Vulnerability Stress Adaptation Model (VSA)
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An influential and comprehensive theoretical model that has emerged from the work of Bradbury and Karney (2004) provides a useful way of understanding what happens to couples when they are facing stressful life events and transitions and why some couples do better than others.
In brief the VSA model indicates that relationship quality and stability depend on 3 interrelated factors:
1. Enduring vulnerabilities and personal traits and experiences that partners bring to a relationship (their Enduring Vulnerabilities). Their ‘back story’
2. Stressful events – the life events they encounter on the way.
3. Adaptive processes – how couples communicate and cope during times.
The VSA model helps us to understand the impact of stressful life events in the context of individuals’ past histories and the methods they use to adapt in these circumstances.
· Enduring Vulnerabilities.  Personal traits and past experiences that each person brings to the relationship, which are often related to attachment patterns. Enduring vulnerabilities include partners’ past experiences, personalities and genetic makeup, beliefs and attitudes about relationships, family origin and social background. Personality variables such as agreeableness, neuroticism, negativity, propensity to be short- tempered, and low self- esteem are linked to the level of relationship quality reported at the outset of a relationship and also discriminates between couples where relationship quality decline and those that remain high. Family background is another factor associated with relationship quality. One explanation for these intergenerational patterns is that children learn how to relate to each other in their family home and therefore bring to adult relationships the unhelpful or negative ways of relating they experienced in childhood. Beliefs and attitudes are also important, including attitudes and beliefs towards, decision- making, commitment and gender roles.
· Stressful events. The life events they encounter, such as having a baby, illness, unemployment, increase partners’ need for support at the same time as reducing their capacity to provide it.
· [bookmark: _GoBack]Adaptive processes. How the partners communicate, behave and cope during difficult times. Each partner is likely to have enduring vulnerabilities which influence how they cope with one another and with stressful events. A couple with relatively poor coping and communication skills might remain happy in the relationship if they don’t have to cope with many stressful events. But couples who have to cope with a series of stressful life events can run into difficulties when stress affects how partners manage their differences and how they interpret one another’s behaviour. Problems in being able to do this well enough under the impact of the stressful event can result in relationship difficulties and eventual decline. Developing an understanding of this and improving one’s relational skills are very important. Relationship quality influences and is influenced by the couple’s adaptive processes during adjustment to stressful live events. The transition to parenthood is a particularly crucial period of adjustment and some couples are more vulnerable than others.
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