletes with high levels of 

disturbed eating attitudes and disturbed body image perceptions report lower perceived 

psychological health within their family of origin (Blackmer , Seaaright, & Ratwi., 2011). 

Parental maltreatment was also found to be an important background characteristic of middle age 

women with eating disorders (Kally & Cumella, 2008). Again, this maltreatment was not specific 

to eating environment, but questions that regarded the topic were included in the reports. 

Unfortunately, all of the current literature on this topic predominantly focuses on females’ 

outcomes. It is unknown whether the same outcomes will generalize to males’ experiences. 

Aside from disordered eating like anorexia and bulimia, family of origin obesity (e.g. 

parental obesity or sibling obesity) can be predictive of adulthood obesity. Having an obese 

parent doubles the risk of children under ten years of age becoming obese adults (Whitaker, 

Wright, Pepe, Seidel, & Dietz, 1997). Obese parents most likely do not partake in healthy eating 

habits, which can then influence their children to practice what was observed. Together, these 

findings suggest that having a negative eating environment as a child can lead to unhealthy 

eating habits as an adult.  
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Relationship Quality and Eating 

 Research defines the quality of a relationship in multiple ways; the most common 

definition is satisfaction, but commitment and conflict also play important roles (Schumm et al., 

1986; Lewis & Rook, 1999). Understandably, the quality of the relationship can be rated 

differently by each partner because they are two individuals with different backgrounds and 

personalities that come together to make one partnership. Therefore, whether one or both 

partners engage in healthy or unhealthy eating may be dependent upon who is fulfilled by the 

relationship. Boyes, Fletcher and Latner (2007) found that healthy or unhealthy dieting depended 

upon which partner was satisfied in the relationship. If both partners were satisfied in the 

relationship, the dieting that was occurring (if any) was healthy. However, males who had 

satisfied partners participated in more healthy and unhealthy dieting, possibly because they 

wanted to keep their partners satisfied and they believed that their physical appearance was an 

integral part of that. In contrast, female partners’ dieting was based primarily on relationship 

dissatisfaction; they practiced more unhealthy dieting if either they or their partner was not 

satisfied with the relationship (Markey, Markey & Birch, 2001). This may be because they 

internalized their negative emotions of the relationship leading to unhealthy dieting. These 

studies help show that relationship quality can affect the eating habits of each individual in the 

couple. 

 Unfortunately there is no literature on whether the quality of a relationship can moderate 

the influence of family of origin eating environment on current eating and body image. However, 

research on attachment style indirectly suggests that it may. It has been seen that attachment style 

develops in childhood and is relatively stable throughout adulthood (Waters, Merrick, Treboux, 

Crowell, & Albershein, 2000). In other words, childhood attachment style can be shown to partly 



Relationship Quality and Family of Origin Eating Environment 7 

predict current attachment style, similar to family of origin eating environment can partly predict 

current eating and image. Also, Feeney and Noller (1992) found that a current relationship can 

affect and change an attachment style (e.g. going from secure to insecure or vice versa). This 

shows that a seemingly stable characteristic like attachment style can be moderated positively or 

negatively by a romantic relationship. Since there is not any literature on eating habits and body 

image being moderated by relationship satisfaction, the pattern seen with attachment style may 

be similar. 

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

 The goal of the current study is to answer two questions: 1) Can the quality of a current 

romantic relationship moderate the effects of family of origin eating environment on current 

eating, behavior and body image? and 2); Does sex play a role? Based on research and logical 

reasoning, I predict that partners that came from a poor eating environment, but entered a high 

quality romantic relationship will exhibit healthy current eating and body image. On the flip-

side, I predict that partners that came from a good quality environment, but entered a low quality 

relationship will exhibit unhealthy current eating and image. Furthermore, partners from poor 

environment with low quality relationships will remain unhealthy and partners from good quality 

environment with high quality relationships will remain healthy.  

However, based on the previous research reviewed above, these effects may only be seen 

in the female partner. Since most of the literature is regarding females, little is known about men. 

It could be that just females show the effects, or males are understudied. I expect that if 

relationship quality does moderate eating effects, the effect will be greater in females because 

that is where the pattern has already been shown.   
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Methods 

Participants and Recruitment 

 The present research used a random subset of participants from a larger study that looked 

at the role of romantic relationships on weight change. In order to recruit participants for the 

larger study, flyers were distributed around the campus of the University of Arizona and 

surrounding areas of Tucson by email, as well as in-person postings. Ads were also placed on 

Craigslist. To be eligible for the study, participants had to be of 18 years of age, had to be within 

the first year of living with their romantic partner, and had to have their partner agree to 

participate as well.  

 The larger study consisted of a total of 91 heterosexual couples, with ages ranging from 

18 years old to 69 (M=26.29, SD=8.6). The current research contained a random subset of 20 of 

the previously mentioned heterosexual couples (N=40), ranging in age from 18 years old to 57 

years old  (M=26.5 yr, SD=9 yr). The majority of the participants were non Hispanic, have 

attended some college, and earning a combined income of around $40,000 a year. On average, 

they were all living together for seven and a half months.  Of the 20 cohabiting couples, two 

were married. Only 20 were used because using the entire sample of couples would have been 

too labor intensive due to the transcription time. 

Procedures 

 After the participants agreed to the larger study, they were given their assigned ID and 

password along with a URL to the baseline questionnaire.  They answered the questionnaire at 

home and it took approximately an hour to complete. Then, they were asked to come in to the lab 

for a three-hour baseline lab session. At the session, they first gave informed consent for all 

study procedures. They were then asked to have a series of conversations prompted by questions 
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asked on a computer screen. These conversations were about the couple’s thoughts on the 

importance of a healthy lifestyle and also what they liked and didn’t like about their partners. 

After the conversations the couple was asked to hold hands for four minutes. Afterwards, a semi-

structured interview encompassing each of their family of origin eating environment took place. 

Then each participant’s measurements of height, waist circumference, weight, percent body fat 

and percent water were taken. After the in-person lab session, in order to assess their typical 

dietary intake and physical activity, participants were interviewed over the phone by trained 

dietary assessment employees of the BMSS unit of the University of Arizona Cancer center.  

This was done once during a weekday and once on a weekend. A subset of the items they 

collected were used in the present research.  

Measures 

 Baseline Survey: The baseline survey the participants completed included questions 

about basic demographics like their age, relationship quality, average food intake, and body 

image. The present study uses four scales from the baseline:  

1) Rusbult et al.’s (1998) commitment scale (alpha = .78) has seven questions (e.g., “ I am 

committed to maintaining my relationship with my partner,” “I want our relationship to last”) 

with responses ranging from -3 (very much disagree) to 3 (very much agree). It was used to 

measure each partner’s commitment level. 

2) Schumm et al.’s (1986) Kansas Marital Satisfaction Scale (alpha = .99) has two questions 

(e.g., “ How satisfied are you with your partner as a relationship partner?”) with responses 

ranging from -3 (very unsatisfied) to 3 (very unsatisfied). It was used to measure relationship 

satisfaction.  
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3) Braiker & Kelley’s (1979) Partnership Questionnaire (alpha = .81) includes five conflict items 

(e.g., “How often do you and your partner argue with each other?”) with responses ranging from 

0 (not at all) to 6 (very much).  

4) An adapted version of the Weight and Activity Lifestyle Inventory (Wadden & Phelan, 2002) 

(alpa = .87) was used to measure body image satisfaction (e.g., “How satisfied are you with your 

current weight?”) with responses ranging from -3 (very unsatisfied) to 3 (very satisfied). 

 Family of Origin Interview: Participants were asked a series of open-ended questions 

about their family of origin eating environment (e.g. While growing up, what was your family’s 

attitude towards food?; Did anyone in your family struggle with weight and how did your family 

approach it?; Did you eat family meals at home? How did they go?). These interviews lasted 

between 20 and 50 minutes. In order to get a numeric value to represent the quality of the family 

of origin eating environment, each interview was transcribed and then coded for positive and 

negative characteristics relevant to eating, physical appearance and exercise. The positive 

characteristics include healthy diets, eating at the table as a family, and unconditional positive 

regard for physical appearance and exercise. The negative characteristics included “junk food” 

diets, food used as punishment, eating dinner in front of the TV, teasing about weight or 

appearance, parental unhealthy dieting, parental poor body image and disregard for exercise. The 

total amount of positive and negative attributes were divided by the total number of relevant 

revealed attributes to determine whether the environment was overall positive or negative. For 

example, if someone disclosed 7 negative aspects and 3 positive aspects and another person 

revealed 14 negative and 6 positive, both of their overall environments would be 70% negative 

and 30% positive. This data was used to determine each participant’s family of origin eating 

environment. 
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 Eating and Activity Interview: Participants were interviewed over the phone once on a 

weekday and once on the weekend. They reported everything they ate and the BMSS unit of the 

University of Arizona Cancer Center determined how many calories and how many grams of fat 

they consumed, amongst other things. The average of the two days is the numerical value that is 

used. These items measured current eating. 

 

 

Data Analysis 

 First, data was scanned to ensure there were not any responses that were not in the 

specified range. Then, each outcome variable was plotted in a histogram to make sure they 

produced a regular bell curve. The average physical activity values were square rooted and the 

log was taken of the average fat intake values because they did not present a regular bell curve 

initially. After altering them so they still meant the same thing, but had different values, a regular 

bell curve was shown. Each scale was analyzed to ensure reliability, which was based on a 

Cronbach’s alpha test. The means and standard deviations of each variable were also found to 

check for outliers (see Table 1). Correlations were run on each measure to see if there any 

surprising relationships (see Table 2). Since the hypotheses were based on an actor/partner 

relationship, the dataset was rearranged so that the partner’s data was on the same line as the 

actor’s, and visa versa. Finally, a basic cross-sectional dyadic model was used to run a multiple 

regression model to test the hypotheses. The dyadic model was run because it is assumed that 

partners’ responses are more linked to each other than another person in the sample. Therefore, 

the dyadic model allows for the partner’s residuals to correlate. The predictor variables were 

both the actor  family of origin eating environment (percent positive) and the partner family of 
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origin eating environment, separately, the outcome variables were current body image, average 

physical activity, average fat intake, and average vegetable intake, with the moderators as both 

the actor and partner relationship satisfaction variables (e.g. commitment, level of conflict, and 

satisfaction). Finally, any significant relationships were graphed in order to visually present the 

strength and nature of each relationship compared to the next.  
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Table 1 - means and standard deviations of the variables separated by men and women 

Variable 
Women 
Conflict Men Conflict 

Women 
Satisfaction 

Men 
Satisfaction 

Women 
Commitment 

Men 
Commitment 

Women 
Body Image 

Men 
Body 
Image 

Mean 2.3 2 2.6 2.3 1.8 1.5 -0.5 -0.1 

Standard 
Deviation  0.86 1 1.4 1.4 0.34 0.78 1.8 1.5 

Variable 

Women 
Eating 
Environment 
(% pos) 

Men Eating 
Environment 
(% pos) 

Women 
Physical 
Activity 
(min) 

Men 
Physical 
Activity 
(min) 

Women 
Vegetable 
(g) 

Men 
Vegetable 
(g) 

Women Fat 
(g) 

Men Fat 
(g) 

Mean 56.1 53 48.7 82.7 33.4 32 76.7 84.4 

Standard 
Deviation  20.6 26.6 41.1 80.9 21.8 13.3 32.2 32 

 

 

Table 2- correlations of the variables (women above blank diagonal, men below the blank 

diagonal) 

Variable Conflict Satisfaction Commit 
Body 
Image 

Eating 
Environment 
(% pos) 

Average 
Physical 
Activity 

Avereage 
Vegetable 
Intake 

Average 
Fat Intake 

Conflict   -0.14 -0.48 -0.2 -0.14 0.03 0.18 0.25 

Satisfaction -0.14   0.2 0.14 0.01 0 -0.04 -0.15 

Commit -0.26 0.7   -0.12 -0.32 -0.6 -0.23 -0.09 

Body Image 0.33 -0.14 0.05   0.13 -0.22 0.1 -0.3 

Eating 
Environment 
(% pos) 0.03 0.31 0.36 0.57   0.4 0.16 -0.16 

Average 
Physical 
Activity -0.07 0.12 0.54 0.08 0.18   0.15 -0.01 

Average 
Vegetable 
Intake -0.02 0.12 -0.07 0.05 -0.05 -0.23   0.64 

Average Fat 
Intake -0.3 0.02 0.54 0.22 0.37 -0.05 0.67   
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Results 

Question 1 - Does relationship quality moderate the effects of the family of origin eating 

environment on current eating, behaviors and thoughts? 

Two significant interactions were found between relationship quality variables and family 

of origin eating environment regarding current eating. The first of these was partner conflict and 

actor family of origin eating environment predicting average vegetable intake, F(1,30)=5.48, 

p=.03 (see Figure 1). This interaction was only seen significantly in the female participants, 

however, the interaction was not in the predicted direction. I thought that participants from a low 

eating environment, but who had high relationship quality, in this case low partner conflict, 

would show significantly higher vegetable intake than participants from a low eating 

environment with low relationship quality, or high partner conflict. Instead, partner conflict 

accentuated the effects of a highly positive eating environment. The graph shows that male 

participants from a high eating environment ate more vegetables when there was low partner 

conflict (which supports my hypothesis, but it was not significant), but female participants from 

a high eating environment ate more vegetables when there was high partner conflict. The effect 

for the females was significant, but was the opposite direction of my hypothesis. 
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Figure 1 - sex differences in how partner conflict moderates eating environment effects of 

vegetable intake 

 

The second significant interaction was actor conflict and partner family of origin eating 

environment predicting average vegetable intake, F(1,34)=4.10, p=.05 (see Figure2). This 

interaction was also not what was expected. Also, the slopes of each line are significantly 

different from each other, showing that there is an interaction between the variables, but neither 

slope is significantly from zero. This means that there is a very small interaction, but one does 

exist. A participant with low partner eating environment and a higher relationship quality, in this 

case low actor conflict, ate more vegetables than a participant with lower relationship quality, or 
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in this case high actor conflict, as expected. However, the average vegetable intake of the 

participants with low actor conflict then slopes down as their partner eating environment gets 

more positive, while the average vegetable intake of the participants with high actor conflict 

slopes up. Therefore, at high partner eating environment participants with higher actor conflict 

ate more vegetables than participants with lower actor conflict. Again, opposite of what was 

predicted. Interestingly, all other interactions between relationship quality variables, family of 

origin, and current eating and image variables did not yield significance with p values all greater 

than 0.1. 

 

 

Figure 2 
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Question 2- Do the effects depend on sex? 

 The interaction with partner conflict and eating environment did depend on sex, but the 

interaction regarding actor conflict and partner eating environment did not. Similarly, a 

relationship was shown between family of origin eating environment and body image, 

F(1,38)=5.96, p=.02 (see Figure 3), and partner satisfaction predicting body image, 

F(1,38)=7.26, p=.01 (see Figure 4), that did not show a sex difference. These effects have only 

been shown in females in the literature, but when sex was in the interaction the results were non-

significant, with F(1,36)=1.08, p=.30 and F(1,36)=.07, p=.79, respectively. There was also no 

significant difference in body image between men and women, F(1,38)=.61, p=.44. These results 

support the literature, but also show that the effect is not just for women.  

 

Figure 3 
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Figure 4 

 

 

 

Discussion 

 Romantic relationship quality was not shown to be a significant moderator for the 

negative outcomes of a poor family of origin eating environment. However, I did find a few 

significant interactions within the dataset. One was that that there was an interaction between 

actor family of origin eating environment, partner conflict, and sex, when predicting average 

vegetable intake. It was not the predicted interaction of low partner conflict increasing vegetable 

intake, especially if the participant came from a low eating environment. The  interaction was not 

significant for the males and suggests that women fall back on their family of origin habits when 

there is high partner conflict, possibly because their romantic relationship is a little off balance 

and they stick to what they know and how they were raised to find balance. Another significant 

interaction was between partner family of origin eating environment, actor conflict, and average 
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vegetable intake. Again, this relationship was not what was predicted.  A participant with high 

partner eating environment and high actor conflict ate more vegetables than a participant with 

high partner eating environment and low actor conflict. These results could be due to the fact that 

the sample was too small to statistically conduct four-way interactions. A four-way interaction 

would allow for me to see if the interaction also depended upon the participant’s actor eating 

environment.  

 Interestingly, I found no other significant interactions. The small sample and inability to 

investigate higher-level interactions may also be why no other interactions between relationship 

quality variables, eating environment, and current eating and image variables were shown. With 

a larger sample, there would more opportunity to see an effect that might be there. Another 

reason no other effects were shown could be that not all of my participants were in the same 

stage of life. A fair amount of the couples were young people who have been on their own for a 

couple years, but were just starting to actually start their lives together. A few of the couples 

were on their own for the very first time and in constant contact with their family of origins. 

Lastly, a couple of them had been on their own for years with a few long term relationships 

behind them. The amount of time since departing one’s family of origin and amount of romantic 

relationships may be variables to consider in the future. The couples in this study may also be 

more satisfied and committed in their relationship than couples in the real world, simply because 

they both agreed to come in to the lab and participate together. That could be why an effect that 

would be seen in the general population of couples was not be represented with this study. More 

research with more subjects needs to be done to help understand the effects that were found and  

to determine if there are more effects that weren’t found in my study. 
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 Another important finding of this study is that the effects of actor family of origin eating 

environment and partner satisfaction on body image do not depend on sex; they affect 

everybody. Having a negative family of origin eating environment and/or having a dissatisfied 

partner greatly decreases your body image, whether you are male or female. There is also no 

overall difference in body image between males and females. These results indicate that the 

literature needs to start looking at both men and women, instead of just women. Women do 

suffer more from eating disorders, but that does not mean they are the only ones affected by 

lower body image due to their family of origin or their partners. These findings, along with 

further research, could help individuals both who are single and in a relationship who are in 

therapy due to self-esteem issues. Ensuring that their partner is satisfied may help improve their 

own body image. Also, realizing that the environment of their past could be what’s affecting 

them now, so learning how to approach it could help with their current body image issues.  

 This study did not give more insight to helping those with an eating disorder by 

improving their romantic relationships, but maybe a future study could. The results found 

indicate a need for further understanding and inquiry. With more participants comes less error 

and an ability to look at four-way (or more) interactions, which would lead to more answers. A 

possibility would be to go back to the larger study to transcribe and code all of the participants’ 

interviews. This would allow for an N of 182 instead of 40 without having to recruit any more 

participants.  
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