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Abstract Using the model of conservation of resources
(Hobfoll in The ecology of stress. Hempshire, New York,
1988; Hobfoll in Am Psychol 44:513-524, 1889; Hobfoll
in Stress, culture, and community: the psychology and
philosophy of stress. Plenum, New York, 1998; Hobfoll in
Appl Psychol Int Rev 50:337-421, 2001), we explore how
advice seeking, as influenced by lack of financial stability
and support and strain from others (i.e., spouse, friends,
and family) predicts psychological well-being and marital
risk. Married and committed individuals (n = 1,798) were
drawn from a nationally representative sample, the MI-
DUS. We found that advice seeking predicted psycholog-
ical well-being and marital risk, but that the relationships
depended on the availability of resources (i.e., financial
stability, support, strain) and from whom support or strain
was received. For example, for individuals lacking finan-
cial stability, marital risk decreased with advice seeking for
those reporting high support from friends, whereas for
individuals with financial stability, marital risk increased
with advice seeking for those reporting high support from
friends. We explain how understanding advice seeking and
its outcomes must be considered within the context of
available resources (or lack thereof).
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Introduction

As adults live longer (US Census Bureau 2(08), psycho-
logical well-being and marital risk are deserving of atten-
tion. Psychological well-being, conceptualized in this study
as low negative affect and high positive affect, is important
to study because it predicts productive activities, allows for
fulfilling relationships with others, and promotes the ability
to change and to cope with adversity (US Department of
Health and Human Services 1999). Marital quality is also
important to study in that those who are married experience
health benefits, so long as their marital quality is more
positive rather than negative (Umberson et al. 2006). In
other words, it is not marriage per se that brings benefits.
Instead, it is the quality of marriage that is important to
consider. Thus, those with high marital risk, or feelings that
the marriage may be in trouble or that partners will sepa-
rate, would not be afforded the same benefits as those with
low marital risk.

What, then, predicts psychological well-being and
marital risk? Using the model of conservation of resources
by Hobfoll (1988, 1989, 1998, 2001), we propose the
following conceptual model: Psychological well-being and
marital risk can be predicted by advice seeking, as influ-
enced by lack of financial stability (versus having financial
stability) and support and strain from particular others
(e.g., spouse, family, friends). Our goal in this paper is to
more explicitly connect advice seeking, a potential
resource in and of itself, with other available potential
resources (such as financial stability and support) as well
as a lack of resources (such as lack of financial stability or
strain) in order to predict psychological well-being and
marital risk.

We use marital and committed partners drawn from the
National Survey of Midlife Development in the United
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States (MIDUS) to test three objectives: (1) How the
effects of advice seeking differ by the outcome (psycho-
logical well-being versus marital risk), (2) How the
availability of resources (financial stability, support), or
lack of resources (lack of financial stability, strain), affects
the relationship between advice seeking and each of the
outcomes, and (3) How the origin of social resources (e.g.,
support from spouse, family, and friends) affects the
relationship between advice seeking and each of the
outcomes.

Conservation of Resources

Hobfoll (1985, 1989, 1998, 2001) posits that under con-
ditions of stress, individuals strive to minimize the net loss
of their resources. Further, people strive to “retain, protect,
and build resources, and what is threatening to them is the
potential for or actual loss of these valued resources”
(Hobfoll 1989, p. 513). In contrast, when individuals are
not currently facing stressors, they strive to develop a
surplus of resources to offset the potential of future
demands and resource losses (i.e., resource gain).

In this model, resources are defined as objects, personal
characteristics, conditions, or energies that are valued by
the individual or that serve as a means for attainment of
these objects, personal characteristics, conditions, or
energies (Hobfoll 1989). Resources are a required currency
of everyday life. Stress results when the demands of life
use up or threaten to use up resources (i.e., resource loss),
or when there is a mismatch between the use of resources
and the benefit received (Hobfoll 2001). That is, individ-
uals are more likely to experience positive well-being when
they have a surplus of resources or when an investment of
their resources results in greater gain rather than loss.

One way to conceptualize advice seeking using the
model of conservation of resources is that of resource loss;
that is, when individuals seek advice from others, they are
depleting their resources, such that advice seeking is an act
that requires people to use social capital, thus not only
incurring a depletion of resources, but also not allowing
them to build up their resources. Thus, greater advice
seeking should predict a decrease in psychological well-
being. An alternative conceptualization, however, is that
advice seeking is a resource gain, in that advice seeking
represents an investment of one resource (e.g., seeking
advice from others) to increase another, more valuable
resource (e.g., figuring out ways to decrease marital risk).
In this sense, advice seeking becomes a cost—benefit
decision for the individual to make. That is, while greater
advice seeking may be costly in terms of psychological
well-being, the added benefits from a healthy marriage (or
less negative marriage) may represent an overall gain in
resources. We explain more about advice seeking in terms

of resource loss and psychological well-being, versus
resource gain and marital risk, in the following paragraphs.

Advice Seeking

We define advice seeking as the preference for getting
advice from others before making a decision and when
upset, feeling better after talking it over with others. As
discussed earlier, advice seeking may very well predict
decreased psychological well-being, in that having to seek
advice is viewed as a resource loss. In support of this
argument, past research has found that greater advice
seeking is associated with decreased psychological well-
being. In a study by Pearlin and Schooler (1978), greater
help-seeking (specific to marital and parenting problems)
was associated with more psychological distress. In another
study, after controlling for earlier psychological symptoms
and perceived stress, greater advice seeking (termed as
support mobilization) was related to increased psycholog-
ical symptoms at the follow-up assessment (Aldwin and
Revenson 1987). In another study, this one of college
students, greater advice seeking was related to an increase
in subsequent depression (Lakey 1988).

In terms of advice seeking and its relation to marital
risk, it may be that seeking advice is not a resource loss,
but instead a resource gain (a trade-off to increase a more
valuable resource). The actual research on advice seeking
and marital risk is limited, but in one study, it was found
that couples who were willing to enter couple’s therapy
(i.e., seek advice from others) had greater increases in
satisfaction than those who did not seek treatment (Chris-
tensen and Heavey 1999). Thus, couples who are willing to
seek the help of professionals may fare better than those
who do not seek help. Given these findings of advice
seeking on psychological well-being, and advice seeking
on marital risk, it becomes clear that advice seeking can be
conceptualized as a cost-benefit decision. Thus, we pro-
pose using the model of conservation of resources (Hobfoll
1988, 1989, 1998, 2001) to further examine the impact of
advice seeking on both psychological well-being and
marital risk, and the conditions under which advice seeking
is beneficial (i.e., resource gain) versus detrimental (i.e.,
resource loss).

As part of the conservation of resources model, we know
that resources are not distributed equally; those with fewer
resources are more vulnerable to additional resource loss
and are also less capable of resource gain (Hobfoll 1989,
2001). In Western society, financial stability (e.g., adequate
income, adequate financial credit, savings or emergency
money, medical insurance) is an important resource
(Hobfoll 1998, 2001). It makes sense, then, to consider how
the lack of financial stability leaves individuals vulnerable
to resource loss.

@ Springer



46

M. Curran et al.

Lack of Financial Stability

When individuals are confronted with stress, they are
predicted to strive to minimize their net loss of resources
(Hobfoll 1989). Energy in this case is not being expended
to add to a surplus which would contribute to increased
well-being, but instead energy is being expended in an
attempt to minimize the loss of resources. Thus, lack of
financial stability represents an example of a resource loss
that leaves individuals particularly vulnerable.

For individuals who lack financial stability, the expense
of energy to minimize the loss of resources may be a
constant source of stress that impacts the well-being of
individuals (Adler et al. 1994; Vinokur et al. 1996) and
couples (Conger et al. 1990; Robertson et al. 1991; Vin-
okur et al. 1996). Lack of financial stability can influence
psychological well-being and health of those at all financial
levels, not just those in extreme poverty (Adler et al. 1994).
Research indicates that financially strained individuals are
both more likely to experience depression (Vinokur et al.
1996), as well as reduced marital quality (Conger et al.
1990; Vinokur et al. 1996). Thus, we would expect indi-
viduals who lack financial stability to report decreased
psychological well-being as well as increased marital risk.
Considering that financial status is difficult to change
(O’Neill et al. 2000), these findings, in and of themselves,
are especially troubling. Because individuals who lack
financial stability have limited resources to begin with, we
expect that greater advice seeking places them at an even
higher risk for further resource loss.

Although advice seeking for those who lack financial
stability bodes ill in terms of diminished psychological
well-being and higher marital risk, other available resour-
ces, such as social support, may buffer these relationships.
Indeed, in addition to financial stability, supportive inter-
personal relationships (e.g., intimacy with one or more
family members or at least one friend, companionship,
loyalty from friends) are important resources in Western
society (Hobfoll 1998, 2001).

Support

Social support is typically considered a resource such that
ongoing support helps individuals to conserve resources
from which to draw upon when they are faced with a
stressor and/or loss of other resources (Hobfoll 1989). In
particular, emotional support, or having someone to talk to
about problems, is one important component of social
support (Uchino et al. 1996) and is related to expectations
of longer lives (Ross and Mirowsky 200Z2). When marital
quality is more positive than negative, married couples
experience physical health benefits (Umberson et al. 2006).
Additionally, social support may have beneficial effects on
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the health of married individuals (Heffner et al. 2004) and
also on their marital satisfaction and outcomes (Kurdek
2005). Thus, we expect that availability of social support
acts as a buffer allowing individuals to minimize resource
loss.

Support from informal networks may represent an
important resource for advice seeking (Chang 2005), par-
ticularly for individuals who lack financial stability. As was
the case for couples attending marital counseling, there will
be some individuals who prefer to seek advice from paid
professionals rather than individuals in their immediate
network. This type of advice seeking, however, may not be
a possibility for individuals who lack financial stability.
Research has found that individuals who exclusively use
social networks (e.g., friends and family) for financial
advice have lower socioeconomic status than those who
use networks in conjunction with other sources (Chang
2003). In other words, for those who are low in socioeco-
nomic status, family and friends are an especially impor-
tant resource for conserving their resources under
conditions of financial stress.

At the same time, however, for those who lack financial
stability, the quality of advice that is received may not
represent a good investment because support networks tend
to be homogenous in nature (Henly et al. 2003). That is,
although those who lack financial stability may turn to
family and friends for support and advice, these individuals
may not be in a position to provide quality advice because
they too may be financially unstable and need to conserve
their own resources. In other words, the quality of advice
received for those who lack financial stability may also be
deficient. Other research supports this finding, showing that
women with lower material and psychological resources
derived less beneficial support and suffered more stress
from their social ties than did women with greater
resources (Riley and Eckenrode 1986) and that those of the
lower socioeconomic class may be frequently too over-
burdened themselves to provide help to those in need
(Kaniasty and Norris 1995). Thus, seeking advice, even
from individuals from whom advice is usually requested,
may be a stressful experience in and of itself, using up
limited resources with little prospect for receiving adequate
return. Thus, one can see how preferences for seeking
advice and from whom individuals seek advice may impact
individuals’ psychological well-being, especially under
conditions of financial stability versus lack of financial
stability.

The results regarding marital risk and lack of financial
stability are not as prominent as those with regard to psy-
chological well-being. In one study, for example, it was
found that in financially unstable households, support
seeking for women from family and friends was actually
detrimental to the marriage (Robertson et al. 1991). But
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whether or not this pattern is upheld in other studies has yet
to be tested. Thus, there is a need to investigate how sup-
port from others influences lack of financial stability to
predict both marital risk and psychological well-being.

Given that the quality of advice received from one’s
support network (e.g., for those who lack financial stabil-
ity) may affect the association between advice seeking and
outcomes, it is important to consider that a support network
may potentially result in a resource loss. Further, since a
loss of resources is more salient than a gain in resources
(Hobfoll 2001), it is important to consider both support and
strain.

Strain

Whereas social support typically refers to the positive,
emotionally sustaining qualities of relationships, strain
from relationships refers to the negative or demanding
aspects of relationships (House et al. 1988). Previous
researchers have suggested that the positive and negative
content of relationships should be considered as concep-
tually distinct dimensions of relationships as they may
differentially and independently impact well-being (House
et al. 1988; Lincoln 2000). That is, while spouse, family, or
friends may be giving support to those who are seeking it,
that support may instead be experienced as strain. Behavior
that is meant to be supportive may instead seem annoying,
demanding, or critical. In a review of 28 studies of support
and strain (called positive and negative social interactions,
respectively), Lincoln (2000) found that in 68% of the
studies, strain had a stronger impact on psychological well-
being, while only one study reported stronger effects for
support. Further, although 21% of the studies documented
that both strain and support were equally important for
psychological well-being, overall, the results provided
strong evidence that strain was more harmful than support
was helpful. These findings are consistent with the con-
servation of resources model (Hobfoll 2001), positing that
resource loss is substantially more salient than resource
gain, and that given equal amounts of loss and gain, loss
will have a significantly greater impact on the individual
than gain. Thus, we expect that relationship strain will
accelerate resource loss. For those who lack financial sta-
bility then, strain may be particularly detrimental as these
individuals have fewer available resources in general.

Support and Strain from Particular Others

As just discussed, individuals who lack financial stability
may turn to individuals they know for advice (Chang
2005). Whether the assistance received conserves resources
or uses resources may depend on the particular other who
provides support or strain. In the few studies of married

individuals in which multiple providers of support and
strain (i.e., spouse, family, and friends) have been
explored, results are mixed. Support from the spouse, but
not from other family or friends, positively predicted out-
comes such as life satisfaction (Walen and Lachman 2000;
Wan et al. 1996) and positive affect (Walen and Lachman
2000), and negatively predicted negative affect (Walen and
Lachman 2000). Yet, another study found that only support
from family, and not support from the spouse or friends,
negatively predicted mood and anxiety disorders (Bertera
2003).

Strain, in general, is predictive of poorer life satisfaction
as well as greater negative mood and problematic health
symptoms (Walen and Lachman 2000). Strain from family
predicted all the same outcomes, in the same direction,
except for life satisfaction. Strain from friends did not
predict any of the outcome variables. In contrast, Bertera
(2005) found that strain from spouse and family, and to a
lesser extent, strain from friends, was predictive of greater
negative mood and anxiety disorders. Although the out-
comes differed between the two studies, the results of strain
underscore its importance as a study variable. To under-
stand more about the role of strain and psychological well-
being, the inclusion of strain from different individuals will
be an important aspect of the current study.

For the investigation of strain and marital risk, research
is once again limited, especially when different individuals
are taken into consideration. However, it is generally
accepted that the marital relationship is important for
individual well-being (Umberson et al. 2006). Thus, strain
from the romantic partner may play a larger role in psy-
chological well-being and marital risk than strain from
other individuals, such as other family and friends. Given
the lack of research on this topic, however, this idea is
posed as a research question.

Taken together, these results provide evidence that
support and strain from particular others cannot be viewed
as equivalent resources, especially for those who lack
financial stability. This same research also provides a
rationale as to why it is important to study support and
strain from particular others as separate predictors versus
collapsing support or strain across a variety of people, or
why we expect that the impact of social resources will vary
depending on who is providing support or strain.

Hypotheses

As drawn from the model of conservation of resources, we
examine how advice seeking predicts psychological well-
being and marital risk, as moderated by lack of financial
stability, support, and strain. We first pose a research
question: Given the mixed findings about the impact of
different individuals on psychological well-being, and the
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lack of research with regard to marital risk, what is the
pattern of results for support and strain from different
individuals (i.e., spouse, family, and friends)? That is,
which relationships will allow individuals to add to or
conserve their resources, and which relationships will use
up available resources?

Arguing that advice seeking needs to be considered in
relation to lack of financial stability, support, and strain, in
order to understand psychological well-being and marital
risk, we make the following predictions:

(H1): With higher advice seeking, lack of financial
stability should negatively predict psychological well-
being and positively predict marital risk, whereas with
higher advice seeking, financial stability should have the
opposite pattern (Advice Seeking x Lack of Financial
Stability).

(H2): With greater advice seeking and higher support,
individuals will report greater psychological well-being
and lower marital risk (Advice Seeking x Support),
whereas with greater advice seeking and higher strain,
individuals will report the opposite pattern (Advice
Seeking x Strain).

(H3): With higher support, individuals will report
greater psychological well-being and lower marital risk,
although the effect should be more beneficial for those
who lack financial stability than for those with financial
stability (Lack of Financial Stability x Support). With
greater strain, individuals will report lower psycholog-
ical well-being and greater marital risk, and the effect
should be more detrimental for those who lack financial
stability than for those with financial stability (Lack of
Financial Stability x Strain).

(H4): With greater advice seeking and higher support,
individuals will report greater psychological well-being
and lower marital risk, although the effect should be
more beneficial for those who lack financial stability
than for those with financial stability (Advice Seek-
ing x Lack of Financial Stability x Support). With
greater advice seeking and higher strain, individuals
will report lower psychological well-being and greater
marital risk, and the effect should be more detrimental
for those who lack financial stability than for those with
financial stability (Advice Seeking x Lack of Financial
Stability x Strain).

Methods

All participants are from a nationally representative data-
set, National Survey of Midlife Development in the United
States, or the MIDUS (see Brim et al. 2004), with the
baseline data being reported here (data from the twin and
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siblings studies were not used). The use of the MIDUS
dataset offers a number of methodological strengths
including participants drawn from a representative dataset,
a large sample size, and a rich dataset with regard to the
study variables. The MIDUS survey was administered via
random digit dialing to a national sample of 7,189 nonin-
stitutionalized, English-speaking adults. Respondents were
between the ages of 25-74 and were recruited by telephone
to participate in the study. Because one of the variables of
interest was marital risk, only those individuals who were
married (n = 1,741) or in a committed, cohabiting rela-
tionship (n = 57) were included. The total sample then was
1,798 individuals.

In terms of demographic variables for our sample, the
median age range was 45-54. The median years of edu-
cation completed was one to 2 years of college (18.0%),
with 9.7% reporting some grade school to GED; 29.8%
reporting graduation of high school; 11.5% reporting three
or more years of college to an associate degree; and 31%
reporting graduation from college to professional degree.
There were 977 men (54.3%) and 821 women (45.7%). In
terms of ethnicity, 91.3% of the sample was White. The
median number of children was two (32.7%), with a range
from O children (15.2%) to five or more children (6.4%).

Respondents answered questions about psychological
well-being, marital risk, advice seeking, lack of financial
stability, support, and strain. Higher scores on scales
indicate greater positivity for the positive scales (e.g.,
positive affect, support) and greater negativity (e.g., marital
risk, lack of financial stability) for the negative scales. (See
Table 1 for descriptive statistics of the study variables, and
Table 2 for correlations among the variables.)

Table 1 Descriptive statistics for study variables

Variables M SD  Min Max

Psychological well-being

Negative affect (log) 0.15 0.14 0.00 0.70
Positive affect 342 0770 1.00 5.00
Marital risk 191 065 1.00 4.20
Advice seeking 272 067 1.00 4.00
Lack of financial stability (z score) —0.21 3.61 —7.53 11.99
Support
Support from spouse 358 056 1.00 4.00
Support from family 346 058 1.00 4.00
Support from friends 321 0.67 1.00 4.00
Strain
Strain from spouse 216 062 1.00 4.00
Strain from family 2.09 060 1.00 4.00
Strain from friends 191 049 1.00 4.00

Note: Sample size is 1,798 individuals
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Table 2 Intercorrelations of study variables

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11
1. Negative affect - - - - - - - - - - -
2. Positive affect —.62% - - - - - - - - - -
3. Marital risk 31%* —.33% - - - - - - - - -
4. Advice seeking —.06* .09* —.06* - - - - - - - -
5. Support from spouse —.24* .30% —.62% 12% - - - - - - -
6. Support from family —.23% 27* —.23% 14%* 24% - - - - - -
7. Support from friends —.15% 22% —.12% 19%* .19* .38%* - - - - -
8. Strain from spouse 29% —.30% .69% —.03 —.63% —.19% —.14%* - - - -
9. Strain from family 26% —.23% 27* 03 —.14* —.38% —.14* 31* - - -
10. Strain from friends .18%* —.12%* 23% 03 —.087" —.12%* —.09% 27 A4T* - -
11. Lack of financial stability 31%* —.33% 31* —-.01 —.24* —.19% —.19% 26% 18* 15% -

*p < .01 + p < .05; N = 1,798 individuals

Measures

To assess psychological well-being, measures of both
positive and negative affect were used. For positive affect,
participants were asked to report during the past 30 days
how they had felt on each of six items, including feeling
cheerful, in good spirits, extremely happy, or calm and
peaceful on a 1 (all of the time) to 5 (none of the time) point
scale. Items were reverse coded so that higher scores
indicated better mood and then the mean of all six items
was computed (o = .91). For negative affect, participants
were asked to report during the past 30 days how often
they had felt on each of six items, including feeling so sad
nothing could cheer them up, feeling nervous, and restless
or fidgety on a 1 (all of the time) to 5 (none of the time)
point scale. Items were reverse coded so that higher scores
indicated more negative mood and then the mean of all six
items was computed (x = .87).

To assess marital risk, respondents answered five
questions. First, they were asked about how often in the
past year they had thought their relationship might be in
trouble, rated on a 1 (never) to 5 (all the time) point scale.
Next, they were asked about the chances of separation from
the partner, rated on a 1 (very likely) to 4 (not likely at all)
point scale. Finally, they were asked about disagreements
regarding money matters, household tasks, and leisure time
activities, rated on a 1 (a lot) to 4 (not at all) point scale.
All items except the first one were reverse coded and then
the mean of all five items was computed (o = .76).

To assess advice seeking, respondents answered three
questions, “I like to get advice from others before making a
decision,” “When I’m upset about something, I feel better
after 1 talk it over with others,” and “I prefer to make
decisions without input from others.” Items were coded on
a 1 (a lot) to 4 (not at all) point scale. The first two items

were reverse coded, the three items were summed together,
and the mean was computed across the set of items
(o = .60).

To assess lack of financial stability, respondents
answered five questions. For the first two questions, indi-
viduals answered how they would rate their financial sit-
uation these days and looking ahead 10 years from now on
a 0 (worst) to 10 (best) point scale. The next question
concermed how much thought and effort individuals put
into their financial situation these days on a 0 (none) to 10
(very much) point scale. For the last two questions,
respondents indicated how difficult it was to pay their
monthly bills, which was rated on a 1 (very difficult) to 4
(not at all difficulf) point scale, and the amount of money
they had now, which was rated on a 1 (more money than
need) to 3 (not enough money) point scale. All items,
except the last one, were reverse coded, all items were
transformed into z-scores, and then summed together.
Higher scores signified greater lack of financial stability
(o = .75).

To assess support, respondents answered four questions
on a1l (a lot) to 4 (not at all) point scale. With regard to the
support questions about family, respondents were asked,
“Not including your spouse or partner, how much do
members of your family really care about you?”; “How
much do they understand the way you feel about things?”;
“How much can you rely on them for help if you have a
serious problem?”; and “How much can you open up to
them if you need to talk about your worries?” The same
questions were asked about friends, with the prompt, “How
much do your friends...” Finally, the same questions were
asked about the spouse or partner, with the prompt, “How
much does your spouse or partner...” Items were recoded
so that higher scores indicated more support. Each of the
four items specific to the particular person (i.e., family,
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friend, spouse) was summed together, and then the mean
was calculated across the four items to form the support
scales (x = .84, .88, and .86 for family, friends, and
spouse, respectively).

To assess strain, respondents answered four questions
on a 1 (often) to 4 (never) point scale. With regard to the
strain questions about family, respondents were asked,
“Not including your spouse or partner, how often do
members of your family make too many demands on
you?”; “How much do they criticize you?”; “How often
do they let you down when you are counting on them?”’;
and “How often do they get on your nerves?” The same
questions were asked about friends, with the prompt, “How
much do your friends...” Finally, the same questions were
asked about the spouse or partner, with the prompt, “How
much does your spouse or partner...” Items were recoded
so that higher scores indicated greater strain. Each of the
four items specific to the particular person (i.e., family,
friend, spouse) was summed together, and then the mean
was calculated across the four items to form the strain
scales (« = .80, .80, and .80 for family, friends, and
spouse, respectively).

Plan for Analysis

Outcomes of psychological well-being have been found to
be, at best, only modestly correlated, so following the
example of others (Grzywacz and Marks 1999), our mea-
sures of psychological well-being were operationalized as
distinct outcomes. Weighted data from STATA were used
and are reported here. Because negative affect was found to
be both skewed and kurtotic, it was log transformed.

Hierarchical regression analyses were used. Given the
moderated regression analyses used here, the predictor
variables that were used to create interaction terms were
centered and these centered values were used to compute
the interaction terms (Aiken and West 1991). Also, because
the multiplicative two- and three-way interaction terms
represent the interaction only when all lower order terms
have been partialled, we included all lower order compo-
nents in the analyses for the interactions (Aiken and West
1991).

The analyses were conducted in five blocks. On the first
block, the control variables were entered and consisted of
age, gender, race (dummy coded as 0 = white, | = other),
number of children, and education. On the second block,
the conditional main effects (i.e., hypothesized predictors
and moderators) were entered. These included advice
seeking, lack of financial stability, support from spouse,
support from family, support from friends, strain from
spouse, strain from family, strain from friends. The third
block included all the two-way interactions between advice
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seeking and lack of financial stability, advice seeking and
each of the support variables, and advice seeking and each
of the strain variables. The fourth block included all the
two-way interactions between lack of financial stability and
each of the support variables, and lack of financial stability
and each of the strain variables. Finally, the fifth block
included the three-way interactions among advice seeking,
lack of financial stability, and each of the support variables,
and advice seeking, lack of financial stability, and each of
the strain variables.

Following the example of others (Walen and Lachman
2000), we report the significance level at .01 for all main
effects and at .05 for all interaction terms. Given the large
sample size and number of analyses conducted, a signifi-
cance level of .01 for main effects is reasonable, as is the
significance level of .05 for the interactions given that
interactions are more difficult to detect. We still report the
conditional main effects that were p < .05 in the text and
tables, but describe these as trends.

Results
Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

The descriptive statistics and correlations of the study
variables are in Tables 1 and 2, respectively. The support
scales and positive affect are concentrated toward or near
the upper limit of the range, and the strain scales are
concentrated toward the lower limit of the range. Advice
seeking was positively correlated with each of the support
variables and positive affect, and negatively correlated
with negative affect and marital risk. Support from the
spouse, family, and friends was positively correlated with
one another, while negatively correlated with strain from
the various others and lack of financial stability.

Overview of Interactions

After specifying the control variables in Block 1 and the
conditional main effects in Block 2 of the hierarchical
regression analysis (see Table 3), we tested the hypothe-
sized interactions. The interaction terms are not included in
the tables, but significant terms are reported in the text. The
coefficients reported in the tables and in the text are all
unstandardized coefficients (B).

Significant two- and three-way interactions were probed
by graphing regression lines using the methods described
by Aiken and West (1991). For the significant three-way
interactions, we plotted the estimated effects of advice
seeking on each of the outcome variables for two values of
support (or strain), one standard deviation above the mean
and one standard deviation below the mean, and for low
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Table 3 Summary of hierarchical regression analysis
Variable Dependent variables
Negative affect (log) Positive affect Marital risk
B SE B B SE B B SE
Intercept 13* .05 2.86* 24 2.35% 18
Block 1: demographics
Number biological children —.00 .00 —.00 .01 —.01 .01
Race .02 .01 —.26% .06 —.14* .05
Education —.00" .00 -.01 .01 —.01 .00
Age —.01%* .00 .02 .01 —.09% .01
Gender .03* .01 —.05 .03 —.09% .02
R* for block 1 .04* .02% .06*
Block 2: main effects
Advice seeking —.00 .01 .03 .03 —.00 .02
Lack of financial stability .01* .00 —.05% .01 .02% .00
Support from spouse —.00 .01 13* .05 —.36* .03
Support from family —.02" .01 13% .04 —-.02 .03
Support from friends —-.01 .01 .09* .03 .06* .02
Strain from spouse .04* .01 —.12% .04 AT* .03
Strain from family .02% .01 —.08" .04 .05 .02
Strain from friends .01 .01 .01 .04 06" .03
R? for block 2 20% 23% .58%*
R? change 16% 21% 52%
R? for equation 22% 25% 58%

F statistic F(32, 1,766) = 13.86

F(32, 1,776) = 15.92 F(32, 1,766) = 63.27

Note: The final statistics are based on equations that included interaction terms that when significant, are discussed in the text

*p < .01 + p < .05; N = 1,798 individuals

and high levels of lack of financial stability. Because taking
one full standard deviation above the mean would exceed
the uppermost limit for support from spouse and support
from family, we used one-half standard deviation above
and below the mean for these variables in plotting the
interactions. All other plots use the full one standard
deviation above and below the mean. For the two-way
interactions, we explain the plotting of the estimated
effects for each analysis in the following paragraphs.

(H1): With higher advice seeking, lack of financial
stability should negatively predict psychological well-
being and positively predict marital risk, whereas with
higher advice seeking, financial stability should have the
opposite pattern (Advice Seeking x Lack of Financial
Stability).

Although the conditional main effects for lack of
financial stability were in the expected direction (see
Table 3, Block 2), we did not find support for an inter-
action between advice seeking and lack of financial
stability.

(H2): With higher advice seeking, support should
positively predict psychological well-being and nega-
tively predict marital risk (Advice Seeking x Support),
whereas with higher advice seeking, strain should have
the opposite pattern (Advice Seeking x Strain).

We found mixed support for this hypothesis. Strain
exacerbated the effect of advice seeking on negative affect.
Support, however, did not diminish the effect (that is, none
of the interactions with Advice Seeking x Support were
statistically significant). For the two-way interactions of
Advice Seeking x Strain, we found four significant find-
ings: Advice Seeking x Strain from the Spouse predicted
both negative affect and positive affect (B = —.03, SE
B=.01, p<.0l, and B= .15, SE B = .05, p < .01,
respectively), and Advice Seeking x Strain from Friends
predicted both negative affect and positive affect (B = .04,
SE B=.02, p<.001l, and B= —.18, SE B = .06,
p < .01, respectively). Expectedly, as individuals sought
more advice, negative affect increased, and positive affect
decreased, both for individuals reporting high and low

@ Springer



52

M. Curran et al.

Negative Affect

0.05 4

-0.05 4

-0.15 T
Low High
Advice Seeking

weffese High strain from friends

== | ow strain from friends
== == High strain from spouse

=y = LOW strain from spouse

Fig. 1 Pattern of negative affect on advice seeking, as a function of
strain from friends compared to strain from the spouse

strain from friends, although the patterns were stronger for
high strain from friends. Unexpectedly, however, we found
the opposite pattern for strain from the spouse. Here, we
found that as individuals sought more advice, negative
affect decreased, and positive affect increased, for both
high and low strain from the spouse, although the patterns
were once again stronger for high strain. Figure 1 illus-
trates the difference in findings between strain from friends
and strain from the spouse for negative affect.

(H3): With higher support, individuals will report greater
psychological well-being and lower marital risk,
although the effect should be more beneficial for those
who lack financial stability than for those with financial
stability (Lack of Financial Stability x Support). With
greater strain, individuals will report lower psycholog-
ical well-being and greater marital risk, and the effect
should be more detrimental for those who lack financial
stability than for those with financial stability (Lack of
Financial Stability x Strain).

We found that Lack of Financial Stability x Support
from Friends significantly predicted marital risk (B =
—.02, SE B = .01, p < .05). This interaction was qualified
by a significant three-way interaction involving advice
seeking (B = —.01, SE B = .01, p < .05), and the pattern
of findings for this two-way is similar to the three-way,
which we discuss under H4. We did not find support for
Lack of Financial Stability x Strain.

(H4): With greater advice seeking and higher support,
individuals will report greater psychological well-being
and lower marital risk, although the effect should be
more beneficial for those who lack financial stability

@ Springer

than for those with financial stability (Advice Seek-
ing x Lack of Financial Stability x Support). With
greater advice seeking and higher strain, individuals
will report lower psychological well-being and greater
marital risk, and the effect should be more detrimental
for those who lack financial stability than for those with
financial stability (Advice Seeking x Lack of Financial
Stability x Strain).

As mentioned earlier, we found a significant three-way
interaction of Advice Seeking x Lack of Financial Sta-
bility x Support from Friends for marital risk. Expectedly,
we found that for individuals who lacked financial stability,
marital risk decreased with advice seeking for both high
and low support from friends, although the decrease was
steeper for those reporting high support from friends.
Unexpectedly, however, we also found that for individuals
who had financial stability, marital risk increased with
advice seeking for both high and low support from friends,
but that the increase in marital risk was greater for those
reporting high support from friends (see Fig. 2).

We also found a significant three-way interaction of
Advice Seeking x Lack of Financial Stability x Support
from Family for negative affect (B = .01, SE B = .00,
p < .05). Expectedly, we found that for individuals with
financial stability, negative affect decreased with advice
seeking for both high and low support from family,
although the decrease was steeper for those reporting high
support from family. Unexpectedly, however, for individ-
uals who were lacking financial stability, negative affect
increased with advice seeking for both high and low sup-
port from family, although there was a slightly steeper
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Fig. 2 Pattern of marital risk on advice seeking, as a function of
support from friends, as dependent on lack of financial stability
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Fig. 3 Pattern of negative affect on advice seeking, as a function of
support from family, as dependent on lack of financial stability

increase for those reporting high support from family (see
Fig. 3).

Discussion

We use the model of conservation of resources (Hobfoll
1988, 1989, 1998, 2001) to examine how advice seeking, a
potential resource, predicts psychological well-being and
marital risk, as influenced by other potential resources,
such as financial stability and support from particular
others (spouse, family, friends), or lack of resources, such
as lack of financial stability and strain from particular
others (spouse, family, friends). We find that advice seek-
ing predicts psychological well-being and marital risk, and
that the relationships depend on the availability of resour-
ces, or lack of resources, and from whom support or strain
is received.

We hypothesized that with greater advice seeking,
support should positively predict psychological well-being
and negatively predict marital risk, although the effect
should be more beneficial for those who lack financial
stability than for those who have financial stability. We
find support for this hypothesis such that for individuals
lacking financial stability, marital risk decreases with
advice seeking for both high and low support from friends,
although the decrease is steeper for those reporting high
support from friends (Fig. 2). We also find support for this
hypothesis such that for individuals with financial stability,
negative affect decreases with advice seeking for both high
and low support from family, although the decrease is

steeper for those reporting high support from family
(Fig. 3).

Unexpectedly, however, we also find that for individuals
with financial stability, marital risk increases with advice
seeking for both high and low support from friends, but that
the increase in marital risk is greater for those reporting
high support from friends (Fig. 2). In other words, with
greater advice seeking, marital risk actually is the highest
for those who receive support (not strain) from friends and
for those who are financially stable. In contrast, the
opposite, and expected, pattern is evidenced for those who
receive high support from friends and who lack financial
stability. Also unexpectedly, we find that for individuals
who are lacking financial stability, negative affect increa-
ses with advice seeking for both high and low support from
family, although there is a slightly steeper increase for
those reporting high support from family (Fig. 3).

Why is it that with greater advice seeking, the greatest
increase in marital risk is seen for those with financial
stability and with high support from friends, while the
opposite pattern is seen for those who lack financial sta-
bility? Consistent with the conservation of resource model,
one explanation is that, even though those with financial
stability have greater marital risk, financial stability nev-
ertheless seems to convey advantages and resources that
may not be offered or allowable for those who lack
financial stability. That is, for those who are financially
stable, greater advice seeking, coupled with high support
from friends, allows them the possibility to contemplate
and articulate marital risk (defined as thinking that their
marriage may be in trouble, considering separation from
the partner, and strong disagreements with the partner). In
contrast, such contemplation may not be a viable option for
those who lack financial stability, in that these individuals
need to conserve their resources, even if a problematic
spouse is one of those resources.

As for the second unexpected finding, why is it that, for
those who lack financial stability, greater advice seeking
and high support from family predicts an increase in neg-
ative affect, while the opposite (and expected) pattern is
seen for those with financial stability? While those who
lack financial stability may turn to, and even receive, high
support from their family, such support may be compro-
mised because these family members may be in their own
state of stress and not able to offer the advice that finan-
cially unstable people need because they themselves are
trying to conserve their own resources. Research described
in the literature review (Kaniasty and Norris 1995; Riley
and Eckenrode 1986) supports this claim. In contrast, those
who are financially stable may have networks of support
that have more resources than those available to individuals
who lack financial stability. This idea would explain why
financially stable individuals experience decreased
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negative affect with support from their family when they
sought advice.

Both of these unexpected findings support the view that
financial stability acts as a strong resource, which is
probably why in many Western societies, finances were
commonly voiced as resources (Hobfoll 1998, 2001). In
contrast, the lack of financial stability is reinforced here as
a lack of resource, and one that has great implications for
the individual’s psychological well-being.

The aforementioned findings are with regard to advice
seeking as viewed in terms of support and financial sta-
bility. We also find a pattern of results for advice seeking
and strain. Specifically, we find that with greater advice
seeking, high strain from friends predicts higher negative
affect and lower positive affect, as expected (see Fig. 1). In
contrast, however, with greater advice seeking, high strain
from the spouse predicts lower negative affect and higher
positive affect, which was not as expected (see Fig. 1).
Because we find this same pattern of results for negative
affect and positive affect, it is more difficult to dismiss the
results as spurious.

It could be argued that seeking advice in a context of
high strain from the spouse may represent a way in which
the individual is attempting to work out the differences in
the couple’s relationship, in which case a subsequent
improvement in psychological health is plausible. That is,
instead of ignoring or dismissing that there is marital risk,
partners seek out advice, perhaps on how to help improve
their marriage before it gets worse.

With friends, on the other hand, perhaps the fact that
these relationships are more easily broken off than family
or spousal ties explains why we see such negative effects
for strain when individuals are advice seekers. That is,
when individuals experience strained relationships with
friends, yet still seek advice, it is possible that this advice
seeking behavior is even more taxing on the already
strained relationship than it was before the advice seeking
behavior. Given that there may not be the same barriers to
leaving a friendship as there are to leaving a marriage or
one’s family, advice seeking in an already strained
friendship may be particularly risky for psychological well-
being.

Because some research has suggested that support from
family or friends can buffer strained spousal or partner
relationships (e.g., Walen and Lachman 2000), we tested
this buffering idea on negative affect and positive affect by
adding two additional variables to the hierarchical regres-
sion equation: Advice Seeking x Strain from Spouse x
Support from Family, as well as Advice Seeking x Strain
from Spouse x Support from Friends. We find a significant
three-way interaction for Advice Seeking x Strain from
Spouse x Support from Family for both negative affect
(B=.04, SE B= .02, p<.05) and for positive affect
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(B=—.18, SE B = .09, p < .05). The interaction among
Advice Seeking x Strain from Spouse x Support from
Friends is not significant for either negative affect or
positive affect. As expected, we find that under conditions
of low support from the family, negative affect does in fact
increase, and positive affect does in fact decrease, for both
low and high strain from the partner, although the increase
or decrease is stronger for high strain from the partner.
More surprisingly, however, not only did high support from
family not act as a buffer, but in fact, negative affect
increases, and positive affect decreases with advice seek-
ing, for those reporting high strain from the spouse, under
conditions of high support from the family (see Fig. 4).
One explanation for the aforementioned unexpected
finding may lay in the fact that negative affect is at its
highest, and positive affect is at its lowest, when individ-
uals report greater, rather than lower, advice seeking. It
may be that individuals are seeking advice because they are
already distressed, as has been documented in the literature
(e.g., Christensen and Heavey 1999). Especially, if the
spouse is a source of strain, and for which individuals need
to go elsewhere in order to seek resources, seeking advice
from others, even under high conditions of support from
the family, can still be a stressful experience. A finding by
Robertson et al. (1991) lends credence to this idea. These
researchers find that support seeking for women from
family and friends is also detrimental to the marriage for
some individuals. Even though support from the family
does not act as a buffer for negative and positive affect in
the ways we expect when there is strain from the spouse,
reports of advice seeking and support from the family
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Fig. 4 Pattern of negative affect on advice seeking, as a function of
strain from the spouse, as dependent on support from the family
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suggest that the individual may still be trying to take
action, even though such support may not, at least in this
case, compensate for lack of spousal support.

The pattern of findings reported earlier underscores why
it is important to study multiple individuals and their roles
as resources, as well as support and strain, instead of one or
the other (e.g., the different findings for negative and
positive mood when considered with strain from friends or
strain from the spouse). The model of conservation of
resources fits well with this argument, such that one seeks
to conserve resources when under stress, and add to one’s
surplus of resources when not under stress as demonstrated
here. Thus, when a particular individual is a source of
support, then the individual can seek other resources. But
when strain from a particular other is experienced, as we
saw with the spouse, support from the family may not be
able to act as a buffer or serve as a resource. It may help the
individual, however, to feel like they can do something
about the situation, even if their current psychological
well-being is not as positive as we would have hoped.

Advice seeking is an important variable in the study, in
that individuals willing to seek advice from others may
have been more likely to perceive support rather than strain
from significant others, at least theoretically. At the same
time, however, the possibility exists that different people
provide different types and quality of advice. Some
researchers suggest that the use of advice depends on the
content received and how the quality of the evaluation is
perceived, in addition to “facework,” or the evaluation of
information regarding the relationship of the advice givers
and the advice receivers (Macgeorge et al. 2004). In this
sense, advice seeking, as defined in the present study, is
limited in that it was measured as an individual’s prefer-
ence for receiving advice before making decisions, rather
than the measurement of actual advice seeking behaviors or
the assessment of who the person went to for advice. Future
studies may help fill this gap by evaluating not only to
whom individuals go for advice, but how they evaluate and
utilize the advice they receive from different people.

Other limitations include that only one partner in the
relationship provided data on the study variables. It would
be important for future research to obtain data from both
spouses or partners, as well as from the family and friends
in order to obtain multiple viewpoints, whenever possible.
Also, only one point in time was assessed. Longitudinal
investigation of the hypotheses and research question is
warranted, especially considering the assessment of whe-
ther or not the psychological well-being outcomes reported,
as well as marital risk, continue to be true, or if events have
transpired to alter these outcomes.

Despite these limitations, the study offers important
insight into how Hobfoll’s model of conservation of
resources can be used to examine the conditions under

which advice seeking is related to psychological well-being
and marital risk, and how these pathways can be influenced
by those who have, and for those who lack, financial sta-
bility, as well as by strain and support from different
individuals. Such information gives us a more complete
understanding of how advice seeking, in addition to the
availability of resources, or lack of resources, can be used
to predict psychological well-being and marital risk.
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