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Effects of Intimate Marital Relationships Upon Self-Reported Rearing
Styles Among Japanese Parents of Young Children
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Medical Sciences, Japan

Abstract: In order to examine the effects of intimate marital relationships upon self-reported rearing styles towards a
young child, 118 Japanese couples with at least one child were administered a set of questionnaires. A path analysis
showed that wives whose husbands treated them with an affectionate attitude were more likely to hold affectionate child-
rearing styles; wives whose husbands treated them with a controlling attitude were more likely to hold overprotective
child-rearing styles; husbands whose wives acted in controlling ways towards them tended to exhibit less affectionate and

more overprotective rearing child-rearing practices.

INTRODUCTION

Parental child-rearing styles are important in part because
they relate to the development of personality [1-7] and the
onset of different types of mental disorders [8-17] among
children. The issue of how to achieve optimal rearing pat-
terns in parents is an important one in educational and clini-
cal settings.

This leads to a research question: How do rearing styles
develop? Parental attitudes towards their child may be influ-
enced by genetic predisposition [18-26], personality [19, 26,
27], maternal depression [28-32] and other variables.

One further candidate is perceived marital intimacy. The
past literature [33-35] suggests both the compensatory and
spillover hypotheses. In the former, it is suggested that a
parent whose needs for love and intimacy are not met in the
marital relationship seeks to satisfy these needs in the parent-
child relationship. On the other hand, the spillover hypothe-
sis proposes that the quality of the marriage, whether good or
bad, “spills over” and affects the parent-child relationship.
Poor parenting has been listed as a mediator of the effects of
marital conflict on child maladjustment [36]. Parents who
experience marital strife may find it difficult to maintain
consistent and adequate parenting techniques [37-38], while
those who are absorbed in their conflicts may be less in-
volved in parenting practices. Thus, parents who perceive
their spouse’s attitude towards them as affectionate and less
demanding may show a similarly affectionate and less de-
manding attitude towards their own child. A meta-analysis
supports the spillover hypothesis [33]. However, most of the
past literature used families in the Western countries. Little
has been studied in the Eastern countries such as Japan.

Another drawback of the past literature is the inconsis-
tency between assessments of the marital relationship and
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that of the parent-child relationship. Researchers [e.g., 39-
41] used measures of marital relationship such as the Dyadic
Adjustment Scale, the Marital Adjustment Test, and the Per-
sonal Assessment of Intimacy in Relationship Questionnaire,
and measures of parent-child relationship such as the Child
Report of Parental Behavior Inventory, the Parenting Stress
Index, and the Parental Locus of Control Scale. These meas-
ures were developed on different conceptual grounds thus
lacking theoretical consistence of subscales of marital and
parent-child relationships.

This study is a preliminary report on the effects of intimate
marital relationships upon parents’ attitudes towards their
children in a Japanese population. We used two measures, one
for marital relationship and another for parent-child relation-
ship based on the same theoretical basis --- care and control.
We hypothesized that the marital relationship would influence
the parent-child relationship on the same domain.

METHOD
Participants

We solicited participation in this questionnaire-based study
from the employees of an education company in Kyoto. Sev-
enty-five couples agreed to participate. We then asked these
couples to ask their acquaintances to take in part (if they were
eligible). This resulted in the participation of 176 couples.
These couples were either handed or mailed the questionnaire.
The questionnaires for husbands and wives were put into sepa-
rate envelopes, and the couple was asked to fill in the forms
independently and return them anonymously to the research-
ers. Of the 176 initially eligible couples, 118 provided com-
plete data from both husband and wife and were therefore
included in further analyses.

The participants’ mean (SD) age was 35.4 (5.1) years for
fathers and 34.4 (5.2) years for mothers. The mean (SD) dura-
tion of marriage was 7.0 (4.0) years. Five fathers and two
mothers were remarried. Education at university level or
higher was reported by 81 (69%) of fathers and 91 (77%) of
mothers.
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The number of children per family was one for 55 (47%)
families, two for 47 (40%) families, three for 15 (13%) fami-
lies and 4 for one family. Of these 198 children, there were
107 boys and 91 girls. The mean (SD) age of the youngest
child was 2.8 (2.4) years with a range between 0 and 10
years. The mean (SD) age of the oldest child was 4.8 (4.0)
years with a range between 0 and 27 years.

Measurements

Parents’ parenting styles: We used the Parental Bonding
Instrument (PBI) [42]. The PBI was originally developed as
a measure to assess retrospectively how an individual per-
ceived their father’s and mother’s parenting (separately) be-
fore they were aged 16. In this study, however, parents were
asked to rate their own parenting style. Thus, the tense of
sentences was rephrased into the present and the subject of
sentences into “I”. Such a modification was proposed by
Parker, Fairley, Greenwood, Jurd, & Silove [9]. Parker [12]
suggested two subscales: Care and Overprotection. Care
items (12 items on a 4-point scale: 0 to 3 points) reflect a
parenting style that may range from coldness, indifference
and neglect, to affection, emotional warmth, empathy, and
reciprocity. Examples are “spoke to me with a warm and
friendly voice,” and “frequently smiled at me.” Overprotec-
tion items (13 items on a 4-point scale) reflect a parenting
style that may range from parental control and overprotec-
tion, intrusion and infantilization to parental allowance, in-
dependence, and the development of autonomy. Examples
are “invaded my privacy,” and “tried to make me dependent
on him.” The PBI has been demonstrated to have good valid-
ity [12]. The Japanese version of this scale was developed by
Kitamura and Suzuki [43]. Uji, Tanaka, Shono, & Kitamura
[44] have demonstrated that the factor structure of the PBI
among a Japanese population is virtually the same as that
reported by Parker [12]. In this study, missing values of the
PBI items were substituted with the mean of the item only
for those cases in which less than 7 items were missing.

Marital intimate relationships: We used the Intimate
Bond Measure (IBM) [45]. This is a self-report measure for
evaluating a marital partner’s attitudes in two dimensions:
Care and Control. Each dimension is rated with 12 items on
a 4-point scale: 0 to 3 points. These two dimensions corre-
spond to the two dimensions of the PBI. The IBM Care
scores have been shown to be lower among individuals with
non-melancholic depression [46-47] and post-natal depres-
sion [48], and predict poorer outcome of depression [49]. In
this study, missing values of the IBM items were substituted
with the mean of the item only for those cases in which less
than 7 items were missing.

Procedure

The set of questionnaires including the PBI, IBM and
other items (not reported in this paper) were distributed to
parents, and they were asked to fill and return them directly
to the researchers using a stamp added envelope. The study
responses were anonymous. However, in order to link the
responses of members of the same couple, a serial number
was added to the study face sheet.

This research project was approved by the Ethical Com-
mittee of Kumamoto University Graduate School of Medical
Sciences.
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Statistical Analyses

First, we calculated means and SDs of all the variables
used in this study and also correlated all the variables. Be-
cause we were interested in whether intimate marital rela-
tionships would influence the couples’ parenting styles, we
created a path analysis model in which all the IBM scores
were expected to influence any of the PBI scores.

Proceeding from the bivariate analyses of the present
sample as well as the past literature, we expected covari-
ances between any combination of all the IBM scores and
between any combinations of all the PBI error scores. It is of
note that because AMOS does not allow positing a covari-
ance between endogenous variables, we posited covariances
between the error variables of such variables. Structural
equation models were improved by deleting covariances
without statistical significance (p > .05).

The fit of each model with the data was examined in terms
of chi-squared (CMIN), goodness-of-fit index (GFI), adjusted
goodness-of-fit index (AGFI), comparative fit index (CFI),
and root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA). Ac-
cording to conventional criteria, a good fit would be indicated
by CMIN/f < 2, GFI > .95, AGFI> 90, CFI > .97, and
RMSEA < .05; an acceptable fit by CMIN/df < 3, GFI > .90,
AGFI> .85, CFI > .95, and RMSEA < .08 [50].

We conducted all the statistical analyses using the Statis-
tical Package for Social Science (SPSS) version 14.0 and
Amos 6.0.

RESULTS

The means and SDs of all the variables used in this study
as well as their bivariate zero-order correlations are in Table 1.

As expected from the literature, the two PBI subscale
scores - Care and Overprotection - were significantly corre-
lated among mothers (Table 1). The Care and Overprotection
scores were correlated between fathers and mothers, respec-
tively. Similarly, the two IBM subscale scores - Care and Con-
trol - were significantly correlated among fathers and mothers.
The Care scores were correlated between fathers and mothers.

The fathers’ and mothers’ Care towards their child were
correlated to their spouse’s Care towards them. The fathers’
and mothers’ Overprotection towards their child were corre-
lated to their spouse’s Control towards them. In addition,
fathers’ Care towards their child was correlated with their
spouse’s low Control towards them.

The revised path analysis model has shown that fathers’
Care towards wife influences mothers’ Care towards the
child; fathers’ Control towards wife influences mothers’
Overprotection towards the child; mothers’ Control towards
husband influences fathers’ low Care and Overprotection
towards their child (Fig. 2). Mothers’ Care towards husband
failed to show significant influence to parental styles. This
model fit the data very well. CMIN/df = 0.72; GFI = .982;
AGFI = .947; CFI = 1.000; RMSEA = 0.00.

DISCUSSION

This study has shown that parents’ attitudes towards a
child are to some extent influenced by their spouses’ inti-
mate attitudes towards them. The spillover hypothesis was
supported to some extent among a Japanese population.
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Fig. (1). Model describing the relationship between intimate marital relationships and parents’ child-rearing styles.
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Table 1. Correlations Between and Means and SDs of the Variables Used in the Present Study (N =118)
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1. PBI: Father’s Care towards child -
2. PBI: Father’s OP towards child -.03 -
3. IBM: Father’s Care towards wife 19 * -.09 -
4. IBM: Father’s Control towards wife .04 -.08 =26 ** -
5. PBI: Mother’s Care towards child 24 ** .02 42 HAx -.08 -
6. PBI: Mother’s OP towards child .19 25 ** -13 19 * =22 % -
7. 1BM: Mother’s Care towards husband 28 ** -.06 52 Hkx =20 ** 24 * -.08 ---
8. IBM: Mother’s Control towards husband -30 ** 19 * -4 FEE .14 -.14 .05 -5 FEE -
Mean 29.2 14.5 26.6 10.9 28.5 14.5 27.9 12.7
SD 3.8 4.6 6.6 5.6 45 43 6.5 6.6

OP, Overprotection; * p <.05; ** p <.01; *** p <.001.
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Fig. (2). Revised model describing the relationships between intimate marital relationships and parents’ child-rearing styles.

The strength of the present study is the use of two meas-
ures - PBI and IBM - that were developed based on the same
constructs - Care and Overprotection (Control). Our results
showed that fathers’ affectionate relationship with their
wives promotes an affectionate relationship between mother
and child. Fathers’ controlling attitude towards their wives
promotes an overprotective relationship between mother and
child. Similarly, mothers’ controlling relationship with their

husbands contributes to the fathers’ controlling relationship
with the child. In addition, mothers’ less controlling relation-
ship with husbands encourages the fathers’ affectionate rela-
tionship with a child.

Limitations of the Study

Limitations of this study should be discussed. A draw-
back of this study is the use of self-report for the measure-
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ment of both child-rearing attitudes and perceived attitudes
of the spouse towards the participant. Social desirability may
confound spurious correlations. However, Robinson and
Anderson [51] reported that the significant correlation be-
tween the marital adjustment and spousal attitudes both
based on self-reports would not be reduced even after con-
trolling for the effects of social desirability.

Another drawback of this study is its cross-sectional de-
sign. The causal relationship we hypothesized in this study
may be reversed. Alternatively, individuals may have per-
sonality traits that determine both their attitudes towards
spouses and children.

The relationship between the marital intimacy and child-
rearing styles may be confounded by children’s behaviors.
For example, children’s attachment styles to caregivers are
linked to the parental attitudes towards the children [52].
Eleven-month-old infants glance at fathers more frequently
if the fathers are satisfied with their marriage [53]. Three- to
four-year-old daughters of less martially satisfied parents are
less compliant with their fathers [54]. The present study did
not examine the children’s temperament or behaviors thus
cannot address this issue.

The correlation between the marital relationship and
child-rearing styles may also be confounded by the type of
rearing the parents received during their childhood. Better
marital adjustment was reported to be linked to spouses re-
ceiving high care and low overprotection as children [55]. As
noted in the Introduction, research suggests that parents rear
their child as they were reared as a child and that this may be
to some extent be explained genetically. Thus, the links sug-
gested in this study may be spurious.

This study needs caution in interpretation because this
was a convenient sample. The present sample was character-
ized by young age and higher education. This may make it
difficult to generalize the results. Populations with other
characteristics should be examined before reaching a conclu-

sion. A clinical population may also be a target of research
of this kind.

CONCLUSION

This study has suggested that the marital relationship
exerts influences on the parent-child relationship in a Japa-
nese population. This relationship may, to some extent, be
specific to domains (Care and Control) of relationships.
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