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The Moderating Role of Dyadic Coping
on the Relationship between Betrayal Trauma
and Relationship Satisfaction

Octav-Sorin Candel"

Abstract. Previous research has repeatedly shown a negative association between betrayal trauma
and the quality of romantic relationships. Dyadic coping (DC), on the contrary, is related to well-
functioning couple relationships. However, few studies have so far examined the moderating effect
of dyadic coping on this association. Therefore, the present study investigated whether the link
between high betrayal trauma and relationship satisfaction (dyadic consensus and dyadic cohesion)
is moderated by an individual’s dyadic coping (stress communicated by oneself, supportive,
delegated and negative DC) using cross-sectional data. A sample of 137 young adults (67.9 %
women ; Mage = 24.59, SDage = 3.36, range : 18-34) were recruited. They completed question-
naires including self-report measures of betrayal trauma, relationship satisfaction, dyadic coping
and demographic data. The moderation analyses showed significant interactions between high
betrayal trauma and negative dyadic coping - that is, the negative association between high betrayal
trauma and dyadic cohesion, respectively dyadic consensus was only found among those medium
and high in negative dyadic coping. The present findings suggest the importance of negative
dyadic coping in impacting the quality of romantic relationships in the context of previously
experiencing betrayal trauma.
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Introduction

Most people suffer, throughout their lives, from a traumatic event, with studies showing a
prevalence of 76 % among the general population (Van Ameringen et al., 2008). However,
the incidents leading to such events are vastly different. Some traumatic events have an
impersonal context (such as those caused by natural disasters or accidents), while others
are more personal. However, even among these, traumatologists differentiate between those
perpetuated by known, closely related individuals or by an unknown or distant one. The
traumas specific to the former category are called betrayal traumas (Freyd, 1998). Given
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their interpersonal nature and relationship-altering consequences, there is consistent evidence
linking betrayal trauma to a decrease in the quality of romantic relationships (for a review,
see Candel, 2024). However, few studies have tried to explore what can mitigate these
associations. With this study, we aimed to test the moderating role of dyadic coping.

Betrayal trauma and the quality of romantic relationships

Betrayal trauma originates from the harm caused by an individual one depends on for their
well-being (Freyd, 1998). Since people have important expectations from the perpetrator,
violating them brings a strong feeling of betrayal. Moreover, since most of the time the
victim depends on the aggressor, there is a strong chance that their relationship would
continue even after the traumatic event, leading to increased risks of further traumatization
(Freyd, 1998). Among the most common forms of betrayal trauma are those caused by
parental abuse or intimate partner violence. At the personal level, high levels of betrayal
trauma are associated with decreased well-being, greater emotional dysregulation, increased
traumatic stress, and reduced levels of physical health (Choi, Kangas, 2020 ; Goldsmith et al.,
2012 ; Jankovic et al., 2024 ; Klest et al., 2019).

Studies also show that betrayal trauma has an important impact on the quality of
interpersonal relationships, crucial for this study being those from the romantic domain.
First, survivors of betrayal trauma are impaired in the formation of various processes
necessary for the good functioning of couple relationships, such as a secure attachment,
interpersonal trust, loyalty, and sincerity (Candel, Covas, 2023 ; Das, Jain, 2024 ; Gobin,
2012). They also have relationships with lower levels of self-disclosure and intimacy (St.
Vil et al., 2021; Vaillancourt-Morel et al., 2019). Consequently, people suffering from
betrayal trauma report higher relational instability, greater rates of relational dissolution,
and experience lower levels of relationship satisfaction (Banford Witting, Busby, 2018 ;
Butler et al., 2021 ; Hania, Saleem, 2024 ; Owen et al., 2012).

The moderating role of dyadic coping

As shown, there is a consistent literature support for the negative influence of betrayal
trauma on individual romantic functioning. However, the detrimental effect can also appear
on a systemic level. According to the Couple Adaptation to the Traumatic Stress Model
(Goff, Smith, 2005), there is evidence that one partner’s trauma can impact the functioning
of the entire family, namely that of the spouse/other partner and/or children. Thus, in an
attempt to search for the mechanisms that can mitigate the impact of betrayal trauma on
romantic relationships, we can also focus on the couple processes that were proven to be
most beneficial to relationship satisfaction.

People report the use of various coping mechanisms when trying to deal with past
traumatic events and their effects on their relationships (Henry et al., 2011). However, not
all coping is equally efficient, with past studies showing that dyadic coping is a stronger
predictor for relationship satisfaction compared to individual coping (Herzberg, 2013).
According to the Systemic-Transactional Model (STM ; Bodenmann, 1997), both stress and
coping are interpersonal instead of intrapsychic phenomena, thus coping becomes less an
individual responsibility and more an interdependent couple-level process where both
partners share responsibility (Revenson et al., 2005). Dyadic coping is a multidimensional



THE MODERATING ROLE OF DYADIC COPING ON THE RELATIONSHIP... 67

process composed of stress communication, supportive, delegated, negative (all these
dimensions can be measured at the individual level or as they are seen at the partner), and
collaborative coping (Falconier et al., 2015). Past studies showed that dyadic coping is a
strong predictor of relationship satisfaction, both cross-sectional and over time, as well as
in various types of couples and multiple types of stressful situations (Carrese-Chacra et al.,
2022 ; Tuga, Candel, 2020 ; Peloquin et al., 2022 ; Rusu et al., 2020). Moreover, positive
dyadic coping has a stronger relationship with relationship satisfaction compared to negative
dyadic coping (Falconier et al., 2015).

The present study

While there is a fair number of studies linking betrayal trauma and general aspects of
romantic relationships, only a few of them investigated aspects such as relationship satisfaction.
Also, to our knowledge, none of these were conducted in an Eastern European setting.
Moreover, the previous studies rarely, if ever, concentrated on ways to attenuate the negative
impact of betrayal trauma on couple functioning. With this study, we start from the Traumatic
Stress Model (Goff, Smith, 2005) the Systemic-Transactional Model (STM ; Bodenmann,
1997) and we propose a potential moderator of the relationship between betrayal trauma
and relationship satisfaction - dyadic coping. We concentrated on the dyadic coping offered
by the respondents and not on the one received by them. Gobin (2012) showed that the
survivors of betrayal trauma are less appreciative of the sincerity, loyalty, and trust of their
partners and might also prefer more aggressive partners. Thus, we consider that their
recollections of their partners’ dyadic coping can be affected by their traumas. Therefore,
we proposed two hypotheses for the study : (H1) There would be a negative relationship
between betrayal trauma and relationship satisfaction ; (H2) Dyadic coping by oneself (stress
communication, supportive, delegated, and negative coping) would moderate the association
between betrayal trauma and relationship satisfaction.

Method

Participants

One hundred and thirty-seven young adults involved in a romantic relationship at the time
of the data collection took part in this study. Among them 93 (67.9 %) were women and
44 (32.1 %) were men. The mean age was 24.59 years old (SD = 3.36, Min = 18, Max
= 34) and the mean length of the relationship was 52.21 months (SD = 37.76, Min = 1,
Max = 192). In total, 100 participants (73 %) were not married. In terms of education
status, most participants had a bachelor degree (N = 72, 52.6 %), one of them finished
secondary education (0.7 %), 21 had a high school degree (15.3 %), 40 had a Master’s
degree (29.2 %) and three had a Ph.D. (2.2 %).

Measures

Brief Betrayal Trauma Survey (Goldberg, Freyd, 2006). The scale was used to measure
exposure to impersonal (such as those caused by natural disasters) and interpersonal trauma
(caused by close and less close people). The questionnaire is composed of 24 items, which
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evaluate the exposure to any traumatic events in two time periods : before and after 18 years.
The items are measured on a scale from 1 to 3, where 1 represents “never,” 2 “once or
twice”, and 3 ,,more than that”. Examples of items that refer to interpersonal trauma are :
“You were deliberately attacked that severely by someone with whom you were very close”
and “Witnessed someone with whom you were very close (such as a parent, brother or
sister, caretaker, or intimate partner) committing suicide, being killed, or being injured by
another person so severely as to result in marks, bruises, burns, blood, or broken bones”.
The scale allows the computation of two scores : low betrayal (caused by natural disasters
and less close individuals) and high betrayal trauma (caused by close individuals). For this
study, only the score for high betrayal was used (this score is computed by summing ten
items, five for the events that happened before 18 years old and five for the events that
happened after 18 years old). When only the items for high betrayal are concerned, the
scale showed an internal consistency of .70.

Dyadic Adjustment Scale (Spanier, 1976) was used to assess relationship satisfaction.
The scale assesses four different dimensions of marital adjustment, but for this study, we
used only two: dyadic consensus (,Please indicate below the approximate extent of
agreement or disagreement between you and your partner regarding matters of recreation” ;
o = .89) and dyadic cohesion (“Do you and your mate engage in outside interests
together?”; o = .69). DAS has 32 items (we used only 18) which were answered using
Likert scales ranging, in general, from “always agree” to “always disagree” about a series
of daily situations.

Dyadic Coping Inventory is an instrument developed by Bodenmann in 2008 to measure
how people involved in a relationship cope with stress. For this study, we used the Romanian
version (Rusu et al., 2016). This scale consists of 37 items for which the respondent must
choose an answer on a 5-point Likert scale, where 1 represents “very rarely”, and 5
represents “very often”. The scale allows for the computation of different types of scores.
For this study, we chose to measure the dyadic coping by oneself. Thus, we computed scores
for stress communication (“I let my partner know that I appreciate his/her practical support,
advice, or help” ; a = .61), supportive dyadic coping (“I show empathy and understanding
to my partner” ; o = 84, after eliminating an item), delegated dyadic coping (“I take on
things that my partner would normally do to help him/her out”; a = .66) and negative
dyadic coping (“I blame my partner for not coping well enough with stress”; a = .88).
We also computed a total score for dyadic coping by oneself by summing the scores for the
other dimensions (the items for negative dyadic coping were reversed; o = .87).

Procedure

The research was approved by the Research Ethics Committee at “Alexandru Ioan Cuza”
University. The questionnaires were distributed to students enrolled in Master programs
who also had to invite one other individual to take part in the study. The participants
received an online form containing all the questionnaires used to measure the study’s
variables and the demographic questions. Participation was voluntary and the students
received academic credits for their involvement.

Statistical analyses

First, SPSS-21 was used to compute the descriptive statistics and the correlational analyses.
Second, several moderation analyses were performed to verify whether dyadic coping
moderated the relationship between the participants’ high betrayal trauma and their couple
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dyadic consensus and cohesion. Model 1 from Process, an SPSS macro, was used for this
analysis. Finally, we computed simple slope analyses to test the conditional effects of the
predictor at low (—1 SD), medium (mean), and high (+1 SD) levels of the moderator.

Results

Skewness and Kurtosis values were between —2 to +2, respectively —7 to +7, showing a
normal distribution for the data (Byrne, 2010). The means, standard deviations, and the
correlations among the variables can be seen in Table 1. There were significant and negative
correlations between high betrayal trauma and relationship satisfaction. However, the strenght
of the correlations was low. Further tests were conducted to explore the relationships between
the outcomes and some demographic variables. We found no significant correlations between
dyadic consensus and age (r = -.05, p = .53) or relationship length (r = .06, p = .43)
or between dyadic cohesion and age (r = .01, p = .91) or relationship length (r = .09,
p = .26). Also, there were no gender differences in either dyadic consensus (t(135) = -.62,
p = .53) or dyadic cohesion (t(135) = -1.31, p = .19). Thus, age, relationship length and
gender were not controlled in the main analyses.

Table 1. Means, standard deviations and correlations
among the variables

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1. High BT 11.40 | 2.21 1

2. DAS cons. | 64.52 | 9.30 | -.20 1

3. DAS coh. 21.40 | 3.07 | -.22" | .68" 1

4. DCI total 64.88 | 7.22 | -.07 | .49 | .44 1

5. DCI comm. | 16.08 | 2.98 | -.15 | .33" | 27" | .76™ 1

6. DCI supp. | 18.06 | 2.64 | -.05 | .46™ | .39™ | .87 | .59" 1

7. DCI del. 8.82 | 1.39 .05 377 | 247 | 737 | 44T | 1T 1
8. DCI neg. 7.60 | 412 | -1 | -20" | -20" | =377 | -.05 | -.19" | -.15

Note: *p < .05; ** p < .01; BT = betrayal trauma; DAS cons. = dyadic consensus; DAS
coh. = dyadic cohesion ; DCI total = total score for dyadic coping by oneself ; DCI comm. = stress
communicated by oneself ; DCI supp. = supporting dyadic coping by oneself ; DCI del. = delegated
dyadic coping by oneself; DCI neg. = negative dyadic coping by oneself

We ran multiple moderation models to test the second hypothesis. First, we explored
the interaction between high betrayal trauma and the total score for dyadic coping by oneself
and whether it predicted dyadic consensus. High betrayal trauma (b = -.67, SE = .31,
p = .03) and dyadic coping by oneself (b = .61, SE = .09, p < .001) were related to
dyadic consensus, but their interaction was not (b = .02, SE = .04, p = .56). Second,
we tested the same moderator, but we used dyadic cohesion as an outcome. The results
showed that high betrayal trauma (b = -.25, SE = 10, p = .01) and dyadic coping by
oneself (b = .18, SE = .03, p < .001) were related to dyadic cohesion, yet their interaction
was not a significant predictor (b = .01, SE = .01, p = .90).

In the subsequent analyses, we tested whether the dimensions of dyadic coping by
oneself moderated the link between high betrayal trauma and dyadic consensus and cohesion.
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The interactions between dyadic coping communication by oneself and high betrayal
trauma was not a significant predictor for dyadic consensus (b = .04, SE = .10, p = .67)
or dyadic cohesion (b = .01, Se = .03, p = .79). Similarly, we found no links between
the interaction of high betrayal trauma and supporting dyadic coping by oneself, dyadic
consensus (b = -.07, SE = .10, p = .50) and dyadic cohesion (b = -.04, SE = .03,
p = .18). The interaction between high betrayal trauma and delegated dyadic coping by
oneself was not a significant predictor for dyadic consensus (b = .03, SE = .25, p = .88)
and dyadic cohesion (b = .01, SE = .08, p = .99).

In contrast, negative dyadic coping by oneself significantly moderated the relationships
between high betrayal trauma and dyadic consensus (b = -.28, SE = .09, p = .01). The
association was not significant at low levels of negative dyadic coping by oneself (b = -.29,
SE = .40, p = .43), but becomes significant and negative at medium (b = -1.32, SE = .35,
p = 0.01) and high levels of negative dyadic coping by oneself (b = -2.5, SE = .60,
p < .001) (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Presence of dyadic consensus as a function of high betrayal trauma
and negative dyadic coping by oneself

Negative dyadic coping by oneself also moderated the link between high betrayal
trauma and dyadic cohesion (b = -.10, SE = .03, p = .001). The association was not
significant at low levels of negative dyadic coping by oneself (b = -.09, SE = .13,
p = .43), but becomes significant and negative at medium (b = -46, SE = .11, p = 0.01)
and high levels of negative dyadic coping by oneself (b = -.89, SE = .19, p < .001) (see
Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Presence of dyadic cohesion as a function of high betrayal trauma
and negative dyadic coping by oneself

Discussions

The purpose of the study was to examine whether dyadic coping by oneself moderated the
association between high betrayal trauma and relationship satisfaction. The correlational
analyses showed a negative association between betrayal trauma and relationship satisfaction,
which is in line with previous studies (Hania, Saleem, 2024). The moderator analysis
contradicted some of the expected effects while supporting others. Stress communication
and supportive and delegated dyadic coping by oneself did not impact the link between high
betrayal trauma and relationship satisfaction. At the same time, negative dyadic coping by
themselves significantly moderated the relationship. When individuals report a low level of
negative dyadic coping, the association between high betrayal trauma and dyadic consensus,
respectively dyadic cohesion (as dimensions of relationship satisfaction) was non-significant.
However, at medium and high levels of negative dyadic coping, the link becomes significant
and negative. The people who report elevated levels of high betrayal trauma and use negative
dyadic coping with their partners tend to experience reduced levels of satisfaction in their
relationships.

Since not all traumatic events are perpetrated by someone close to the victim, in this
study we chose to concentrate only on those that are. Thus, we only measured the traumas
characterized by high betrayal. The literature shows that these impact dyadic trust (Candel,
Covas, 2023), and lead to relational instability and higher dissolution rates (Banford Witting,
Busby, 2018 ; Butler et al., 2021 ; Owen et al., 2012). We expected, however, for dyadic
coping to be a protective factor against the effects of high betrayal trauma. Despite
protecting relationships against various types of stress (Chen et al., 2021 ; Leonard et al.,
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2022 ; Peloquin et al., 2022), our results show that it is not necessarily the case when high
betrayal trauma is involved. Still, while positive dyadic coping by oneself was not a signi-
ficant moderator, negative dyadic coping was. Negative dyadic coping weakens relationship
satisfaction (Falconier et al., 2015) and this seems to be particularly relevant for those
individuals who already have important personal vulnerabilities. Individuals who use
negative dyadic coping tend to not take their partners’ stress seriously, blame them, or
withdraw when the partners feel stressed. This only adds to the fact that those who
experienced significant high betrayal trauma are less trustful and sincere (Das, Jain, 2024 ;
Gobin, 2012). These negative attitudes or behaviors can make the partners feel less
understood and supported and thus cause them to be frustrated, invest less, and behave
worse in relationships (Chan et al., 2021). On the contrary, when negative dyadic coping
by oneself is low, the association between high betrayal trauma and relationship satisfaction
becomes non-significant. This can be an important result for those planning couple
interventions.

According to our results, couple intervention for couples where at least one partner
reports high betrayal trauma should concentrate more on the reduction of negative dyadic
coping, compared to focusing exclusively on increasing positive dyadic coping. Therapists
should identify the negative interactions and change these behaviors. Fortunately, there is
consistent support for the beneficial effects of dyadic coping-based interventions. For
example, couples coping enhancement training (CCET) decreased negative dyadic coping
in women (Bodenmann et al., 2009), while a DVD-based intervention alleviated dyadic
negative communication and conflict interactions (Bodenmann et al., 2014). Moreover,
online CCET interventions have been recently developed (Siean et al., 2024).

Limitations and future directions

It is important to note some limitations. Firstly, we only measured dyadic coping by oneself.
Although we consider that the particularities of those with increased levels of high betrayal
trauma can impact how they see their partners’ dyadic coping, more objective measurements
could be used for assessing it (such as couple observations). Secondly, we did not measure
aspects related to the stress experienced by the participants. Since betrayal trauma is related
to post-traumatic stress (Tang et al., 2012), finding the role it plays can be interesting in future
investigations. Thirdly, the results are relevant, especially for the general population. Being
composed of only young individuals, the sample cannot allow us to generalize the results.

Conclusion

This study tested a potential moderator of the relationship between betrayal trauma and
relationship satisfaction. The results showed that at low levels of negative dyadic coping by
oneself, the link is non-significant. However, when negative dyadic coping increases, the
association becomes significant and negative. Despite some limitations, this study has
important implications regarding the interventions targeting dyadic coping.
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Rezumat. Cercetarile anterioare au aratat o asociere negativa intre trauma cauzatd de tradare si
calitatea relatiilor romantice. Copingul diadic, dimpotriva, este asociat unor relatii de cuplu care
functioneazd bine. Cu toate acestea, putine studii au examinat pand acum efectul de moderare al
copingului diadic asupra acestei asocieri. Prin urmare, folosind date transversale, studiul de fatd a
investigat daca legatura dintre nivelul ridicat de trauma a tradarii si satisfactia relationald (consensul
diadic si coeziunea diadicd) este moderatd de copingul diadic al unui individ (stresul comunicat de
cdtre propria persoand, copingul diadic de sustinere, delegat si negativ). Ca participanti, au fost
recrutati 137 de adulti tineri (67,9 % femei; Mvarstd = 24,59 ani, SDvéarstd = 3,36 ani, Min-
Max : 18-34 ani). Ei au completat chestionare, inclusiv scale de autoraportare pentru pentru trauma
cauzatd de tradare, satisfactia relationald, coping diadic si date demografice. Analizele de moderare
au aratat interactiuni semnificative intre trauma de tradare ridicatd si coping diadic negativ —
asocierile negative intre trauma de tradare ridicata si coeziunea diadicd, respectiv consensul diadic
au fost gdsite doar in randul persoanelor cu scoruri medii si ridicat la coping diadic negativ.
Rezultatele sugereaza impactul copingului diadic negativ asupra calitdtii relatiilor romantice in
contextul experientei anterioare a traumei cauzate de tradare.

Cuvinte-cheie : trauma cauzata de tradare, coping diadic, satisfactie relationald, moderare

Résumé. Des recherches antérieures ont montré a plusieurs reprises une association négative entre
le traumatisme de trahison et la qualité des relations amoureuses. L’adaptation dyadique, au contraire,
est liée a des relations de couple qui fonctionnent bien. Cependant, peu d’études ont jusqu’a présent
examiné I’effet modérateur de I’adaptation dyadique sur cette association. Par conséquent, la présente
étude a examiné si le lien entre un traumatisme de trahison élevé et la satisfaction relationnelle
(consensus dyadique et cohésion dyadique) est modéré par 1’adaptation dyadique d’un individu
(stress communiqué par soi-méme, adaptation dyadique solidaire, déléguée et négative) en utilisant
des données transversales. Un échantillon de 137 jeunes adultes (67,9 % de femmes; Maige =
24,59, SDage = 3,36, tranche : 18-34) a été recruté. Ils ont rempli des questionnaires comprenant
des mesures autodéclarées du traumatisme de trahison, de la satisfaction relationnelle, de I’adaptation
dyadique et des données démographiques. Les analyses des modérateurs ont montré des interactions
significatives entre un traumatisme de trahison élevé et une gestion dyadique négative, c’est-a-dire
que l’association négative entre un traumatisme de trahison élevé et la cohésion dyadique,
respectivement le consensus dyadique, n’a été trouvée que chez les personnes ayant une gestion
dyadique négative moyenne et élevée. Les présentes conclusions suggerent I’importance de la gestion
dyadique négative dans 1’impact sur la qualité des relations amoureuses dans le contexte d’un
traumatisme de trahison antérieur.

Mots-clés : traumatisme de trahison, adaptation dyadique, satisfaction relationnelle, modération
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