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Introduction

• A burgeoning focus of research in romantic relationships and health 
behaviors, highlight that specific strategies couples use, whether 
positive (support) or negative (control), are directly associated with 
health behaviors (de Ridder, Schreurs, & Kuijer, 2005). 



Health Support in Relationships

• Health support includes (Heaney & Israel, 2008)
• emotional support 

• instrumental support by giving tangible aid and services

• informational support

• appraisal support, information that is useful for self-evaluation

• Social support can influence health behaviors directly or indirectly by 
buffering the effect of stress, enhancing mental/emotional health, or 
fostering symbolic meanings (Cohen, 2004). 
• We hypothesize that higher eating encouragement will be directly associated 

with better eating habits



Health Undermining in Relationships

• Opposite to encouragement, is discouragement, a type of feedback 
that is most often destructive, and can include as comments of 
dislike, annoyance, or resentment (Leff & Vaughn, 1985).

• Individuals perceive greater criticism when they are a different 
weight status than their partner (heavy vs light; Burke et al., 2012) 
and that these can create greater conflict in the relationship (Ledyard 
& Morrison, 2008). 
• We hypothesize that higher eating discouragement will be directly associated 

with poorer eating habits



Important Mediator: Diet Self-efficacy

• Self-efficacy refers to the confidence in one’s ability to control his or 
her health habits related to disease management (Bandura, 1997, 
2004). 

• Self-efficacy is one of the strongest predictors of actual health 
behaviors and health outcomes(Jackson, Tucker, & Herman, 2007).
• We hypothesize that both eating encouragement and eating discouragement will 

be associated with eating habits through diet self-efficacy
• Eating Encouragement will be associated with higher diet self-efficacy
• Eating Discouragement will be associated with lower diet self-efficacy



The Present Study
• Much of the research has focused on how couple relationships and 

comments about food function in regard to weight loss or dietary 
adherence in chronic illnesses (such as type 2 diabetes; Novak et al., 
2018) or on how couples’ weight-related comments can induce or 
promote body dissatisfaction or disordered eating behaviors (Markey 
et al., 2008). 

• These population specific analyses do not capture couples without 
these conditions nor included important mediators through which 
eating comments could be associated with actual dietary behaviors. 



Methods
• 234 couples recruited through Qualtrics Paneling--turn taking with 

assessments

• Relationship length ranged from 3.17 years to 60.92, with an average of 20.66 years (S.D. 
= 15.29). 

• The average age of men was 47.62 years old (S.D. = 15.37), with a range of 20-84; the 
average age for women was 44.96 years old (S.D. = 15.00), with a range of 20-77. 

• A majority of the participants reported a combined income between $60k and $80k, 
were Caucasian (87% of men and 82% of women), and had a Bachelor’s degree. Most 
participants had health insurance and were mostly satisfied with their health.

• Measures
• Eating Encouragement and Eating Discouragement (5 items; Sallis et al., 1987)
• Diet self-efficacy (5 items; Schwarzer & Renner, 2009)
• Poor eating habits (8 items; STC; Paxton et al., 2011)



Analytic Plan
• APIM mediation in Mplus

• Compared to plausible alternative models and included relevant control 
variables (relationship length, age, and education)

• We investigated both actor and partner effects
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Discussion
• Our results show that men’s specific strategies (encouragement and 

discouragement) affect both his wife’s eating habits as well as his own. 
• This suggests that when he makes encouraging or discouraging remarks to his partner 

about eating, it is related to both their confidence (for good or ill) to maintain healthy 
eating as well as their health habits. 

• Whereas men’s eating encouragement and discouragement was mostly 
indirectly related to dietary habits (through women’s diet self-efficacy), 
women’s eating encouragement and discouragement was directly related to 
men’s poorer eating habits. 



Implications

• First, assessing for the relational factors associated with diet self-
efficacy may reveal important information about couples’ eating 
encouragement or discouragement is present. 

• Second, health educators would do well to specifically target men’s 
strategies they use with their partners. Whereas previous research 
has suggested that women actively promote their husbands’ health 
(Umberson, 1992), the current study suggests that targeting men’s 
health encouragement (or conversely their discouragement) directly 
could be a fruitful strategy for enhancing both partner’s healthy 
eating. 



Discussion Questions
• What are some other, specific mechanisms through which 

the words we say about food (whether positive or negative) 
could impact our partner?

• What might buffer against the negative impact of eating 
discouragement in couple relationships?
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