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Abstract

The current investigation examined the differential susceptibility of parents to the effects of 

marital quality on changes in parenting. We predicted that parents who were high on the 

personality constructs Negative Affect and Constraint would be more susceptible to the effects of 

marital quality on their level of sensitivity. Sensitivity was assessed at 3.5 and 13 months for both 

mothers and fathers during a triadic interaction. Consistent with the differential susceptibility 

theory, results suggested that when mothers were high on Negative Affect and when fathers were 

high on Constraint, their marital quality was associated with changes in sensitivity. This 

investigation suggests that personality factors may create “vulnerabilities” in parents that make 

them differentially susceptible to the effects of the family environment on parenting
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1. Introduction

Parental sensitivity is often considered one of the most important aspects of quality 

caregiving. Early parental sensitivity has been linked to a number of positive child outcomes 

including: attachment security (de Wolff & van IJzendoorn, 1997), enhanced cognitive 

development (Lemelin, Tarabulsy, & Provost, 2006), and higher levels of school readiness 

(NICHD Early Child Care Research Network, 1999). In light of its established significance 

for child development, the precursors and correlates of parental sensitivity are of great 

interest to researchers.

Family systems researchers are particularly interested in how families develop and change 

over time (Cox & Paley, 2003; Darling & Steinberg, 1993). During the transition to 

parenthood, parents must learn how to behave toward their new baby and toward each other 

in new ways (Cox, 1985). This learning process implies that parenting may not be stable— 

particularly during the first year of life—as parents are adjusting to their new family system. 

Research has confirmed that parenting is less stable during infancy than when children are 

older (Holden & Miller, 1999). Thus, parenting patterns may become established toward the 

end of infancy, and these patterns may remain stable across childhood. Examining the 

predictors of increases or decreases in parenting quality during this transition may help 

identify families at risk for developing and/or maintaining insensitive parenting patterns 

across childhood.

In addition to understanding changes in parenting across time, the study of parenting in 

multiple contexts is also valuable for understanding family systems. Past research has 

focused primarily on dyadic parent-child contexts. Family systems theory, however, calls for 

examinations of parenting in other contexts, particularly the triadic context (Minuchin, 1985; 

1988). Children in two-parent families spend a significant amount of time in triadic 

interaction with both parents present (Craig, 2006). Thus, it is important for researchers to 

examine this often ignored context.

Parents act differently toward their children when their spouse is present than they do in 

dyadic parent-child interactions (Belsky, 1979; Buhrmester, Camparo, Christensen, 

Gonzalaz, & Hinsaw, 1992; Goldberg, Clark-Stewart, Rice, & Dellis, 2002; Lindsey & 

Caldera, 2006). As such, studying the quality of interaction in a triadic context allows 

researchers to see a unique and more complex slice of family life (McHale, 1995; McHale & 

Rasmussen, 1998). Changes in parenting across time have been investigated in the dyadic 

context, and we extend our work to further understand the predictors of change in parenting 

in the triadic context.

1.1. Determinants of Parenting: Marital Quality

Belsky (1984) proposed that parenting is multiply determined and is dependent on parental, 

infant, and contextual factors (see also Belsky & Jaffee, 2006). In this model, factors 

pertaining to parents’ psychological resources are highlighted. Specifically, parental 

personality and marital quality are proposed to be the most influential determinants of 

parenting quality and style (Belsky, 1984; see also Prinzie, Stams, Dekovic, Reijntjes, & 

Belsky, 2009; Verhoeven, Junger, Van Aken, Deković, & Van Aken, 2007).
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It has been well documented that there is a positive association between marital quality and 

parenting. A meta-analysis by Erel and Burman (1995) reported a positive association 

between marital quality and parent-child relations (d = .46) and a comparably strong effect 

size during the infants’ first year of life (d = .47). More recent research has established that 

marital quality plays a role in parenting not only in dyadic contexts, but also in triadic 

contexts. Kitzmann (2000) found that negativity in marital interactions was associated with 

more negativity in subsequent family-level interactions. On the other hand, parents who are 

in loving, supportive marriages may develop patterns of positive interactions as they work 

cooperatively in parenting (Talbot & McHale, 2004), and these interactions may strengthen 

over time as parents become more comfortable interacting with their infants.

1.2. Differential Susceptibility

The theory of differential susceptibility (Belsky, 1997; Belsky, Bakermans-Kranenburg, & 

van IJzendoorn, 2007) proposes that certain individuals are more susceptible to the effects of 

both positive and negative environmental influences. Belsky (2005) argues that it may be 

evolutionarily adaptive for children within the same family to differ in their levels of 

vulnerability to environmental influences and that these differences in vulnerability may 

increase reproductive success by protecting some children in the family from unsuccessful 

parenting practices (see also Belsky & Pluess, 2009).

Although the theory of differential susceptibility was originally applied to the study of infant 

behavior (e.g., Feldman, Greenbaum, & Yirmiya, 1999), researchers have recently extended 

this theory to adults by examining the differential susceptibility of certain parents with 

respect to parental sensitivity (van IJzendoorn, Bakermans-Kranenburg, & Mesman, 2008). 

These researchers examined the associations between daily hassles and parental sensitivity. 

They found that parents with certain genetic compositions (i.e., DRD4-7R and COMTval 

alleles) displayed a negative association between daily hassles and parental sensitivity. 

Parents without this genetic combination did not show an association between daily hassles 

and sensitivity.

The current investigation extends this line of research by examining the differential 

susceptibility of parents with certain personality traits to the effects—both positive and 

negative—of marital quality on parenting. This study examined two higher-order personality 

factors: Negative Affect and Constraint (Tellegen, 1982), and we will describe each of these 

with respect to the theory of differential susceptibility.

1.2.1 Negative Affect—Much of the research on differential susceptibility has examined 

infants and children high on negative emotionality or stress reactivity and their differential 

susceptibility to rearing environments (e.g., Belsky, Hsieh, & Crnic, 1998; Boyce & Ellis, 

2005). Researchers theorized that children high on negative emotionality may be particularly 

hyperreactive to stress and thus more easily influenced by their environments (Boyce & 

Ellis, 2005). Negative Affect in adulthood is associated with both stress reactivity and 

negative emotionality in infancy and childhood (Caspi, 2000; Caspi et al., 2003; Caspi & 

Silva, 1995). Thus, we predicted that parents who were high on Negative Affect would be 

differentially susceptible to both positive and negative effects of marital quality. We 
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predicted that these parents would increase in sensitivity when in high quality marriages and 

decrease when in low quality marriages as they adjusted to their new infant.

1.2.2 Constraint—Research has also found evidence for the differential susceptibility of 

fearful, “uptight,” or inhibited infants and children to environmental stimuli. An 

investigation by Gilissen and colleagues (Gilissen, Koolstra, van IJzendoorn, Bakermans-

Kranenburg, & van der Veer, 2007) found that temperamentally fearful children were more 

susceptible to the quality of their relationship with their parents. These children showed 

more fear responses to frightening stimuli when they had low quality relationships with their 

parents and fewer fear responses when those relationships were high quality. Additionally, 

Kochanska, Aksan, & Joy (2007) found that fearful 15-month-olds were more vulnerable to 

the effects of power-assertive parenting than were less fearful children. A similar effect has 

been found with animal populations; Suomi (1995) found that more “uptight” monkeys were 

more affected by the quality of care that they received than were more “laid-back” monkeys.

Constraint may reflect adult fearfulness (Goldsmith, Losoya, Bradshaw, & Campos, 1994), 

and those high on Constraint have been described in the literature as “fearful and rigid” 

(Eder & Mangelsdorf, 1997). Additionally, behavioral inhibition in childhood has been 

associated with Constraint in adulthood (Caspi & Silva, 1995). Thus we predicted that 

parents high on Constraint would be differentially susceptible to the effects of marital 

quality on parenting. We predicted that these parents would show increases in sensitivity 

when in high quality marriages and decreases when in low quality marriages.

1.3. The Present Study

In summary, this investigation examined the differential susceptibility of some parents to the 

effects of marital quality on changes in triadic sensitivity across the first year of life. We 

expected parents with certain personality traits (i.e., high on Negative Affect and Constraint) 

to be particularly affected by their level of marital quality and increase in sensitivity when in 

high quality marriages and decrease when in low quality marriages. We predicted that 

parents without these endogenous characteristics would be less influenced by their marital 

quality.

2. Method

2.1. Participants

Sixty-five families in the Midwest area participated in the first three phases of a larger 

longitudinal research project. Participants were recruited through childbirth education 

classes, local newsletters, and fliers posted around the community: in doctors’ offices, 

grocery stores, restaurants, and similar public places. Couples participated in the first phase 

of the study when mothers were in the third trimester of pregnancy and in the second phase 

when the children were approximately 3.5 months old. Families participated in the third 

phase when children were approximately 1 year old. Families received compensation for 

their participation in each phase.

All families in the study delivered healthy, full-term infants; 30 of these infants were female, 

and 35 were male. Mothers’ ages ranged from 22 to 41 years at the time of the first visit, and 
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the mean age was 29 years (SD = 4.61). Fathers’ ages ranged from 22 to 64 years, and the 

mean age was 32 years (SD = 6.80). Participants were primarily Caucasian, and the majority 

had completed college.

2.2. Phase 1: Third Trimester Home Visits

2.2.1. Procedure and measures—During the mothers’ third trimester of pregnancy, 

mothers and fathers filled out identical questionnaire packets about themselves, their 

families, and their relationships. Participants were asked to complete the questionnaires 

separately from their spouses. Means and standard deviations for all measures are presented 

in Table 1. For the purposes of this investigation, the focus was on two types of 

questionnaires completed during the first phase: demographic and personality measures.

2.2.2. Demographic information—Each parent-to-be provided information concerning 

employment, family income, parent education, race, and the pregnancy.

2.2.3. Parental personality—Partners were asked to independently complete the 

Multidimensional Personality Questionnaire (MPQ; Tellegen, 1982). This 300-item measure 

is designed for use with non-clinical samples. This measure consists of three higher-order 

factors: Positive Affect, Negative Affect, and Constraint. These three MPQ scales were 

internally consistent; the average Cronbach’s alpha for both mothers and fathers was .83 (all 

alphas > .70). These scales have been shown to be reliable over a 30-day re-test period 

(DiLalla, Gottesman, & Carey, & Vogler, 1997). For the purpose of this investigation, only 

Negative Affect and Constraint were examined. Negative Affect is similar to Neuroticism 

and is associated with stress reactivity, anxiety proneness, and aggression. Constraint 

reflects rigidity, traditionalism, and inhibition. Research has shown that personality is 

generally stable in adulthood (McCrae & Costa, 1994), thus a measure of personality taken 

shortly before their child’s birth should be representative of individuals’ personality through 

their child’s first year of life.

2.3. Phase 2: 3.5 Month Postpartum Home Visit

2.3.1. Procedure and measures—Families were again contacted when their infants 

were approximately 3.5 months of age. Couples filled out questionnaires asking about their 

marital satisfaction. Marital interaction was coded during a family play session. During the 

home visit, couples were asked to change their infant into a “onesie” (a one-piece bodysuit 

or outfit) together, and their parenting quality was coded from this interaction.

2.3.2. Marital quality—Each member of the couple independently completed the Dyadic 

Adjustment Scale (DAS; Spanier, 1976). This measure assesses overall marital satisfaction 

as well as agreement on issues such as religion, intimacy, and finances. Cronbach’s alphas 

were .90 for mothers and .85 for fathers. Lower scores reflect lower levels of marital 

satisfaction, and scores below 107 indicate marital distress (Crane, Allgood, Larson, & 

Griffin, 1990). Approximately 13% of mothers and 24% of fathers in this sample were 

characterized as maritally distressed, based on their DAS scores. While these percentages 

are somewhat high, research has shown that many parents experience a decline in marital 
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satisfaction following the birth of a child (Belsky & Pensky, 1988; Belsky & Rovine, 1990; 

Cowan & Cowan, 1992).

Mothers and fathers participated in a family play session with their infants. Families were 

instructed to play together with a colorful jungle gym with moveable parts. Marital 

interaction during this episode was videotaped and subsequently coded for approximately 

five minutes on 10 dimensions: Engagement, Enjoyment, Mother Positive Affect, Father 

Positive Affect, Mother Negative Affect, Father Negative Affect, Irritation, Cooperation, 

Balance, and Global Interaction Quality. Interactions were coded by a doctoral graduate 

student and a trained undergraduate research assistant. Gamma coefficients were used to 

calculate interrater reliability because, like Cohen's kappa, chance agreement is taken into 

account, yet gamma is more appropriate for use with ordinal rating scale data (Hays, 1981; 

Liebetrau, 1983). Gamma coefficients ranged from .66 to .97. Principal components analysis 

yielded two factors with composite loadings > .70. The first construct, Positive Marital 

Interaction, consisted of: Engagement, Enjoyment, Mother Positive Affect, Father Positive 

Affect, Cooperation, Balance, and Global Marital Quality. The second construct, Negative 

Marital Interaction, consisted of: Irritation, Mother Negative Affect, and Father Negative 

Affect. The two constructs were negatively correlated, r(97) = −.54, p < .001, thus Negative 

Marital Interaction was subtracted from Positive Marital Interaction to create an Observed 

Marital Interaction score. Mother- and father-reported marital satisfaction scores were 

positively correlated with one another, r(62) = .61, p < .01, and their average was positively 

correlated with Observed Marital Quality, r(62) = .26, p < .05. Thus, to create a more 

comprehensive measure of marital quality, we standardized the scores and summed 

Observed Marital Interaction with the average of maternal and paternal marital satisfaction, 

creating a composite called marital quality.

2.3.3. Parental sensitivity—Sensitivity was assessed in the triadic context during a task 

in which parents were asked to change their infant into a “onesie,” provided by researchers 

as a gift. Parents were instructed to behave as they normally would with their infants. The 

interaction was videotaped and subsequently coded by a doctoral graduate student and an 

undergraduate research assistant. Maternal and paternal sensitivity were coded separately 

but during the same episode. Sensitivity was assessed using global rating scales adapted 

from Goldstein, Diener, and Mangelsdorf (1996; originally adapted from Ainsworth, Bell, & 

Stayton, 1974, and Isabella, 1993). This coding scheme (Ainsworth et al., 1974) has been 

used in multiple investigations of both maternal and paternal sensitivity (e.g., Schoppe-

Sullivan et al., 2006; Velderman, Bakermans-Kranenburg, Juffer, & van IJzendoorn, 2006). 

Sensitivity is described as providing an appropriate level of stimulation to the infant and 

warmly and promptly responding to the infants’ cues. The sensitivity measure was coded 

using a 5-point Likert scale (1 = low, 5 = high) and was coded globally for the entire 5-

minute episode. Agreement within-one-scale-point between coders was 100% for mothers 

and 96.6% for fathers. Gammas were .97 for mothers and .77 for fathers.

2.4. Phase 3: 13 Month Postpartum Laboratory Visit

2.4.1. Procedure and measures—The family (mother, father, child) was invited to the 

laboratory for the third phase of this study when their infants were approximately 13 months 
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old. Couples filled out questionnaire data, and parenting quality was coded during a family 

play session.

2.4.2. Parental sensitivity—Families were asked to play together as they normally 

would for 15 minutes and then asked to clean up the toys with their children. The interaction 

was videotaped, and sensitivity was coded based on the free play and up to five minutes of 

the cleanup time. The parental sensitivity scales were changed slightly from those used at 

Phase 2 in order to be appropriate for parent-infant interactions with one-year-old infants, 

although the underlying construct was identical. Sensitivity was coded by trained coders 

using a global rating scale adapted from Lindahl and Malik (2001). This scale has been used 

in multiple investigations (e.g., Lindahl, Malik, Kaczynski, & Simons, 2004). The sensitivity 

global rating scale employed a 7- point likert scale (1 = highly insensitive, 7 = highly 

sensitive). Each coder coded both mother-and father-child interactions; however, sensitivity 

for mothers and fathers was coded separately. Coders overlapped on 64% of the tapes, and 

gamma coefficients were .78 and .83 for mothers and fathers, respectively. Agreement 

within one scale point was 95% for mothers and 93% for fathers. This scale was transformed 

to a 5-point scale (by multiplying it by 5/7) in order to be consistent with the 3-month 

measure of sensitivity.

3. Results

Analyses were conducted in several steps. First, preliminary analyses examined the stability 

of sensitivity between 3.5 months and 13 months for both mothers and fathers. Difference 

(change) scores on sensitivity between these two time points were then computed for both 

mothers and fathers. Next, the data were examined for consistency with the theory of 

differential susceptibility (Belsky et al., 2007).

3.1. Preliminary Analyses: Stability and Change in Sensitivity

Correlations between sensitivity measures across time were computed. Maternal sensitivity 

was not significantly correlated across time, r(65) = .20, p = .11 (see Table 2). Paternal 

sensitivity, however, was significantly correlated across time, r(65) = .25, p < .05. Fisher r-

to-z transformations were used to examine the difference in magnitude of these correlations. 

These correlations were not significantly different from one another, z = −.26, p = .79. 

Additionally, a 2x2 ANOVA revealed that mothers and fathers did not differ significantly on 

sensitivity, collapsed across time point, F(1,256) = 2.03, p = .16, and the two time points did 

not differ significantly on sensitivity ratings, collapsed across parent, F(1,256) = 1.11, p = .

29. However, mothers and fathers differed on their levels of sensitivity between the two time 

points, F(1,256) = 5.05, p < .05. As shown in Table 1, mothers slightly increased in 

sensitivity, and fathers decreased slightly.

In order to create a measure of change in sensitivity across the first year of life, difference 

scores were calculated between 3-month and 12-month sensitivity ratings separately for 

mothers and fathers (Sensitivity Change). Difference scores are the most appropriate method 

for assessing within-person change between two time points and have been shown to be 

better estimates of change than are residual scores (Rogosa & Willet, 1983). They are a 

more intuitive and clear method for measuring change over time and have been shown to be 
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reliable, particularly when scores across time have low to moderate correlations (Rogosa & 

Willett, 1983), as was the case in this investigation. Change scores have also been shown to 

be appropriate for use as the dependent variable in regression analyses (Allison, 1990) and 

have been used in many other investigations to assess change over time (e.g., Lawrence, 

Nylen, & Cobb, 2007; Morrow & Nolen-Hoeksema, 1990). Based on Rogosa and Willett’s 

(1983) finding that standardization can remove potentially valuable information about 

change over time, we left the sensitivity scores unstandardized, although, as mentioned 

previously, the measure of sensitivity at 13 months was transformed so that both measures 

were on a 5-point scale.

We computed Sensitivity Change scores by subtracting the 3-month sensitivity scores from 

the 12-month sensitivity scores. For both mothers and fathers, a low difference score 

reflected a decrease in triadic sensitivity score between 3-months and 12-months, and a high 

difference score reflected an increase in triadic sensitivity between the two time points. 

Mothers’ and fathers’ Sensitivity Change scores were positively correlated, r(65) = .40, p < .

001. It is important to note that we were measuring relative, not absolute, stability (see 

Holden & Miller, 1999 for a review).

Associations between changes in sensitivity and demographic variables (i.e., education 

level, age, income, race, and months of marriage) were investigated. Change in sensitivity 

for both mothers and fathers was associated with father’s level of education, r(64) = .49, p 

< .001, and r(64) = .24, p = .05, respectively. Higher levels of paternal education were 

associated with increases in sensitivity over time. Because change in sensitivity for both 

mothers and fathers was associated with levels of father education, this variable was 

controlled for in subsequent analyses.

3.2. Primary Analyses: Predicting Changes in Sensitivity and Testing for Differential 
Susceptibility

Belsky and colleagues (2007) provide criteria for testing for differential susceptibility. The 

first of these criteria is that there is independence of the susceptibility factor (parental 

personality) and the predictor (marital quality). As shown in Table 3, marital quality was not 

significantly correlated with any of the parental personality measures, although the 

association between marital quality and maternal Negative Affect was a trend.

The second test for differential susceptibility examines the association between the 

susceptibility factor (personality) and the outcome (change in sensitivity). Differential 

susceptibility requires a nonsignificant association between these factors. As shown in Table 

3, change in parental sensitivity was not associated with personality for that parent, although 

paternal negative affect was associated with changes in maternal sensitivity.

The next criterion for differential susceptibility is that there is a significant interaction 

between the susceptibility factor (parental personality) and the predictor (marital quality). 

Belsky and colleagues (2007) also recommend a comparison of the plotted regression 

against a prototype in which one line has a simple slope not significantly different from 

zero, and the other line has a significant slope.
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Regression analyses were conducted to answer this question and test for an interaction 

between parental personality and marital quality in predicting changes in sensitivity. For all 

interactions, predictor and susceptibility variables were centered by subtracting their means 

to minimize multicollinearity, and interaction terms were computed by multiplying predictor 

and susceptibility variables. Father’s level of education was entered in the first step of the 

regression for all analyses as a covariate. For the next step, predictor and susceptibility 

variables were entered as main effects. The interaction term was entered in the last step. 

Analyses were conducted to examine interactions between each of the two personality 

constructs (i.e., Negative Affect and Constraint) and marital quality for each parent. Thus, 

four regression analyses were computed in total.

3.2.1. Changes in Maternal Sensitivity—The marital quality×maternal Negative 

Affect model was significant, F(4,58) = 6.14, p < .001, accounting for 30% of the variance. 

The interaction term was also significant, β = .23, p < .05 (see Table 4). We plotted this 

interaction at one SD above and below the means of the variables comprising the interaction 

term (see Aiken & West, 1991). As shown in Figure 1, when mothers were high on Negative 

Affect, they increased in sensitivity when in high quality marriages and decreased when in 

low quality marriages, β = .28, p < .10. There was no significant association between marital 

quality and maternal sensitivity change when mothers were low on Negative Affect, β = −.

18, p = .27. Although the significance of the simple slope of the line representing mothers 

high on Negative Affect was a trend, this figure is consistent with the theory of differential 

susceptibility.

The model examining marital quality and maternal Constraint was also significant, F(4,58) 

= 6.23, p < .001, accounting for 30% of the variance (see Table 5). The interaction term was 

significant, β = .23, p < .05. Interestingly, as shown in Figure 2, neither line was 

significantly different from zero. Although this does not fit with the differential 

susceptibility theory, the direction of the effects indicates that mothers who were high on 

Constraint tended to increase in sensitivity when in high quality marriages.

3.2.2. Changes in Paternal Sensitivity—The model with marital quality and paternal 

Constraint as predictors was significant, F(4,58) = 2.74, p < .05, accounting for 16% of the 

variance (see Table 6). The paternal Constraint×marital quality interaction was significant, β 

= .28, p < .05, and is presented in Figure 3. When fathers were high on Constraint, they 

increased in sensitivity when they were in high quality marriage and decreased when in low 

quality marriages, β = .45, p < .05. There was no significant association between marital 

quality and paternal sensitivity change for fathers who were low on Constraint, β = −.13, p 

= .43. This figure is consistent with the theory of differential susceptibility—fathers who are 

high on Constraint seem to be differentially affected by their marital quality.

4. Discussion

The current investigation tested the theory of differential susceptibility (Belsky, 1997) of 

parents with particular personality traits. We found support for this theory—that certain 

individuals are more vulnerable to environmental factors than others—for both Negative 

Affect and Constraint. The results of this investigation suggest that when parents were high 
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on a relevant personality construct (i.e., Constraint and Negative Affect), marital quality was 

associated with changes in sensitivity over time. However, parents who were low on the 

construct were not vulnerable to the effects of marital quality on their parenting.

Although most of the research on differential susceptibility has examined infants with 

difficult temperament, we extended this research to adults. Parents who were high on 

Negative Affect—a personality factor which has repeatedly been associated with negativity 

or difficulty in infancy (e.g., Caspi, 2000)—were more susceptible to environmental 

influences (i.e., marital quality) on their parenting. Specifically, mothers who were high on 

Negative Affect increased in triadic sensitivity when they were in high quality marriages and 

decreased when in low quality marriages.

For fathers, a high level of Constraint was associated with an increase in triadic sensitivity 

when marital quality was high and a decrease when marital quality was low. Again, this 

finding is consistent with the theory of differential susceptibility. Fathers who were high on 

Constraint—a construct which has been associated with fearfulness and rigidity in childhood 

(e.g., Gilissen et al., 2004)—were more susceptible to the effects of their level of marital 

quality. Interestingly, for the model examining the interaction between marital quality and 

maternal Constraint, both the overall model and the interaction term were significant. 

However, neither line in the regression plot was significantly different from zero. The line 

representing mothers high on Constraint, however, was positively sloped, which is 

consistent with the interaction between paternal Constraint and marital quality. Despite this, 

this interaction is more consistent with contrastive effects—in which the slopes of the lines 

are in opposite directions—than with differential susceptibility (see Belsky et al., 2007).

We speculate that the processes behind these interactions are similar to the processes 

hypothesized to operate in findings on the differential susceptibility of infants with 

corresponding temperamental make-ups. Infants high on negative emotionality are 

especially reactive to both positive and negative environmental factors (e.g., Belsky et al., 

1998; Boyce & Ellis, 2005). Thus, parents high on Negative Affect may be especially 

affected by their marital quality, and their parenting quality may change accordingly. A 

similar mechanism is thought to be present in infants who are particularly fearful or uptight.

In the present study, we found that the correlation between sensitivity at the two time points 

(the stability of sensitivity) was significant for fathers, although the correlations for mothers 

and fathers were comparable and modest. Indeed, with a slightly larger sample, the 

correlations for mothers may have also been significant. Past research has documented 

nonsignificant correlation of maternal sensitivity measures at 3- and 12-months 

(Crockenberg & McCluskey, 1986). Additionally, in their meta-analysis examining stability 

in parenting, Holden and Miller (1999) found lower levels of stability across time in 

parenting during infancy than in other periods of childhood. Thus our results are consistent 

with previous research.

Change in sensitivity for both mothers and fathers was associated with paternal education. 

Paternal education was consistently associated with predicted outcome variables in our 

sample (e.g., marital quality, maternal depression), although these associations were not 
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found with income level. Thus, we believe that, in our sample, paternal education is a better 

measure of socioeconomic status (SES) than is income. Researchers have consistently found 

that lower SES is associated with lower quality parenting (e.g., de Wolff & van IJzendoorn, 

1997; Dodge, Pettit, & Bates, 1994). Thus it seems logical that these higher SES parents 

would be better equipped to increase in sensitivity as they become more comfortable 

interacting with their infants.

4.1. Limitations and Future Directions

In the current investigation, sensitivity was measured differently at 3 months and 13 months 

(via a task in which parents changed the infant into a “onesie” at 3 months and a family play 

task at 13 months). Given the considerable developmental changes taking place between 3 

and 13 months of age, the use of identical measures at both time points may have been 

difficult. Studies similar to the current investigation (e.g., Crockenberg & McCluskey, 1986; 

Pianta, Sroufe, & Egeland, 1989) have also used different measures of sensitivity at different 

time points. For example, Crockenberg and McCluskey (1986) assessed sensitivity at 3 

months during home observations and at 12 months during the Strange Situation.

One limitation of the current investigation was the low variability of the sensitivity 

measures. The low variability could be due in part to the short duration of the activities or to 

the fact that very little child distress was present, leaving fewer opportunities for parental 

responsivity to infants’ cues. Recent research suggests that sensitivity to infant distress may 

be more predictive of child outcomes than is sensitivity to non-distress (Leerkes, Blankson, 

& O’Brien, 2009; McElwain & Booth-LaForce, 2006). Thus, further research using different 

measures, or measuring sensitivity under more stressful circumstances, may provide more 

variability, thus painting a clearer picture of sensitivity during this period. However, the fact 

that we were able to find predictors of change in the current investigation, despite the low 

variability of our earlier measure, speaks to the strength of these findings.

The present study consisted of mostly middle-class European-American families. Looking at 

more diverse samples would likely yield even more information about the important role 

that contextual factors play in family systems and child development. Future research should 

explore these questions in other samples in order to better understand the generalizability of 

these findings.

Despite these limitations, the results of this study suggest that endogenous factors (i.e., 

personality) may create “vulnerabilities” in parents that make them differentially susceptible 

to the effects of the family environment on parenting. Some parents’ sensitivity seems to be 

relatively unaffected by their marital quality, while others seem to be affected—both 

positively and negatively—by the quality of their marriages. In sum, future research should 

examine the differential susceptibility of parents with respect to various social-contextual 

factors to further illuminate individual differences in parenting across time.
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Figure 1. 
Change in maternal sensitivity as a function of maternal Negative Affect and marital quality.
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Figure 2. 
Changes in maternal sensitivity as a function of maternal Constraint and marital quality.
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Figure 3. 
Changes in paternal sensitivity as a function of paternal Constraint and marital quality.
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Table 1

Descriptive Statistics for Study Measures

Measure Mean SD Min Max

3-month Mother Triadic Sensitivity 3.69 .56 2 5

12-month Mother Triadic Sensitivity 3.79 .75 2.14 5

3-month Father Triadic Sensitivity 3.76 .43 2 4.5

12-month Father Triadic Sensitivity 3.46 .86 2.14 5

Maternal Sensitivity Change .10 .84 −2.36 2

Paternal Sensitivity Change −.30 .86 −2.57 2

3-month Maternal DAS 118.05 11.12 79 143

3-month Paternal DAS 111.74 10.65 77 133

Observed Marital Interaction −.07 1.62 −5.49 2.82

Marital Quality .08 2.14 −7.17 4.54

Mother Constraint 168.18 14.10 125.10 197.45

Mother Negative Affect 122.80 12.48 107.10 161.92

Father Constraint 160.05 12.50 132.99 183.73

Father Negative Affect 126.12 13.09 101.49 156.94
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Table 2

Intercorrelations of parental sensitivity

3 month maternal 3 month paternal 12 month maternal 12 month paternal

3 month maternal .05 .20 .14

3 month paternal −.15 .25*

12 month maternal .46**

*
p < .05,

**
p < .01.
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