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This study investigated the mediating role of perceived partner responsiveness in the relationship between emotional reactivity and marital quality among Chinese couples. The survey participants included 550 couples from 28 provinces in the Eastern, Central and Western China. The ages of the husbands range from 39 to 64 years old whose average age is 46.45 years old, while the ages of the wives vary between 32 and 62 years old whose average age is 45.08 years old. The Emotion Reactivity Scale, Perceived Partner Responsiveness Scale, and Quality of Marriage Index were selected for measurement. The results showed that the scores of husbands perceived partner responsiveness and marital quality were significantly higher than those of wives, and there was no significant difference in emotional reactivity between husbands and wives. Correlation analysis showed that emotional reactivity of couples was negatively correlated with perceived partner responsiveness and marital quality, while perceived partner responsiveness was positively correlated with marital quality. Based on the Actor-Partner Interdependence Model (APIM), it was found that the emotional reactivity of both spouses was a significant negative predictor of their marital quality (actor effect). It also significantly negatively predicted the marital quality of the spouse (partner effect). The mediating effect analysis results showed that the husbands’ perceived partner responsiveness played a mediating role in the emotional reactivity of the couples on marital quality of the husbands, and the wives’ perceived partner responsiveness played a mediating role in the emotional reactivity of the couples on marital quality of the husbands. The wives’ perceived partner responsiveness played a mediating role in the effect of the couples’ emotional reactivity on the wives’ marital quality. The results of this study contribute to a better understanding of the mechanism of emotional reactivity of couples affecting marital quality and have a guiding significance for improving marital quality.
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INTRODUCTION

For most people, marriage is one of the most important issues that need to be faced and resolved in a person’s life. Family originated from marriage. Parent-child relationship and sibling relationship are all developed on the basis of marriage relationship. Marital quality can affect the harmony of family members, which is a prerequisite for family functions to be exerted (Yoo, 2020).

The research on marital quality has always been a hot topic in the field of marriage and family. In Confucianism’s opinion, marriage is the beginning of human relations as well as the basis of policy and kingdomlization. In addition, in the traditional Chinese concept of marriage, the children’s marriage is entirely decided by their parents, and the couple have not met each other even once before getting married. In the past 20 years, with the rapid development of China’s economy, the continuous improvement of people’s educational level, the continuous development of urbanization, and the impact of multiculturalism, the traditional view of marriage and family has changed (Mo, 2020). People’s expectations for marriage are higher and higher, and they also pay more attention to marital quality (Su et al., 2018).

Marital quality is the subjective evaluation of the marital relationship by both spouses, and it is the key factor that affects marital happiness and life quality (Fowers and Owenz, 2010). Previous studies have shown that the marital quality is closely related to the loneliness and infidelity of married adults (Isanejad and Bagheri, 2018). Low-quality marriages tend to have strong instability which has a good predictive effect on divorce tendency (James, 2015). In addition, the marital quality of parents can also affect the psychological and behavioral development of their children. On the one hand, cross-sectional studies have found that the parental marital quality is related to the occurrence of children’s anxiety, fear, depression, aggression (Gamliel et al., 2018), social withdrawal, and eating disorders and other behavioral problems and emotional distress (Salafia et al., 2016). On the other hand, follow-up studies have also confirmed that the marital quality of parents can also affect their children’s future development (Rhoades et al., 2011) and mental health (Ding et al., 2019). Therefore, it is of great significance to explore the influencing factors of marital quality and further reveal its influencing mechanism to maintain the harmonious coexistence of families.


The Direct Effect of Emotional Reactivity on Marital Quality

The establishment of marriage means that the couple needs to face and solve more negative life events, such as conflicts and differences between the two parties (Ali et al., 2020), work-family conflicts, economic pressure, children’s education, etc. (Ying et al., 2020). The negative emotions caused by negative events are not only not conducive to problem solving, but also have a negative impact on the development of the marital relationship and the marital quality (Frye et al., 2020). It is worth noting that individuals with different emotional response characteristics may produce different results when facing the same pressure (O’Connor et al., 2018). Emotional reactivity is the emotional experience generated by an individual under the action of the evoked stimulus, the intensity of the perceived emotion, and the time required for the emotion to return to the baseline level (Nock et al., 2008). Emotional reactivity includes three aspects: emotional sensitivity, emotional intensity and emotional persistence. Individuals with high emotional reactivity have difficulty in emotional coping and emotion regulation. When they face negative stimuli, they will show high sensitivity, high intensity and slow recovery. The higher a person’s emotional reactivity level is, the lower the threshold of emotional arousal will be. In the same stress situation, individuals with high emotional reactivity level will have stronger emotional reactivity, longer duration, and more likely to lead to mood disorders, depression disorders (Shapero et al., 2016), anxiety disorders and other mental disorders (Dell et al., 2020). In addition, the stronger the individual’s emotional reactivity and the more difficult it is to regulate emotions, the easier it is to experience anxiety, pain, fear, anger, jealousy (Chapman et al., 2015), disgust and other emotional responses (Polanco-Roman et al., 2018). Therefore, high emotional reactivity has a damaging effect on marital quality.



The Actor-Partner Interdependence Model of Emotional Reactivity on Marital Quality

Based on family system theory, as a subsystem of the family system, couples form an emotional community, which connects with each other emotionally (Davies and Cicchetti, 2004). The emotional experience of one party can be transmitted to the other party, thus becoming the problems that both husbands and wives need to deal with together (Erdem and Safi, 2018). Emotional reactivity is considered as the core index to measure the marital quality of a couple. Couples with positive emotional reactivity often support each other when facing daily pressure (Gardner et al., 2007), which helps to create a harmonious family atmosphere and thus improves the marital quality of both parties (Amber et al., 2020). What’s more, people’s attributions of their partners’ negative emotions also influence their marital quality. If individuals perceive their spouses as less emotionally reactive, they are more inclined to attribute the cause of their emotions to the external environment when they show negative emotions. That is why those individuals are more tolerant of their spouses’ negative emotions and more willing to offer support, which helps reduce marital conflict and has a positive effect on improving the quality of marriage for both partners (Ye et al., 2018). In consideration of the interaction between emotional reactivity and marital quality of couples, this study took couples as the research objects, and used Actor-Partner Interdependence Model to estimate actor effect and partner effect. The actor effect refers to the influence of individual predictor variables on outcome variables, that is, the influence of individual emotional reactivity on their marital quality. The partner effect refers to the influence of individual predictive variables on spouse’s outcome variables, that is, the influence of individual emotional reactivity on spouse’s marital quality.



The Mediating Role of Perceived Partner Responsiveness in the Actor Effect of Emotional Reactivity on Marital Quality

Perceived partner responsiveness may play a mediation role in the actor effect of emotional reactivity on marital quality. It refers to the degree to which a person perceives that his partner pays attention to his core characteristics and responds positively (Reis et al., 2011). The individual’s emotional reactivity may have a negative impact on perceived partner responsiveness. Social regulation cycle theory holds that individuals will consciously influence others’ emotions through interpersonal interaction. In the process of couple interaction, individuals identify the spouse’s emotions, evaluate need for regulation, and decide what regulation strategies to adopt (Reeck et al., 2016). Common adjustment strategies include remaining passive, changing or avoiding. If the emotional response of the spouse is too strong, the individual tends to adopt the strategy of remaining passive, considering that it is difficult to regulate the spouse’s emotion and may even produce negative results (Reeck et al., 2016). Individuals with high emotional reaction tendencies are easy to be regarded by their spouses as unfriendly or even hostile, which reduces the frequency of their behavior reaction (Overall et al., 2020). In addition, the degree to which individuals perceive partner response is influenced by the way they respond to their partner’s needs (Lemay et al., 2007). For example, if a wife always responds positively to her husband’s needs, the wife is more likely to experience the husband’s positive response to her. Individuals with high emotional reactivity often make negative avoidance response to their spouse, which leads to a lower degree of perceived partner responsiveness.

Perceived partner responsiveness is an important factor in improving a couple’s marital quality (Alonso-Ferres et al., 2020). When individuals perceive that their spouse actively responds to their needs, desires, hobbies, etc., they will think that they are understood, cared for, and valued (Merwin and Rosen, 2020), which is conducive to the improvement of marital quality (Reuma et al., 2016). Numerous studies have shown that perceived partner responsiveness plays a decisive role in the establishment, maintenance and development of intimate relationships (Tasfiliz et al., 2018; Alonso-Ferres et al., 2021). This can be explained by the couple interaction theory and Circumplex Model of Marital and Family Systems. According to the couple interaction theory, the marital quality depends on the quantity and quality of the interaction between a couple. Positive interaction can enhance a couple’s feelings and improve the quality of marriage (Cundiff et al., 2015). Circumplex Model of Marital and Family Systems points out that the balanced couples have more positive communication skills than unbalanced couples. Good communication can promote family cohesion and flexibility. Open and positive communication among family members is conducive to the normal play of family function, so as to improve marital satisfaction (Olson et al., 2019). Therefore, perceived partner responsiveness may have a positive predictive effect on marital quality.



The Mediating Role of Perceived Partner Responsiveness in the Partner Effect of Emotional Reactivity on Marital Quality

Emotional reactivity not only has a negative impact on individual’s perceived partner responsiveness, but also may influence the degree of spouse’s perceived partner responsiveness. Individuals with high emotional reactivity are easy to experience emotional reactions such as anxiety, pain, jealousy and disgust. They often adopt the negative communication mode of accusation and avoidance, and less self exposure. They are less willing to respond to their spouse’s needs, desires or actions (Eman et al., 2019). In addition, individuals with high emotional reactivity are often in negative emotions. They not only lack enough patience and energy to accompany their spouse, but also frequent marital conflicts may lead to negative interaction patterns, which will have a negative impact on the spouse’s perceived partner responsiveness and marital quality (Liu and Cheung, 2015). Self exposure, physical contact, sharing and mutual appreciation in the process of couple interaction can effectively promote the development of intimate relationship (Henry et al., 2007). The withdrawal behavior between husband and wife, such as silence, avoiding physical contact, being not interested in the topics raised by the spouse, and ignoring each other’s feelings, can lead to negative communication patterns. This destroys the intimacy of the family, which in turn affects the marital quality of both spouses. Therefore, perceived partner responsiveness may play a mediating role in the partner effect of emotional reactivity on marital quality.



Objectives and Hypothesis

Marital quality is the subjective feelings of both spouses about the marriage relationship. It is affected by many factors such as social culture, stressful life events, communication styles, and personality characteristics. Among them, emotional reactivity is considered to be a key factor affecting marital quality (Gardner et al., 2007). At present, there is no research to explore the relationship between emotional reactivity and marital quality in the context of Chinese culture. In addition, previous studies focused more on the actor effect of individual emotional reactivity on marital quality. Only few studies focused on the partner effect of emotional reactivity on marital quality, especially the mediating role of perceived partner responsiveness between the two. Based on this, this study uses Chinese couples as the research object and uses the APIM model to explore the relationship between emotional reactivity, perceived partner responsiveness and marital quality, and further explore its internal mechanism.

We propose the following Hypothesis (as shown in Figure 1):
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FIGURE 1. Theoretical hypothesis model. H, husbands; W, wives; ERS, emotion reactivity scale; PPRS, perceived partner responsiveness scale; QMI, quality of marriage index.


H1: Emotional reactivity has a negative impact on their own marital quality (actor effect).

H2: Emotional reactivity has a negative impact on marital quality (partner effect).

H3: Perceived partner responsiveness mediates the relationship between emotional reactivity and marital quality.




MATERIALS AND METHODS


Participants and Procedures

The online survey targeted middle-aged couples from 28 provinces in the eastern, central and western China and was conducted from January 24 to February 7, 2021. A total of 132 college student investigators from different provinces were recruited through posters in three universities in China. Prior to the baseline survey, we trained investigators on how to carry out investigation, investigation procedures and precautions. The investigators conducted a questionnaire survey on eligible couples among their friends, relatives, and neighbors. Before the investigation, the purpose of the survey, the way of answering the questionnaire and confidentiality were introduced to the surveyed couples in detail, and the existing questions were answered and informed consent was obtained. Couples who agreed to participate in the survey were provided with a number and they just need to fill in the number when answering for data matching. The research completed a survey of 1,227 middle-aged people in total. After the completion of the survey, the researchers checked all the survey data one by one and deleted the invalid data. For example, the data were not matched, the answer time was outside the extreme value of 2 standard deviations, all the questions chose the same option in all the questions, and the answers were random and regular. In the end, 1,100 valid questionnaires were retained, constituting 550 couples.

A total of 550 couples participated in the study, including 302 families living in cities and 248 in rural areas, with husbands ranging from 39 to 64 years old with an average age of 46.45 years (SD = 4.34) and wives ranging from 32 to 62 years old with an average age of 45.08 years (SD = 4.33). This study was approved by the Ethics Committee of Changchun University of Chinese Medicine (Approval No.: 2019YFC1709901).



Measures


Emotion Reactivity Scale

We used the Chinese version of the Emotion Reactivity Scale to measure emotion reactivity (Nock et al., 2008). The questionnaire consists of three subscales: emotional sensitivity (10 items), emotional intensity (seven items) and emotional persistence (four items), with a total of 21 items rated on a 5-point Likert scale from 0 (not at all like me) to 4 (completely like me). The following sentence is an example of emotional sensitivity dimension items: item (5) “I tend to get very emotional very easily.” The following sentence is an example of emotional intensity dimension items: item (4) “When I’m emotionally upset, my whole body gets physically upset as well.” The following sentence is an example of emotional persistence dimension items: item (11) “When I am angry/upset, it takes me much longer than most people to calm down.” Higher scores mean the higher emotional reactivity of the individual. In the present research, the questionnaire demonstrated a good internal consistency in the data reported by husbands and wives. In this study, the husbands’ Cronbach’s alpha coefficients on the total questionnaire and each dimension questionnaire were 0.97, 0.95, 0.92, and 0.88, respectively; the wives’ Cronbach’s alpha coefficients on the total questionnaire and each dimension questionnaire were 0.97, 0.95, 0.91, and 0.87, respectively.



Perceived Partner Responsiveness Scale

We used the Chinese version of the Perceived Partner Responsiveness Scale (PPRS) (Reis et al., 2011). The questionnaire is a single-dimensional questionnaire with a total of 12 items. It is a 7-point Likert scale from 0 (not at all like me) to 7 (completely like me). Some instances of PPRS’s items are as follows: item (4) “My partner knows me well,” item (7) “My partner really listens to me,” and item (12) “is responsive to my needs.” Mean scores of the 12 items are calculated. The higher the score, the more response the individual perceives from their partner. In this study, the internal consistency reliability of the data reported by husbands and wives was 0.97 and 0.98, respectively.



Quality of Marriage Index

We used the Chinese version of the Quality of Marriage Index (QMI) (Norton, 1983). This is a single-dimensional questionnaire consisting of six items. The last item ranging from 1 (very unhappy) to 10 (very happy), and on 7-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (not agree at all) to 7 (completely agree) for the other five items. Some instances of PPRS’s items are as follows: item (1) “We have a good marriage,” item (4) “Our marriage is strong,” and item (6) “I really feel like part of a team with my partner.” Sum scores of the six items are calculated, with higher scores reflecting better marital quality. In the data reported by husbands and wives of our study, the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of the QMI was 0.96 and 0.97.




Data Analysis

All data analyses were carried out using IBM SPSS Statistics (Version 21.0). Descriptive statistics were computed for all sociodemographic and study variables. Descriptive statistical analysis of husband’s and wife’s scores in Emotion Reactivity Scale (ERS), PPRS, and QMI. A paired-sample t-test was performed to investigate the difference between husband and wife in the scores of each variable. Pearson correlation analysis was used to investigate the correlation between ERS, PPRS and QMI scores of both spouses. In order to test the research hypothesis, AMOS (Version 24.0) was used to analyze the Actor-Partner Interdependence Model (APIM). Among them, the actor effect was the impact of the emotional reactivity of both spouses on their own marital quality, and the partner effect was the impact of the emotional reactivity of both spouses on the marital quality of the spouse. If χ2/df < 3, CFI > 0.9, TLI > 0.9, NFI > 0.9, AGFI > 0.9, SRMR < 0.05, RMSEA < 0.08, it meant that the model fits well. Based on the direct predictive effect of emotional reactivity on marital quality, Amos (Version 24.0) was used to test the model containing mediating variables (perceived partner responsiveness). The fitting index χ2/df, CFI, TLI, NFI, AGFI, SRMR, and RMSEA were also used to analyze the model and the non-significant paths were deleted. The Bootstrap method of bias correction was performed to test the mediation model.




RESULTS


Descriptive Statistics

The mean and standard deviation of the research variables of middle-aged couples is shown in Table 1 separately for husbands and wives. The results of paired t-tests (see Table 1) showed that husbands were higher than wives in perceived partner responsiveness and marital quality, and there was no gender difference in other variables.


TABLE 1. Descriptive statistics of study variables for husbands (n = 550) and wives (n = 550).
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Correlations

Intercorrelations among the study variables are ported in Table 2 separately for husbands and wives, together with correlations between couples. The results showed that husbands’ emotional reactivity was significantly negatively related with the marital quality and perceived partner responsiveness of both spouses, and the correlation coefficient was −0.25 to −0.29. Wives’ emotional reactivity was significantly negatively related with the marital quality and perceived partner responsiveness of both spouses, and the correlation coefficient was −0.25 to −0.35.


TABLE 2. Correlations among study variables.
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Actor-Partner Interdependence Model

The APIM would be conducted to investigate the actor effect and partner effect of emotional reactivity, using emotional reactivity as a predictor variable and marital quality as an outcome variable. The model fitted well: χ2 = 20.478, df = 16, CFI = 0.999, TLI = 0.998, NFI = 0.995, AGFI = 0.979, SRMR = 0.012, and RMSEA = 0.015.

The results indicated that (see Figure 2) there was a significant negative association between the emotional reactivity and their own marital quality of husbands and wives (actor effect; husbands: β = −0.24, p < 0.001; wives: β = −0.16, p < 0.001). Additionally, we found the partner effect of emotional reactivity on marital quality was also valid. The emotional reactivity of husbands and wives was significantly negatively correlated with the quality of their partners’ marital quality (partner effect; husbands: β = −0.16, p < 0.001; wives: β = −0.27, p < 0.001).
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FIGURE 2. Actor-partner interdependence model. H, husbands; W, wives; ERS, emotion reactivity scale; ES, emotion sensitivity; EI, emotion intensity; EP, emotion persistence; PPRS, perceived partner responsiveness scale; QMI, quality of marriage index.**p < 0.01.




Mediating Effect of Perceived Partner Responsiveness

On the basis of the APIM, we further tested the mediating role of perceived partner responsiveness in the actor effect and partner effect of emotional reactivity on marital quality. After including perceived partner responsiveness in the model, the partner effect of husbands’ emotional reactivity on marital quality became non-significant (β = −0.02, p = 0.378), and the actor effect of wives’ emotional reactivity on marital quality (β = −0.02, p = 0.378) and partner effects (β = −0.01, p = 0.744) became non-significant. In addition, the path that husbands’ perceived partner responsiveness – wives’ marital quality was removed from the final model (β = 0.03, p = 0.298). The model fitted well after removing the non-significant path coefficient: χ2 = 34.274, df = 28, CFI = 0.999, TLI = 0.998, NFI = 0.994, AGFI = 0.975, SRMR = 0.013, and RMSEA = 0.020. Each path coefficient was shown in Figure 3.
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FIGURE 3. Mediating effect of perceived partner responsiveness. H, husbands; W, wives; ERS, emotion reactivity scale; ES, emotion sensitivity, EI, emotion intensity; EP, emotion persistence; PPRS, perceived partner responsiveness scale; QMI, quality of marriage index.**p < 0.01.


As the good fitting of the model, we used the deviation correction percentile Bootstrap method to test the significance of the intermediary effect. The sample size was 5,000 and the confidence interval of 95% was calculated. As was shown in Table 3, the 95% confidence interval of each mediation path did not contain 0, showing that the three mediation paths were all significant.


TABLE 3. Mediating effect analysis results.
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DISCUSSION

A person’s emotional response, especially to negative emotions, can affect the individual’s mental health and social adaptation. Currently, only a few studies have focused on the impact of emotional reactivity on marital quality. In recent years, the divorce rate in China has continued to rise (Mo, 2020). How to improve the quality and stability of marriage has become a hot issue for scholars. To the best of our knowledge, the association between the emotional reactivity and marital quality among Chinese couples has never been examined. The same can also be said for the mediating role of perceived partner responsiveness. The data in this study covers most provinces in China, and can better explain the relationship between emotional reactivity, marital quality, and perceived partner responsiveness in the context of Chinese society. This study takes into account the duality of intimate relationships and takes both spouses as the research objects. It not only expounds the actor effect and partner effect of emotional reactivity on marital quality, but also analyzes the mediating mechanism of perceived partner responsiveness. This helps to better understand the interdependence of intimacy. That is, the emotional responsiveness of one party will affect the other party’s perceived partner responsiveness and marital quality. The research results have more ecological effects.


Differences Between Husband and Wife on Marital Quality

There are differences in couples’ perceptions of marital quality. Women tend to be less satisfied with their marriage relationship, and the number of consultations on marriage and family is significantly more than that of men. In a traditional marriage relationship, the wife spends most of her time and energy on taking care of the family and children, while the husband spends more time on work, social interactions and other things outside the family (Gu, 2019). Wives are more invested in the marriage relationship and have higher expectations, while the husbands are usually the one to be taken care of and benefit more from the marriage. This will lead to the husbands’ marital quality is often higher than that of the wives’ (Shockley and Allen, 2017). In recent years, with the transformation of gender role concepts, traditional values have been replaced by modern concepts, women’s socio-economic status has been significantly improved. Women have begun to participate in political, economic, educational and other activities on a wide and equal basis, and their education level and employment rate continue to rise (Mukherjee, 2015). This may have an impact on traditional marriage relationships.

In recent years, there have been inconsistencies in the results of research on marital quality. Some studies have shown that the husbands’ marital quality is higher than that of the wife. However, some studies have found that there is no gender difference in marital quality (Bulanda et al., 2021). The emergence of inconsistent results may be related to the age and cultural background of the research subjects. Current research on the Chinese couples’ marital quality mostly focuses on newlyweds or elderly couples. While middle-aged people have received education in traditional values and were influenced by modern multiculturalism, the research on this population is relatively lacking. This study found that the marital quality of husbands is significantly higher than that of wives among middle-aged couples in China. This may be due to the fact that although women are no longer completely dependent on their husbands and have begun to participate in workplace work, women still mainly bear the responsibility of taking care of their families. The dual pressure from family and work has a destructive effect on the quality of their marriage (Huang et al., 2019).



Actor-Partner Interdependence Model

The present study takes a dyadic approach to examine emotional reactivity in Chinese couples and its marital quality. The results of the study showed that an individual’s emotional reactivity has a negative predictive effect on their own marital quality, indicating that as the emotional reactivity increases, the individual’s marital quality showed a downward trend. This result confirms that the action effect of the individual’s emotional reactivity on marital quality is established, which is consistent with Hypothesis 1. In addition, the individual’s emotional reactivity has a negative predictive effect on the marital quality of the spouse, indicating that the partner effect of the individual’s emotional reactivity on marital quality is established, and Hypothesis 2 is valid.

This result confirms that there is more evidence about the action effect of emotional reactivity on marital quality. Previous studies have found that emotional reactivity has a low correlation with positive emotional experience, but has a high correlation with negative emotional experience (Nock et al., 2008). Individuals with high emotional responsiveness pay more attention to negative cues and are more likely to fall into negative thoughts and feelings, which will influence their own marital quality (Ye et al., 2018). Although, the previous studies have proved that emotional responsiveness negatively predicts marital quality, however, there is no research to explore the partner effect of emotional reactivity on marital quality. Significant partner effects found in the current study suggest that husbands and wives depend on each other and influence each other, and individual’s emotional reactions can affect the spouse’s marital quality. The results are consistent with the family system theory (Erdem and Safi, 2018). It shows that any individual problems will show up in the couple’s relationship (Crittenden and Dallos, 2009). This suggests that spouses need to pay attention not only to their own emotional state, but also to the emotional state of their spouse when coping with stressful events from daily life. When the spouse is experiencing negative emotions, the one should take the initiative to regulate the spouse’s emotions by means of comfort, listening, sharing, encouragement and other methods.



Mediating Role of Perceived Partner Responsiveness

Based on the analysis of the APIM, we added the mediating variable of perceived partner responsiveness to the model. It turns out that there are differences between husbands and wives in the impact of perceived partner responsiveness on marital quality. Only the wives’ perceived partner responsiveness can positively predict their own and spouse’s marital quality, while the husbands’ perceived partner responsiveness can only positively predict their own marital quality. In other words, the husbands’ perceived partner responsiveness don’t affect the quality of the wives’ marital quality. The result is inconsistent with the existing research in the West (Reuma et al., 2016). In the context of Chinese culture, perceived partner responsiveness has different effects on men and women. Women have a high degree of emotional demand and are more involved in the process of communication between husband and wife. The husband’s positive response can promote the wife to invest more energy in the intimate relationship and help improve marital quality of both parties. In the process of couple interaction, men play more passive roles, and the wives’ active response cannot promote the husbands to invest in the relationship (Seedall and Wampler, 2016).

The study further explored the mediating effect of perceived partner responsiveness in the effect of emotional reactivity on marital quality. It was found that after adding perceived partner responsiveness to the model, the partner effect of husbands’ emotional responsiveness on marital quality became non-significant, and the actor effect and partner effect of wives’ emotional responsiveness on marital quality became non-significant. This result can explain the inconsistency of emotional responsiveness in predicting marital quality in previous studies. The Social Regulatory Cycle Theory emphasizes more on the unilateral influence of emotional regulators on emotional experiencers, but it is insufficient in explaining the influence of the emotional experiencer on the emotional regulator (Reeck et al., 2016). The results of this study provide empirical evidence for the theory of the Social Regulatory Cycle Theory in this respect. Emotional regulators may be affected by emotional experiencers, thus feeling neglected, ignored and psychological needs not being met, and affect the marital quality. Therefore, in marriage and family therapy, on the one hand, psychotherapists can use the teaching of communication skills as an intervention method to improve the marital quality by teaching couples how to express their concern, positive emotion and love for their spouses; on the other hand, psychotherapists can teach couples how to respond positively to their spouse’s psychological needs, so as to improve the perceived partner responsiveness. It can also promote the development of intimate relationships.




LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Limitations of this study should be noted. First of all, limited by time and funding, we adopted a cross-sectional study design, but marital quality, as a subjective feeling, is a process of dynamic change. In addition, emotional reactivity and perceived partner responsiveness may change with a person’s development, attitudes toward marriage, and changes in the relationship between the couple. Therefore, in future studies, the relationship between the three can be further explored by tracking. Secondly, the method of this study is single and only questionnaire survey is adopted, which may be affected by recall bias or social desirability, resulting in the survey results cannot accurately reflect the real marital relationship. In the future research, experimental method, interview method and other research methods can be considered. For example, it is possible to reduce the individual’s emotional reactivity through the interventions such as mindfulness trait training or compassion training. Finally, this study only examined the impact of emotional reactivity and perceived partner responsiveness on marital quality, while the couple’s personality characteristics, family socioeconomic status, attachment style and other factors also have an important impact on marital quality. It is necessary to investigate the role of different factors in the development of marital quality in the future.



CONCLUSION

This study investigated the effect of emotional reactivity on marital quality and the mediating role of perceived partner responsiveness. The study found that the husbands’ perceived partner responsiveness and marital quality scores were significantly higher than those of the wives, and there was no significant difference in the emotional reactivity of the couples. The correlation analysis showed that the emotional reactivity of couples was significantly negatively correlated with perceived partner responsiveness and marital quality, while the perceived partner responsiveness was significantly positively correlated with marital quality. Based on the APIM, it is found that the emotional reactivity of both spouses is a significant negative predictor of their marital quality (actor effect). It also significantly negatively predicted the marital quality of the spouse (partner effect). The mediating effect analysis results showed that the husband’s perceived partner responsiveness played a mediating role in the emotional reactivity of the couple on the marital quality of the husband, and the wife’s perceived partner responsiveness played a mediating role in the emotional reactivity of the couple on the marital quality of the husband, while the wife’s perceived partner responsiveness played a mediating role in the emotional reactivity of the couple on the marital quality of the husband. The wife’s perceived partner responsiveness played a mediating role in the effect of the couple’s emotional reactivity on the wife’s marital quality. The results of this study contribute to a better understanding of the mechanism of emotional reactivity of couples affecting marital quality and have a guiding significance for improving marital quality.
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