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Financial Stressors as Catalysts for Relational Growth: 

Bonadaptation Among Lower-Income, Unmarried Couples

Patterson’s (1988) family adjustment and adaptation response (FAAR) model 

built on an important concept in the family stress literature: bonadaptation (i.e., 

adaptation that promotes wellbeing). The possibility of bonadaptation following a 

stressor suggests that individuals, couples, and families can thrive not just in spite of 

stressors, but because of them. Stressors can act as catalysts for positive growth. 

Evidence of bonadaptation has been found in multiple studies (Campbell and Demi 2000; 

Kapp and Brown 2011). Although the FAAR model was originally constructed for 

family-level adaptation (Patterson 1988), evidence of bonadaptation has been found in 

applying the FAAR model to couple-level research (Dew et al. 2018; Kelley et al. 2018). 

While bonadaptation does not suggest that couples should seek out stressors, it provides 

alternative ways to conceptualize stressors for couples who encounter stressors and for 

those who work with such couples.

Dew and colleagues (2018) examined predictors of relational bonadaptation 

(measured as perceived increased relationship commitment) following the 2007–2009 

Recession. They used a nationally representative sample of primarily middle- to higher-

income, married couples in the U.S. (N=1,362) to examine how it was possible for 

couples’ marriages to thrive because of, rather than in spite of, financial stressors. 

Following again from the FAAR model (Patterson 1988), the current study builds off of 

Dew et al.’s findings by using the Building Strong Families (BSF) dataset—primarily 

lower-income, unmarried partners experiencing a transition to parenthood (N = 1,396 
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U.S. couples)—to examine not only relationship commitment as a measure of 

bonadaptation but also coparenting as an additional measure of bonadaptation. Studying 

bonadaptation after a financial stressor among a different set of couples (i.e., primarily 

lower-income, unmarried couples) allows researchers to test the generalizability of the 

FAAR model outside of primarily middle- to higher-income, married couples. Identifying 

potential predictors of bonadaptation for lower-income, unmarried couples may be 

especially important given that financial stressors may occur more frequently and 

potentially have more negative consequences for these couples (e.g., negatively affect 

savings and credit, increase distress; Prawitz et al. 2013). 

The Family Adjustment and Adaptation Response (FAAR) Model

The FAAR model describes the relationships among demands (including 

stressors), capabilities, and meanings. All couples experience stressors (Patterson 1988). 

A stressor may be defined as “a life event that occurs at a discrete point in time and 

produces, or has the potential of producing, change in the family social system” 

(Patterson 1988, p. 210). A stressor is a specific type of demand, “a stimulus or condition 

that produces or calls for change in the family system” (p. 210). The FAAR model 

(Patterson 1988) proposes that following a stressor event, couples must adjust and adapt 

to reobtain an equilibrium wherein demands and capabilities are in balance. As a 

complement to demands, a capability is “a potentiality the family has available to it for 

meeting demands” (p. 215). Capabilities include both resources (i.e., “what the family 

has”, p. 215) and coping behaviors (i.e., “what the family does”, p. 215). Couples also 

ascribe meanings, subjective perceptions, to their circumstances and relationships. “The 
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family's subjective definitions of their demands, their capabilities, and of these two 

factors relative to each other” are situational meanings (p. 220-221). Couple outcomes 

vary across demands couples face, the capabilities they can draw upon to meet those 

demands, and the meanings they give both the demands and the capabilities. 

Following a stressor, couples can either achieve maladaptation (i.e., adaptation 

that compromises wellbeing) or bonadaptation (i.e., adaptation that promotes wellbeing) 

(Patterson 1988). Here, we focus on relational bonadaptation following a financial 

stressor. Relational bonadaptation is operationalized as high relationship commitment 

and high coparenting after experiencing a financial stressor. As predictors, we examine 

the roles of financial demands, financial and relational capabilities, and financial and 

relational meanings in predicting relational bonadaptation.

Bonadaptation Among a Nationally-Representative Sample of Married Couples

Using data from married couples, Dew and colleagues (2018) examined whether 

and how the stressors of the 2007–2009 Recession related to the likelihood that 

participants would endorse the statement that, “The recession has deepened my 

commitment to my marriage.” These scholars used the FAAR model (Patterson 1988) to 

frame their study. They posited that the financial stressors of the recession were 

“demands”, the jointness of the stressors and feelings of economic pressure were 

“meanings”, and couples’ financial/relationship resources and behaviors were 

“capabilities.” Examples of capabilities from this study were financial assets, positive 

relationship behaviors, and religious capabilities.

From Dew et al., both wives’ and husbands’ perceptions that the recession 
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directly stressed their marriage (i.e., meanings) were positively associated with reporting 

increased commitment. In line with the FAAR model, working together through a 

perceived marital threat allowed for bonadaptation. Further, many of the capabilities from 

Dew et al. were also associated with bonadaptation, including relationship maintenance 

behaviors (i.e., the daily “small things” that individuals do for their spouse). Other 

capabilities positively associated with relational bonadaptation were marital 

sanctification, social support for the marriage from one’s network of family and friends, 

and receiving financial support from one’s social network. It is of note that Dew et al. 

found no significant partner effects, meaning that only an individual’s own characteristics 

and perceptions, and not those characteristics or perceptions of their spouse, were related 

to their self-reports of commitment.

Generalizability. Our study seeks to test whether Dew et al.’s (2018) findings 

apply to other populations; can the findings from Dew et al. be generalized to samples 

other than nationally representative, married couples—in particular, lower-income, 

unmarried couples? In recent decades in the U.S., several changes have taken place; 

among these include the weakening of marriage, the greater acceptance of cohabitation, 

and the greater prevalence of nonmarital childbearing (Furstenberg 2014). Further, social 

class differences have widened, including that nonmarital childbearing is more often 

concentrated among those with lower incomes and levels of education (Furstenberg 2014; 

Lundberg et al. 2016). Here, bonadaptation following a financial stressor may be less 

likely to be conceptualized through the formation of unions such as marriage, but may be 

conceptualized in terms of how committed relational partners are to one another (i.e., 
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relationship commitment) as well as how well parents work together to care for their 

child (i.e., coparenting). 

Thus, understanding bonadaptation following a financial stressor for couples who 

are 

primarily lower-income and unmarried allows us to know if and how the FAAR model 

extends beyond samples of mostly married and middle- to higher-income couples, 

underscoring a major contribution of the current study. It is possible that the predictors of 

bonadaptation for Dew et al.’s (2018) sample are not generalizable to other types of 

couples, such as lower-income, unmarried couples. The current sample is distinct from 

the Dew et al. sample in four ways: SES, race, relationship status, and parenting status. 

The majority of couples in the current study are 1) lower SES (lower income and lower 

education), 2) people of color, 3) unmarried at baseline, and 4) experiencing the 

transition to parenthood. Contrasting findings between the current study and Dew et al.’s 

(2018) study would not necessarily indicate that one study is correct and the other study 

is wrong; rather, contrasting findings would likely indicate that avenues of bonadaptation 

following a financial stressor differ according to context (e.g., sociodemographic 

characteristics; Greenfield 2017).

Bonadaptation Among Lower-Income, Unmarried Couples

Our conceptual model can be seen in Figure 1. Following a financial stressor, 

financial and relational demands, capabilities, and meanings should all be associated with 

relational and family bonadaptation. The variables used in the current study were chosen 

to match as closely as possible the measures used by Dew et al. (2018). However, a few 
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variables used by Dew et al. were either not available in the BSF dataset (i.e., economic 

pressure, religious marital sanctification, joint in-home religious activities) or were not 

relevant to our lower-income, unmarried sample (i.e., marital duration). A few additional 

variables were added to the current study that were not used by Dew et al. (i.e., number 

of financial stressors, multi-partner fertility, health insurance, perceived support network, 

relationship happiness, age, relationship status, and cohabitation status). 

Financial stressors as a catalyst for relational bonadaptation. We focused on 

couples who had reported one or more financial difficulty in the past 12 months (e.g., not 

being able to pay the full amount of rent or mortgage that was required) because a 

financial stressor would fall under the demands portion of the FAAR model (Patterson 

1988) and would serve as a catalyst for bonadaptation. In other words, if the stressor had 

not occurred, bonadaptation would not have occurred, as the process of bonadaptation 

requires a stressor to disrupt equilibrium (Patterson 1988).

As in the Dew et al. (2018) study, we focused on relational commitment, 

following the logic of Stanley and Markman (1992) who specified dedication 

commitment as reflecting “a desire [to] not only continue in the relationship, but also to 

improve it . . . to seek the partner’s welfare, not simply one’s own” (p. 595). In the Dew 

et al. (2018) study, improvement in dedication commitment because of the 2007–2009 

Recession qualified as bonadaptation, with this type of commitment associated with 

beneficial relationship outcomes like greater relationship satisfaction (Stanley et al. 

2002). Here, the connection to dedication commitment would be similar: higher reports 

of commitment would qualify as bonadaptation. Although much research on commitment 
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is specific to married samples, other research demonstrates that higher reports of 

commitment are typically associated with more 

beneficial relational outcomes (Le and Agnew 2003). In order to have the opportunity for 

increased commitment and to even classify as relational bonadaptation, couples must stay 

together (Patterson 1988). Thus, we only included couples in the final sample who 

remained together over the course of the study.

Differing from the Dew et al. (2018) study, we also chose to focus on coparenting 

as a measure of relational bonadaptation for several reasons. First, the couples from BSF 

are transitioning to parenthood and negotiating new roles: partners and parents. Thus, 

conceptualizing bonadaptation in the face of economic adversity for these couples should 

also include coparenting. Second, the coparenting relationship is distinct from the 

romantic partner relationship (Cox and Paley 2003; Feinberg 2003), suggesting that 

relational commitment and coparenting should be associated with one another, but should 

not be the same construct. Third, some of the same stressors that contribute to marital 

discord, including financial stressors, can also undermine coparenting relationships 

(Jamison et al. 2017). Thus, the coparenting alliance represents a relevant measure of 

relational bonadaptation for the BSF couples. 

Financial demands. Beyond the initial stressor that all couples in our sample 

experienced, we included two additional constructs: number of stressors (up to three) and 

multi-partner fertility (MPF; having a child with someone other than the BSF partner). 

These variables were not used by Dew et al. (2018) but may be important demands to 

consider for the current sample (i.e., primarily lower-income, unmarried couples). We 
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conceptualize MPF as a demand for the couples and the family given that critical 

physical, mental, and cognitive resources that are needed to maintain stable family 

relationships are often stretched thin for families who experience MPF (Harknett 2008). 

For example, parents may need to negotiate parenting, child care, and financial 

responsibilities with multiple individuals across different social networks (Jamison et al. 

2017). Further, unmarried individuals who have children outside of marriage are more 

likely to experience MPF and more numerous relationship transitions than those who are 

married (Guzzo 2014). These findings suggest that MPF should be a demand for the 

couples and families in the current study.

Financial and relational capabilities. Capabilities can counterbalance demands 

and help individuals and couples achieve bonadaptation. Most of the capabilities we test 

are similar to those used by Dew et al. (2018) and are associated with positive 

relationship outcomes. These include financial capabilities of income and receiving 

financial support (Dew 2007), as well as the relational capabilities of receiving support 

from one’s social network for the relationship (Bryant and Conger 1999), relationship 

maintenance behaviors (Wilcox and Dew 2016), and religious service attendance 

(Fincham et al. 2008). We included religious service attendance because individuals who 

are integrated in a faith community might have access to financial support through that 

particular community (Marks et al. 2010).  We also include another capability that Dew 

et al. (2018) did not use: health insurance. It may be that children’s health insurance 

helps low-income couples to be more committed and to form a strong coparenting 

alliance because it reduces stress and promotes more positive family functioning (Brown 
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and Kawamura 2010).

Financial and relational meanings. Within the FAAR model, the ways in which 

individuals subjectively perceive their demands and capabilities are key to how they can 

transform a stressful situation into bonadaption (Patterson 1988). We include two 

measures of financial meanings and one measure of relational meanings. First, like Dew 

et al. (2018), we examine whether both partners reporting financial stressors is associated 

with the outcome variables. Qualitative studies have found that partners working together 

to address financial stressors strengthens their relationship (Dew et al. 2018; Skogrand et 

al. 2011). Second, we examine the number of people in one’s perceived support network. 

Although this measure was not included in Dew et al.’s (2018) study, perceived social 

support is a key predictor of wellbeing after a stressful situation (Cohen and Wills 1985). 

Similar to benefits that come from perceiving partner support during a financial stressor, 

perceiving a support network of others outside the partnership from which to draw upon 

when needed may also aid in achieving bonadaptation.

Finally, we use relationship happiness as a subjective relational meaning. When 

partners are relationally satisfied, they report higher commitment (Stanley et al. 2002). 

Further, couples who report more satisfying relationships report higher levels of 

coparenting cooperation and lower levels of coparenting conflict (Pedro et al. 2012). We 

note that Dew et al. (2018) did not test any relational meanings as predictors of 

bonadaptation.

Taken together, we examine the following research questions:

RQ1. Which demands, capabilities, and meanings are associated with relationship 
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commitment following a financial stressor?

RQ2. Which demands, capabilities, and meanings are associated with coparenting 

following a financial stressor?

Method

Participants and Procedures

The sample for the current study was selected from the Building Strong Families 

Study (BSF), a multisite impact and implementation evaluation of healthy marriage and 

relationship education and support services for unwed parents designed to strengthen the 

parents’ relationships while also improving child outcomes and family outcomes, such as 

coparenting (Wood et al. 2012). The study collected data from 5,102 couples who met the 

following inclusion criteria: at least 18 years old, in a romantic relationship, not married 

when the child was conceived, expected or shared a biological child who was under three 

months of age, and no history of intimate partner violence. Data were collected at three 

time points—baseline (W0): child under three months; Time 1 (W1): child is 15 months; 

Time 2 (W2): child is 36 months—to assess impacts of the BSF-related services, for 

which no significant effects were found (Wood et al. 2012). 

We used two filters for the current study. First, we only included couples for 

which at least one partner reported a minimum of one financial stressor at W1; to achieve 

bonadaptation, participants had to have first undergone a stressor (Patterson 1988). 

Second, we only included couples in which both partners reported still being together at 

W2; an assumption of bonadaptation is that participants are still in the relationship 

(Patterson 1988). Accordingly, 1,663 couples (i.e., 32.0% of 5,102 couples; hereafter 
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referred to as Subgroup 1) were excluded because the two partners were still together yet 

neither partner experienced financial stressors; 1,339 couples (i.e., 26.2% of 5,102 

couples; hereafter referred to as Subgroup 2) were excluded because partners broke up 

and neither partner experienced financial stressors; 734 couples (i.e., 14.4% of 5,102 

couples; hereafter referred to as Subgroup 3) were excluded because at least one partner 

experienced financial stressors but the two partners broke up. The final sample size was 

1,396 heterosexual couples.

We then conducted three sets of multivariate analyses of variance to respectively 

examine whether Subgroup 1, Subgroup 2, and Subgroup 3 differ from the final sample 

on key study variables and control variables (see Table 1 for list). Based on Bandalos’s 

(2002) criterion (partial η2 < .14), Subgroup 2 and Subgroup 3 did not differ from the 

final sample in either the key study constructs or covariates, and four notable differences 

from 40 comparisons emerged between Subgroup 1 and the final sample. Specifically, in 

comparison to their counterparts in Subgroup 1, both women (M final sample= 1.05 versus M

Subgroup 1 = .00; F (1, 1394) = 905.64, adjusted p < .001, partial η2 = .44) and men (M included

= .94 versus M not included = .00; F (1, 1394) = 780.23, adjusted p < .001, partial η2 = .40) in 

the final sample reported a larger number of stressors. Also, both women (M included = .28 

versus M not included = .00; F (1, 1394) = 224.89, adjusted p < .001, partial η2 = .16) and men 

(M included = .33 versus M not included = .00; F (1, 1394) = 282.16, adjusted p < .001, partial η2

= .19) in the final sample were more likely to have reported a financial stressor when 

their partner did not. Thus, the four differences between the final sample and the initial 

sample were all specific to financial demands. This is expected given that one of the 
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filters was that at least one partner reported a minimum of one financial stressor (i.e., 

couples who did not report any financial stressors were not included in the final sample). 

For the 1,396 couples included in the study, the majority of the sample was Black 

(52% women; 55% men), followed by White (18% women; 14% men), Hispanic (11% 

women; 13% men), and other (16% women, 13% men). About two-thirds of the sample 

had graduated high school (or equivalent; 62% women; 60% men). About one-fourth of 

the sample was married by W2 (24% women, 25% men). (Less than 10% of couples were 

married at W0, which fits the sample criteria for primarily unmarried couples.) The 

average age was for 23.40 years old (SD = 4.82) for women and 25.62 years old (SD = 

6.10) for men. The average annual income was 1.74 (income category 2 = $5,000-9,999; 

SD = 1.57) for women and 3.05 (income category 3 = $10,000-14,999; SD = 1.88) for 

men. The couples in the sample were deemed primarily lower-income, given that mean 

annual income among individuals with high school degree (or equivalent) in the U.S. in 

2005 was $26,106 (United States Census Bureau 2017).

Measures

All items were chosen to match as closely as possible the measures used by Dew 

and 

colleagues (2018). Both women’s and men’s reports were used for all measures with the 

exception of relationship status (men’s and women’s reports were highly correlated, r 

= .96), for which only women’s reports were used. Theoretically, it would be ideal for the 

financial stressor to precede the other variables (Patterson 1988). Thus, when data were 

available, demands were measured at W1 and all other study constructs (i.e., capabilities, 
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meanings, relationship commitment, coparenting, and control variables) were measured 

at W2. We controlled for race, relationship status, cohabitation status, and age. For race 

(W0), there were three dummy coded variables each for men and women; these were 0

=all else, 1=White (variable 1), Hispanic (variable 2), other (variable 3). For education 

level (W0), this was coded as 0=less than high school, 1=high school diploma, GED, or 

high school equivalency). For relationship status (W2), this was coded as 0=not married 

but still together with BSF partner, 1=married to BSF partner). For cohabitation status 

(W2), this was coded as 0=not living with BSF partner all of the time, 1=living with BSF 

partner all of the time. Finally, age (W0) was a continuous variable. 

Financial demands. We used two measures of financial demands. The first was 

the number of financial stressors—a count variable (from 0 to 3) summing participants’

responses (0=no, 1=yes) to the following three items at W1: “In the past year, I have 

experienced 1) inability to pay the full amount of rent or the mortgage, 2) having utilities 

shut off, 3) eviction.” Higher scores indicated more demands. The second measure was 

whether or not participants had multi-partner fertility (MPF) at W0; whether or not 

participants had children with someone other than their BSF partner. The variable was 

originally a count variable in that participants were asked “How many children do you 

have with other partners?” The variable was recoded to indicate either presence or 

absence of MPF (0=no MPF, 1=MPF).

Financial capabilities. We used three measures of financial capabilities. The 

first, 

income, was measured using the following item from W0: “In the last 12 months, what 
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have been your total earnings from all jobs before tax and deduction?” Response 

categories were as follows: 0=$0, 1=$1-4,999, 2=$5,000-9,999, 3=$10,000-14,999, 4=

$15,000-19,999, 5=$20,000-24,999, 6=$25,000-34,999, 7=$35,000 plus. For the second, 

health insurance (W2), participants responded to the following item: “Is your child 

currently covered by health insurance through your or someone else’s employer?” 0=no, 

1=yes. For the third, financial support received (W2), participants responded to the 

following item: “Did you, your partner, or the children who live with you receive money 

from friends or relatives in the past month?” 0=no, 1=yes.

Relational capabilities. We used three measures of relational capabilities. Three 

items (women: =.83; men: =.84) were used to measure relationship maintenance 

behaviors (W2): “Partner can be counted on to help me,” “Partner respects me,” and 

“Partner shows love and affection for me.” The items were measured on a four-point 

Likert scale (1=often to 4=never), and all items were reverse coded such that higher 

scores indicated more maintenance behaviors. As a second measure of relational 

capabilities, we used the report of religious service attendance (W2): “In the past 12 

months, about how often have you attended a religious service?” This was measured on a 

four-point Likert scale (1=never to 4=once a week or more), such that higher scores 

indicated more frequent attendance. Finally, we used the following item to measure 

relational support (W2): “My friends and relatives support my relationship with my 

partner.” This item was measured on a four-point Likert scale (1=strongly agree to 4

=strongly disagree), and the item was reverse coded such that higher scores indicated 

more relational support.
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Financial meanings. We used two measures of financial meanings. The first was 

whether or not partners both reported having experienced at least one financial stressor 

(compared to only the woman reporting a financial stressor or only the man reporting a 

financial stressor). That is, this item measured whether or not participants went through a 

stressor together with their partner (even if they reported differing stressors). To create 

this item, we constructed two new variables from the following three items previously 

mentioned (W1): “In the past year, I have experienced 1) inability to pay the full amount 

of rent or the mortgage, 2) having utilities shut off, 3) eviction.” In the first new item, 0

=all else (either woman only reported or both reported), 1=man only reported stressor(s), 

and in the second new item, 0=all else (either man only reported or both reported), 1

=woman only reported stressor(s). As a second measure of financial meanings, we used 

three items (women: =.80; men: =.77) that together measured perceived support 

network (W2): “The number of people (besides your partner) who could 1) provide 

emergency child care, 2) loan the respondent $100, 3) provide help or advice.” This was 

a count variable, as participants could respond with a number up to 25 people for each 

item.

Relational meanings. We used one measure of relational meanings: relationship 

happiness (W2). Participants responded to the following item: “On a scale from 0 to 10, 

where 0 is not at all happy and 10 is completely happy, how happy would you say your 

relationship with your partner is?” Thus, higher scores indicated greater relationship 

happiness.

Relational bonadaptation. We used relationship commitment (W2; women: 
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=.59; men: =.66) as one measure of relational bonadaptation. Participants responded to 

three dedication commitment items from Stanley and Markman’s (1992) Commitment 

Inventory: “I may not want to be with my partner a few years from now”, “My 

relationship with my partner is more important than almost anything else in life” (reverse 

coded), and “I want this relationship to stay strong no matter what rough times we may 

have” (reverse coded). The items were measured on a four-point Likert scale (ranging 

from 1=often to 4=never). After reverse coding two items, higher scores indicated greater 

commitment.

We used quality of coparenting (W2; women: =.97; men: =.94) as the second 

measure of relational bonadaptation. Participants responded to 10 items on the Parenting 

Alliance Inventory (Abidin and Brunner 1995). Using a five-point Likert scale (ranging 

from 1=strongly agree to 5=strongly disagree), participants were asked to state their level 

of agreement with 10 statements. Sample statements include “My partner and I 

communicate well about our child” and “My partner makes my job of being a parent 

easier.” All items were reverse coded so that higher scores indicated higher coparenting.

Data Analysis Plan

Analyses were conducted using Mplus Version 7. For all models, missing data 

were handled using the full information maximum likelihood (FIML) method (Enders 

2010). We conducted a structural equation model (SEM) to 1) include latent variables to 

partial out measurement errors and 2) simultaneously examine directional linear 

associations (i.e., predictive pathways from predictors to outcomes; e.g., the pathways 

from financial demands to commitment or coparenting) and nondirectional linear 
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associations (i.e., correlations among variables; e.g., correlations between fathers’ and 

mothers’ commitment given interdependence between two partners within a couple) 

among all variables of interest (MacCallum and Austin 2000). 

To evaluate model fit, the following indices were used: Chi-square value, 

comparative fit index (CFI), root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), and 

standardized root mean-square residual (SRMR) (Kline, 2015). The following were used 

as requirements for “adequate” model fit: CFI > .90, RMSEA < .08, and SRMR < .08; 

and the following were used for “good” model fit: CFI > .95, RMSEA < .05, SRMR 

< .05 (Little 2013). Analyses were conducted in two stages: measurement invariance tests 

and pathway analyses. 

Measurement invariance tests. A measurement model was first estimated to 

examine factor loadings of latent constructs as well as model fit. All study variables were 

included in the model (separate variables for women and men), with relationship 

maintenance behaviors, perceived support network, relationship commitment, and 

coparenting as latent constructs. 

We conducted measurement invariance tests to examine whether the scales were 

measuring the same constructs among men and women as well as whether the scores of 

men and women were comparable. Given the interdependence between two partners 

within a couple, we followed guidelines by Little (2013) and conducted longitudinal 

configural factorial analyses on relationship maintenance behaviors, perceived support 

network, commitment, and coparenting in separate models. As Little (2013) and Kline 

(2015) suggested, three levels of invariance were tested. Configural invariance is the 
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least restrictive level of measurement invariance. It is tested by specifying the same CFA 

model for each partner. In this model, both the number of factors and the covariance 

among factors and among indicators are the same, but all parameters are freely estimated. 

Weak invariance is the second level of measurement invariance and assumes configural 

invariance. This hypothesis is tested by 1) imposing an equality constraint across gender 

on the unstandardized loading of each indicator, and 2) comparing the model fit of the 

weak invariance model with that of the configural invariance model. Strong invariance is 

the third level of measurement invariance and assumes weak invariance. It requires equal 

unstandardized intercepts of indicators across gender. This hypothesis is tested by 1) 

imposing an equality constraint across time and gender on the intercepts of each 

indicator, and 2) comparing the model fit of the strong invariance model with that of 

weak invariance model. For the test of weak and strong invariance, if the fit of a more 

restrictive model is not significantly worse than that of the less restrictive model, the 

more restrictive hypothesis is retained. For the criteria of significantly worse model fit, 

researchers have suggested that an increase in CFA by .01 or more indicates deviation 

from measurement invariance (for review, see Kline 2015). To be comparable, the 

measurement of key constructs for men and women should at least meet the criteria of 

weak invariance.

Pathway analyses. An actor-partner interdependence structural equation model 

(APIM; Kenny et al. 2006) was estimated to test associations from demands, capabilities, 

and meanings to relationship commitment and coparenting. Regression paths were 

estimated from number of stressors, MPF, income, health insurance, financial support, 
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relationship maintenance behaviors, religious service attendance, relational support, joint 

reporting of stressor, perceived support network, and relationship happiness onto 

relationship commitment and coparenting. We controlled for race, education level, 

relationship status, cohabitation status, and age. All exogenous variables (and controls) 

were correlated with each other. Corresponding female/male items of all latent constructs 

were correlated with each other, as were corresponding female/male endogenous 

variables, to account for couple nonindependence.

Results

Preliminary Analyses

Descriptive statistics were estimated across gender (Table 1). Overall, women and 

men in the current study experienced low levels of financial demands as well as high 

levels of bonadaptation, financial capabilities, relational capabilities, financial meanings, 

and relational meanings. Correlations among key study variables and covariates are 

available in the Appendix Document. Overall, all correlations were in expected 

directions; financial demands were negatively associated with bonadaptation; financial 

capabilities, relational capabilities, financial meanings, and relational meanings were 

positively associated with bonadaptation.

Measurement Model

The measurement model with all latent constructs fit adequately: χ2(1672) = 

5238.34, p < .001; CFI = .93; RMSEA = .04 with 90% Confidence Interval [.038, .040]; 

SRMR = .13. Standardized factor loadings are in Table 2; all factor loadings were 

above .60. Per the measurement invariance test, relationship maintenance behaviors, 
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perceived support network, and commitment met the criteria of weak invariance; 

coparenting met the criteria of strong invariance. As such, the measurement for the key 

study constructs were equivalent across gender, and we are able to compare the levels of 

relationship maintenance behaviors, perceived support network, commitment, and 

coparenting between men and women. 

Pathway Analyses

The APIM had good model fit: χ2(1548) = 3431.69, p < .001; CFI = .95; RMSEA 

= .03 with 90% Confidence Interval [.028, .031]; SRMR = .02. The model explained 97% 

of the variance in relationship commitment for women and 94% for men, and 81% of the 

variance in coparenting alliance for women and 73% for men. Standardized coefficients 

for pathways to commitment are displayed in Table 3, and standardized coefficients for 

pathways to coparenting alliance are displayed in Table 4. Several significant findings 

emerged. 

Which demands, capabilities, and meanings are associated with relationship 

commitment (RQ1) and with coparenting (RQ2) following a financial stressor?

For financial demands, women’s MFP was negatively associated with men’s 

commitment (β = -.08, p < .001); and men’s number of stressors was negatively 

associated with men’s coparenting (β = -.08, p < .01).

For financial capabilities, women’s health insurance was positively associated 

with women’s relationship commitment (β = .05, p < .05) and coparenting (β = .05, p 

< .01). Women’s financial support was positively associated with women’s coparenting 

(β = .05, p < .01) but negatively associated with men’s coparenting (β = -.05, p < .05). 
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Men’s financial 

support was positively associated with men’s coparenting (β = .05, p < .01).

For relational capabilities, women’s relationship maintenance behaviors were 

positively associated with women’s commitment (β = .85, p < .001) and coparenting (β

= .76, p < .001); men’s relationship maintenance were positively associated with men’s 

commitment (β = .94, p < .001) and coparenting (β = .79, p < .001) as well as women’s 

coparenting (β = .08, p < .05). 

For financial meanings, women’s perceived support network was positively 

associated with men’s coparenting (β = .04, p < .05).

For relational meanings, women’s relationship happiness was positively 

associated with women’s coparenting (β = .13, p < .01). 

Discussion

Two findings are of particular note. First, results showed that predictors of 

coparenting are more numerous than predictors of commitment. Second, relationship 

maintenance behaviors and financial support were capabilities for both the current study 

sample (i.e., primarily lower-income, unmarried couples) as well as Dew et al.,’s (2018) 

sample (i.e., nationally-representative married couples), whereas other capabilities and 

meanings are sample-specific.

Bonadaptation Among Lower-Income, Unmarried Couples

First, we will discuss the results regarding Research Questions 1 and 2. It is of 

note that at least one predictor under each facet of the FAAR model (i.e., financial 

demands, financial capabilities, relational capabilities, financial meanings, and relational 
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meanings) was significantly associated with relational bonadaptation; this suggests that 

each facet of the FAAR model matters.

Financial demands. Two significant, negative associations emerged between 

financial demands and bonadaptation (i.e., women’s MPF with men’s commitment; 

men’s number of stressors and men’s coparenting). This suggests that although financial 

stressors may serve as a catalyst for positive relational growth (Dew et al. 2018; Kelley et 

al. 2018), financial demands may also be harmful to bonadaptation. For example, given 

our findings, it is possible that when economically disadvantaged men are faced with 

many financial demands, they must prioritize financial provision over coparenting 

alliance, financial stress undermines the ability to engage in a coparenting alliance with 

their partners, and/or mothers engage in more gatekeeping behaviors (Jamison et al. 

2017; Waller 2012).

Financial and relational capabilities. There were many significant associations 

between 

capabilities and bonadaptation (i.e., women’s health insurance with women’s 

commitment and coparenting; women’s financial support with women’s and men’s 

coparenting; men’s financial support with men’s coparenting; women’s relationship 

maintenance behaviors with women’s commitment and coparenting; men’s relationship 

maintenance behaviors with men’s commitment and coparenting and women’s 

coparenting). All associations were positive, with one exception: women’s financial 

support was negatively associated with men’s coparenting. It is possible that when 

women receive financial support from family members or friends it is because their male 
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partner is to some degree absent or uninvolved (Waller 2012). Or, it is also possible that 

when women receive financial support from family members or friends it hurts their male 

partner’s self-perceived alignment with concepts such as hegemonic masculinity (e.g., a 

self-perception that he has failed in his breadwinner role; Curran et al. 2015; LeBaron et 

al. 2019) and may negatively influences his self-reported ability to coparent. Given that 

all other associations between capabilities and bonadaptation were positive, it seems that 

on the whole financial and relational capabilities are helpful in achieving relational 

bonadaptation.

Financial and relational meanings. Finally, two significant associations 

emerged between meanings and bonadaptation (i.e., women’s perceived support network 

with men’s coparenting; women’s relationship happiness with women’s coparenting). 

Both associations were positive. It is of note that an individual’s subjective perception 

can influence not only their own outcomes but their partner’s as well. Previous studies 

have also found strong links between financial perceptions and relationship outcomes 

(e.g., Britt et al. 2017; Curran et al. 2018; Dew 2009; Hill et al. 2017; Serido et al. 2015; 

Totenhagen et al. in press) as well as between relational meanings and relationship 

outcomes such as commitment (Le and Agnew 2003). Our findings suggest that after a 

financial stressor, positive perceptions about one’s financial situation and one’s 

relationship can help in achieving relational bonadaptation.

Comparing the Findings of Two Samples

Table 5 shows a comparison of Dew et al.’s (2018) findings and the findings from 

the current study. Although some variables were only tested in one of the two samples, 
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there are several notable comparisons. First, relationship maintenance behaviors and, to a 

lesser degree, financial support appear to be generalizable capabilities (i.e., consistently 

predictive across samples). Conversely, other predictors seem to be sample-specific in 

their association with bonadaptation. For example, Dew et al. (2018) found significant 

actor associations between relational support and commitment for both women and men, 

while the current study found no significant associations for relational support, either 

with commitment or coparenting. It is also of note that Dew et al. (2018) found no 

significant partner effects, while several were found in the current study.

Coparenting was associated with more constructs (compared to relationship 

commitment) for the current sample (i.e., lower-income, unmarried couples). Financial 

support was significantly associated with commitment in the Dew et al. sample (i.e., 

nationally representative married couples) but not in the current sample; however, 

financial support was significantly associated with coparenting in the current sample. 

Additionally, in the current sample there were many more significant associations 

between predictors and coparenting than there were between predictors and commitment. 

It is possible that coparenting is associated with more constructs than relationship 

commitment for the current sample because all couples were making the commitment to 

parent together at the time of the study (i.e., they were having their first child together), 

but not all couples were necessarily committing to each other at the time of the study 

(e.g., all were unmarried at W0). Thus, when measuring positive relational growth after a 

financial stressor, it may be important to consider the nature and development of the 

relationships being examined. 
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Implications

There are several implications of our findings for research, practice, and policy. 

Chiefly, as clinicians help couples achieve relational bonadaptation after a financial 

stressor, it is important that they consider the couple’s context (e.g., SES, relationship 

status). While some avenues to bonadaptation seem to be generalizable (e.g., relationship 

maintenance behaviors), others may be context-specific (e.g., relational support). 

Clinicians working with lower-income, unmarried couples can help these couples lessen 

the number of financial stressors they experience, make intentional choices about MPF, 

gain access to children’s health insurance, identify and utilize financial support networks, 

increase relationship maintenance behaviors, and increase relationship happiness. By 

doing so, clinicians may be able to help their lower-income, unmarried clients strengthen 

their relationship commitment and coparenting even as their clients experience financial 

stressors. We acknowledge that many practitioners already do many of these things. 

Further, we also acknowledge that in spite of these efforts, many low-income families 

continue to struggle with attaining and maintaining financial capability. Our study is 

important, however, because it demonstrates the many things (e.g., perceived support 

network) that can help low-income couples in both financial and family domains. That is, 

this study adds to a burgeoning literature (e.g., Kelley et al. 2018) that suggests that 

financial and relationship issues are intertwined and that they may influence each other in 

a bi-directional way. 

It is also of note that, for both the Dew et al. (2018) sample (i.e., nationally 

representative married couples) and the BSF sample (i.e., primarily lower-income, 
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unmarried couples), income was not significantly associated with relational 

bonadaptation, while financial support was significantly predictive across both samples. 

This is good news for clinicians in that although it may be difficult for clients to increase 

their income, it may be more possible for them to (assisted by the clinician) identify and 

utilize financial support networks. Financial and relational meanings may serve as 

particularly successful intervention points, as perceptions and meaning-making may be 

easier to adjust than decreasing demands or increasing capabilities (Shapiro 2007). 

Further, given that shared financial meaning between partners has been associated with 

positive relationship outcomes, at least clinically (Shapiro 2007), clinicians can help their 

clients create shared meaning around both their financial and relational situations.

A number of other implications exist as well.  For example, this study acts as a 

caution for researchers, as well as those who read and apply the work of researchers, to

be aware of the potential limits to the generalizability of their findings and make any 

generalizations carefully. That is, researchers might be more aware of the limitations of 

their sampling designs as they discuss their findings. While some of the Dew et al. (2018) 

findings generalized across samples, some did not. And although these all might be 

obvious statements that “go without saying,” many researchers continue to make this 

mistake. Finally, policy makers should take into consideration the avenues for relational 

bonadaptation as well as the importance of couples’ context when making decisions 

about policy. For example, it seems as though, at least for primarily lower-income, 

unmarried couples, access to health insurance may help in alleviating the relational 

burden of financial stressors.
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Strengths, Limitations, and Future Research

It should be noted that several of the coefficients were relatively small in terms of 

effect sizes (i.e., Betas smaller than .1; Cohen 1992). Additionally, several study 

variables were measured at non-ideal time points (e.g., income measured at W0 instead 

of W2). Finally, the current study is limited in its measures of bonadaptation (i.e., 

relationship commitment and coparenting scales); that is, we do not actually know 

whether romantic partners perceived that financial stressors caused relational 

bonadaptation or not, we could only include them as precursors (W1) to the relational 

bonadaptation reports (W2).

While both Dew et al.’s (2018) study and the current study tested associations of 

demands, capabilities, and meanings with relational bonadaptation, future research could 

test the interaction of demands, capabilities, and meanings. Here are two examples: 1) 

Perhaps some capabilities are uniquely suited to counteract certain demands. 2) Perhaps 

the associations of demands and capabilities with bonadaptation depend on the 

perceptions couples have about those demands and capabilities. Finally, future research 

could test other financial demands, financial and relational capabilities, and financial and 

relational meanings as predictors of relational bonadaptation following a financial 

stressor.

Conclusion

Using Patterson’s (1988) FAAR model as a guide, we examined how financial 

and relational demands, capabilities, and meanings were associated with relational 

bonadaptation. Dew et al. (2018) did so using a nationally-representative sample of 
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married couples. We tested the generalizability of Dew et al.’s (2018) findings using a 

sample of primarily lower-income, unmarried couples, and compared the findings 

between the two samples. The results suggest that as researchers and clinicians help 

couples achieve relational bonadaptation after a financial stressor, it is important that 

they consider the couple’s context (e.g., SES, relationship status). For example, although 

relationship maintenance behaviors and financial support appear to be generalizable 

capabilities (i.e., consistently predictive across samples), other capabilities and meanings 

seem to be context-specific. Additionally, it seems as though coparenting may be a 

salient measure of relational bonadaptation for primarily lower-income, unmarried 

couples. Finally, the results also suggest that although the avenues to bonadaptation may 

differ depending on context, it may be possible for couples to thrive not just in spite of 

financial stressors but even because of them; financial stressors can serve as catalysts for 

positive relational growth.
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Table 1
Descriptive Statistics for the Sample
Variables Women

M SD Range M S

Min Max

Bonadaptation
Relationship Commitment 3.18 .57 1.00 4.00 3.40 .5
Coparenting 4.06 1.03 1.00 5.00 4.39 .7
Financial Demands
Number of Stressors 1.03 .83 .00 3.00 .95 .8
Multi-Partner Fertilitya .35 -- .00 1.00 .32 --
Financial Capabilities
Income 1.74 1.57 .00 7.00 3.05 1.8
Health Insurancea .17 -- .00 1.00 .32 --
Financial Support .19 -- .00 1.00 .20 --
Relational Capabilities
Relationship Maintenance 3.05 .83 1.00 4.00 3.23 .7
Religious Service Attendance 2.58 1.10 1.00 4.00 2.44 1.0
Relational Support 3.20 .79 1.00 4.00 3.31 .7
Financial Meanings
Stressor Reported by One Partner Onlya .28 -- .00 1.00 .33 --
Perceived Support Networka 3.51 2.84 .00 25.00 4.25 3.4
Relational Meanings
Relationship Happiness 8.00 1.91 .00 10.00 8.26 1.6
Demographics
Whitea .19 -- .00 1.00 .15 --
Hispanica .12 -- .00 1.00 .13 --
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Other Racea .16 -- .00 1.00 .13 --
Education Levela .66 -- .00 1.00 .64 --
Relationship Statusa .24 -- .00 1.00 .25 --
Cohabitation Statusa .51 -- .00 1.00 .54 --
Age 23.40 4.82 17.00 44.00 25.62 6.1

Note. aFor binary variables, means represent the proportion of participants who were in 
the category represented by 1.

Table 2

Standardized Factor Loadings for Latent Constructs

Indicators Women Men
Relationship Maintenance Behaviors
Partner can be counted on to help me .87 .82
Partner respects me .82 .81
Partner shows love and affection for me .84 .86
Perceived Support Network
Provide emergency child care .73 .77
Loan me $100 .73 .72
Provide help or advice .80 .69
Relationship Commitment
I may not want to be with my partner a few years from now. .72 .66
My relationship with my partner is more important than 
almost anything else in life.

.62 .72

I want this relationship to stay strong no matter what rough 
times we may have.

.88 .87

Coparenting
Good parent .85 .77
Communicate well .85 .78
Good judgment .86 .84
Job easier .87 .84
Good team .90 .85
Handle children .79 .83
Solve problems .87 .79
Personal sacrifices .89 .80
Like talking .83 .71
Pays attention .88 .82
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Table 3
Standardized coefficients for pathways to commitment

Commitment

Women Men

Financial demands
W Number of Stressors .01 .02
M Number of Stressors -.03 -.00
W MPF (0=no) -.01 -.08***
M MPF (0=no) -.03 .02
Financial capabilities
W Income -.00 .02
M Income -.01 .01
W Health Insurance (0=no) .05* -.04
M Health Insurance (0=no) -.03 .00
W Financial Support (0=no) .02 -.02
M Financial Support (0=no) .01 .04
Relational capabilities
W Relationship Maintenance .85*** .03
M Relationship Maintenance .03 .94***
W Religious Service Attendance .02 -.04
M Religious Service Attendance .01 .04
W Relational Support .02 -.01
M Relational Support .03 .01
Financial meaning
W Only Reported Stressor -.06 -.03
M Only Reported Stressor .00 .02
W Perceived Support Network -.01 -.01
M Perceived Support Network -.01 -.01
Relational meaning
W Relationship Happiness .05 -.03
M Relationship Happiness -.03 -.03
Controls
W White (0=else) -.01 .01
M White (0=else) .04 .01
W Hispanic (0=else) -.02 -.02
M Hispanic (0=else) .00 .02
W Other Race (0=else) .01 -.00
M Other Race (0=else) .01 .02
W Education (0=less than HS) .01 .01
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M Education (0=less than HS) -.01 -.01
Married (0=not married) .08*** .08***
W Cohabiting (0=not cohabit) .05 .02
M Cohabiting (0=not cohabit) .02 .00
W Age -.00 .01
M Age -.01 -.03

Note. The left-hand column represents all exogenous variables (and controls); the top row 
of variable names represents endogenous variables. W=Women; M=Men.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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Table 4
Standardized coefficients for pathways to coparenting

Coparenting

Women Men

Financial demands
W Number of Stressors .04 .05
M Number of Stressors -.01 -.08**
W MPF (0=no) -.02 -.03
M MPF (0=no) .01 -.02
Financial capabilities
W Income .03 .03
M Income .03 -.03
W Health Insurance (0=no) .05** -.02
M Health Insurance (0=no) -.02 .03
W Financial Support (0=no) .05** -.05*
M Financial Support (0=no) -.00 .05**
Relational capabilities
W Relationship Maintenance .76*** .10
M Relationship Maintenance .08* .79***
W Religious Service Attendance -.00 .02
M Religious Service Attendance .01 .01
W Relational Support -.01 -.08
M Relational Support -.00 .04
Financial meaning
W Only Reported Stressor .00 -.06
M Only Reported Stressor .04 .01
W Perceived Support Network -.02 .04*
M Perceived Support Network -.01 -.02
Relational meaning
W Relationship Happiness .13** -.02
M Relationship Happiness -.06 .04
Controls
W White (0=else) .02 .01
M White (0=else) -.02 -.03
W Hispanic (0=else) -.00 .01
M Hispanic (0=else) -.01 -.02
W Other Race (0=else) -.01 .02
M Other Race (0=else) .01 -.04
W Education (0=less than HS) -.03 .01
M Education (0=less than HS) .02 -.01
Married (0=not married) -.03 -.03
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W Cohabiting (0=not cohabit) -.00 .02
M Cohabiting (0=not cohabit) .06* -.02
W Age .01 .04
M Age .01 -.05*

Note. The left-hand column represents all exogenous variables (and controls); the top row 
of variable names represents endogenous variables. W=Women; M=Men.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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Table 5

Comparison of Findings Between Dew et al. (2018) and Current Study (BSF)

DV: Commitment D
Women Men Women

Dew et al. BSF Dew et al. BSF BSF

Financial demands
Number of stressors - n/s - n/s n/s
Multi-partner fertility - n/s - partner (-) n/s

Financial capabilities
Income n/s n/s n/s n/s n/s
Health insurance - actor (+) - n/s actor (+)
Financial support actor (+) n/s actor (+) n/s actor (+)

Relational capabilities
Relationship maintenance actor (+) actor (+) actor (+) actor (+) actor (+) partne
Religious service attendance n/s n/s n/s n/s n/s
Religious marital sanctification actor (+) - actor (+) - -
Joint in-home religious activities n/s - n/s - -
Relational support actor (+) n/s actor (+) n/s n/s

Financial meanings
Both reported stressors or not significant n/s n/s n/s n/s
Perceived support network - n/s - n/s n/s
Recession stressed marriage actor (+) - actor (+) - -

Relational meanings
Relationship happiness - n/s - n/s actor (+)

Note. Control variables are not listed for parsimony. Significant associations are bolded. 
The direction of the association is indicated in parentheses, either positive (+) or negative 
(-). n/s  = not significant; actor = significant actor effect; partner = significant partner 
effect. When a variable was not included in a study, it is indicated by a dash.
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Figure 1. Conceptual model of achieving relational bonadaptation after a financial 
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stressor 

among lower-income, unmarried couples. 

Note. Squares represent manifest constructs, and ellipses represent latent constructs. 
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