JSPR
Full Research Report

Conditional regard, stress,
and dyadic adjustment in
primiparous couples: A
dyadic analysis
perspective

Journal of Social and
Personal Relationships
1–23
ª The Author(s) 2021
Article reuse guidelines:
sagepub.com/journals-permissions
DOI: 10.1177/0265407521993561
journals.sagepub.com/home/spr

Alexandra Cournoyer
Julie C. Laurin
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Abstract
Many couples transitioning into parenthood are at risk for dyadic adjustment declines. It
is therefore important to explore key, theory-driven deterrents of enduring relationships during this period, as well as potential underlying mechanisms. This study examined
the relationship between perceived conditional negative regard (i.e. a behavior that
thwarts basic psychological needs; T1), stress (T1), and dyadic adjustment (T2) during
the transition to parenthood. Primiparous couples (N ¼ 144) were recruited to fill out
an online questionnaire when their babies were 6-months (T1) and 12-months (T2). Path
analysis with an Actor-Partner Interdependence Mediation Model was conducted.
Results show that for each partner (actor effects), stress (T1) mediated the link between
perceived conditional negative regard (T1), and later dyadic adjustment (T2). For the
partner effects, while stress (T1) did not play a mediating role between these variables,
other partner effects were found. Each primiparous parent’s perceived conditional
negative regard (T1) was associated with the other parent’s later dyadic adjustment (T2).
However, when examining longitudinal changes in stress and dyadic adjustment over

Corresponding author:
Julie C. Laurin, Department of Psychology, Universite de Montreal, Montreal, Quebec, Canada H3C 3J7.
Email: j.laurin@umontreal.ca

2

Journal of Social and Personal Relationships XX(X)

time (T2, controlling for respective T1), no significant associations were found. Overall,
the findings shed light on the dyadic associations of conditional negative regard, and
the mechanisms through which it is negatively tied with dyadic adjustment during the
transition to parenthood.
Keywords
Conditional negative regard, dyadic adjustment, dyadic study, stress, transition to
parenthood

Romantic relationships can bring both joy and sorrow, and are significant contributors to one’s well-being, life satisfaction (Freudiger, 1983; Proulx et al., 2007) and
distress (Knee & Uysal, 2011). Dyadic adjustment (DA) is an important construct to
consider when studying couple relationships, as it provides a clear indication of couple
functioning. Not only is it associated with relationship stability (Bouchard, 2006), but
it can also help identify couples who experience distress in their relationship (Busby
et al., 1995). Typically, DA fluctuates across life cycles, but one life stage especially
marked and characterized by couple hardships, and upheaval is the transition to
parenthood (TTP).

Transition to parenthood and dyadic adjustment
During the first year following the birth of a child, primiparous parents face this wonderful, yet difficult, life transition (Cowan & Cowan, 2012; Doss & Rhoades, 2017;
Levy-Shiff, 1994). It is well documented that relationship functioning plummets for
many new parents (e.g., Doss et al., 2009; Trillingsgaard et al., 2014). Thus, above and
beyond the challenges of adapting to a new child and new parental roles, primiparous
parents can face additional difficulties in their romantic relationship. Typically, they
experience more stress (Cowan & Cowan, 2012; Doss & Rhoades, 2017; Levy-Shiff,
1999), they have more difficulty communicating (Doss et al., 2009), and their preexisting relationship issues are amplified (Belsky & Rovine, 1990; Doss et al., 2009).
They also experience diminished intimacy, lack of energy, fatigue, and irritability
(Delicate et al., 2018). For some, these individual and relational strains become the “new
normal” and they never recover (Feinberg et al., 2016). It is therefore paramount to
further investigate the determinants of DA during this precarious period, in order to
clarify key variables that may help primiparous couples facing difficulties, as well as
explore their potential mechanisms.
In the TTP’s literature, quality communication has been identified as a salient variable when studying couple adaptation (Doss & Rhoades, 2017; Doss et al., 2009;
Trillingsgaard et al., 2014). Interestingly, self-determination theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan,
1980, 2000, 2008; Ryan & Deci, 2000, 2017), a leading humanistic-based theory that
formulates key building-blocks for quality communication, has yet to be studied among
couples transitioning in this fragile period.
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Self-determination theory and romantic relationships
This theory stipulates that there are three fundamental psychological needs, namely
autonomy, competence, and relatedness, and that when those needs are supported by a
romantic partner, it is associated with more individual and relational well-being (Deci &
Ryan, 2014; La Guardia et al., 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2017). To promote the support of
these fundamental needs within couples, it is essential to understand them and their
relevance. When feeling autonomous, individuals wholeheartedly endorse their actions,
thoughts, and emotions, which are free of tyrannical internal or external pressures (Deci
& Ryan, 2014). When individuals feel competent, they experience a sense of efficiency
in their endeavors and confidence in their ability to reach their goals (Deci & Ryan,
2014). Finally, when individuals experience relatedness, they feel connected to others,
cared for and understood by loved ones (Ryan & Deci, 2017). In close relationships,
there are several behaviors that thwart psychological needs. One of these thwarting
behaviors is conditional negative regard, a form of poor communication. In this
instance, one’s relatedness and autonomy needs are set against each other. This is particularly detrimental, as they are the two most important needs with regard to quality
relationships and attachment variables (La Guardia et al., 2000; Patrick et al., 2007).

When love is conditional
Since Rogers’ body of work on unconditional regard, i.e. accepting and valuing
another person unconditionally, independently of his/her actions, thoughts or affects
(Rogers, 1992), Kanat-Maymon and his colleagues have introduced the concept of
conditional negative regard within close relationships (Kanat-Maymon et al., 2012,
2016). Conditional negative regard is defined as the withdrawal of affection, love,
warmth, or esteem in a conditional way (e.g., when the partner does not comply with
the demands or standards of the other partner; Kanat-Maymon et al., 2016). Conditional regard is a behavior that thwarts one’s need for autonomy (Kanat-Maymon et al.,
2016), as the latter must give up his/her own volition to satisfy the expectations of his/
her partner and to satisfy his/her need for relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2014; KanatMaymon et al., 2017). Yet, when individuals receive affection or love on condition of
compliance with their partner’s expectations, their need for relatedness is still not fully
satisfied (Ryan & Deci, 2017); they do not feel appreciated for who they are (Moller
et al., 2018). Evidently, perceived conditional negative regard is negatively linked to
couple functioning (Kanat-Maymon et al., 2016, 2017). When a person perceives that
their partner regards them conditionally, in their opinion, they have in fact been
regarded conditionally from their partner. Indeed, studies have shown that perceived
and actual autonomy support are statistically correlated (Carbonneau et al., 2019;
Hanna et al., 2013). Thus, perceived conditional negative regard could elicit couple
distress, as need thwarting is associated with less constructive and more destructive
communication (Vanhee et al., 2018).
It is important to consider perceived conditional negative regard as a potential
determinant of DA during the TTP given the likelihood of poorer communication (Doss
et al., 2009), amplified irritability and stress (Delicate et al., 2018; Doss & Rhoades,
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2017) during this period. Also, poor communication is an encompassing construct.
Through the assessment of different subcomponents of poor communication, a clearer
picture of determinants of DA during the TTP can be developed, helping to promote it.
This is especially true with a theory-driven construct, thus providing a theoretical
understanding for its influence on DA. Furthermore, it is also important to assess a
possible mechanism explaining the link between conditional regard and DA. Feeling
loved only when we satisfy the expectations of our partner can be debilitating and adds
an additional pressure on our shoulders, but could it also be more stressful?

Stress as a mechanism linking conditional regard
and dyadic adjustment
Extensive research shows that stress is negatively associated with relationship functioning during the TTP (e.g., Belsky & Pensky, 1988; Don & Mickelson, 2014; Doss &
Rhoades, 2017; Trillingsgaard et al., 2014). Yet, could it help us explain the relationship
between couples’ conditional negative regard and DA? When individuals believe that
they are only appreciated when they abide to their partner’s standards, they will likely
feel pressure and perhaps more stressed. In the context of the TTP, an already difficult
period, this added stress could endanger the fragile relationship of primiparous parents.
Thus, stress could potentially explain why conditional negative regard is linked to less
DA. Although conducted in different contexts than romantic relationships (employeremployee, coach-athlete, respectively), research has shown that the satisfaction of basic
psychological needs is associated with less anxiety (Baard et al., 2004), while pressuring,
controlling behavior promotes more stress (Bartholomew et al., 2011). These studies
support the idea that conditional regard promotes more stress in hierarchical relationship,
“superior-subordinate” contexts, but does it also happen in equal relationship (i.e.
couples)?
On a similar note, the parental role within equal relationships may also be relevant for
partners experiencing the TTP. Typically, in heterosexual couples, men and women
experience the TTP differently, because to this day, women are still the primary caregiver of the infant. For example, women typically experience more stress than men
during the TTP (Levy-Shiff, 1999). Likewise, in same-sex couples, the biological mother
and her partner also experience the TTP differently (Gartrell et al., 1999; Weinstein,
2001). Congruent with heterosexual couples (Belsky & Pensky, 1988), same-sex couples
also experience a relationship quality decrease across the transition (Goldberg & Sayer,
2006). It is thus important to consider and assess whether the link between perceived
conditional negative regard, stress, and dyadic adjustment during the TTP are experienced similarly between partners.

Dyadic effects of conditional negative regard and stress
A few SDT studies have highlighted the dyadic interdependence of both partners’ need
satisfaction in determining a multitude of relationship outcomes. For example, need
fulfillment has mutual effects on relationship satisfaction (Hadden et al., 2014; Patrick
et al., 2007). Also, autonomy support seems to be reciprocal in friendships (Deci et al.,
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2006). Furthermore, Vanhee et al. (2018) found that one’s own and one’s partner’s need
frustration, especially relatedness, were associated with more relationship dissatisfaction
for both partners. As one’s need satisfaction or frustration is pivotal to the partner’s
relationship satisfaction, we expect that one’s perceived conditional negative regard
would be associated with the DA of the other partner (i.e. partner effects). To our
knowledge, the dyadic partner effects of conditional negative regard on relationship
adjustment has never been studied, per se.
Many studies in other literature domains make use of dyadic data. Most notably, much
empirical evidence demonstrates that stress is a dyadic phenomenon. Indeed, in Ledermann et al. (2010)‘s study, relationship stress perceived by one partner was associated with
one’s own marital quality report, as well as the perceived marital quality of the other
partner. In another study, when mothers reported greater stress during pregnancy, their
partner were more likely to experience a deeper decline of DA during the TTP, but father’s
stress did not have the same association (Don & Mickelson, 2014). Considering that stress
is a dyadic phenomenon in romantic relationships, we expect that the stress perceived by
one partner would be associated with the DA of the other partner, or at least to find a
unilateral link (e.g., childbearing mother’s perceived stress would be associated with her
partner’s DA). Also, considering that a relationship is a mutual context where interinfluences are omnipresent, it would be interesting to explore if conditional negative
regard perceived by one partner is associated with the stress perceived by the other partner.
To our knowledge, no studies have examined this possible relationship.

The present study
This study examined the dyadic effects of perceived conditional negative regard (T1, 6month baby) on DA (T2, 12-month baby) of primiparous couples during the TTP.
Moreover, the present study aimed to assess whether stress (T1) had a potential mediating role in the relationship between perceived conditional negative regard (T1) and
DA (T2). In assessing conditional negative regard, we specifically focused on how
individuals perceive conditional regard from their partner’s actions toward them, as it is
a key determinant of how one feels in one’s intimate relationship.
This research has five hypotheses (see Figure 1). We expected that (H1) partners who
perceived more conditional negative regard (T1) in their relationship would experience
lower DA (T2), and that (H2) this link would be explained by their own stress levels (T1;
actor effects). We also suspected that (H3) parents who perceived more conditional
negative regard in their relationship (T1) would also have partners who reported lower DA
(T2), and that (H4) this link would be explained by the higher levels of stress experienced
by their partner (T1; partner effects). According to this last hypothesis, we expected to see
a mirrored, bilateral association where the conditional negative regard perceived by one
partner (T1) would be positively and negatively associated with the other’s stress (T1) and
DA (T2) respectively, and that the other’s stress (T1) would be negatively linked with
one’s DA (T2). Also, we expected that (H5) partners would be distinguishable based on
who birthed the child. As no studies have looked at the associations between perceived
conditional negative regard, stress, and DA during the TTP, we did not have specific
hypotheses pertaining to the differences in actor and partner links between partners.
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Figure 1. Proposed model. Actor-partner interdependence mediation model for perceived
conditional negative regard, stress, and dyadic adjustment.

Method
Participants
Following ethics approval, we recruited 150 primiparous couples (N ¼ 300 participants)
through social media, parent-baby classes, and ads in public areas (e.g., parks, community
centers). It should be noted that this present study draws from a larger longitudinal study.
To be eligible for this larger study, couples had to live together and had a firstborn child
around 6 months of age who did not present developmental issues (e.g., no physical health
problem, no birth defects, no extremely preterm birth). As lesbian and heterosexual parents
experience similar realities (e.g., post-pregnancy hormones), they were eligible to participate in the study, rendering our sample more representative of the general population
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transitioning into parenthood. Both French and English-speaking participants were eligible
for this study. Six couples had to be excluded due to multivariate outliers (final sample:
n ¼ 144 couples). As typical in Quebec (Canada), all couples of our sample, except one,
had at least one partner on parental leave (Quebec Parental Insurance Plan). In our sample,
98.61% of the participants were francophones. At the first data collection (T1), babies were
on average 6.20 months old (SD ¼ 0.89), childbearing mothers (Mage ¼ 30.77 years, SD ¼
3.47; 95.9% Caucasian) were mostly still on parental leave (96.5%), while their partners
(Mage ¼ 32.88 years, SD ¼ 4.00; 96.6% Caucasian; 141 men [97.92%], 3 women [2.08%])
were mostly back to work (77.1% vs. 18.8% still on parental leave). Also, 68.1% of
childbearing mothers and 49.3% of their partner had achieved at least a bachelor’s degree
in their education. Couples were together for an average of 7.47 years (SD ¼ 4.33) and
27.1% of them were married. In our sample, 70.4% had a family income higher than
$75 000CAD, while 8.3% earned less than $50 000CAD. At our second data collection
(T2, baby age: M ¼ 11.56, SD ¼ 2.02), most of the parents had returned to work (91% vs.
1.7% stay-at-home parents). Due to provincially subsidized childcare opportunities (i.e.,
$8.25CAD a day), this is typical in Quebec.

Procedure
After seeing our study’s advertisement and contacting our research laboratory, participation
eligibility was assessed by phone. Once eligibility was established, participants received an
electronic link to an online consent form and questionnaire. Each partner was asked to
complete it independently. For the second data collection, participants received a second
electronic link, which was sent based on the planned date of return to work of both parents
(MT2-T1 ¼ 4.92 months, SD ¼ 2.14). At each data collection, following both parent’s participation, they each received a chance to win a prize worth $1500 as compensation.

Measures
Socio-demographic variables. Socio-demographic information about the participants was
collected, including gender, age, and education. Marital, socioeconomic, and parental
leave/employment status were also collected.
Perceived conditional negative regard. The 5-item Perceived Conditional Negative Regard
Scale (Kanat-Maymon et al., 2016) was rated on a 7-point Likert-scale ranging from 1
(not at all) to 7 (very much). Higher scores indicate higher perceived conditional negative regard (e.g., “In times when I did not meet my partner’s expectations, my partner
was less caring and affectionate than usual”). Both the original scale and a French
translated version were used. The latter was created using the forward and backward
translation method (Vallerand, 1989). The Cronbach’s a was .81(T1) and .90(T2) for
childbearing mothers and .89(T1) and .91(T2) for their partner.
Perceived stress. The Perceived Stress Scale (Cohen et al., 1983) consists of 14 items rated
on a 5-point scale, ranging from 0 (never) to 4 (very often), with higher scores indicating
more stress (e.g., “In the last month, how often have you felt nervous and “stressed?”).
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Both the original scale and a French translated version were used (using the forward and
backward translation method, Vallerand, 1989). The Cronbach’s a was .86(T1) and
.89(T2) for childbearing mothers and .84(T1) and .84(T2) for their partner.
Dyadic adjustment (DA). The 14-item version of the Revised-Dyadic Adjustment Scale
(RDAS; Baillargeon et al., 1986; Busby et al., 1995; Sabourin et al., 2005) was used to
assess DA (e.g., “How often do you and your partner quarrel?”). The items 1 to 6 were
rated on a 0 (always disagree) to 5 (always agree) scale, items 7 to 10 were rated on a 0
(all the time) to 5 (never) scale, item 11 was rated on a 0 (never) to 4 (every day) scale,
and items 12 to 14 were rated on a 0 (never), to 5 (more often) scale. A global score was
calculated by computing the score from its three subscales, i.e. Consensus, Satisfaction
and Cohesion. Higher scores indicate better DA and lower score more distress in the
relationship. The Cronbach alpha was .78(T1) and .81(T2) for childbearing mothers and
.84(T1) and .80(T2) for their partners.

Statistical analysis
Because of missing data (13.09%), a Little’s MCAR test was conducted and it was found that
it was missing completely at random: w2(79) ¼ 81.41, p ¼ .40 (Little & Rubin, 1989).
Missing data were estimated using the expectation-maximization algorithm and multiple
imputations in SPSS 25. One hundred datasets were imputed and then aggregated into a
single imputed dataset. An Actor-Partner Interdependence Mediation Model (APIMeM;
Ledermann et al., 2011) was conducted. Dyadic analyses include actor effects (i.e., the effect
of an individual’s perceived conditional negative regard on one’s own DA) and partner
effects (i.e., the effect of an individual’s perceived conditional negative regard on his/her
partner’s DA). Above and beyond assessing actor effects, the APIMeM makes it possible to
concomitantly estimate the partner effects, while controlling for the actor effects, as well as
estimate the indirect and direct relations in our proposed model. Descriptive analyses were
conducted using SPSS 25 and the path analysis was run in AMOS 24. In these analyses, the
childbearing mother was always set as participants 1 in our model, while her partner was
systematically set as participants 2 (irrespective of gender). As lesbian couples are included
in our sample, we labeled “childbearing mother” for partner 1 (i.e., parent who carried the
child) and “partner” (i.e., parent who did not birth the child) for partner 2. As recommended
in Kenny et al. (2006), we differentiated the partners on this meaningful variable. The
selected distinguishing variable has been used in past studies with lesbian couples (e.g.,
biological mothers and nonbiological mothers; Smith et al., 2020).
The model fit was evaluated using multiple fit indices: Comparative Fit Index (CFI),
Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI), Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA), and chisquare statistic (w2). It should be noted that the variables were standardized (Z scores) before
the computation of the model, an approach suggested by Kenny et al. (2006) that permits the
coefficients to be comparable across dyad members. To have sufficient statistical power for
path analysis, it is recommended to have between 5 to 20 observations (i.e., couples) per
parameter (Bentler & Chou, 1987; Kline, 2015). As our proposed model (without covariate)
contains 21 parameters, it would be recommended to have between 105 couples and 420
couples. It is possible that our analysis will be underpowered with only 144 couples.
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Results
Preliminary analyses
Bivariate correlation coefficients, means, and standard deviations for perceived conditional negative regard, stress, and DA (T1 and T2) of childbearing mothers and their
partner are presented in Table 1. Significant small to large size correlations were found,
revealing that the scores of primiparous parents covary, thus supporting the nonindependence of couple members’ responses. The correlations coefficients also reveal
other interesting results. Correlation between perceived conditional negative regard (T1)
and stress (T1), between perceived conditional negative regard (T1) and DA (T2) were
significant for both partners. Stress (T1) was significantly correlated with DA (T2) for
the childbearing mothers, but not for the partners. Also, partners’ perceived conditional
negative regard (T1) was correlated with the childbearing mother’s DA (T2), but
childbearing mothers’ perceived conditional regard was only marginally associated (p ¼
.09) with their partner’s DA (T2). Another interesting result is that partners’ perceived
conditional negative regard (T1) was marginally correlated (p ¼ .08) to childbearing
mothers’ stress (T1), but childbearing mothers’ perceived conditional regard (T1) was
not significantly linked to their partner’s stress (T1). Also, partners’ stress was correlated
with the childbearing mother’s DA (T2), but childbearing mothers’ stress was not correlated with their partner’s DA (T2). Preliminary analyses were conducted to examine
potential mean differences between each dyad member on our study variables, using
paired-sample t tests. Childbearing mothers perceived significantly less conditional
negative regard than their partner at both data collections, T1: t(123) ¼ 5.53, p < .001,
T2: t(77) ¼ 4.33, p < .001. In addition, childbearing mothers were significantly more
stressed at T1 than their partner but not at T2, T1: t(131) ¼ 4.07, p < .001, T2: t(84) ¼ 1.07,
p ¼ .29. For differences between T1 and T2, only childbearing mothers underwent significant changes: they had better DA at T1 than T2, t(107) ¼ 2.34, p ¼ .02, and they were
more stressed at T1 than T2, t(129) ¼ 2.65, p ¼ .009. There was no T1 vs. T2 differences
for partners (DA: p ¼ .51; Stress: p ¼ .22).
When investigating the relations between the study variables and potential confounding variables (e.g., age, relationship length, education, baby’s sex, baby’s age,
baby’s temperament, income), only marital status (T1: being married [1] vs not [0]) was
correlated to the DA of both partners (marginally for partner, p ¼ .06). Based on these
results, marital status was included as a covariate, where only its significant links with
endogenous variables were integrated as paths in the model (see Table 1).

Actor-partner interdependence mediation model
Model fit. The proposed model (model 1; see Figure 1, Table 2) was initially tested, where
the perceived conditional negative regard and covariate (i.e., marital status) were treated
as exogenous variables, while stress and DA were treated as endogenous variables. The
proposed model had good fit indices.
As recommended by Kenny et al. (2006), an omnibus test of distinguishability (i.e.,
chi-square difference) was conducted to verify if the dyad members were empirically
distinguishable in our model (see Online Supplemental Materials for details). This
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlation coefficient for perceived conditional negative regard, stress and dyadic adjustment.
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omnibus test was significant (model 1a, Table 2), indicating that childbearing mothers
are empirically distinguishable from their partner. We will thus continue to refer to each
parent with these meaningful labels, i.e. childbearing mothers and their partner. Furthermore, despite having statistically distinguishable dyad members, the actor and partner
paths between conditional regard, stress and DA may not differ, and be equal in strength
(see Online Supplemental Materials for details). In our final model, we constrained all
actor effects and partner effects, as it was the best fitting and most parsimonious model
(model 1b in Table 2; Figure 2; see Online Supplemental Materials for details). Of note,
the results were equivalent with and without the inclusion of the marital status confound, as
well as with and without same-sex couples (n ¼ 3; see Online Supplemental Materials for
details), which were retained for inclusivity.

Figure 2. Model lb. Actor-partner interdependence mediation model for perceived conditional
negative regard, stress, and dyadic adjustment. Note. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. All variables
(exogenous and endogenous) were entered as Z scores; b represents standardized coefficient and
effect sizes. Marital status was included as confound in this model (to simplify the figure, covariate
paths and confounding variable are not appearing in the model).
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Effect sizes. According to the recommendation by Cohen (1988; R2: small .01, medium
.09, large .25), the final model 1b respectively explained a medium 11% and 18% of
stress variance for childbearing mothers and their partner, R2Stress_ChildbearingMothers ¼ .11,
R2Stress_Partners ¼ .18. It also respectively explained a large 27% and 37% of DA variance
for childbearing mothers and their partners, R2DyadicAdjustment_ChildbearingMothers ¼ .27,
R2DyadicAdjustment_Partners ¼ .37.
Actor effects. In this final model, the direct actor effects were all significant. When
childbearing mothers perceived more conditional negative regard, they reported being
more stressed (medium effect size; bChildbearingMothers ¼ .35, p < .001; Cohen, 1988; b:
small .10, medium .30, large .50), as well as experiencing less DA later (medium effect
size, bChildbearingMothers ¼ .35, p < .001). In turn, when childbearing mothers perceived
more stress, they also experienced less DA later (small effect size; bChildbearingMothers ¼
.26, p < .001). Similarly, when partners perceived more conditional negative regard,
they reported being more stressed (medium effect size; bPartners ¼.35, p < .001), as well
as experiencing less DA later (medium effect size; bPartners ¼ .35, p < .001). When
partners perceived more stress, they also experienced less DA later (small effect size;
bPartners ¼ .26, p < .001).
Partner effects. The partner effects were all nonsignificant, except one. Primiparous
parents’ stress was not associated with the other parent’s DA (bChildbearingMothers ¼ .03,
p ¼ .61; bPartners ¼ .03, p ¼ .61). When childbearing mothers perceived more conditional negative regard, their partner did not feel more stressed (bChildbearingMothers ¼ .09,
p ¼ .12), yet they experienced less DA (small effect size; bChildbearingMothers ¼ .18,
p ¼ .001). Likewise, when partners perceived more conditional negative regard, childbearing mothers did not feel more stressed (bPartners ¼ .09, p ¼ .12), but they experienced
less DA (small effect size; bPartners ¼ .18, p ¼ .001). The covariance between the two
partners’ perceived stress was significant (p ¼ .001), meaning that if one partner is
stressed, the other partner is also likely to be stressed. The covariance between the two
partners’ DA was significant (p ¼ .003), meaning that if one partner has a good DA, the
other partner is likely to also have a good DA. The covariance between the two partners’
perceived conditional regard was nonsignificant (p ¼ .27), meaning that the two partners
have different level of perceived conditional negative regard.
Indirect effects. Stress partially mediated the link between perceived conditional negative
regard and DA for each partner (actor effects). To assess the robustness of the mediation,
the Monte-Carlo method (parametric) bootstrap resampling procedure was used. A bias
corrected (BC) 95% confidence intervals (CI) for the direct and indirect effects were
obtained based on a 5000 bootstrap samples (MacKinnon et al., 2004). There was both a
direct, bChildbearingMothers ¼ .35, BC 95CI[.46, .24] and bPartners ¼ .35, BC
95CI[.46, .24], and an indirect effect, bChildbearingMothers ¼ .09, BC 95CI[.15,
.05] and bPartners ¼ .09, BC 95CI[.15, .05], of one’ own perceived conditional
negative regard on one own’s DA. Perceiving more conditional negative regard is
associated with feeling more stressed, which in turn is associated with experiencing less
DA (actor effect mediation). Also, there was a direct, bChildbearingMothers ¼ .18, BC95
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CI[.29, .07] and bPartners ¼ .18, BC95 CI[.29, .07], but no indirect effect,
bChildbearingMothers ¼ .03 BC95 CI[.08, .01] and bPartners ¼ .03, BC95CI[.08, .01],
of one’s perceived conditional negative regard on the other’s DA (partner effect mediation). Perceiving more conditional negative regard is not associated with the other
partner’s stress and incidentally, partner’s stress is not associated with the former’s DA.
Conversely, perceiving more conditional negative regard is associated with the other
parent reporting less DA.
Model controlling for T1 stress, DA & marital status. We have tested a model which includes,
and thus controls for, DA’s and stress’s initial levels at T1. When both Time 1 and Time
2 are included in the model, our outcome variable now references the longitudinal
change in DA and stress between T1&T2, and not DA or stress at T2, per se. A multicollinearity problem was detected (determinant of sample covariance matrix ¼ .000),
indicating that the correlations between T1 and T2 data (see Table 1) are too high to be
included in a single model. As typical with multicollinearity issues, which undermine the
statistical significance of independent variables, all the paths became nonsignificant in
this model (bs range ¼ j.001 to .061j, ps range ¼ .984 to .147; Model 2, Table 2; see
Online Supplemental Materials for details). As such, in our sample, perceived conditional negative regard is not linked to longitudinal changes in DA between T1 and T2,
and that changes in stress is not associated with DA changes.

Discussion
Our study has shown that conditional negative regard is negatively associated with later
DA, but not longitudinal changes in DA. As such, primiparous parents who perceived
more conditional negative regard were later less adjusted in their relationship, thus
confirming the first hypothesis. This is coherent with Kanat-Maymon et al. (2016,
2017)‘s results who demonstrate that perceived conditional negative regard was negatively associated with one’s own couple satisfaction and relationship quality in a nondyadic study. Our results also support two bilateral partner effects where, for each parent,
one’s perceived conditional negative regard was negatively associated with the other
partner’s later DA, but not partners’ longitudinal changes in DA. This result is consistent
with previous work where need support/thwarting was linked to partners’ relationship
quality (Hadden et al., 2014; Patrick et al., 2007; Vanhee et al., 2018). In the context of
the TTP, these results indicate that it is important for a primiparous couple’s later
relational well-being that either parent does not perceive conditional negative regard.
Theoretically, it highlights that a healthy relationship requires that all needs are perceived as being supported, and not perceived as being set against one another.
Above and beyond confound and its direct link, stress partially mediated the link
between conditional negative regard and one’s own later DA, but not longitudinal DA
changes. The fact that perceived conditional regard was associated with more stress
supports Baard et al. (2004) and Bartholomew et al. (2011)’s results where need
thwarting was associated with more stress and anxiety. Yet, the partial mediating role of
stress between perceived conditional negative regard and DA is new and interesting. It
clarifies one of the mechanisms by which perceived conditional negative regard is
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associated with poor DA. Feeling that one’s partner is trying to exert control on one’s
actions, feelings, or thoughts (i.e., autonomy thwarting) by undermining one’s relatedness needs is associated with more stress. This in turn is negatively associated with later
DA. Also, these links were found on equal relationships (couples), as opposed to hierarchical relationships, which is a novel finding. This is not surprising, as romantic
relationships are one of the most important bonds in one’s life.
Another important result relates to the fact that, in our sample, there were no indirect
links of stress to the other partner’s DA. As such, stress may hold a more internalized
association (within a person) based on the link between conditional negative regard and
one’s later DA, as opposed to an interactional association with one’s partner’s later DA.
The lack of indirect effect between one’s conditional negative regard and partner’s later
DA is likely due to our lack of significant link between one’s stress and partner’s DA.
This result seems counterintuitive as Ledermann et al. (2010) found that one’s stress was
associated with the other partner’s relationship quality. Perhaps the difference between
our studies relates to methodology discrepancies. Ledermann et al. (2010) used the Daily
Relationship Stress Scale which is more relationship specific than our general stress
construct. Also, their sample consists of Swiss heterosexual couples, whereas we sampled Quebec heterosexual and lesbian primiparous couples. As such, our results are
likely specific to the TTP and may thus explain our lack of partner effect from one’s
stress to the others’ DA, and our lack of indirect link between one’s conditional regard
and partner’s DA. Other partner variables should be investigated to explain the underlying mechanisms in the link between one’s own perceived conditional negative regard
and their partner’s DA.
Moreover, despite having distinguishable dyad members, the actor and partner effects
were indistinguishable. As such, the link between one’s own perceived conditional
negative regard and stress on DA were equivalent in strength for both childbearing
mothers and their partner. Similarly, the associations between one’s perceived conditional negative regard and the others’ DA were also equivalent in strength for each
partner. Conversely, in our sample, childbearing mothers were found to be significantly
more stressed than their partner (T1). This is not surprising considering that our sociodemographic data suggests that childbearing mothers are the baby’s primary caretaker,
mostly still on parental leave (T1). Considering how taxing having a young child is on
mothers who are recovering from pregnancy and birth, who may still be nursing and/or
frequently up at night, this discrepancy is coherent with the context. Levy-Shiff (1999)’s
study corroborates our stress differences, with their mothers being more stressed compared to fathers. Levy-Shiff (1999) explains that fathers were less stressed because
traditional/stereotypical parental roles expose mothers to different degrees of stressors
than fathers. In addition, partners perceived more conditional negative regard than
childbearing mothers (T1 and T2). Considering that division of domestic labor is still
imbalanced, with women being the disadvantaged party (Bartley et al., 2005; Davis &
Greenstein, 2004), it is possible that childbearing mothers are dissatisfied with the
sharing of household or child-specific chores, which in turn exacerbate their tendency to
display conditional regard. Indeed, one study found that when women report that their
home’s domestic labor sharing is unjust, their husband perceives more relationship
conflict (Mikula et al., 2012). Interestingly, these significant differences did not reveal
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themselves in our model with unilateral links, specific to each partner. Our results were
mirrored for each partner, and equivalent in strength. Yet, these results may explain the
distinguishable dyads in our models. Despite mirrored associations in our model, these
primiparous parents live unique realities, which are not shared or alike between the
parent.

Implications
These findings suggest that perceived conditional negative regard is an important
variable to consider when investigating both partners’ later DA in intimate relationships.
Our study also found that the association was partially explained by one’s own stress. It
is an interesting finding as it may mean that targeting the reduction of conditional regard,
and perhaps promoting unconditional regard (e.g., couple’s therapy or as an added
module in prenatal classes), could potentially be associated with better relationship
outcomes, and this is in part due to its negative link with one’s own stress. Similarly,
targeting better stress self-regulation may be associated with one’s own future DA
reports. As unconditional regard is associated with better clinical outcomes in the context
of therapy (Farber et al, 2018), it is unsurprising that conditional regard is associated with
poorer relationship outcomes. We thus, encourage researchers to investigate conditional
negative regard and stress as targets for intervention in couple therapy.
While conditional regard is a form of poor communication, understanding how
denominators of this large encompassing risk category are linked to DA is helpful to
further capture unique associations. Specifically, SDT provides a theoretical ground for
understanding the negative connections of conditional regard, i.e. the importance of
psychological needs, and especially not setting one against another. Also, as our study
was the first to investigate perceived conditional negative regard in a context of the TTP,
we now have a better understanding of the dyadic effects of conditional negative regard
on later DA during this sensitive period. It was important to investigate these associations in this developmental period, as it is a difficult life transition where roles are
redefined and where couples must adapt or fail to. Considering that for many DA plunges
following a birth (Doss et al., 2009; Trillingsgaard et al., 2014), it is important to explore
key deterrents of enduring relationships, provide a theoretical rational for its iatrogenic
links and explore its potential mechanism.

Limits and future studies
This study is not without limits. While both perceived conditional regard and stress are
associated with later DA, our results do not support longitudinal changes in DA or stress
across time points. This lack of result may be influenced by a multicollinearity issue.
Conversely, with slight longitudinal changes in DA and stress for childbearing mothers
(i.e., more adjusted and stressed at T1 than T2) and none for partners (see preliminary
results), there was probably not enough variance between our T1 and T2 scores to be
detected in our sample. Perhaps a longer longitudinal timeframe between data collection
could have provided more changes in reported DA and stress across time points. It is also
possible that our sample is too small to detect smaller effect sizes. Our results need to be
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interpreted with caution. Despite having the necessary temporal sequence for a mediation in our research design, our results do not support longitudinal changes, with conditional regard being only associated with later scores in DA, but not longitudinal
changes. Likewise, there is a possibility that our sample may be underpowered. While
this typically increases the likelihood of false negatives (type 2 errors), our model only
supports significant results. This potential underpower may have reduced our effect sizes
and predictive paths. Moreover, our results cannot be generalized to all primiparous
couples since the recruited population consists mostly of educated Caucasian parents.
Similarly, only a few lesbian couples were included. According to the 2016 Canadian
Census, this situation can be explained by the fact that only 12% of same-sex couples
have children (Statistics Canada, 2016). Future studies should include more same-sex
parents to draw an even more representative portrait of the TTP. Also, our sample
consisted of Quebec families with extended parental leave, which includes exclusive
partner leaves and sharable weeks between parents. Extended parental leaves and
exclusive partner leaves have been shown to promote better gender equality in children
socialization and family chores, to be associated with less couple conflict and more
couple satisfaction and support (Almqvist & Duvander, 2014; Bünning, 2015; Feldman
et al., 2004; Rehel, 2014). As such, we found results with primiparous parents positioned
in a more ideal TTP context. Conversely, in the context of families who do not benefit
from these types of leaves, it is very likely than the effects of conditional negative regard
and stress might be stronger, as these parents probably experience more strains and
difficulties. Furthermore, generalization of findings is limited to the specific population
of primiparous couples with noticeably young children. Next, due to our nonexperimental design, we cannot infer causality. Also, because we measure perception
and not actual conditional negative regard, our measure may not accurately represent
reality and be biased as some individual differences could skew these perceptions. For
instances, personality traits (e.g., borderline, dependent) or attachment styles could
possibly promote hypersensitivity to cues of conditional regard. Conditional regard has
been linked to attachment styles (Moller et al., 2018). It would be interesting to investigate whether attachment styles are a moderator in the relationship between conditional
regard and DA. Conversely, measuring actual conditional regard could also bring other
biasing issues. For example, social desirability problems and certain personality traits
(like narcissism or antisocial personality disorder) could influence participants in
underreporting their own undesirable behaviors. In our study, in the hopes of minimizing
the influence of individual differences, we assessed seven confounds in preliminary
analysis. Except for marital status, the differences in these variables did not influence our
key constructs. We also had empirical and theoretical grounds to pursue perceptions
instead of actual actions in our study. As mentioned, actual and perceived autonomy
support are highly to moderately linked (Carbonneau et al., 2019; Hanna et al., 2013).
Furthermore, the SDT literature supports the importance of perceptions, or attributions,
as key to motivational outcome (Ryan & Grolnick, 1986; Ryan et al., 1983). For these
reasons, we took the methodological route of measuring perception rather than actual
behaviors. Still, it would be interesting if future observational studies could investigate if
perceptions are accurate in the case of conditional negative regard. Together, these limits
need to be considered while interpreting our results.
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Despite these limitations, this study has several methodological and conceptual
strengths. Being the first study to investigate the links between perceived conditional
negative regard, stress and DA during the TTP, our results bring 1) a novel perspective
on couple’s later DA during this period, 2) possible avenues for research with conditional
negative regard as a target for intervention (i.e., couple therapy and/or prenatal classes),
as well as 3) a theoretical framework and an underlining mechanism to understand its
links. Another study strength is the use of a longitudinal design. Also, as a romantic
relationship implies an interacting interpersonal relationship, it was essential to include
both partners in our analyses. Doing so, provides a less biased portrait of the couple’s
functioning than when relying on single partner reports. Ultimately, in the name of
robust science, we invite others to replicate our findings to further attest their legitimacy.

Conclusion
Confirming our hypotheses, we found that when primiparous parents perceive more
conditional negative regard in their relationship it is associated with lower DA later, as
reported by both partners. This link was partially explained by one’s own stress, but not
partner’s stress. This partially disaffirmed our stress mediation hypotheses.
The TTP represents an important and stressful challenge for DA for many couples.
Doss and Rhoades (2017)’s review proposed several individual and relationship variables influencing the magnitude of post-birth changes, including poor communication.
Yet, poor communication is a large construct, which can include many forms of dialogue. Studying more precise denominations of poor communication can further clarify
these associations. Theoretically, SDT’s construct of conditional regard also provides a
rational for its negative associations, i.e. setting two fundamental psychological needs
against one another. During one’s adaptation to this transition, perceiving one’s partner
as supportive seems to be associated with positive outcomes for the relationship, whereas
feeling judged, and thus having to choose between one’s psychological needs seems to
be associated with more stress and poor DA later on.
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