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The Mediating Role of Experiential Avoidance in the Relationship Between the Focus on Child

and Marital Satisfaction

Mustafa Alperen Kursuncu®” Sule Bastemur? and Enes Kalkan3

Abstract

Individuals' attitudes towards their spouses and relationship, including the emotional climate of the
marriage are essential for a satisfying marriage. In an unhealthy emotional climate, on the other hand,
severe symptoms may emerge. One of these symptoms is the focus-on-child, where child-related issues
often cause marital conflicts. The marital conflicts due to focus-on-child may also increase experiential
avoidance as a coping style in the relationship. The purpose is to examine the mediating role of
experiential avoidance in the relationship between the focus on child and marital satisfaction. One
hundred fifty-nine married dyads participated in the study. They completed the Family Genogram
Interview Form which consists of Focus on Child Subscale, Acceptance and Action Questionnaire-11,
Relationship Assessment Scale, and Demographic Information Form. Findings of the Common Fate
Mediation Model indicated that focus on child and experiential avoidance explained 55% of the variance
in marital satisfaction. Experiential avoidance has fully mediated the relationship between focus on the
child and marital satisfaction. Findings indicate maladaptive coping methods (i.e., focus-on-child) may
trigger the avoidance behaviors of spouses and negatively affect their marital satisfaction. To improve
marital satisfaction, we propose that spouses' psychological flexibility and self-differentiation (less
focus on the child) levels should be enhanced.
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Cocuk Odakhlik ve Evlilik Doyumu Arasindaki iliskide Deneyimsel Kaginmanin Araci Rolii

Oz

Eslerin birbirlerine ve iliskilerine yonelik tutumlari ile esler arasindaki duygusal iklimin dogasi evlilik
doyumu igin 6nemlidir. Esler arasinda saglikli bir duygusal iklimin saglanamadigi durumlarda, siddetli
duygusal diizensizlikler veya bazi semptomlar ¢ekirdek ailenin duygusal sistemi i¢inde ortaya ¢ikabilir.
Cekirdek ailede duygusal siiregler olarak da bilinen bu belirtilerden biri, ¢ocuklarla ilgili konularmn
siklikla giftler arasinda ¢atigmalara neden oldugu ¢ocuk odakliliktir. Bununla birlikte, ¢ocuk odaklilik
nedeniyle ¢iftlerin deneyimledikleri g¢atismalar, bir bas etme bi¢imi olarak deneyimsel kaginma
davraniglarinin iliski baglaminda sikligini da artirabilir. Bu ¢aligmanin amaci, gocuk odaklilik ile evlilik
doyumu arasindaki iligkide deneyimsel kaginmanin aract roliiniin incelenmesidir. Caligmaya 159 evli
cift katilmistir. Katilimeilar Aile Dizimi Gériisme Formuna ait Cocuk Odaklihk Alt Olgegi, Kabul ve
Eylem Anketi-II, iliski Degerlendirme Olgegi ve Demografik Bilgi Formu’ndan olusan anketi
yanitlamuslardir. Tkili (Dyadic) Aracilik Modeli’nin bulgulari, gocuk odaklilik ile deneyimsel
kaginmanin evlilik doyumundaki varyansin %55'ini agikladigini gostermistir. Cocuk odaklilik degiskeni
ile evlilik doyumu arasindaki iliskiye deneyimsel kaginma tam aracilik etmistir. Bulgularimiz, eslerin
kaginma davranislarmin, ¢ocuk odaklilik gibi uyumsuz basa ¢ikma yontemlerini nasil etkiledigini
gostermektedir. Bulgularimiz, gocuk odaklilik gibi uyumsuz basa ¢ikma yontemlerinin, eslerin kaginma
davraniglarimi tetikleyerek evlilik doyumlarmi olumsuz etkileyebilecegini gostermektedir. Evlilik
doyumunu artirmak i¢in eslerin psikolojik esneklik ve benlik ayrimlagmasi (¢ocuga daha az odaklanma)
diizeylerinin artirilmasi hedeflenmelidir.
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Genisletilmis Tiirkce Ozet
Giris

Ciftler i¢in doyum diizeyi yiiksek bir evlilik, ayni zamanda ciftlerin sorun yasadiklar1 bir baglami da temsil
edebilir. Evlilik doyumu, evliliklerde olumlu 6zelliklerin baskin oldugu ve olumsuzluklarin nadiren ortaya ¢iktigi
tek boyutlu bir yap1 da olmayabilir (Bradbury, Fincham ve Beach, 2000). Evlilik doyumu, bireylerin eslerine ve
iliskilerine kars1 tutumlarini vurgular (Bradbury ve dig., 2000; Fincham ve Beach, 2010). Arastirmalar, evliliklerin
duygusal ikliminin bir géstergesi olarak 6rnegin ¢iftlerin iletisim stilleri veya problem becerileri gibi basliklari
evlilik doyumu baglaminda ele almaktadir (Hou, Jiang ve Wang, 2019; Lavner, Karney ve Bradbury, 2016; Unal
ve Akgiin, 2022). Bu ¢aligmada da evliliklerdeki saglikli duygusal iklimin evlilik doyumu igin bir 6n kosul oldugu
varsayilmaktadir. Evlilikler belirli isleyis kaliplariyla duygusal semptomlara karsi daha savunmasiz hale
gelebilmektedir. Bu duygusal islevsellik baglamini diizenleyen faktorlerden biri de aile sistemindeki diigiik diizey
benlik ayrimlagmasi nedeniyle ortaya ¢ikan ¢ocuk odakhiliktir (Bowen, 1978). Benligin ayrimlagmasi, yakin
iliskilerde bireysellik (6zerklik) ve birliktelik dengesini korumayi gerektirir. Benligin ayrimlagma diizeyinin diigiik
olmasi, aile sisteminde ortaya ¢ikan kronik kaygiyla birlikte aile tiyelerinin duygusal isleyisindeki diizensizlikleri
tetiklemektedir (Kerr ve Bowen, 1988). Aile sisteminde benligin ayrimlasma diizeyi ne kadar diisiikse ¢ocuk
odaklilik gibi islevsel olmayan Oriintiilerin ¢iftlerin iligkilerinde goriilme diizeyi de o kadar yiiksek olacaktir. Esler
kaginilmaz olarak birbirlerine karsi daha kati, hoggoriisiiz ve duygusal olarak tepkisel hale gelirler (Papero, 2014),
bu da eslerin evlilik doyumu diizeylerini etkileyebilecek iligkisel bir duyarliliga neden olabilir.

Ayrimlagsmamus bir aile sistemindeki bir veya daha fazla {iye, bozulmus duygusal isleyisleriyle aile i¢indeki kronik
kaygiy1 kendi tizerine geker (Kerr ve Bowen, 1988). Boyle bir oriintii ¢ocuklarla ilgili birgok sorunu ortaya
¢ikarabilir, ebeveynler daha ¢ocuk odakli bir hale gelebilir ve ¢ocuklarla ilgili sorunlar kolayca evlilik ¢atismasina
yol agabilir (Kerr ve Bowen, 1988). Cocuklarin ¢ekirdek aileye katilmasiyla aile sistemindeki kronik kaygi -diisiik
diizeyde ayrimlagsmanin bir sonucu olarak- her zamankinden daha fazla yogunlasmis olabilir (Kerr ve Bowen,
1988). Esler ¢ocuga odaklanma deneyimlerinde istenmeyen veya bunaltici duygularla basa ¢ikmak zorunda
kaldiklarinda (deneyimsel) kaginma davranislarini artirarak iliskideki yonlerini kaybedebilirler.

Deneyimsel kaginma, bireylerin aci veren igsel deneyimlere (6rnegin duygular, diisiinceler, anilar) kars: kalici
duygusal, davranigsal veya bilissel kaginma stratejilerini yansitir (Hayes, Wilson, Gifford, Follette ve Strosahl,
1996). Gelisimsel deneyimler (¢cocuk yetistirme gibi), bir ¢iftin iligskisinde zor duygular iretebilir. Deneyimsel
kaginma ile ilgili temel sorun, bireylerde yaratmis oldugu kisa siireli ve yaniltici rahatlama hissidir. Bu kisa siireli
rahatlatici etki, bireyleri sahip olduklar1 kaginma stratejilerini degistirmek adina daha isteksiz ve patolojik bir hale
getirebilir (Hayes ve dig., 1996; Hayes ve dig., 2004). Bu ¢alismada, ¢ocuk odaklilik ile ¢iftlerin evlilik doyumu
diizeyleri arasinda bir iligki oldugunu varsayiyoruz. Ayrica, deneyimsel kaginmanin, giftlerin ¢ocuk odakliliktan
kaynaklanan rahatsiz edici igsel deneyimlerini yansitabilme potansiyeline sahip bir degisken oldugunu bu model
kapsaminda degerlendirmekteyiz. Ciinkii ¢iftlerin iliskisindeki ka¢inma davranmiglart gocuk odakliligin iligkide
yaratmis oldugu gerilimle daha gériiniir ve kalici hile gelebilir. Bu anlamda ¢iftin iliskisi, yasadiklar1 zorlayici
duygular nedeniyle duygusal veya fiziksel yakinliktan ka¢inmay: igerebilir. Mevcut ¢alisma, ¢ocuk odaklilik
(Bowen Aile Sistemleri Kurami), deneyimsel kaginma (Kabul ve Kararlilik Terapisi) ve evlilik doyumu arasindaki
iliskiyi incelemeyi amaglayan biitiinlesik bir kuramsal yapiya sahip olup iki temel hipotezi incelemeyi
amaglamaktadir:

Hipotez 1: Cocuk odaklilik diizeyi yiiksek olan ¢iftlerin evlilik doyumlar1 daha diisiik diizeyde gergeklesmektedir.
Hipotez 2: Deneyimsel kaginma, ¢ocuk odaklilik ve evlilik doyumu arasindaki iliskiye aracilik etmektedir.

Yontem

Bu aragtirmada, ¢ocuk odaklilik ve evlilik doyumu arasindaki iliskide deneyimsel kaginmanin aracilik etkisi
Yapisal Esitlik Modellemesi (YEM) kullanilarak incelenmistir. Amagli drnekleme yontemlerinden olgiit
Ornekleme yontemi ile iki ebeveynli (en az bir ¢ocuklu), heteroseksiiel bir ¢ekirdek aile tiyesi olan 159 evli ¢ift
(318 kisi) aragtirmaya katilmistir. Ciftler, Tiirkiye genelindeki farkli illerden (Ordu, Amasya, Van, Samsun,
Gaziantep, Istanbul) galismaya katilmiglardir. Katilimeilarin yas ortalamasi 37.75 (SD = 8.14)’tir. Katilimeilarin
agirliklr olarak ilk evlilikleri (n = 313, %98.4) icerisinde olduklar1 gériilmistiir. Katilimeilar evlilik siirelerini 6-
10 yil (108, %34), 16+ y1l (82, %26), 1-5 yil (71, %22), 11-15 yil (54, %17) ve bir yildan az (1 ve 2 eksik, %1)
olarak bildirmistir. Esler, bir cocugu (151, %47.5), iki cocugu (118, %37.1), ii¢c cocugu (41, %12.9) ve 4+ ¢cocugu
(8, %2.5) oldugunu belirtmis olup ilk dogan ¢ocuklarin ortalama yasi da 9.61 (SD = 8.69) olarak belirlenmistir.
Veri seti Aile Dizimi Gériisme Formu’na ait Cocuk Odaklilik Alt Olcegi (Platt ve Skowron, 2013), Kabul ve
Eylem Anketi-I1 (Bond ve dig., 2011), iliski Degerlendirme Olgegi (Hendrick, 1988) ve Demografik Bilgi Formu
kullanilarak elde edilmistir. Caligma kapsaminda bulgularin degerlendirilmesinde kullanilan model uyum
indeksleri, y%/df < 5 (Schumacker ve Lomax, 2004); .95 veya iizeri CFI, .08 veya altt SRMR (Hu ve Bentler, 1999)
ve .08 < RMSEA < .10 (MacCallum, Browne ve Sugawara, 1996) olarak belirlenmistir.
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Bulgular

Cocuk odakliligin evlilik doyumu {izerindeki dogrudan etkisini inceleyen ilk modelde (common fate model)
RMSEA = .137 (% 90 CI = .015, .290) ile &nerilen kesme degeri iizerinde kalmistir. Bunun diginda »%(1) = 3.98,
p = .046, CFl = .98, SRMR = .039 degerleri dikkate alindiginda modelin verilere iyi bir uyum gosterdigi
sOylenebilir. Bununla birlikte “kiigiik df've sahip modeller igin, RMSEA, model dogru bir yapiyr tanimliyor olsa
bile onerilen kesme noktalarini siklikla asabilmektedir” (Kenny, Kaniskan ve McCoach, 2015, s. 501).
Deneyimsel kaginma olmadiginda ¢ocuk odakliligin evlilik doyumu {izerindeki dogrudan etkisi anlamlidir (8 = -
48, p < .001). Bu model evlilik doyumundaki varyansin %23'inii agiklamigtir. Bir sonraki agamada da
goriilebilecegi gibi modele deneyimsel kaginmanin da dahil edilmesiyle df degeri yiikselmis ve RMSEA degeri de
oOnerilen aralikta yer almstir.

Aracilik modeli verilere iyi uyum géstermistir: *(3) = 2.16, p =.091, CFI = .99, SRMR = .043 ve RMSEA = .086
(%90 CI =.000, .178). Cocuk odaklilik deneyimsel kaginmay1 (f = .44, p <.01) ve deneyimsel kaginma evlilik
doyumunu (8 = -.63, p < .001) modelde anlamli olarak yordamigtir. Cocuk odaklilik, deneyimsel kaginmada
varyansin %20’sini agiklarken ¢ocuk odaklilik deneyimsel kaginmayla birlikte evlilik doyumunda varyansin
%55'ini agiklamaktadir. Deneyimsel kaginmanin araci etkisi hesaba katildiktan sonra ¢ocuk odakliligin evlilik
doyumu tizerindeki dogrudan etkisinin daha fazla anlamli olmadigi (5 = -.20, ns) goriilmiistiir, bu da deneyimsel
kaginmanin modele tam olarak aracilik ettigini gostermektedir. Cocuk odakliligin evlilik doyumu iizerindeki
dolayli etkisi deneyimsel ka¢inma araciligiyla anlamhdir (f = -.36, p < .01) ve %95 giiven araligi sifiri
icermemektedir. Spesifik olarak evli bireyler daha yiiksek ¢ocuk odaklilik bildirdiklerinde daha fazla deneyimsel
kagimmaya sahip olabilirler ve boylece daha az evlilik doyumu hissedebilmektedirler.

Tartisma ve Sonuc¢

Bulgular daha yiiksek diizeydeki cocuk odakliligin, daha diisiik evlilik doyumu ile sonuglandigini gostermektedir.
Cocuk odaklilik, Kerr ve Bowen (1988) tarafindan ¢iftlerin iligkilerinde deneyimledikleri kronik kaygiyla bag etme
yollarindan biri olarak belirtilmektedir. Mevcut aragtirmanin bulgulari dogrultusunda katilimcilar, iligki
uyumunu dengelemek amaciyla ¢ocuk odakliligi kullandiklarinda bu durumun evlilik doyumlarini yine de
kaginilmaz olarak azalttig1 sdylenebilir.

Ayrica ¢alismanin bulgulari daha yiiksek diizeydeki ¢ocuk odakliligin daha yiiksek deneyimsel kaginma ile ilisgkili
oldugunu ortaya koymaktadir. iki degisken arasindaki iliskiyi inceleyen herhangi bir calisma olmamasina ragmen
onceki arastirmalar islevsel olmayan gocuk yetistirme uygulamalarinin daha yiiksek deneyimsel kaginmayi
ongordugiinii gostermektedir (Shea ve Coyne, 2011). Ebeveynlerin deneyimsel kaginma Oriintiileri, ebeveynlik
kaygisi ile ilgili sorunlar diisiiniildiigiinde ebeveynin kendi i¢ diinyasiyla nasil basa ¢iktigini gdstermektedir
(Emerson, Ogielda ve Rowse, 2019). Deneyimsel kaginma; ebeveynlerin daha fazla korumaci, miidahaleci veya
asir1 kontrolcili davraniglar sergilemesine yol agabilmektedir (Tiwari ve dig., 2008). Ancak bu iligskinin evlilik
doyumuna nasil yol acabilecegi incelenmemistir. iki degisken arasindaki mekanizmanin, eslerin cocuk
yetistirmeyle ilgili evlilik catigmalariyla sonuglanan duygularini bastirma egilimlerinde yattig1 diisiiniilmektedir.
Bu mekanizma, o6rneklemimizdeki ¢iftlerin ¢ocuk yetistirme konusundaki anlagmazliklarini ve ¢atigmalarini
yonetemediklerini gosterebilir. Katilimeilar bu g¢atigsmalarda ortaya ¢ikan duygulart ifade etmekten veya
islemektense bastirmayi tercih etmis ve bu duygular ciftlerin iliskisindeki kronik kaygiy1 da beslemis olabilir.

Bulgular daha yiiksek ¢ocuk odakliligin, evlilik doyumunu azaltarak daha yiiksek deneyimsel kaginma kullanimini
ongordiigiinii ortaya koymaktadir. Onceki arastirmalar, bu degiskenler arasindaki etkilesimleri ayr1 ayr
gostermistir ancak bu ¢aligma yapisal esitlik modellemesi yoluyla ii¢ degisken arasindaki iligkileri arastiran ilk
calismadir. Orneklemin ¢ocuk yetistirme uygulamalarmin, bu bulgunun kiiltiirel baglamda daha anlasilir olmasini
sagladig diisiiniilmektedir. Ciinkii ¢ocuk yetistirme uygulamalari Tiirk orta sinif ailelerinde kafa karistirici disiplin
stratejilerini icerebilmektedir (Sunar ve Fisek, 2005) ve bu stratejiler aile sistemlerinde kisisel 6zerklikten daha
cok kusaklar arasinda duygusal bir i¢ ige gegmeye (flizyon) neden olabilir. Bu nedenle aragtirmanin 6rneklemi igin
en zorlu engel, daha fazla deneyimsel kaginma ve ¢ocuk odaklilik ile sonuglanan ¢ocuk yetistirme uygulamalarinda
duygusal i¢ ice gegme riski olabilir. Ayn1 zamanda katilimeilarin aralarindaki ¢atigma nedeniyle evlilikleri risk
altina girebilmektedir. Mevcut bulgularimiz, deneyimsel kaginma ile ¢ocuk odakliligin evlilik doyumu iizerindeki
dogrudan etkisini teorik olarak pekistirmistir. Kusaklar arasi i¢ ige ge¢meye dayali ¢ocuk odaklilik ve ¢ocuk
yetistirme uygulamalarinin 6rneklemdeki kronik kaygiyr artirdigr diigiiniilebilir. Egler ¢ocuklarla ilgili konular1
¢o6zmek zorunda kaldiklarinda diigiik benlik ayrimlagmasi diizeyleri (ve daha yiliksek ¢ocuk odaklilik) ve yogun
zorlayici duygulari (hayal kirikligi, sugluluk veya 6fke gibi) nedeniyle iligkilerindeki kronik kaygi diizeyi de
artiyor olabilir. Bununla birlikte evlilik doyumuyla ilgili istenmeyen duygular1 (kronik kaygi) maskelemek i¢in
kaginma, suglama, elestiri veya alaycilik gibi deneyimsel kaginmayi isaret eden davraniglariyla evlilik catigmalari
ortaya cikabilir ve evlilik doyumlarmi olumsuz etkiliyor olabilir. Sonu¢ olarak evlilik doyumunun
giiclendirilmesine yonelik ¢aligmalarda eslerin benlik ayrimlagmasi (daha diisiik diizey gocuk odaklilik) ve
psikolojik esneklik diizeylerinin artirilmasina odaklanilmasini 6neriyoruz.
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Introduction

Defining and studying marital satisfaction (MS) is a complex task for researchers because a satisfying marriage
may also represent a context in which couples experience stress or dissatisfaction. Moreover, MS is not a one-
dimensional structure in which positive features are dominant in marriages and negatives rarely emerge (Bradbury,
Fincham, & Beach, 2000), and maintaining long-lasting assumptions in MS-related literature has become more
challenging (Karney & Bradbury, 2020). MS in Turkish culture also seemingly reveals a multi-dimensional factor
structure with contradictory features such as conflict and anger versus closeness and harmony (Canel, 2013). A
clear definition of MS emphasizes the attitude of individuals towards their spouse and relationship (Bradbury et
al., 2000; Fincham & Beach, 2010). Nevertheless, the latest research often focuses on the relationship between
MS and the communication styles or problem-solving abilities of couples in their marriages’ emotional climate
(Hou, Jiang, & Wang, 2019; Lavner, Karney, & Bradbury, 2016; Unal & Akgiin, 2022) utilizing dyadic data.

In the current study, we similarly assumed that a healthy emotional climate is a prerequisite for a healthy marital
relationship, and marriages with a particular pattern of behavior may become more susceptible to emotional
disorders. One of the factors that regulate this context of emotional functioning (or MS) is the focus on child (FC),
as an indicator of low-level differentiation of self (DoS) (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). The DoS is inherently paradoxical;
it requires the achievement of genuine intimacy with family members and significant others (togetherness) while
individuals maintain an emotionally self-determined position (separateness) in their close relationships (e.g.,
marriage). In the case of a low level of DoS, chronic anxiety triggers more extreme dysregulation in the family
members’ emotional functioning (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). The lower the DoS level in the family system, the higher
the FC. Thus, spouses inevitably become more rigid, intolerant, and emotionally reactive towards each other
(Papero, 2014), which may cause a relational intolerance that may affect the MS levels of the spouses.

One or more members in an undifferentiated family system absorb chronic anxiety with impaired emotional
functioning (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). Such a pattern can reveal many child-related problems, parents can be child-
oriented, and children-related issues can easily lead to marital conflict, as parents focus on child-oriented issues
unconsciously (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). FC is one of the variables in conjunction with DoS and MS, which we
aimed to investigate. The construct is the distinct sub-dimension of the nuclear family emotional functioning
(NFEF) concept in Bowen Family System Therapy (BFST; Kerr & Bowen, 1988). The NFEF’s other sub-
dimensions are symptoms in spouses, marital conflict, and emotional cutoff, as we discussed in the next section.
We suggest that FC is the most reflective variable that mirrors the spouses’ aversive inner experiences on their
emotional functioning contributing to the level of their MS. Because young offspring’s joining the nuclear family
is one of the developmental stages, chronic anxiety (as a result of low-level DoS) in the family system may have
intensified more than ever (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). Among NFEF variables, we assume that FC is the most
comprehensive variable that assesses all family members' functioning (including children) instead of a dyadic
relationship. Moreover, FC provides a context in which how a dysfunctioning of a nuclear family system affects
MS can be observed.

We noted that the MS level is just one of the nuclear families” emotional functioning signs, but little research has
been done on the link between NFEF variables and MS. Few pieces of research specify that a dyad’s combined
functioning (e.g., emotional) symptoms progressively unveil the marital distance and conflict (Klever, 2001).
Moreover, spouses report lower FC and greater MS when they have a higher perception of self-developmental
orientation — as a self-construal construct- in their cultural context (Kursuncu, 2020). Our focus on MS as the
dependent variable was driven by Bowen's conceptions of NFEF, which inspired this research. Our MS research
can advance scientific understanding of factors underlying dysfunctional family dynamics and strategies used by
family members to manage their emotional difficulties.

Focus on Child

Our investigation’s theoretical background is centered on the BFST. The approach principally points to symptom-
producing mechanisms in a dyadic relationship instead of depicting MS. Symptoms are evaluated as obstacles to
a satisfactory dyadic relationship (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). A satisfactory marriage depends mainly on the DoS
levels in a dyadic system and spouses’ functional lifestyle patterns. Four anxiety-binding symptoms emerge in the
emotional context of a nuclear family (NFEF) otherwise (Kerr & Bowen, 1988): focus on the child (FC), emotional
distance, marital conflict, and symptoms in spouses. Among these NFEF symptoms, FC prompts spouses'
unintentional projection of chronic anxiety (or marital tension) on children that may become more defenseless,
being the least differentiated family members, and more likely to develop emotional, interpersonal, and
maladaptive problems (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). The FC manifests itself in parental behaviors of overprotection,
intergenerational fusion, or interdependent parent-child relationships that inhibit the children from developing a
sense of DoS; therefore, childrearing practices become marital conflicts (Platt & Skowron, 2013). Such a pattern
of childrearing practices becoming a matter of marital disputes in Turkish culture is also observable. FC and marital
conflict have also been reflected as reciprocal mechanisms of symptoms in a dyadic relationship in Turkish culture
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(Kursuncu, 2020). FC functions in a continuum line where childrearing practices create marital conflicts to satisfy
spouses' emotional contact need in a dysfunctional dyadic relationship pattern (e.g., criticism). Chronic anxiety
vigorously sustains, and MS becomes at risk. Although FC has emphases such as over protecting, and too focused
on the child, Turkish parents reflect more on child-related issues become marital conflict (Kursuncu, 2020).

Family developmental transitions or crisis periods may alter the NFEF symptoms over time. Before the dyad has
children, one of the spouses may endeavor more for marital adjustment than the other spouse. The purpose for
marriage harmony may be binding the chronic anxiety, especially during stressful or crisis situations. With the
inclusion of the child in the family, this dysfunctional pattern may turn into efforts to prove who is right about the
child-related issues or quickly turn into marital conflicts in childrearing practices (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). While
other dimensions (i.e., symptoms in spouses, marital conflict, emotional distance) only refer to dyadic tension, we
assume that FC is the dimension that best reflects the emotional system of the nuclear family as a whole. We
suppose that the pattern in which children are involved in a dyadic relationship (FC) will provide a broad
perspective for a deeper comprehension of the family system and relationship satisfaction between spouses.

The critical factor is how spouses handle FC-related emotional handicaps. Such a dysfunctional pattern can also
be dynamic in a well-differentiated dyad, but unlikely it reveals marital conflicts as chronic anxiety is low in the
family system (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). Emotion regulation-related findings in MS reveal that higher emotion
regulation skills in marriages predict current and future MS, especially for wives (Bloch, Haase, & Levenson,
2014). Research reveals that when spouses have more emotional skills (e.g., emotional control, identification /
communication of emotions), they report higher MS through intimacy (Mirgain & Cordova, 2007). In our study,
we presume that the emotional demands of FC for dyads increase in the presence of experiential avoidance.

Experiential Avoidance

Experiential avoidance is conceptualized in Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT; Hayes et al., 1996;
Hayes et al., 2004). The construct reflects the individuals’ persistent strategies of emotional, behavioral, or
cognitive avoidance preferences against painful internal experiences (e.g., emotions, memories). People don't want
to have painful inner experiences because they believe those experiences will damage them. Thus, they try to
manage this aversive stimulus (Gaudiano, 2011; Hayes, Wilson, Gifford, Follette, & Strosahl, 1996). The issue
with experiential avoidance is that it is illusory and causes people to feel relief in the short term, which makes
them more resistant and dysfunctional to changing their avoidance behaviors (Hayes et al., 1996; Hayes et al.,
2004).

We presume that the experiential avoidance can reflect spouses’ aversive inner experiences within a mediating
link between maladaptive dyadic pattern of FC and spouses' MS level. Spouses lose their bearings when they have
to cope with their undesired or overwhelming feelings in experiences of FC, increasing their experiential avoidance
levels. These avoidant behaviors in a dyadic relationship also become more visible and persistent in FC; given the
risk of rejection, either emotional or physical closeness in dyadic relationships may be avoided by individuals.
Spouses refrain from creating shared memories, or they avoid communicating with each other under the shadow
of past experiences where conflictual communications and distance appear (Peterson, Eifert, Feingold, &
Davidson, 2009). Less experiential avoidance patterns in a dyadic relationship likely assisted “the couples to
become observers of their internal negative relationship reactions and thus make choices not to engage in old
patterns of avoidance and conflict behavior” (Peterson et al., 2009, p. 439). While many dyads experience
experiential avoidance occasionally, we assume that the higher the spouses’ FC the more likely to develop chronic
anxiety, in which emotional symptoms (e.g., emotional distance) including experiential avoidance patterns may
emerge. BFST assumes that spouses with lower FC (greater DoS) will have more emotional functioning, referring
to an ability to manage unpleasant emotions even when tension or stress in a dyadic relationship is high (Kerr &
Bowen, 1988). Developmental experiences (i.e., childrearing) may also produce difficult emotions in the dyad’s
relationship. Nevertheless, we found only one study examining the relationship between FC and MS (Kursuncu &
Stimer, 2021). No research looks into experiential avoidance's function as a mediator between MS and FC.

Rationale

A dyad’s cognitive fusion sustains experiential avoidance (Gaudiano, 2011). For instance, when a dyad has a
cognitive fusion with a negative thought (My spouse is not a good enough parent), they are involved in that thought
(Bad parent = my spouse). The fused cognitive content and the literal expression of such thinking rule their
behaviors (I cannot relinquish control to my spouse when my child-related topics are concerned). One may engage
in such thoughts (e.g., blaming) and feelings (e.g., hate, regret) on the spouse’s parenting without any process.
However, this avoidance preference may direct the person to suppress these thoughts and emotions in the long run,
which narrows the behavioral repertoire (i.e., conflict resolution strategies) and psychological flexibility against
the dyadic tension. This conceptualization reminds us of Bowen’s (1978) closed and open relationship systems. In
the closed dyadic relationship systems, spouses have no sense of flexibility “to communicate a high percentage of
inner thoughts, feelings, and fantasies to another who can reciprocate” (Bowen, 1978, p. 322). The open dyadic
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relationship system supports spouses process their emotional attachments or dilemmas without reflexive emotional
reactions when chronic anxiety is more noticeable. We assume that psychological inflexibility (with higher
experiential avoidance) and the closed relationship systems will ultimately emerge in greater undifferentiation
(DoS). Unprocessed experiences, such as emotions from child-related conflicts (FC), might therefore cause
experiential avoidance to replace with the ability to access unwanted ideas or feelings immediately triggered. We
aim to investigate how these relationships operate on MS. Our findings may delineate the results on evidence-
based NFEF, and FC (low-level DoS) may unconventionally emerge in different cultural orientations, reflecting
independent or psychologically interdependent systems (Erdem & Safi, 2018). Moreover, researchers call for
culturally oriented studies, including family-of-origin concepts (i.e., DoS, FC) in non-western countries
(Rodriguez-Gonzalez, Martins, Bell, Lafontaine, & Costa, 2019). Hence, an integrationist stance may be superior
as our study examined the association between FC (BFST), experiential avoidance (in the ACT), and MS in a
sample of Turkish married individuals, which has the following hypotheses:

First hypothesis: MS will be lower in Turkish dyads with higher FC.
Second hypothesis: The relationship between MS and FC will be mediated by experiential avoidance.

Method
Participants and Sample

Criterion sampling from purposive sampling methods was applied. One could participate the study if they are a
member of a heterosexual nuclear family (two parents and at minimum one child). Participation was not dependent
on the number of marriages a person had as far as the child(ren) was/were born in their current relationship.
Spouses participated in the study from different cities across Tiirkiye (e.g., Ordu, Amasya, Van, Samsun,
Gaziantep, Istanbul). Our participants were 159 married dyads consisting of 318 individuals. The mean age
variable was 37.75 years (SD = 8.14). Participants presented a highly educated profile; most belonged to vocational
higher school, undergraduate or graduate degrees (n = 241, 75.8%). Others had graduates of high-school (n = 45,
14.2%), primary or secondary schools (n = 31, 9.7%; 1 missing, 0.3%). Our participants were mainly in their first
marriages (n = 313, 98.4%). Participants mainly reported marital length of 6 to 10 years (n = 108, 34%), 16+ years
(n = 82, 26%), 1 to 5 years (n = 71, 22%), 11 to 15 years (n = 54, 17%), and less than one year (n = 1, and 2
missing, 1%). Spouses had one child (n = 151, 47.5%), two children (n =118, 37.1%), 3 children (n = 41, 12.9%),
and 4+ children (n = 8, 2.5%). The firstborn children's average age remained at 9.61 years (SD = 8.69).

Data Collection Instruments

The Focus on Child Subscale (Family Genogram Interview; FGI). The FC subscale is a part of FGI (Platt &
Skowron, 2013). FC subscale assessed the focus on child dynamics in Turkish culture (Kursuncu, 2020) with three
items (5 points Likert type) as a part of Turkish FGI (Kursuncu, 2020). The item example is “How much would
you say your relationship with your children affects your marriage?” (Kursuncu, 2020, p. 159). Confirmatory
factor analysis (CFA) results indicated an acceptable model fit for Turkish FGI with y%df = 2.3, CFl = .95, TLI =
.94, SRMR = .06, and RMSEA = .06, indicating four-factor structure. Turkish version’s Cronbach’s alpha and
Omega coefficients were .72 and .76 respectively. The lowest score for FC is three, and the highest score is fifteen.
Higher scores indicate higher FC. Internal consistency via McDonald's Omega and Cronbach’s alpha coefficients
were .76 in our study.

Acceptance and Action Questionnaire-11 (AAQ-11). The scale (Bond et al., 2011) assesses experiential avoidance
(indicates psychological inflexibility) with seven items (7-point Likert type scale). CFA results indicated an
acceptable model fit for Turkish AAQ-II with y*/df = 3.7, CFl = .97, GFI = .97, SRMR = .02, and RMSEA = .08,
indicating one-factor structure. Turkish version’s (Yavuz et al., 2016) Cronbach’s alpha and the test-retest
reliability coefficient were .84 and .85. There are seven to forty-nine possible scores. Higher scores indicate higher
experiential avoidance (less psychological flexibility). Internal consistency via McDonald's Omega and
Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were .92 in our study.

Relationship Assessment Scale (RAS). The scale (Hendrick, 1988) assesses MS with seven items (7-point Likert-
type). There are also seven to forty-nine possible scores. Items 4 and 7 are reverse-coded. Higher scores indicate
higher MS. Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) of Turkish RAS indicated one-factor solution with 52% of the
variance. Turkish version (Curun, 2001) revealed .86 of internal consistency via Cronbach’s alpha coefficient. In
our investigation, the RAS yielded Cronbach’s alpha values of.89 and McDonald's Omega coefficients of.90.

Demographic Information Form. We developed a survey information form with questions about the spouses'
backgrounds and demographics, including the number of marriages, children, and marriage duration.

Data Collection Process

The Institutional Review Board of Ordu University's Social and Human Sciences Ethics Committee gave
authorization based on ethical considerations (approval number 2020-85). The Declaration of Helsinki and this
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institutional review board's ethical standards were followed in conducting the study. We applied Google forms to
collect the data throughout 2020 and 2021. We believed that when our sample members responded to questions
anonymously (with no personal data requested), their experiences, feelings, or thoughts would be simpler to
picture. Additionally, we wanted to reach out to couples that prefer online data-gathering methods over traditional
paper-and-pencil questionnaires. Dyads were told to respond to the instruments independently of one another.
Before answering, partners were required to input a nickname on the survey's top that they had jointly chosen. We
used these nicknames rather than credentials to match the spouses' responses. On the opening step of the online
form, dyads were asked to indicate their voluntariness in a consent form. We posted information about the study
on social media (e.g., WhatsApp).

Analysis

Using SPSS version 22, we investigated descriptive statistics, presumptions, and bivariate analyses (IBM Corp.
Released, 2013). Regarding the non-independence of the dyadic data, a Common Fate Model (CFM) was applied.
We used maximum likelihood estimation in AMOS 24.0 (Arbuckle, 2016). Because both couples' variances on
our constructs are shared, we assumed on CFM that our factors are common dyadic structures impacting both
partners (Ledermann & Kenny, 2012). Thus, spouses’ scores were implied as the indicators of latent dyadic factors
of FC, experiential avoidance, and MS investigating structural model (Figure 1). Model fit indices including cutoff
points in assessment of the findings we considered y%/df-ratio < 5 (Schumacker & Lomax, 2004); CFI of .95 or
above, SRMR of .08 or below (Hu & Bentler, 1999), and .08 < RMSEA < .10 (MacCallum, Browne, & Sugawara,
1996).

Results
Preliminary Analysis

Since it was necessary to reply to every question in the survey, we did not find any missing data. The management
of the deviations from multivariate non-normality was favored using maximum likelihood estimation (MLE)
plus bootstrapping (Byrne, 2010). There was no violation of the linearity and homoscedasticity of the partial
regression plots. The correlation coefficients amongst research variables revealed no greater cutoff point than .90
(maximum was r = -.53), multicollinearity assumption was not violated (Kline, 2011).

Descriptive and Bivariate Correlations

The sample exhibited greater MS (M = 41.55, SD = 6.97) but lower level of experiential avoidance (M = 15.86,
SD = 8.04), and FC (M = 7.76, SD = 2.38) compared to possible range scores (see Table 1). In MS and FC, we
didn't reveal any significant gender differences. Women, however, reported higher levels of experiential avoidance
(t = 2.77, p < .05). All study variables revealed significant intercorrelations for women and men, indicating
medium associations, confirming using a CFM approach (Ledermann & Kenny, 2012).

Table 1

Descriptives Including Individual-Level Correlation Matrix (N = 318)
Factors 1. 2. 3.
1. Focus on Child -
2. Experiential Avoidance 28** -
3. Marital Satisfaction -40%* -.53** -
M 7.76 15.86 41.55
SD 2.38 8.04 6.97
Range 3-15 7-42 18-49

Note. *p < 0.05 and ** p < 0.01 levels (two-tailed)

The Common Fate Model

We initially looked into whether the intradyadic associations in the model were all significant and reliable before
running the CFM (see Table 2). We concluded that the connections were robust enough to support the common
fate model estimation as Ledermann and Macho (2009) suggested. We conducted bootstrapping composing from
5.000 bootstrapping samples with the bias-corrected estimation method (Arbuckle, 2016).

Table 2

Intra-correlations between spouses’ scores on study variables
Factors r P
Focus on child .55 .000
Experiential avoidance .34 .000
Marital satisfaction .56 .000
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First Hypothesis (FC to MS). A CFM evaluated the direct effect of FC on MS in the absence of experiential
avoidance (mediator variable). This model confirmed a good fit to the data with x?(1) = 3.98, p = .046, CFI = .98,
SRMR =.039 except RMSEA was the above cutoff value with .137 (90% CI = .015, .290). However, “for models
with small df, the RMSEA can exceed cutoffs very often, even when the model is correctly specified” (Kenny,
Kaniskan, & McCoach, 2015, p. 501). Our direct effect model’s df was only 1. On Kenny et al.’s (2015) suggestion,
a new indicator (experiential avoidance) was added. We expected this model to improve df and lower the RMSEA
to the cutoff value in the mediation model. In excluding experiential avoidance, the direct effect of FC on MS was
significant (4 = -.48, p <.001), and accounted for 23% of the variance in MS.

Second Hypothesis (FC to EA to MS). The mediation model (see Fig 1) supported a good fit to the data, y2(3) =
2.16, p = .091, CFl = .99, SRMR = .043, RMSEA = .086 (90% CI = .000, .178). FC significantly predicted
experiential avoidance (8 = .44, p < .01), and experiential avoidance significantly predicted MS (f = -.63, p <
.001). FC had a 20% explained variance in experiential avoidance. Still, FC and experiential avoidance altogether
accounted for 55% of the variance in MS. Experiential avoidance fully mediated the model, as evidenced by the
fact that, after accounting for its mediating effect, the direct effect of FC on MS was no longer significant (5 = -
.20, ns). The 95% confidence interval did not contain zero for the indirect effect of FC on MS, which was
significant (# = -.36, p < .01). Married dyads reported greater experiential avoidance and less MS when their FC
was higher.

Focus on Child » Marital Satisfaction
Direct effect= -.20
Indirect effect=-.36

Figure 1. Using standardized coefficients, the Common Fate Mediation Model examines the path: focus on the child —
experiential avoidance — marital satisfaction

Note. * p < 0.05 and ** p < 0.01 levels (two-tailed).

Discussion

The purpose was to examine the relationship between FC and MS. Moreover, we investigated the mediator role of
experiential avoidance in the relationship between FC and MS.

Focus on Child to Marital Satisfaction

Our findings revealed that higher FC resulted in lower MS in bivariate correlations and our first direct effect model.
With higher FC (low-level DoS) childrearing practices become more reasons for marital dissatisfaction. While
some studies support this finding, for example, being a parent can increase marital conflicts (Claxton & Perr-
Jenkins, 2008) and decrease MS (Keizer, Dykstra, & Poortman, 2010), some studies indicate that being a parent
increases well-being (Yu et al., 2019) and even increases the happiness of spouses with the first child (Kohler,
Behrman, & Skytthe, 2005). Our sample may have targeted such a pattern to absorb chronic anxiety to balance
relationship harmony; nevertheless, MS inevitably decreases. The link between parenting and MS indicates,
“increases or decreases in parents’ marital conflict over raising adolescent children were associated with
corresponding decreases or increases in marital satisfaction for both mothers and fathers” (Cui & Donnellan,
2009, p. 478). Our findings move beyond portraying spouses who are satisfied with their marriages when
childrearing practices are concerned; instead, we aim to explain better which confounding variables play a role in
explaining MS. We assume this relationship requires the context of mediating variables such as emotion regulation
abilities (i.e., experiential avoidance) in Turkish samples.
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Furthermore, our findings revealed that higher FC resulted in higher experiential avoidance. Although there is no
study examining the association between the two variables, previous research indicates that dysfunctional
childrearing practices (reflecting FC) predict higher experiential avoidance (Shea & Coyne, 2011). Parental
experience avoidance refers to a parent's coping mechanisms with their inner world, such as anxiety-related
parenting issues (Emerson, Ogielda, & Rowse, 2019). Experiential avoidance leads to more overprotective,
intrusive, or over-controlling behaviors of parents (Tiwari et al., 2008), yet how this relationship may drive to MS
has not been examined. We assume that the mechanism between two variables lies in the context of spouses’
tendency to suppress their emations resulting in childrearing-related marital conflicts. Avoidance and not striving
for solutions to marital problems (e.g., anxiety «» FC) appear as a salient pattern. This mechanism may indicate
that Turkish spouses in our sample fail to manage their disagreements and conflicts about childrearing. Yet, they
may prefer to suppress feelings (e.g., disappointment, guilt, or anger) that emerge in those conflicts rather than
expressing or processing them; in turn, these feelings may have fed the chronic anxiety in the dyadic relationship.

Focus on Child to Experiential Avoidance to Marital Satisfaction

We aimed to investigate the role of experiential avoidance in the association between FC and MS in Turkish dyads.
Our findings revealed that higher use of FC predicted higher use of experiential avoidance, decreasing MS.
Previous studies have shown interplay between these variables, whereas this is the first investigation to use
structural equation modeling (SEM) to explore the associations between all three factors. We assume that this
finding is more straightforward to comprehend in the cultural environment due to the childrearing behaviors of
our sample since childrearing methods in Turkish middle-class families exhibit conflicting discipline strategies
(Sunar & Fisek, 2005), which may have been more likely to produce intergenerational psychological fusion in
their family dynamic than personal autonomy. Therefore, the risk of emotional fusion on childrearing methods
leading to increased experiential avoidance and FC may be the most difficult challenge for the sample. Likewise,
the marital disputes of our participants put their marriages in danger. The direct effect of FC on MS was
theoretically integrated by the path that includes experiential avoidance. Moreover, the finding confirms
experiential avoidance as a salient potential mechanism in transmitting FC onto MS. We consider that FC and
childrearing practices based on intergenerational fusion increased the chronic anxiety in our sample. When spouses
had to solve child-related topics, their higher FC might have fed the chronic anxiety over their intense feelings
(i.e., disappointment, guilt, or anger), and marital conflicts appeared in their avoidant behaviors of blame, criticism,
or sarcasm to mask the unwanted feelings (i.e., chronic anxiety) regarding their MS.

Our study hypothesized an integrated perspective on Bowen’s (1978) model and the experiential avoidance
concept from ACT to understand emotion regulation mechanisms underlying MS. We verified the evidential
support for BFST's claim that higher FC levels (and lower DoS) have an impact on psychological flexibility and
MS. Additionally, our findings can apply Bowen's universality assumption to a sample of Turkish spouses from a
society with more strong collectivist values than Western societies and individualistic values compared with
Eastern culture. Our results may be applied to the field of family counseling by conceptualizing spouses'
maladaptive coping mechanisms (such as FC) and how their avoidant actions affect those mechanisms. We
presume that the focus should be on increasing spouses' DoS (less FC) and psychological flexibility levels to
enhance MS.

As FC theoretically reflects the triangling concept, practitioners working with spouses should be mindful of
triangling patterns (e.g., mediator, scapegoat) and account for the de-triangling procedure (Bowen, 1978; Kerr &
Bowen, 1988). Detriangling in spouses can be seen as efforts to have less FC, and higher DoS level (and lower
experiential avoidance). Family therapists can help spouses in three interrelated manners (Titelman, 2008). The
first is assisting the spouses in improving their ability to have “neutral, person-to-person contact” (Titelman, 2008,
p. 48) when child-related topics become their agenda. Such a neutral position of spouses implies having a more
unbiased focus on their emotional functioning mechanisms and childrearing practices in their own family. The one
step ahead is to progress towards a healthy, authentic relationship between spouses without having emotional
distance, as an indication of psychological flexibility (lower experiential avoidance). The second is helping spouses
act emotionally less reactive in their marriages, especially when their children are concerned. They can employ
techniques for managing their thoughts and emotions that are more self-regulatory. These strategies diminish
experiential avoidance by reflecting increased DoS and, theoretically, working in tandem with the ACT's cognitive
defusion notion (Hayes, Strosahl, & Wilson, 1999). The third invites partners to consider their involvement in the
mechanisms underlying the marriage's problematic patterns.

Our instruments have a self-report structure and are based on spouses’ retrospective self-reports regarding their
perceptions, thoughts, or emotions within their nuclear family experiences, which may have limited our findings.
Moreover, FC theoretically reflects the triangling that children involve in the dyadic relationship to reduce the
marital tension. We believe that children’s perspectives and understanding of FC are also beneficial through cross-
generational interviews to assess FC accurately. Our sample included only heterosexual dyads which can also be
a limitation, we recommend determining how FC and experiential avoidance mechanisms also manifest in
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extraordinary family forms such as step-families. Our data was also cross-sectional. One cannot infer the findings'
causality. One cannot conclude that experiential avoidance drives FC experiences of spouses, or MS drives
experiential avoidance without a longitudinal design to evaluate the directionality of effects. Due to the difficulty
of collecting dyadic data, our small sample size was limited. We recommend extending the validity of findings to
other culture groups with demographically different samples to increase the sample size.

We recommend evaluating the spouses’ family-of-origin process based on childrearing practices and emotion
regulation strategies in addition to their nuclear family experiences. Researchers can concentrate on determining
how the experiences of spouses' families of origin on those characteristics impact their MS. Our sample exhibited
a profile with a high level of education including a satisfying viewpoint in MS. Future studies are advised to collect
samples with a broader range of educational and socio-economical characteristics. As FC pertains to spouses and
at least one child, we recommend researchers use triadic assessment techniques to conceptualize the relationship
between FC, experiential avoidance, and MS. Our last suggestion for researchers is to consider possible
confounding variables that may affect the link between FC and MS such as personality traits (e.g., neuroticism or
psychopathology).
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