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1 Corinthians 13: 1-13 

If I speak in the tongues of men or of angels, but do not have love, I am only a 

resounding gong or a clanging cymbal. 2 If I have the gift of prophecy and can fathom all 
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tongues, they will be stilled; where there is knowledge, it will pass away. 9 For we know 

in part and we prophesy in part, 10 but when completeness comes, what is in part 

disappears. 11 When I was a child, I talked like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned 

like a child. When I became a man, I put the ways of childhood behind me. 12 For now we 

see only a reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face to face. Now I know in part; 

then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known. 

13 And now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is love. 
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Racial and ethnic minority couples experience unique relationship discord factors; 

yet, marriage and couple approaches have not intentionally targeted racial/ethnic 

minorities, especially African American couples who are disproportionately impacted by 

relationship dissolution. Research shows African American couples persevere through 

marital discord by relying on protective factors unique to their culture; these factors are a 

strong sense of community, supportive family, kinship, and ideals focused around 

spirituality and culture.  Although this is true, few studies have systematically analyzed 

the extent to which current relationship intervention programs integrate cultural 

components unique to African Americans to effectively reduce relationship discord for 

African American couples. This dissertation forms a comprehensive body of literature by 

examining the socio-cultural factors impacting African American relationships, exploring 

African American women’s reflections about marriageability, and evaluating the cultural 

components of interventions to reduce African American relationship discord. The first 

article utilizes a historical-ecological perspective to review the scholarly discourse on 

marriage and relationship trends among African American couples, and delineates socio-
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cultural factors which collectively have contributed to declining marriageability rates for 

African American couples over the past 12 decades. The second article is a 

phenomenological study of young, African American female students’ blogs about the 

current marriage/relationship trends. The women expressed frustration about the low 

marriageability rates and suggested culturally relevant marriage and relationship 

interventions as instrumental to fostering healthy African American marriages. The third 

article presents a systematic review of African American couples relationship education 

(CRE) and marriage relationship education (MRE) programs incorporating Africentric 

theory or cultural factors as a theoretical underpinnings. Seven studies of four 

curriculum-based interventions used with African American couples demonstrated that 

inclusion of Africentric or culturally grounded components contribute to the effectiveness 

of CRE/MRE programs with African American couples by promoting culturally- relevant 

healthy relationship skills. Further, the impact of socio-cultural-historical factors on 

African American relationships was an integral component to the effectiveness of the 

CRE/MRE programs. This dissertation contributes to a virtually untouched research area 

by delineating the decades-long socio-cultural-historical factors impacting African 

American marriages, uncovering the insights of African American women, and 

systematically examining how Africentric and other culturally-grounded components 

foster effective couples interventions for African American couples. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

 

Over the past decade, couples counseling and relationship education approaches to 

address relationship discord and dissolution have increased in number and scope. These 

approaches are popular treatment modalities; and research shows that 70% of couples 

benefit from couple and marriage therapy and relationship education (Blount & Young, 

2015; Lebow, Chambers, Christensen & Johnson, 2012). Unfortunately, despite the 

increased availability of relationship treatment modalities, marital discord remains a 

prevalent problem. Fifty percent of marriages in the United States end in divorce and half 

of these marriages end within the first seven years; moreover, relationship dissolution 

between non-married couples is on the rise (Bucher, 2006; Lebow et al., 2012). The 

presence of effective marriage and couples intervention approaches, but continued 

relationship dissolution among couples, raises questions about the utility of intervention 

approaches, treatment effectiveness, and populations targeted for these approaches. This is 

a special concern for racial/ethnic minority couples, which experience relationship discord 

and dissolution at higher rates than their White counterparts (Martin & Bielawski, 2011; 

Pew Research, 2010). 

Current trends indicate the United States is becoming increasingly diverse and will 

experience a demographic shift by 2050, referred to as a “multicultural tipping point” 

(United States Census, 2013). This shift calls for increased attention to understanding the 

role of diversity in counseling and the unique counseling needs of racial/ethnic minorities 
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(Achugbue, 2015) for two primary reasons.  For one, the majority of the relationship 

treatment modalities are based on major marriage and family psychotherapeutic 

approaches derived from a majority White or Eurocentric perspective.  Second, couple and 

marriage approaches have failed to fully consider and incorporate the cultural identities of 

ethnic/racial minority couples and cultural protective factors that are deemed important to 

effective relationship intervention with racial/ethnic communities (e.g., extended family, 

community, religion, and culturally based values and traditions) (Epstein et al., 2012; 

Fairfax, 2014). These culturally based factors that are considered advantageous to each 

culture, but not captured in multicultural marriage and family practice, can serve as 

protective factors to the survivability of a marriage and family system. 

Fairfax (2014) and Gielen, Draguns, & Fish (2008) indicate the use of traditional 

Eurocentric approaches for racial/ethnic minorities who experience life differently from a 

predominately White American society remains controversial. While these universal 

psychotherapeutic approaches have been found effective among majority White 

populations, the lack of therapeutic treatments and developed models for racial/ethnic 

minorities, essentially voids the true universality of these approaches. As most approaches 

are westernized, therapy is not adequately ready for utilization with racial/ethnic minority 

couples, and on many occasions therapists lack cultural knowledge of values, traditions, 

and belief systems that are essential to treat racial/ethnic minorities (Epstein et al., 2012; 

Seponski, Bermudez, & Lewis, 2013). In some cases, these unique values and belief 

systems of racial/ethnic minority communities are not easily visible by persons outside of 

the racial/ethnic community, making cultural awareness and sensitivity challenging. More 
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specifically, research shows racial/ethnic minority couples experience unique relationship 

discord factors; yet, marriage and couple intervention approaches have not intentionally 

targeted racial/ethnic minorities, especially African American couples who are 

disproportionately impacted by relationship dissolution (Blount & Young, 2013; Martin & 

Bielawski, 2013; Poulsen & Thomas, 2007).  In fact, overall African Americans are not as 

likely to marry, will spend less time with their marriage partners, and are at a greater risk 

for divorce comparison to their counterparts (Banks, 2011; Dixon, 2009). 

PROBLEM STATEMENT 

In 1925, 85% of African American families were married couples (intact families, 

with father-headed households); however, today, that number has fallen to below 32%, and 

African Americans now experience the lowest marriage rate of all US racial/ethnic groups 

(Banks, 2011; Chambers & Kravitz, 2011; Johnson & Staples, 2005). A number of reports 

show that African Americans are disproportionately impacted by negative factors 

contributing to the decline in marriage and escalating divorce rates (Martin & Bielawski, 

2011), and increased cohabitation and unmarried births (Burdette, Haynes & Ellison, 2012; 

Goldberg & Carlson, 2015; Vespa & Painter, 2011).  Despite the heightened risk of 

relationship dissolution among African Americans, both quantitative and qualitative 

studies overwhelmingly demonstrate the effectiveness of couples counseling programs for 

predominately White couples. Empirically-based research rarely considers culturally 

relevant variables in couples counseling, and few studies make recommendations for the 
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inclusion of specific African-American or Africentric factors in couples and marriage 

enrichment programs.    

 There have been a number of attempts, although uncoordinated, to explain the 

decline in marriage trends among African Americans. For example, Attewell, Lavin, 

Domina and Levey (2004) provide a purely economic analysis of the decline in 

marriageability among African Americans and highlight income and educational 

homogamy and interracial marriage as barriers to increased marriage between African 

American men and women. Their sole focus was on reasons for fewer middle-class Black 

families. Kelly & Floyd (2006) reviewed racialized gender stereotypes and contextual 

factors (religious wellbeing and socioeconomic status) as underlying factors for declining 

marriageability, a perspective which highlighted the impact of slavery on negative, 

internalized stereotypes which reduce trust and satisfaction among African American 

couples.   Popular books, such as “Is Marriage for White People?” (Banks, 2011) have 

sensationalized the topic but offer little in the way of holistic understanding. This 

dissertation fills the gap in the literature by offering a historical-ecological perspective to 

document a comprehensive review and synthesize the literature on the various explanations 

(economic, social, cultural, socio-political, etc.) for the declining African American 

marriage trends.  

 Also, little research has attempted to understand how African American men and 

women are experiencing this trend.  Bethea (1995) was the first to examine the African-

American male-female dilemma and discussed the concerns of couples in therapy, whose 

presenting problems included feelings of loss and African American women’s desire for 
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intimacy and marriage. Later, Chapman (2007) revisited the topic of how African 

American men and women experience marital decline and described them as experiencing 

“sadness” and dealing with “uncharted territory” as they navigate the declining marriage 

trends.  These articles are conceptual; thus, research, specifically qualitative inquiry, is 

needed to understand how those most-impacted young, marriage-age African Americans 

are processing declining marriage trends and their recommendations for marriage and 

couples interventions.   

Finally, and importantly, research is needed to determine what marriage and or 

relationship interventions have been developed from a culturally-grounded or Africentric 

framework to specifically intervene with African American couples experiencing discord 

or seeking relationship enhancement. There is a clear gap in the literature pointing to the 

need to systematically study which programs have been utilized, evaluated, and proven 

effective. Research focusing on the extent to which current couples/marital therapies and 

interventions are meeting the needs of African American couples, serves as a first step to 

understanding the intervention needs of African American couples and advancing the 

academic discourse on this disproportionately impacted population with respect to 

relationship dissolution and discord.  

The National Association of Social Workers (2007) states “complexities associated 

with cultural diversity in the United States affects all aspects of professional social work 

practice, requiring social workers to strive to deliver culturally competent services to an 

ever-increasing broad range of clients” (p.6-7). Although this is so, the social work 

profession has not provided scholarly education, practice, or advocacy, which considers 
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the intersection of marriage and historically vulnerable populations (Fairfax, 2014). This 

has implications for the social work profession, which places emphasis on cross-cultural 

knowledge and diversity as key to effective practice with historically oppressed 

populations (Katiuzhinsky & Okech, 2014).  

The proposed dissertation will serve as a clarion call to the social work profession 

for consideration of the role that race/ethnicity plays in the lives of racial/ethnic minority 

couples by: 1) documenting African American marriage and relationships trends from a 

historically-informed ecological perspective; 2) examining how young African American 

females process and experience the decline in African American marriagebility; and 3) 

systematically reviewing the extent and content of Africentric or culturally-grounded 

marriage and relationship programs designed specifically for African American couples. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Few social topics have gained as much attention as the transformative trends in the 

U. S. marriage and divorce rates since the 1970s (Lee & Payne, 2006). Extending over 50 

years, the rate at which couples marry has decreased, divorce has become a societal norm, 

and there has been an evolution of new family patterns to include a high representation of 

cohabitating, single-parent and same-sex families. This paper examines current trends in 

relationship dissolution/discord for racial/ethnic minority couples, and challenges faced by 

couples, with emphasis on the unique factors impacting African American couples. These 

topics will be covered in three sections: (1) current trends in marriage and couples 

counseling, (3) diversity and racial/ethnic minority couples counseling needs, and (3) an 
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extended discussion of the background on relationship dissolution/discord among African 

Americans. 

PHASES OF MARRIAGE—HISTORICAL OVERVIEW 

The following section will discuss the evolving conceptual, clinical, and historical 

trends of marriage, and couples counseling from the late 1920s to the present. The history 

of marriage and couples counseling is generally viewed in four major phases, and these 

phases have been variously conceptualized by different scholars, as shown in the following 

chart:  

Table 1.1 Four Phases of Marriage and Family History 

 Phase I Phase II Phase III Phase IV 

Broderick 

Schrader 

(1991) 

The Pioneers 

(1929-1932) 

Establishment of the 

American 

Association of 

Marriage Counselors 

(1934-1945) 

The Construction 

of a Profession 

(1946-1965) 

Consolidation 

and Maturation 

as a Profession 

(1966-1975) 

Gurman & 

Fraenkel 

(2002) 

Atheoretical 

Marriage 

Counseling 

Formation 

(1930-1963) 

Psychoanalytic 

Experimentation 

(1931-1966) 

Family Therapy 

Incorporation 

(1963-1985) 

Refinement, 

Extension, 

Diversification, 

and Integration 

(1986-Present) 

Broderick, 

C.B., & 

Schrader, 

S.S (2013) 

The Pioneers 

(1929-1932) 

Establishment of the 

American 

Association of 

Marriage Counselors 

(1934-1945) 

The Construction 

of a Profession 

(194601963) 

The Formative 

Years (1964-

Present 

 

Similar to these four phases, the history of couples counseling has been 

conceptually understood from developmental perspectives.   Gurman & Fraenkel (2002) 

state 
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“the progress of couple therapy is often viewed from a metaphorically developed 

perspective. For example, Olson (1970), the field’s first chronicler, referred to 

marital therapy as a “youngster” which had not yet developed a solid theoretical 

base nor tested [its] major assumptions and principles (p. 501).  

Six years later, Olson and Sprenkle (1976), continuing the metaphor, asserted that the field 

was “no longer” in its infancy and was “showing signs of maturing”, although it “appeared 

like an adolescent full of undirected energy…” (p. 326), and then, a mere four years later, 

these same authors stated that it [the field of couple therapy] had reached young adulthood” 

(Olson, Russell, & Sprenkle, 1980, p. 974).  In 1995, Gurman and Jacobson (p.6) declared, 

“that couple therapy has come of age…” (Gurman & Fraenkel, p.199, 2002). One way of 

understanding this move from infancy to “coming of age” is to first examine the pioneering 

years followed by a timeline of important events that contributed to the development of the 

field. 

 The pioneering years (Phase I) of marriage counseling, as described by Broderick 

& Schrader (1991), was referred to as the Infancy years. The field of marriage counseling 

emerged from a marriage-movement pioneered by multiple fields, the development of 

marriage counseling centers and professional organizations, and in its later years, scholarly 

literature. According to Broderick & Schrader (1991), the marriage-counseling movement 

is the oldest movement of overlapping professions that deals with the relations among 

family and stems from the efforts of various helping professions to include medicine, 

psychology, education, social work, the ministry, and law (p. 4). While one would assume 

the development of marriage counseling developed from the presenting problem of 
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maladjusted marriages, the early pioneers of marriage counseling worked with clients from 

a more healthy perspective. For example, Gurman & Fraenkel (2002) state: 

that marriage counseling clients were “pre-marrieds, newlyweds and married 

couples seeking guidance about the everyday facets of marriage and family life, in 

some ways prestaging the contemporary psychoeducational preventive movement. 

They most decidedly were not severely maladjusted or suffering from diagnosed 

psychiatric disorders, and marriage counseling even later in its history, was not 

viewed by the world-at-large as a “mental health” discipline (p. 205). They later 

add, client treatments, based on psychoanalysis, were often short-term and didactic, 

consisting of only partner, with conjoint therapy starting in the 1960s (p. 205-206). 

One of the earliest pioneers, Paul Popenoe, considered the father of modern marriage 

counseling, was a biologist who specialized in eugenics and compulsory sterilization 

(Broderick & Schrader, 1991; Ladd-Taylor, 2002).  According to Ladd-Taylor (2002), 

“Popenoe became a marriage counselor, as he wrote in a 1975 retrospective, out of desire 

to promote successful parenthood not merely by surgical prevention of defectives but by 

educating those who could produce and rear at least normal if not definitely superior 

offspring” and “he saw marriage counseling as a way to prevent “normal” families from 

divorcing before they had a chance to have children and make their “eugenic contribution” 

(p. 299). In 1930, Popenoe established The American Institute of Family Relations in Los 

Angeles (D. Popenoe, 2008). However, Popenoe’s recognition as “the father of modern 

marriage counseling,” and his claim to have first used the term “marriage counseling” 
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translated from the German word “Eheberatungsstellen”, there is much debate surrounding 

who the founders of marriage counseling were (Broderick & Schrader, p.10, 1991).  

In 1929, Abraham Stone, a prior lieutenant in the Army Medical Corp, and Hannah 

Stone, a pioneer in birth-control methods provided sex education on birth control, infertility 

treatment, and sexual functioning (H. Stone, A. Stone, Aitken, Sobrero, 1968; The 

President and Fellows of Harvard College, 2005). In 1930 the Stones opened The New 

York City Clinic, however, according to Broderick & Schrader (1991), in a historical 

review provided by Abraham Stone, the clinic is listed as commencing its operations in 

1929, but in a survey provided for Emily Mudd’s 1951 marriage counseling book, Stone 

reported a commencement date of 1930 (p.10).  Shortly after the establishment of the first 

two marriage counseling centers in 1932, The Marriage Council of Philadelphia was started 

by Emily Hartshore Mudd. In Mudd (1951) Frederick H. Allen stated,  

“The Marriage Council of Philadelphia, under the continuous leadership of Mrs. 

Emily Mudd, has become one of the important contributions to this field of 

professional endeavor. Through its direct service to young people and the important 

research which has been based on and grown out of this service and the educational 

activities which have been carried on, this organization has achieved a leading place 

in the field of marriage counseling (p. ix).  

After the establishment of The Marriage Council of Philadelphia, Mudd became the first 

to develop a textbook and casebook on marriage and counseling: The practice of marriage 

counseling (Mudd, 1951), and Marriage Counseling: A Casebook (Mudd, Stone, Korpf, & 

Nelson, 1958).  
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Table 1.2: Major Events in Marriage Counseling History from (1934-1945) 

Phase II: The Establishment of the American Association of Marriage Counselors 

(1934-1945) 

Year Event 

1934 Dr. Lester Dearborn, unsuccessfully, attempts to develop a professional 

organization with the aid of Dr. Mudd and Dr. Abraham Stone 

April 

1942 

First Annual Invitational Conference on Conservation of Marriage and 

Family held by Dr. Dearborn and Dr. Ernest Groves 

June 20, 

1942-

1945 

Six committee members convene to establish The American Association 

of Marriage Counselors (AAMC) -Drs. Ernest Groves, Gladys Groves, 

Emily S. Mudd, Abraham Stone, Robert L. Dickerson, and Valerie Parker 

1945 American Association of Marriage Counselors (AAMC) established along 

with officers: E. Groves (president), L. Dearborn (vice president), E. Mudd 

(second vice president) Robert W. Laidlaw (secretary-treasurer) 

 

1945 

 

Publication of Rabbi Goldstein’s (1945) Marriage and Family Counseling 

Text 
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Table 1.3: Major Events in Marriage Counseling History from (1946-1965) 

Phase III: The Construction of a Profession (1946-1965) 

Year Event 

1947 15 nationally recognized marriage counseling-centers develop (Boston, 

Chapel Hill, Chicago, Cincinnati, Cleveland, Detroit, Los Angeles, New 

York, Philadelphia, San Francisco, and Washington, D.C.) 

1948 Cuber (1948) -Marriage Counseling Practice, and Mace (1948)- Marriage 

Counseling published 

 

AAMC & National Council on Family Relationships propose standards for 

marriage counselors 

1951 Mudd (1951)-The Practice of Marriage Counseling published 

1953 AAMC establishes standards for marriage-counseling centers 

 

First PhD training center at The University of California for marriage 

counselor training 

1956 Three training centers gain accreditation (Marriage Council of 

Philadelphia, Merrill-Palmer School of Detroit, and The Menninger Clinic 

of Topeka, Kansas) 

1959 AAMC develops training center for post graduate professional marriage 

counselors 

 

1960  

David and Vera Mace operate the AAMC from their New Jersey after 

headquarters closed due inability to pay bills 

 

Three marriage counselors lobbied for California state legislature to 

develop licensing standards for the marriage-counseling profession (James 

A. Peterson, Clinton Phillips, and James Rue) 

1962 Code of Ethics developed for marriage-counseling field 

 

California deems it unlawful to practice marriage-counseling without 

proper training; this made marriage counseling a separate profession from 

social work, psychology, and psychiatry 

 

AAMC creates standards for marriage counseling doctoral programs  
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Table 1.4: Major Events in Marriage Counseling History from (1966-1975) 

 

Phase IV: Consolidation and Maturation as a Profession (1966-1975) 

 

Year Event 

1970 AAMC’s name changes to American Association of Marriage and Family 

Counselors (AAMFC) 

1972 Minnesota Couples Communication Workshop develops 

1973 Conjugal-therapy groups by Guerney & Colleagues at Pennsylvania State 

begin 

1975 First body of scholarship and literature: The Journal of Marital and Family 

Counseling and marriage-counseling profession develops a professional 

identity 

1978 AAMFC changes name to American Association for Marriage and Family 

Therapy (AAMFT) 

1979 The Journal of Marital and Family Counseling, renamed Journal of 

Marriage and Family Therapy  

1969-

1976 

New Behavioral approaches developed by Richard Stuart (1969, 1975); 

David Knox (1971); Oregon Group (Weiss, Hops & Patterson, 1973; 

Jacobson & Martin, 1976) 

 

CURRENT TRENDS IN MARRIAGE/COUPLES COUNSELING 

According to the United States Census Bureau (2012) there were 2,131,000 

marriages (6.8 per 1,000), and 851,000 divorces and annulments (3.4 per 1,000) in 2012. 

The high dissolution of marriage and family imposes innumerable disadvantages and high 

costs on couples, children, and on society as a whole (Haskins, McLanahan, & Donahue, 

2005). Married couples and their children have been associated with higher educational 

levels, stable mental and physical health, higher incomes, and overall stability, in 

comparison to non-married couples and their children. Although the percentage differences 

between married and non-married couples, and their children are small in comparison, 
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Haskins, McLanahan, & Donahue (2005) note, “these small differences translate into 

surprisingly large numbers when applied to the entire population of children” (p. 1). Giving 

further cause for concern, the costs of marital and family instability to couples, families, 

and society are often underrepresented. 

Current research efforts have focused on understanding patterns and dynamics of 

new family types, satisfaction levels with couples interventions, and the fact that the once 

“high regard” for marriage and family does not hold the value it did in previous generations. 

Attempts to understand why marriage has undergone these changes have led to a myriad 

of theories and explanations; yet, solid solutions to stabilizing the deleterious decline in 

healthy marriages have not been established. For example, In Pew Research Center’s trend 

analysis, “The Decline of Marriage and Rise of New Families” (2010), a survey of 2,691 

adults focused on “how Americans’ behavior toward marriage and family have changed, 

why the changes happened, and what the public makes of them. Pew Research Center while 

not providing definitive answers, questions: 1) has marriage become obsolete, 2) why 

marriage rates have dropped for some groups and not others, 3) how society feels about the 

decoupling marriage from parenthood, and 4) How do these changes define family (Pew 

Research Center, 2010). The PEW trend analysis documents the overall decline in marriage 

and increase in divorce, and the continued prevalence of relationship dissolution and 

discord.   
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 The trends   

The decline in marriage and family stability are most evident statistically; in 2002, 

the marriage rate was 8.0 per 1,000 declining over the next 8 years to 6.8 per 1,000 in 2010; 

divorce remained consistent from 2002 to 2010, occurring in approximately 50% of these 

marriages (CDC, 2012).  In 1960 two-thirds (68%) of those in their 20’s were married 

compared to 26% in 2008, and overall in 1960, 7 in 10 (72%) were married compared to 

52% in 2008 (Pew Research Center, 2010). While marriages continued to decrease, 

divorces increased, occurring in approximately half of all marriages. Clinical studies in 

demography have found that while the numbers demonstrate divorce occurs in almost 50% 

of marriages, when distributed by age, the divorce rates have been underestimated. For 

couples over the age 35, divorce has more than doubled, and among couples younger than 

35, the divorce rates have been fairly stable, but slightly declining (Kennedy & Ruggles, 

2014). Kennedy & Ruggles (2014) conclude, despite 

“the shortcomings of the vital statistics on divorce, they provide an invaluable 

benchmark for evaluating alternative resources. Because the error in vital statistics 

stem from underreporting, we can be confident that true divorce rates much be at 

least as high as the rates based on official divorce records for the population 

represented by reporting states. In periods of poor reporting, the official records 

likely understate divorce rates. There is virtually no potential, however, for over 

count of divorces in any period. Therefore, when evaluating other sources, the vital 

statistics define the lower bound for the number of divorces in the population (p. 

589). Kennedy & Ruggles (2014) also note, the National Survey of Family Growth 
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excludes older couples, making the divorce statistics lower than what is cited. In 

considering all these factors, it is thought that the current state of marriage is in an 

even greater state of emergency than the current marriage and family discourse 

predicts. 

 The non-traditional family   

The decline in marriage and increase in divorce over the past three decades has 

contributed to the emergence of non-traditional family structures. Although some families 

have been able to adjust well, there are significant well-being differences between married 

and unmarried families (The National Center for Family and Marriage Research, 2012). 

Furthermore, literature points to various stressors associated with divorce, remarried, and 

non-married households, which substantially affects child well-being, and the formation of 

healthy relationships among children, adolescents, and adults. Although current research 

demonstrates marriage creates a stable family structure and has positive outcomes for 

married couples and their children, there is a lack of research comparing family structures 

and the well-being of children adolescents, and young adults of married and unmarried 

couples (Kennedy & Fitch; Ryan, 2012). Research has also not examined if well-being 

factors associated with marriage are a result of marriage itself, or the presence of other 

factors, such as consistent family stability (Waldfogel, Craigie, & Brooks-Gunn, 2010), or 

quality of the couple relationship.  Information that does exist comparing married and 

unmarried couples, and the source of positive well-being factors remains controversial 
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(Osborne, McLanahan, 2007), and some argue that divorce and relationship dissolution is 

exaggerated. 

In disagreement with much of the negative perspectives about divorce rates, Coontz 

(2005) “sets out to debunk the idea that marriage was undergoing an unprecedented crisis 

and insists the institution of marriage has always been in a flux (p.1)”. Coontz (2005) 

challenges the idea of there ever being an existing “traditional nuclear family and 

marriage”, insisting that perhaps the nuclear family is a “relatively new experiment”, and 

that society missing the notion that marriage initially was never about “love”, but about 

convenience and arrangement. He argues that early marriages were arrangements of 

convenience which evolved into love-based marriages, and today’s myriad of non-

traditional marriage and family patterns that have contributed to the questioning of the 

decline in marriage and increase in divorce. 

Although the decline of marriage and family is evident, a number of 

marriage/couples and family interventions, theories, and approaches/models have yet to 

reverse the negative statistics for divorce. Extensive analysis of past and current research 

shows scientific study simply has not focused on rates at which couples receive or even 

seek couples therapy or marriage interventions. However, what is known is that: 1) couples 

therapy can be effective; 2) couples report a high level of satisfaction for couples therapy; 

and 3) couple therapy continues to gain eminence as a result of its effectiveness and added 

component of addressing mental health conditions (Synder, Castellani & Whisman, 2006). 

According to Snyder, Castellani, & Whisman (2006) respect for couples therapy 

has elevated due to a variety of reasons, but primarily three: 1) heightened distress among 
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couples in the community, 2) the impact of relationship stress on adult couples and their 

children, and 3) evidence which shows couples therapy as beneficial in addressing physical 

ailments, mental health and behavioral disorders, and unaddressed individualistic concerns 

(p. 2). Despite increased respect for marriage/ couple interventions and therapy, divorce 

continues to occur in more than half of all marriages, and a strong tendency for non-married 

relationships exists, especially among ethnic and racial minorities (Burdette, Haynes, & 

Ellison, 2012; Goldberg & Carlson, 2015; Vespa & Painter, 2011). 

RELATIONSHIP TRENDS AMONG RACIAL & ETHNIC MINORITIES 

 

Couples who are most impacted by marital decline are racial and ethnic minorities, 

with Hispanic and primarily Black individuals taking the lead (Martin & Bielawski, 2011; 

Pew Research, 2010). Ethnic and racial families are not only experiencing a rapid decline 

in marriage, they are also more likely to represent single parented homes, low income 

families, and experience the negative effects of family dissolution. Although this is true, 

few marriage and couples interventions have been designed that fully incorporate the 

cultural identities of ethnic and racial minorities, and protective factors to encourage family 

unity and stability. 

Current research has not examined if interventions are effectively reaching the 

diverse audiences, the rates at which racial/ethnic minority couples engage in counseling, 

and/or levels of self-determination in racial/ethnic couples seeking or receiving counseling. 

Furthermore, there is a monumental gap in current and past research efforts for how the 

changing patterns of marriage and family affect minorities; the effectiveness of marriage 
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and couples interventions specific to ethnic minorities, and the rates at which minorities 

are willing to engage or seek in couples therapy. In fact, based on what is known about 

racial/ethnic minorities in terms of general counseling, relatively few racial and ethnic 

minorities are willing to engage in counseling of any sort, primarily due to cultural 

concerns (such as high regard for family privacy) and the lack of culturally –grounded 

multicultural counseling interventions (Consoli, Kim, Meyer, 2008; Office of the Surgeon 

General (US), Center for Mental Health Services (US), & National Institute of Mental 

Health (US), 2001; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2001).  Unfortunately, 

this lack of representation as clients of counseling and interventions exists even though 

racial/ethnic minorities encounter unique challenges that place them in high need for 

therapy. For example Gardín (2012) states 

“Most ethnic minorities in the United States have historically low performance in 

a number of socioeconomic indicators when compared with majority non-Hispanic 

Whites. Their share of the population is increasing so that nowadays more than one 

in four Americans belong to one of the two largest minorities, Blacks and 

Latinos…These minorities, which constitute half of all poor Americans, share 

similar socioeconomic and demographic patterns of deprivation in several other 

dimensions: they have less education, less health insurance coverage, and a larger 

risk of being prison inmates, unemployed or low-paid workers. Furthermore, they 

share several demographic characteristics typically associated with disadvantaged 

groups, including more dependent children in their families and a larger share of 

female-headed families, especially single mothers (p.3793-3794). 
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Racial/ethnic minorities are also affected by racial, institutional, and interpersonal 

racism, and discrimination in everyday aspects of life (Burt, Simons, & Gibbons, 2012; 

Hwang & Goto, 2008). Discrimination has been associated with adverse consequences, 

including poor mental health, academic and social outcomes, and negative perceptions of 

one’s own racial/ethnic group (National Association of School Psychologists, p.2, 2012). 

Furthermore, experiences of racism and discrimination have been associated with 

adversely impacting relationship quality and couple relationships among racial/ethnic 

minorities. For example, LaTaillade (2006) states experiences of racism and discrimination 

can adversely impact Black couples in multiple ways. Partners may carry their individual 

experiences of racism home to the couple relationship (Oggins, Veroff, & Leber, 1993), 

and displace their racism-related anger and frustration toward each other, increasing 

relationship conflict and distress (Boyd-Franklin & Franklin, 1998). LaTaillade, Baucom 

& Jacobson (2000) also found social and institution discrimination among African 

Americans is associated with the use of destructive communication such as aggression and 

violence, and reduced constructive communication skills (p. 343)  

Racial/ethnic minority families are also more likely to be impacted by 

incarceration, which in turn has an effect on intimate relationships due to lack of 

communication, interaction, sexual intimacy and closeness (Einhorn, et al., 2008). 

Additionally, research shows incarceration further impacts families and children by 

decreasing psychological and mental wellbeing, increasing financial costs, decreasing 

economic opportunities, and increasing control and intrusion of the criminal justice system 

on families (Bülow, p.780, 2013). Challenges that racial/ethnic minority couples face such 
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as those discussed, (poverty, oppression, discrimination, limited upward mobility, 

incarceration, institutionalized racism, and social justice inequalities) have been associated 

with negatively impacting relationship functioning and increasing relationship distress 

(Quirk, Strokoff, Owen, France, Bergen, 2014). Thus, racial/ethnic minority couples 

should be prime candidates for marriage and couples interventions. 

DEFINING KEY TERMS 

The couples and marital field is very broad and scholars in the field use terms 

that may have different interpretations. A glossary of key concepts and terms has been 

included to describe major couples/marital terms, as well as, terminology important to 

defining culturally diverse populations, and racial/ethnic minorities. 

1. Cohabitation   

A rapidly growing phenomenon that describes heterosexual, non-married couples 

(with or without children) that are in an established romantic relationship and share the 

same dwelling (Colosi, Dunifon & Lee, 2004; Farmer & Horowitz, 2015).  

2. Couple 

In current couples counseling research, the term “couple” has been defined many 

different ways. In the following literature, the term couple will refer to two heterosexual 

persons, who share a dyadic intimate relationship, marriage, or engagement. 
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3. Couples Counseling 

  Any treatment/enrichment program, therapy, model, approach, or intervention 

designed to intervene in: 1) dyadic intimate relationships experiencing relationship 

discord (intimacy, interactional or communication problems) or dissolution; 2) individual 

presenting problems negatively impacting couple functioning; or 3) models which 

prevent relationship discord or dissolution through educational skills which promote 

healthy marriages and relationships (Collins & O’Brien, 2011; Gurman & Forman, 2002).  

4. Culturally Grounded 

  An umbrella term, also referred to as culturally relevant, sensitive, or appropriate 

is used to describe research that integrates culture/cultures of interest (Wilson & Miller, 

2003). Interventions that consider the norms and values of cultural groups are more 

effective, and more specifically, there is a demand for more programs that are "culturally 

grounded (developed from the cultural values and beliefs specific to each culture) or 

culturally adapted (modified from existing preventive programs for populations that are 

culturally and regionally distinct from the target population) (Okamoto et al., 2012, p. 9). 

Culturally grounded programs deviate from the more traditional Eurocentric paradigms 

that derive Eurocentric ideas, values, norms, beliefs and behaviors established through 

descendants of White European ethnic groups (Naidoo, 1996, p. 3). Further, they are not 

grounded in paradigms “deriving from a white middle-class value system” that “fail to 

consider the worldviews of historically oppressed populations (Gilbert, Harvey, & 

Belgrave, 2009, p. 245; Naidoo, 1996, p.2).  
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5. Divorce 

  The legal termination of a formally legal marriage by the state through court order 

for the primary of dissolving the marital contract so that both spouses are emotionally and 

economically separate, and free to remarry (Lamanna & Riedmann, 2012, p. 13). 

According to Afifi, Davis, Denes, & Merrill (2012), divorce varies based on cultural 

values, however, research has developed three primary universal conclusions regarding 

culture and divorce: 

 As culture becomes individualistic and industrialized, divorce rates 

increase 

 Divorce rates tend to increase as women become more educated and 

financially dependent 

 Divorce rates are lower when religion is a central part of culture (p. 240) 

6. Marriage 

A legal and binding (ideally permanent) contract which unities two people, 

typically a man and woman, for sexual, economic, reproductive, and healthcare purposes 

(Knox & Schacht, 2013; Strong & Cohen, 2013). While each culture experiences 

marriage uniquely, Strong & Cohen (2013) state universal principles of marriage are that: 

 Marriage typically establishes rights and obligations connected to gender, 

sexuality, relationships with kin and in-laws, and legitimacy of children 

 Marriage establishes specific roles within the wider community and society. It 

specifies the rights and duties of husbands and wives, as well as of their 
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respective families, to each other and makes such duties and responsibilities 

enforceable by the wider society. 

 Marriage allows transfer of wealth and property from one generation to the 

next. 

While marriage was originally defined as a legal contract of two people of different 

sexes (a man and woman married as husband and wife), the evolving attitudes and 

policies in America has shifted the definition of marriage to include same-sex marriage 

(Forsyth, 2014; Knox & Schacht, 2013). In this dissertation, marriage will be examined 

in the context of a legal and binding contract uniting a heterosexual man and women as 

husband and wife as a primary focus. While not recognized as married, couples (two 

heterosexual persons who share a dyadic intimate relationship, marriage, or engagement) 

or those cohabitating will also be a target population. Further, the term couple in this 

paper encompasses married, cohabitating or committed individuals. 

7. Racial/Ethnic Minorities, Race, Ethnicity, and Racial/Ethnic 

A modern, socially constructed term without genetic basis, although in many 

cases race is socially important in understanding people’s experiences and opportunities, 

(Shih, Bonam, Sanchez & Peck, 2007, p. 125-126). S. Smedley & B. Smedley (2005) 

state between the 16th and 18th centuries, race was used as a general term to define 

categories, interchangeable with terms such as “type, sort, breed, or species”, but add, by 

the 18th century, “race” became more commonly used, and by the Revolutionary era, 

solidified in meaning to refer to Indians, Blacks and Whites; these newly developed 
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categorizations were used to promote racial inequalities such as slavery and Africans as 

inferior/nonhuman (S. Smedley & B. Smedley, p.19, 2005). Others consider race to be 

both social and, to some extent, biological, and further distinguish race from ethnicity. 

According to Ansell (2013), race refers to “the idea that a species can be divided into two 

or more sub-populations whose members possess greater biological conformity with each 

other than they do with members of other sub-populations (p.125)”, while ethnicity refers 

to “commonality based on shared experiences, geographical origins, cultural practices, 

and/or kinship ties (p. 64). Similarly, Dein (2006) defines race as “human diversity as a 

division between fixed and separate races rooted in biological difference and the product 

of divergent heritages (p.68); and ethnicity as another way of thinking about human 

diversity that implies: “shared origins or social background, shared culture and traditions 

that are distinctive, maintained between generations, and lead to a sense of identity and 

group; and as common language or religious tradition (p.69).  

8. Relationship Discord 

A dynamic experienced by couples with low relationship adjustment or significant 

relationship distress; relationship discord has also associated with increased 

psychological distress and impaired functioning (Whisman & Uebelacker, 2006; 

Whisman, 2012).  

9. Relationship Dissolution 

 The “conscious and intentional” termination of a friendship, romantic or marital 

relationship by one partner in the relationship; this excludes relationships ended as a 
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natural circumstances such as bereavement (Duck & Rollie, 2003, p.1297). Chung & 

Hunt (2014) assert relationship dissolution is described as “one of the most intense and 

painful social experiences and is a key reason people seek therapy (p.155). They add 

individuals often experience a “range of negative psychological consequences to include 

grief, anger, negative cognitions, lower self-esteem and rumination” (155-156). Divorce 

and relationship dissolution will be used interchangeably. 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

 

A good number of theoretical perspectives have been employed to address relationship 

discord in Marriage Relationship Education (MRE) and Couples Relationship Education 

(CRE) programs including, including attachment, Bowen’s family systems, cognitive 

behavior, communications, family development, intergenerational, object relations, 

psychodynamic, and structural theory.  Four major theoretical perspectives related to CRE 

and MRE programs in this dissertation and their corresponding therapeutic strategies will 

be covered.  These include Africentric Theory, Attachment theory, Cognitive Behavioral 

Theory, and Imago Relationship Theory.  

Africentric Paradigm 

 

Africentric theory is also referred to as Afrocentric and used interchangeably with African-

centered. The Africentric framework describes "a worldview in which African descent 

people and culture are the central unit of analysis, with a focus on social and historical 

context"; and has two central aims "(1) the reclamation and revision of the history of 
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African people, who share common ancestral origins but are spread throughout the world 

(this international population represents the African diaspora), and (2) the resistance of 

European cultural hegemony and oppression" (Jackson, 2006, p. 29). Africentric 

interventions place a high focus on "reinstilling traditional African and African American 

cultural values in people of African descent and stems from the premise that African 

Americans, for the most part, survived historically because of values such as 

interdependence, collectivism, transformation, and spirituality that can be traced to African 

principles for living" (Gilbert, Harvey, & Belgrave, 2009, p. 243) 

Attachment Theory 

Attachment theory (AT) is an ethological approach to personality development that 

focuses on the affectional bonds developed during childhood and adolescent experiences, 

and postulates that vital childhood and adolescent bonds, if severed or mistreated, may 

produce inadequate adult development, including deficits in adult relationship functioning 

(Ainsworth & Bowlby, 1991; Bowlby, 1978). Bowlby’s attachment theory is best 

understood through three main principles. First, infants have a natural, innate desire to have 

affectionate and powerful bonds to others, primarily an attachment figure. Second, first 

two years of a child’s life is a critical point for attachment and child development Bowlby 

(1951); and third, long-term effects of maternal deprivation may lead to delinquency, 

increased aggression, mental health issues, reduced intellectual ability, and heightened risk 

for becoming an “affectionless psychopath”, characterized by an inability to show concern 

for others (Allen, Timmer, Urquiza, 2014).   
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  Many social psychologists, beginning with Hazan and Shaver, have examined 

adult romantic relationships in the context of Bowlby and Ainsworth’s work (Mickelson, 

Kessler, & Shaver, 1997). Although some argue attachment theory is more strongly suited 

for infant and childhood exploration, a growing body of literature shows the transition of 

attachment concepts into adulthood (Adult attachment theory), and furthermore shows 

attachment theory has provided a way for developing a deeper understanding of adult 

love/romantic relationships (Rholes & Simpson, 2005). Two arguments support the link 

between infant and adult attachment: 1) alike, infant and adult emotions and relationship 

behavior are directed by “internal working models of self and relationship partners” 

developed by prior relationship experiences; and 2) these working models shape beliefs 

about self-worth, the ability to trust others to provide love and support, and the ability to 

appropriately interpret interaction with others (Mickelson, Kessler, & Shaver, 1997, p. 

102). Hazan and Shaver (1987 & 1990) note that attachment theory provides a framework 

for examining love from a much-needed multidimensional perspective which includes 

healthy and unhealthy aspects of love and emphasis on understanding separation, loss, and 

feelings of loneliness.  

Cognitive Behavior Theory 

Behavior therapy emerged in the late 1950s and early 1960s, and is comprised of 

cognitive and behavioral theory, which serves as a basis for approaches known as 

Cognitive Therapy (CT) or Cognitive Behavior Therapy (CBT) (Hupp, Reitman, & Jewell, 

2008, p. 263).  Pioneered by Aaron T. Beck, a psychoanalyst, Cognitive therapy was 
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originally developed as a short term present-oriented psychotherapy for depression in the 

1960s, but since has been adapted for use in a variety of presenting problems (Beck, 2011). 

The theoretical basis of cognitive therapy is that cognition impacts behavior, behavior can 

be observed and altered, and desired behavior change may be affected through cognitive 

change; overall cognition restructuring and behavior modification can amount to positive 

change in therapy through identifying behavior, altering response, and increasing strategies 

to lessen the impact of negative events (Dobson, 2009). Characteristics of cognitive 

behavioral approaches are ideally characterized by 1) brevity of treatment, 2) self-

counseling skills, 3) instructive and directive sessions, 4) homework as a central feature to 

goal attainment, 5) collaborative effort, 5) social learning concepts 6) appropriate response 

to undesired situations, and 7) challenging and changing irrational thinking (National 

Association of Cognitive Behavioral Therapists, 2007).  

Cognitive behavioral couples therapy 

Cognitive behavioral couples therapy (CBCT) evolved in the 1980's with the 

leadership of Richard Stuart, Neil Jacobson, and Gayla Maroglin who were influenced by 

their own relationships and research showing the effectiveness of using CBT in 

relationships (Epstein, 2006).  Literature review of CBCT among couples shows behavioral 

interaction, change contracts, building communication skills, and problem solving skills 

improve couple interaction and their subjective relationship significantly. Epstein (2006) 

however, notes the early development of cognitive behavioral couples therapy came with 

challenges as initially many couples did not show marked improvement in relationship 
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interaction, and some even relapsed though initially experiencing positive results.  Adding 

to the ineffectiveness of CBT, alternative treatment modalities and psychotherapeutic 

models placed more focus on the emotion and attachment of couples which produced the 

same, and at times better results than CBCT (Epstein, 2006).   

Imago Relationship Theory  

Imago Therapy is a relationship paradigm is based on a synthesis of theoretical 

approaches including psychoanalysis, self-psychology, behaviorism, attachment theory, 

transactional analysis, gestalt therapy, object relations, and systems theory (McMahon, 

1999; Zielinski, 1999; Luquet, 2000). The term “imago” means “image” and represents 

“the unconscious image of familiar love” which is the core essence of Imago Relationship 

Therapy. IRT asserts there is a relationship between emotions experienced in early 

childhood and adulthood (Imago Relationships International, 2013). For example, feelings 

of abandonment (childhood wounds) experienced in infancy or childhood will transition 

into adulthood, impacting adult love relationships. These childhood wounds are “the 

psycho-emotional fallout of connectional rupture”; and “like any other wound, childhood 

wounds are painful, and like physical pain, these painful wounds makes us want to protect 

ourselves and our context (Hannah & Hendrix, p. 206, 2011).” Childhood wounds or loss 

experienced in childhood have a lasting effect on all future relationships (Brown, 1999). 

IRT’s central purpose is to encourage personal and relationship growth through 

conflict resolution and a deeper understanding of “childhood wounds” in each partner.  The 

resolution of conflict and improved communication skills help couples transform from an 
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unconscious relationship to one characterized by enhanced consciousness (Hellen, 1999; 

Imago Relationships International, 2013). Although often not referred to as a theory in 

research, IRT posits, “humans possess a natural impulse for self-repair, self-completion 

and loving connection (Imago Relationships International, 2013).  

BECOMING CONSCIOUS--- IMAGO THERAPY 

At the core of Imago therapy is consciousness and interconnectedness among 

couples (Hannah & Hendrix, 2011). Imago dialogue is the pathway to restructuring 

communication and fostering couples with the opportunity to commit to learning each other 

(Hannah & Luquet, 2005). Imago Dialogue is broken into three parts, which consists of 

three concepts: mirroring, validating, and empathizing. Mirroring encourages couples to 

listen to their partner without deflecting what they are saying (Hannah & Wade, 2005; 

Imago Relationships (2009). After mirroring, couples are taught to understand the logic of 

what their partner is saying, although they are not required to agree with what they are 

hearing, and then empathize by experiencing the emotions of what their partner is saying 

(Imago Relationships, 2009).  

 According to Hendrix in What is Imago Dialogue? (2009) the impact of Imago 

Dialogue on couples is that they experience a transformation in their relationship and learn 

a new way of interacting. Couples develop emotional safety, are allowed to be vulnerable 

without judgment, and emerge to understand there are two realities present rather than one. 

As love is reborn, wholeness occurs, there is a decrease in conflict, and couples are 

interested in using positive energy in social interaction, rather than themselves.   
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

This three-article dissertation contributes to existing literature by examining 

scholarly discourse on the effectiveness of racial/ethnic couples counseling and uniquely 

targets African American couples, a neglected population most in need of culturally-

grounded couples counseling interventions. Ultimately, after documenting the societal 

factors contributing to the decline of marriage and increase in relationship dissolution over 

he past twelve decades and exploring the reactions of young African American women to 

the marriage trends, this, dissertation offers an innovative systematic review that critically 

analyzes culturally grounded/African-centered couples counseling enrichment programs 

designed for African American couples. Employing a systematic review methodology to 

documenting the exact number and specific cultural content of marriage and couple 

relationship education programs targeting African American couples is a virtually 

untouched research area.    

The central question of this study will be “What marriage/relationship interventions 

have been developed from an Africentric/Culturally-grounded framework to specifically 

intervene with African American couples experiencing discord or seeking relationship 

enhancement, and to what extent have these programs been utilized, evaluated, and proven 

effective? The dissertation will also address the following sub questions: 

a. What are the socio-cultural factors impacting Black marriageability from a historical-

ecological perspective? 

b. What are the experiences and reflections of young African American women who are     

learning about and processing the trends in declining Black marriage?   
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METHODS 

Two major methods will be utilized in this dissertation: Hermeneutic phenomenology and 

systematic review. 

PHENOMENOLOGY METHODS 

 Hermeneutic phenomenology was chosen as the method for qualitative analysis. In 

hermeneutic phenomenology the researcher analyses text based on the desire to understand 

a particular phenomenon, and contextually explores the lived experiences of subjects or an 

insubjective community; this is achieved by collecting descriptions of the subject’s 

experience (In this study student blogs) (Englander, 2012, p.14-15). The study underwent 

institutional review board review and was approved with an exempt status given that the 

student blogs were part of a public website space. One year after completion of the course, 

the blogs were removed from the webspace by copying and pasting each one to a separate 

word document. The phenomenological approach employed nine significant steps: The 

procedures of phenomenological analysis were as follows:  

1. Exploration of the researchers experiences and orientation of self to the 

phenomenon, in this case current trends in African American relationships and 

marriagebility (Moustakas, 1994; Van Manen, 1990);  

2. Reflection of, and listing assumptions about how Black female students are 

processing current trends in African American relationships (Anderson & Spencer, 

2002, p.1331); 
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3. Bracketing personal experiences as a previous student and professor 

processing/teaching these critical statistics;  

4. Reduction of blog data to isolate data pertaining to relationships & family: gender, 

race, class, & identity 

5. Immersion into data to identify significant sentences, phrases, and quotes to 

develop “meaning units” that provides insight on the lived experiences of Black 

female students in terms of the phenomenon (Horizonalization), and elimination of 

repetitive meaning units; 

6. Clustering of key statements/meaning units from student blogs which form 

significant themes and provide the basis for textual description (Clustering), 

7. Testing themes against student blogs in all entirety 

8. Development of themes into an exhaustive textural description of the phenomenon; 

and 

9. Creation of a composite description, which captures the essence or commonality of 

Black female student’s experiences (essential description or invariant structure). 

Data analysis of the blog posts occurred concurrently, meaning the blog posts were 

reviewed all at once, rather than as the students posted each individual blog entry. 

 

SYSTEMATIC REVIEW METHODS 

 According to Crisp (2015) since the mid-1990’s systematic reviews have gained 

popularity and recognition as a methodological approach for working with large amounts 

of research data and establishing a strong rationale for a program of research, even among 
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the social work profession (p. 284). The primary step in conducting a systematic review is 

formulating and defining a research question (Crisp, p. 287, 2015,). In this study the central 

question of the dissertation serves as the foundation of this systematic review: What 

marriage/relationship interventions have been developed from an Africentric/culturally-

grounded framework to specifically intervene with African American couples experiencing 

discord or seeking relationship enhancement, and to what extent have these programs been 

utilized, evaluated, and proven effective?  

Since the research question has been defined, the next step will be defining an 

inclusion and exclusion criteria, and key terms to ensure relevant research data is not 

overlooked during data retrieval. Smith, Devana, Begley, & Clarke (2011) affirm “the 

search terms used for the literature review should be clearly described, with information 

on their relevance to the research question. Furthermore, search terms should be focused 

so that they are broad enough in scope to capture all relevant data yet narrow enough to 

minimize the capture of extraneous literature that may result in unnecessary time and effort 

being spent assessing irrelevant articles.” (p.3).   

Similar to Smith et al. (2011), Crisp (2015) states, “one of the key ways for 

constraining search strategies is to have explicit inclusion and exclusion criteria. At a 

minimum, these should usually specify the Participants, Interventions, Comparisons to be 

undertaken, Outcomes, and Study Design, which are often collectively known by the 

acronym “PICOS” (p. 290). As suggested by Smith et al. (2011) prior to proceeding with 

the data search and retrieval, a review team will be established (my dissertation committee) 

to ensure the team is in agreement with the inclusion/exclusion criteria. After the inclusion 
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and exclusion criteria has been developed, a search will be conducted and data retrieval 

will be carried out in the following steps as reported in Smith et al. (2011):  

1. Assess retrieved titles and abstracts of studies for relevance and duplication 

2. Select studies for retrieval and further appraisal 

3. Obtain full text copies of potentially eligible studies 

4. Critically appraise studies for relevance and quality  

(Smith et al., p.3, 2011) 

Following data extraction, the data will be synthesized and published using descriptive, 

graphical and table presentations. The systematic review will also be archived and updated 

as relevant data is published.  

COMPONENTS OF THE THREE-ARTICLE DISSERTATION 

 

This dissertation explores culturally grounded couples counseling approaches that 

promote healthy relationships/marriages among racial/ethnic minorities, with African 

American couples as a primary focus. Using a three-paper format, the dissertation forms a 

comprehensive body of literature by first examining the historical-ecological factors 

impacting African American marriage trends over the decades, exploring how a sample of 

African American women respond to the trend in declining marriage; and finally, 

systematically reviewing culturally-grounded African-centered interventions designed to 

intervene with African American couples experiencing relationship discord/dissolution.  

The three articles include one conceptual paper, one qualitative analysis, and one 

systematic review. The three articles are as follows:  
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Article One 

 

Title: African American Marriages and Relationships: A Historical-Ecological Perspective 

Research Question: What are the various socio-cultural factors impacting Black 

marriageability from a historical-ecological perspective? 

Abstract: Few topics have gained as much attention as the drastically declining marriage 

rates and increasing divorce rates in the United States. Racial and ethnic minorities, more 

particularly African Americans, have been identified as a population most impacted by the 

increased marital discord crisis. Using a historical-ecological perspective, the author 

provides a historical overview of factors, which collectively, have led to the decline in 

African American marriage. Contributing factors such as the legacy of slavery, biased 

public policy, unemployment & economic hardship, incarceration, family and relationship 

erosion, physical health and mental health disparities, and racialized gender role 

stereotypes, are discussed. Implications for social work practice are discussed, including 

the need for practitioners to be knowledgeable about history of the African American 

family and the decades-long socio-cultural factors and ecological hardships which underlie 

the decline in marriage, as well as emerging Africentric or culturally-centered marriage 

education programs responding to the concerns.  

Article Two  

Title: A phenomenological analysis of African American females’ reflections on Black 

Marriageability 
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Research Question: What are the experiences and reflections of young African American 

women who are learning about and processing the trends in declining Black marriage? 

Abstract: Black studies courses that focus on the African American family often address 

sensitive, emotionally laden topics, including sensitive discussions about the declining 

marriageability index among African Americans.  Such classroom topics may impact 

young African American students who are presumably interested in dating, relationships 

and, perhaps, marriage. Using blog posts completed as part of the course requirement, this 

paper reports on a phenomenological analysis of African American female students’ 

processing of readings and course discussions about the declining marriageability index 

among African Americans. Themes emerging from the study include: (1) Black Women 

and Marriageability—Frustration; (2) Stereotypes- Barriers to Healthy Black 

Relationships; (3) Black men--Compassion; (4) Hopefulness --The Black Church and 

Successful Black Marriages. Overall, results indicate that African American female 

students are concerned about marriageability and that blogging allowed them to process 

and express their emotions, which ranged from frustration to hopefulness. 

Article Three 

Title: A systematic review of culturally grounded marriage/relationship enrichment 

programs for African American couples. 

Research Question: What marriage/relationship interventions have been developed from 

an Africentric/culturally-grounded framework to specifically intervene with African 
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American couples experiencing discord or seeking relationship enhancement, and to what 

extent have these programs been utilized, evaluated, and proven effective?  

Abstract: This systematic review examined the extent to which couples counseling 

approaches utilize culturally-grounded or Africentric theoretical underpinnings and the 

efficacy of such programs for African American couples.  Of the seven studies reviewed, 

two programs used Africentric theories, two utilized a culturally-grounded approaches, and 

the remaining two used a standard non-adapted marriage and relationship program 

curriculum. Culturally grounded and Africentric marriage and couples relationship 

programs utilized various methods to incorporate cultural sensitivity included (1) the use 

of prayer, (2) ethnic matching of facilitator and participants, (3) inclusion of cultural 

components, (3) an awareness of historical socio-cultural factors, (4) the use of Africentric 

theory, and (4) pilot testing of African-centered curriculum content. Results revealed 

MRE/CRE programs with African American couples increased relationship satisfaction, 

improved communication, the development of intrapersonal skills, endorsement of 

protective factors, and among culturally-grounded and Africentric marriage and couple 

relationships programs, program curriculum served as a buffer and reversed the negative 

impact of historical and socio-cultural factors on couple relationships. The two non-

adapted relationship programs did incorporate the impact of historical socio-cultural 

perspectives as a foundation for conducting the studies with African American couples. 

Greater attention should be given to the role of (1) race and ethnicity, in addition to, 

historical socio-cultural factors in African American relationships, (2) the inclusion of 

protective factors in both culturally-grounded and standard marriage and relationship 
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programs, and (3) cultural consideration in future efforts designed to intervene in 

relationship discord. 
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CHAPTER TWO: AFRICAN AMERICANS AND MARRIAGE: A 

HISTORICAL-ECOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE 

ABSTRACT 

Few topics have gained as much attention as the drastically declining marriage 

rates and increasing divorce rates in the United States. Racial and ethnic minorities, more 

particularly African Americans, have been identified as a population most impacted by 

the increased marital discord crisis. Using a historical-ecological perspective, the author 

provides a historical overview of factors, which collectively, have led to the decline in 

African American marriage. Contributing factors such as legacy of slavery, biased public 

policy, unemployment & economic hardship, incarceration, family and relationship 

erosion, physical health and mental health disparities, and racialized gender role 

stereotypes are discussed. Implications for social work practice are discussed, including 

the need for practitioners to be knowledgeable about history of the African American 

family and the decades-long socio-cultural factors and ecological hardships which 

underlie the decline in marriage, as well as emerging Africentric or culturally-centered 

marriage education programs responding to the concerns.  

INTRODUCTION 

The marriage and family literature, has unyieldingly shown monumental changes 

in marriage and couple stability, and even more so, acknowledged ethnic and racial 

minorities, and especially African Americans, as a group in need of unique attention.  
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According to the United States Census Bureau (2012), between 2000 and 2010, people 

reporting multiple races increased by 32% to 9 million people. By 2025 ethnic and racial 

minorities are expected to increase by 40%, and 50% in 2050 (Consoli, Kim, Myer, 2008; 

Populations Projects Program, 2000). Research efforts have focused on interventions and 

therapy for the general population, however, imperative questions remain unanswered 

regarding marriage/couple therapy and interventions as it pertains to ethnic and racial 

minorities.  To encourage and maintain healthy relationships for racial/ethnic minorities, 

current couples interventions and marital therapy must integrate increased support for 

multicultural marriage and family approaches and culturally appropriate models and 

theories. 

The couples who are most impacted by marital decline are racial and ethnic 

minorities, with Hispanic and primarily Black individuals taking the lead (Martin 

& Bielawski, 2011; Pew Research, 2010). Ethnic and racial families are not only 

experiencing a rapid decline in marriage, they are also more likely to represent single 

parented homes, low income families, and experience the negative effects of family 

dissolution. Although this is true, few marriage and couples interventions have been 

designed that fully incorporate the cultural identities of ethnic and racial minorities, and 

protective factors to encourage family unity and stability. 

Current research has not examined if interventions are effectively reaching the 

diverse audiences, the rates at which racial/ethnic minority couples engage in counseling, 

and/or levels of self-determination in racial/ethnic couples seeking or receiving 

counseling. Furthermore, there is a monumental gap in current and past research efforts 
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for how the changing patterns of marriage and family affect minorities; the effectiveness 

of marriage and couples interventions specific to ethnic minorities, and the rates at which 

minorities are willing to engage or seek in couples therapy. In fact, based on what is 

known about racial/ethnic minorities in terms of general counseling, relatively few racial 

and ethnic minorities are willing to engage in counseling of any sort, primarily due to 

cultural concerns (such as high regard for family privacy) and the lack of culturally –

grounded multicultural counseling interventions (Consoli, Kim, Meyer, 2008; Office of 

the Surgeon General (US), Center for Mental Health Services (US), & National Institute 

of Mental Health (US), 2001; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2001).  

Unfortunately, this lack of representation as clients of counseling and interventions exists 

even though racial/ethnic minorities encounter unique challenges that place them in high 

need for therapy. For example Gardín (2012) states 

“Most ethnic minorities in the United States have historically low performance in 

a number of socioeconomic indicators when compared with majority non-

Hispanic Whites. Their share of the population is increasing so that nowadays 

more than one in four Americans belong to one of the two largest minorities, 

Blacks and Latinos…These minorities, which constitute half of all poor 

Americans, share similar socioeconomic and demographic patterns of deprivation 

in several other dimensions: they have less education, less health insurance 

coverage, and a larger risk of being prison inmates, unemployed or low-paid 

workers. Furthermore, they share several demographic characteristics typically 

associated with disadvantaged groups, including more dependent children in their 
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families and a larger share of female-headed families, especially single mothers 

(p.3793-3794). 

Racial/ethnic minorities are also affected by racial, institutional, and interpersonal 

racism, and discrimination in everyday aspects of life (Burt, Simons, & Gibbons, 2012; 

Hwang & Goto, 2008). Discrimination has been associated with adverse consequences, 

including poor mental health, academic and social outcomes, and negative perceptions of 

one’s own racial/ethnic group (National Association of School Psychologists, p.2, 2012). 

Furthermore, experiences of racism and discrimination have been associated with 

adversely impacting relationship quality and couple relationships among racial/ethnic 

minorities. For example, LaTaillade (2006) states 

experiences of racism and discrimination can adversely impact Black couples in multiple 

ways. Partners may carry their individual experiences of racism home to the couple 

relationship (Oggins, Veroff, & Leber, 1993), and displace their racism-related anger and 

frustration toward each other, increasing relationship conflict and distress (Boyd-Franklin 

& Franklin, 1998). LaTaillade, Baucom & Jacobson (2000) also found social and 

institution discrimination among African Americans is associated with the use of 

destructive communication such as aggression and violence, and reduced constructive 

communication skills (p. 343). 

Racial/ethnic minority families are also more likely to be impacted by 

incarceration, which in turn has an effect on intimate relationships due to lack of 

communication, interaction, sexual intimacy and closeness (Einhorn, et al., 2008). 

Additionally, research shows incarceration further impacts families and children by 
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decreasing psychological and mental wellbeing, increasing financial costs, decreasing 

economic opportunities, and increasing control and intrusion of the criminal justice 

system on families (Bülow, p.780, 2013). Challenges that racial/ethnic minority couples 

face such as those discussed, (poverty, oppression, discrimination, limited upward 

mobility, incarceration, institutionalized racism, and social justice inequalities) have been 

associated with negatively impacting relationship functioning and increasing relationship 

distress (Quirk, Strokoff, Owen, France, Bergen, 2014). Thus, racial/ethnic minority 

couples should be prime candidates for marriage and couples interventions. 

HISTORICAL-ECOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE 

It is of importance to note that as a driving force, this review uses a historical-

ecological perspective which considers a person as a part of a larger system. Ecological 

perspective is concerned with “ the adaptive potential of people and the “nurtritive” 

qualities of their environments (Germain, 1979, p.8). According NASW (2007) the social 

work profession has traditionally,  

“emphasized the importance of the person-in-environment and the dual perspective, 

the concept that all people are part of two systems: the larger societal system and 

their immediate environments (Norton, 1978). Social workers using a person-in-

environment framework for assessment need to include varying degrees of 

important cultural factors that have meaning for clients and reflect the culture of 

the world around them” (p. 7-8). 
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In this case, the racial and ethnic minority couples are being considered as the individual 

unit for the person-in-environment perspective. As mentioned earlier, racial/ethnic 

minority couples have experience unique factors which impact their relationship and 

marriage viability.  These vulnerabilities must be studied from the perspective that explores 

the interrelationship between the couples, their unique communities and culturally-

grounded values and belief systems, and their environment, including the strengths and 

risks in the environment, which have changed over time and generally involve negative 

group-related outcomes for racial/ ethnic minorities.   

COUPLES THERAPY, INTERVENTION & APPROACHES: 

RACIAL/ETHNIC MINORITIES 

WESTERNIZED APPROACHES 

 Commonly used psychotherapeutic approaches in couples counseling have 

origins in Western countries, and as of yet have not included cultural components deemed 

important to successful and effective treatment with ethnic individuals (Epstein et al., 

2012). While these universal psychotherapeutic approaches used have been found 

effective among majority White populations, the break in research evaluating the 

effectiveness of these therapeutic treatments and developed models for racial/ethnic 

minorities, essentially voids the true universality of these approaches. Therefore, 

controversy remains regarding the use of traditional western approaches for racial/ethnic 

minorities (Gielen et al., 2008). As most approaches are westernized, therapy is not 

adequately ready for utilization with minority couples, and on many occasions therapists 



 47 

lack cultural knowledge of values, traditions, and belief systems that are essential to treat 

racial/ethnic minorities. In some cases, these unique ethnic systems of cultural 

communities are not easily visible by persons outside of the racial/ethnic community, 

making cultural awareness and sensitivity challenging.  More than ever, the world is, 

increasingly, becoming culturally multidimensional and as different worldviews expand, 

research, theory, and practice will need to adapt to address the needs of different cultural 

groups. 

                Features which are considered advantageous to each culture, but not captured in 

major marriage and family theories, aid in breaking barriers to theory effectiveness in 

multicultural marriage and family practice. Furthermore, attributes of racial/ethnic 

communities can serve as protective factors to the survivability of a family system or 

marriage. Given these protective factors exist but are not implemented into practice, 

counseling approaches and interventions need to have appropriate assessment methods, 

planning, and integrated theory to ensure racial/ethnic and multicultural clients are 

motivated to use therapeutic services, and are being provided with the most suitable and 

effective marital interventions. The next section of this chapter will focus on 1) the 

complexity of multicultural couples counseling, 2) the empirical effectiveness of four 

major approaches in regards to marriage and family and across populations, with special 

regard to ethnic minorities, and 3) studies which demonstrate the effectiveness of the 

marriage and couples treatments utilizing the therapy. 
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COMPLEXITY OF MULTICULTURAL COUPLES COUNSELING 

Bean & Crane (1996) utilized the Inventory of Marriage and Family Literature to search 

for journals potentially discussing issues of ethnicity in marriage and family. Six journals 

were chosen for inclusion in the study:  1) The American Journal of Family Therapy, 

Contemporary Family and Therapy, Families in Society, Family Process, Family 

Therapy and, The Journal of Marital Family Therapy. Results showed that of the 2,162 

articles examined, 95 (4.39%) discussed racial and ethnicity issues in marriage and 

family therapy. The authors argue for increased literature on race and ethnicity in the 

marriage and family field to begin to address culturally based curriculum development, 

challenges in working with minority couples, and hindrances to recruiting minority 

educators due to a lack of cultural diversity in the field (Bean & Crane, 1996). Similarly, 

LaTaillade (2006)  reported between 1970 and 2000, two major marriage and family 

journals, the Journal of Marital and Family Therapy and Family Process, contained only 

11.2% of articles, which focused on diversity issues, and less than 30% were in reference 

to race and ethnicity.  Although there is heightened recognition supporting the need for 

attention to ethnic minorities in the marriage and family field, much of the developing 

literature published remains at the descriptive stage and does not address empirical 

clinical studies or the effectiveness of marital therapy.  

                According to Seponski, Bermudez, & Lewis (2013), in some instances, even 

with adaptations, westernized models are still inadequate for use among various non-

westernized populations, primarily because counselors need advanced counseling 

practice models, which call for consciousness to effective use of therapeutic models, the 
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incorporation of culturally important resiliency factors, and a deeper understanding of 

cultural rituals and traditions beyond the surface of cultural awareness. Awareness of 

cultural awareness biases alone are insufficient, and advanced principles of multicultural 

counseling should incorporate how culture affects stress and well-being, and how culture 

can also play a role in healing (Gielen et al., 2008). Effective multicultural therapy and 

the development of culturally responsive therapeutic models in socio-political and social-

cultural contexts (including families, neighborhoods, and communities) for racial/ethnic 

minorities have become urgent as the presence of multicultural individuals is on the rise 

(Seponski, Bermudez, & Lewis, 2013). The push for multicultural diversity places 

importance on understanding the roles of race and culture in therapy, places importance 

on a strengths-based and “non-pathological " perspectives of clients, and promotes 

respect to cultural diversity (Franklin & Jordan, 2001). 

COMPLEXITY OF CULTURE IN THERAPY: THE THERAPEUTIC  

RELATIONSHIP. Rastogi and Thomas (2008) state various factors can play a major 

role in multicultural counseling, including race relations, ethnic identity, oppression, 

gender, social class, immigration, and cultural differences.  The therapeutic relationship 

in multicultural couples therapy is comprised of a complex system, including the couple, 

which together and independently experience external factors (race, class, level of 

education) and internal factors (self-concept, religious belief, and language) (Bhugra & 

Silva, 2000).  Adding to the complexity of therapy, racial/ethnic minorities experience 

racial factors that affect treatment engagement and longevity including historical trauma, 
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modern day discrimination, structural racism and segregation, social isolation and distrust 

of systems (Seponski et al., 2013). Furthermore, racial/ethnic minorities often experience 

more socio-economic barriers, language barriers, relationship conflict, and higher marital 

dissolution than majority populations (Banks, 2011). These factors place racial/ethnic 

minorities at heightened risk for adversity. Even as this is so, racial/ethnic minority 

couples experience heightened reluctance, suspicion, and hesitancy to engage in 

treatment due to historical trauma (Sue, Arredondo, & McDavis, 1992). 

                When a therapist--who is comprised of race, class, gender, language, 

professional training, and preconceived notions--is added to a multicultural therapeutic 

system, all individualistic experiences of the clients and therapist combine to create a 

potentially dynamic or damaging session (Bhugra & Silva, 2000). Given that the 

counseling process for racial/ethnic minority couples is pluralistic, it becomes important 

that marital theory takes into account various multicultural factors, especially the role of 

culture. The intricacy of cross-cultural therapeutic sessions makes implementation of 

westernized approaches in treatment challenging and impact on treatments 

effectiveness.  While there are many important aspects of treatment such as the 

implementation of goals and positive outcomes in treatment, the basis of treatment should 

stand on a foundation of underlying theory. As this is true and underlying theory is 

essential, racial/ethnic minorities should have approaches that encompass their cultural 

identity so that goals are achievable and positive outcomes attainable. Given the 

perplexity of culture in therapy and the troubled state of marriage among racial/ethnic 

minorities, there should be a higher representation of research evaluating the 
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effectiveness of therapy among this population; however, very little research is available. 

Of all racial/ethnic minority groups, African Americans experience the highest levels of 

relationship discord, and represent a good starting point for expanding couples counseling 

and relationship education research and investigation. 

AFRICAN AMERICANS: MARRIAGE AND COUPLE RELATIONSHIP 

CHALLENGES 

HISTORY OF THE BLACK FAMILY 

 African Americans are a diverse group socio-economically; however, as a racial/ethnic 

minority group, they experience substantial societal pressures, related to systemic 

oppression; and as a result, they experience high levels of stress in personal aspects of life 

(Neighbors, Jackson, Bowman, & Gurin, 1983), including intimate relationships.  

Research shows that African Americans persevere through relying on protective factors 

unique to their culture; these factors are a strong sense of community, supportive family, 

kinship, and ideals focused around spirituality and culture (Taylor, Brown, Chatters, & 

Lincoln, 2012).  

Despite immense resilience and protective factors, trends in marriage, intimate 

couple relationships and family stability have worsened over the past 75 years for this 

group. In 1925, as 85%of African American families were intact families, with father-

headed households; today, that number has fallen to below 32%, and African Americans 

have the lowest marriage rate of all US racial/ethnic groups (Banks, 2011; Chambers & 

Kravitz, 2011). In his controversial book, “Is Marriage for White People?”, Banks (2011) 
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examines how changes in marriage have affected specific racial/ethnic groups, especially 

African Americans.  Banks (2011) concludes that marriage is changing for the entire 

American society, however African Americans are at a greater risk for being affected by 

the new face of marriage and family. For example, African American women tend to 

marry into conflict-habituated marriages with men who earn less, or are less educated, 

and therefore Black women are experiencing a loss of contributing partners and 

relationships more than any other race. Banks (2011) continues with “African Americans 

are now the most unmarried people in the nation” (p.180).  African Americans marry less 

and divorce more, and have fewer enduring and committed relationships than any other 

group; In a related, highly recognized article, Understanding the Disproportionately Low 

Marriage Rate among African Americans: An Amalgam of Sociological and 

Psychological Constraints, Chambers and Kravitz (2011) asked a defining question in 

research about African American relationships: "Why are African Americans not getting 

married?”.  To answer this question most scholars agree one must begin with a historical 

overview of marriage among African Americans in the U.S.  

 LEGACY OF SLAVERY 

Slavery placed extremely destructive demands on families, disrupting the stability 

of marriage and committed couples.  Blacks were sold, separated from wives, husbands 

and children, forced into sexual, physical, and emotional violence, and spent more time 

meeting the "needs" of White families, then the needs of their own (Snyder, 2010).  

However, it is important to note that despite the brutality of slavery and the intentional 
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destruction of slave family life and intimate relationships, at the legal end of slavery in 

1865, families showed perseverance and many reunited.  At the start of 1880's the 

majority of African American families thrived. In 1925, 85% of Black households were 

headed by a husband or father; and up until the 1960's, 78% of Black families included a 

married couple (Franklin, 2007). In the 1970's, 64% of African Americans were married 

couples, followed by a downward spiral of marriage for Black families. By the 1980s, the 

number had fallen to 48%; to 39% in 1993; and to 32% in 2004 (Dixon, 2009).  There are 

a number of reasons to explain this downward spiral over the decades: 

1800S-1940 

These years were characterized by increased lynching, re-enslavement of African 

American men through prison work camps, destruction of Black towns and neo-slavery 

laws in the South (Blackmon, 2009). According to Blackmon (2009), the year 1892 had 

the highest number of lynchings than any other year and in 1918, while Blacks were 

expected to return from the World War with less racial tension, instead they were met 

with more lynching, especially in South Carolina, Texas, Washington, D.C, and Arkansas 

(p.18, 106). In the 1900’s, Blacks, especially Black men, were re-enslaved in prison 

camps, and became “leased convicts” forcibly, hired out by the criminal justice system, 

rather than the slave-owners (Lichtenstein, 2009). Later in 1906, established and thriving 

Black towns were destroyed; homes were broken into, churches were burned, and 

business employing Blacks were destroyed, despite the desire and resiliency of Blacks to 

establish strong family systems (Blackmon, 2009). 



 54 

BIASED PUBLIC POLICY 

 Schram, Soss, & Fording (2003) state in the 1960’s African Americans mobilize 

a national social movement to demand greater access to newly developed welfare benefits 

and new policies, however,  the “cruel irony” is that these policies “fueled growing racial 

resentment and widened a burgeoning split in American welfare politics that divided 

white from black, middle- and working class Americans from the poor, and cities from 

the suburbs, leaving African Americans increasingly isolated-politically, socially, 

economically, and geographically-from the main currents of the American political 

economies (p.24). To date, a number of bias public policies have continued to negatively 

impact African American families in many ways, however those most significant of these 

have been the welfare reform policy of the 1950’s-1970’s and the 1980’s War on Drugs. 

1950S-1970S 

Welfare reform policy had an impact on black families by creating a wedge 

between men and women, and created an increase in poverty, welfare dependency, non-

marital cohabitation, single parenting, and more female-headed households (Hill, 2006). 

These factors contributed to lower marriage rates and less desire to get married. 

1980S-PRESENT 

One of the most influential factors, the War on Drugs, based on legislative acts 

such as the 1986 and 1988 anti-drug abuse acts, established harsh sentencing for low-

level crack offenses in comparison to powder cocaine and increased racial profiling, 
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which in increased the likelihood of prison arrests among African American men, despite 

drugs involvement among Whites as well. These policies greatly affected African 

American men because crack cocaine is more likely to be found in low-income 

communities occupied by racial/ethnic minorities (Perry & Bright, 2012).   

FAMILY AND RELATIONSHIP EROSION 

 Due to family and relationship erosion over the decades, today, overall Black 

Americans are not as likely to marry, will spend less time with their marriage partners, 

and are at a greater risk for divorce comparison to their counterparts (Banks, 2011; 

Dixon, 2009). Chapman (2007) found the divorce rate per 100 Black Americans couples 

is 2.9% while for Whites it is 1.9%; between 1970 and 1985 divorce rates of Blacks 

increased by 104%. According to Dixon (2009), in 1999, the divorce rates for Black 

Americans was 67% in comparison to Whites who experienced divorce at 50% (Dixon, 

2009).  Long-term marriages have an even greater risk of divorce. Approximately 47% of 

Black women separate from their husband within 10-15 years of marriage compared to 

28% of White women and only 32% of Black women remarry within 10 years compared 

to 62% of White women (Phillips & Sweeney, 2005).  

The answer as to why there is such an increase in divorce rates, and decrease in 

the presence of Black families (marriages) centers around structural, cultural, individual, 

and interactive factors (Dixon, 2009). As indicated earlier, one of the most damaging 

structural factors contributing to lack of stable marriages and increased divorce is the 

absence of Black men in families for multiple reasons that have mounted over the 
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decades.  Black men have higher rates of unemployment, incarceration, death rates, 

mental health concerns, and a lack of father role models, all of which contribute to the 

unavailability of partnerships in marriage (Duncan, 2012).   

UNEMPLOYMENT & ECONOMIC HARDSHIP 

Historically, Blacks have had the largest rate of unemployment in comparison to 

all other racial/ethnic groups (United States Department of Labor, 2012); this is 

especially true of Black males. According to Eckholm (2006) an increasing amount of 

uneducated black men are becoming disconnected from mainstream society at much 

higher rates than white or Hispanic men. In 1950, the unemployment rate for Black males 

was 5.4%, (Schwartzman, p.3, 1997), and thirty years later, between 1980 and 1988 the 

monthly unemployment rate for Black men remained at 10% and did not decrease until 

December 1994, when the rate became 9.1% (Spriggs, 2006). In November and 

December of 1982, employment rates for Black men were 19.3% and 20.7%, while rates 

for White men were at their highest--9%. By 1995, the unemployment rate of Black 

males was 10.6%, twice as high as the overall employment rate 5.6% (Schwartzman, p.3, 

1997). Eckholm (2006) stated even at the highest peak of the labor market in the last 30 

years, the 1990’s were still a bad decade for black men in terms of employment. He 

added “The share of young black men without jobs has climbed relentlessly, with only a 

slight pause during the economic peak of the late 1990’s. In 2000, 65 percent of black 

male high school dropouts in their 20’s were jobless—that is, unable to find work, not 

seeking it or incarcerated. By 2004, the share had grown to 72 percent, compared with 34 
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percent of white and 19 percent of Hispanic dropouts. Even when high school graduates 

were included, half of black men in their 20’s were jobless in 2004, up from 46 percent in 

2000. (p.1)” In 2012, approximately 60% of adult Black males were employed compared 

to almost 70% of White men (U.S Department of Labor, 2012). 

       INCARCERATION 

Black American men represent only 6% of the general population, yet they 

account for approximately 50% of the prison population, which in return has a major 

impact on marriages and children within these marriages (Dixon, 2009; Perry, Harmon, 

& Leeper, 2012). The high prevalence of incarcerated Black men can be traced back to 

1970 with Blacks representing 41% of the federal and state prison population, and by 

1990, 47% of the national prison population (Darity & Myers, 1995). Incarceration 

creates familial barriers as fathers are not able to provide physical attention or contribute 

economically to the household (Duncan, 2012); their wives or partners are left with 

increased stress, difficult parenting challenges, and, in many cases, dissolved 

relationships.   

PHYSICAL HEALTH AND MENTAL HEALTH DISPARITIES 

Black men not only represent high numbers of institutionalization in prisons, they 

also account for high rates of mental health institutionalization (Tutashinda, 2013). Jewell 

(2003) reported in 1960 African American men represented 21.7% of mental health 

institutionalization, with African American women representing 46.3%, and although 

research remains bleak, statistics show in 1990, Black men accounted for 28.8% of all 
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mental psychiatric hospitals (Darity & Myers, 1995, p.272). Aside from mental health, 

medical conditions among Blacks in general contribute to high death rates. The medical 

conditions most prevalent in these mortality cases are increased high blood pressure, 

heart disease, diabetes, cancer, and HIV/AIDS (Guyll, Cutrona, Burzette, & Russell, 

2010).   

Death rates for Black American men are unique, however, Black men have the 

shortest life expectancies, highest rates of homicide, and increased suicide, not excluding 

what is referred to as slow suicide, in which the continuous use of drugs, black-on-black 

crime, and lack of respect or value for life, and untreated depression (Head, 2004; 

Thomas, Hammond, & Kohn-Wood, 2015; Tutashinda, 2013) leads to excessive deaths. 

Research has found the increase in the prevalence of suicide in Black males has been 

caused by increased pressure from racial discrimination, substance abuse, mental illness, 

lack of mental healthcare, relationship instability and unemployment (Duncan, 2012; 

Osiezagha, Kaur, Barker, & Bailey, 2009).Among Black American men aged 15-24, 

suicide has become the third leading cause of death (Osiezagha et al., 2009). Best 

summarized, Darity and Myers (1995) state, “black men who are being withdrawn from 

the productive labor market through institutionalization (jails, mental hospitals, and 

prisons). These black men are institutionalized because of dependence on potent 

dangerous drugs and thefts (p. 265). The absolute number of young black men is 

shrinking because of diseases and injuries that normally are not life-threatening to healthy 

young men and because of excessive rates of mortality. These reductions in marriageable 
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mates and the economic marginalization of potential mates have severe consequences for 

family formation.  

 Based on employment, earnings, and education, Black men in urban areas have a 

low marriageability index which is reinforced by absenteeism, gender imbalance, 

interracial marriage, educational homogeny, and income homogeny--all structural factors 

(Dixon, 2009). In 1840, there were 99 Black males per 100 Black females and in 1985 

the ratio of males to females was 73:100. Although this number may seem higher than 

expected, when marriageability factors are included the ratio becomes 43:100 

(Pinderhughes, 2002).  With additional factors, such as interracial marriages, unequal sex 

ratios continue to diverge (Banks, 2011).  As of 1999, interracial couples (Black and 

White) accounted for approximately 25% of marriages within the United States (Leslie & 

Letiecq, 2004) . Even as some Black American women are open to interracially dating 

majority races, research shows marriage between Black women and White men are the 

least frequent interracial marriages to occur between African Americans and Caucasian 

Americans (Judice, 2008). Even still, according to Strong & Cohen (2014) interracial 

marriages between African American men and Caucasian women and between African 

American women and Caucasian men are at greater risk for divorce than marriages 

between Caucasian couples (p.281) 

 RACIALIZED GENDER ROLE STEREOTYPES 

In 1999, Staples reported, of two hundred and fifty million people, 82 million were 

cohabiting; this is due to a "shift of focus from familism to individualism"(Dixon, 2009; 
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Staples, 1999). The growing acceptance of individualism is further encouraged by the 

idea that single parents have the support of extended family, which changed the once 

"divorce is unacceptable" perspective to divorce being more acceptable. With a shift of 

focus to individualism and feminist movements, women have been encouraged to rely on 

themselves and become "independent women".  Black women have become more 

educated and thus have incurred more prestigious occupations (Banks, 2011; Duncan, 

2012). Even though this is advantageous for women, it decreases the chance that Black 

women will marry. Raspberry (2005) found that among Black women earning $55,000 or 

greater per year, their chances of finding a suitable mate were 29%, compared to 60% for 

their White counterparts.  This lack of income and educational homogamy [the 

equivalence of education and earning potential among intimate partners] is a major 

contributing factor to low marriageability among African Americans, as men are not 

advancing in parallel to women in terms or academic or professional achievement 

(McDaniel, DiPrete, Buchmann, & Shwed, 2011).  

 Shockingly, while Black women are making immense strides in professional 

arenas of life, the opposite is represented in media; this is perpetuated through the 

misogyny of Black women through hip hop music (Rebollo-Gil & Moras, 2012). Women 

are plagued with negative stereotypes of being hypersexual, sex objects, rude, insensitive, 

and welfare abusers (Townsend, Thomas, Neilands, & Jackson, 2010). This depiction of 

women through media has created internalized stereotypes, not only in the thought 

process of women, but also counterparts (Black men and men of other ethnicities) 

(Rebollo-Gil & Moras, 2012; Williams & Williams-Morris, 2000). This demonization of 
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Black women in the media has fueled overall negative perspectives about African 

American women as dating partners, across all groups of men. Stanley (2010) reports that 

while many black women are open to dating interracially, this might be more difficult 

than it appears. Reports from popular dating sites show that found that black women 

received fewer responses than any other group, even though they sent the most messages. 

Similarly, a 2008 study from the University of California, Irvine, found that women of 

color were more likely to include white men in their dating pools while white men were 

more likely to exclude black women.  

 With the changing cultural factors, individualized factors (internalized negative 

stereotypes of Black Americans) have affected the meaning of marriage and the choosing 

of mates in the Black culture (Dixon, 2009). For couples that do proceed through 

marriage, reasons for divorce often existed around issues of power between couples, 

economic stress and instability, heightened exposure to crime and violence, and racism or 

discrimination (Dixon, 2009). 

MARITAL ATTITUDES OF AFRICAN AMERICAN MEN AND WOMEN  

Despite the consequential impact of socio-cultural factors on marriage and 

relationships, research has established both African American men and women aspire 

family and marital/relationship stability. For example, King & Allen (2009) assert 

understanding the attributes African American males and females desire in potential 

marital partners has become significantly important to the average Black man or women; 

They add recent literature supports “African American men and women want to be in 



 62 

monogamous relationships and expend considerable time and energy seeking suitable 

partners and Black women want men who take the lead and fulfill the role of the head of 

household”. (p.572-573). Perry (2013) and Perry & Brooms (2013) reveal that while 

some research has validated African American women’s desire for marriage and 

researched the marital attitudes of African American women, African American men 

“have often been the “subject of scientific inquiry and public discourse, and rarely have 

their voices been heard…moreover, when the voices of African American men have been 

represented in studies related to marriage, they have often examined the barriers to 

marriage or featured men with limited economic or social capital”. The lack of attention 

to the lived experiences of African American men and heightened focus on limited 

economic or social capital, creates a gap in understanding how African American men 

view marriage and family. In an effort to understand African American men’s 

perceptions and experiences, Perry & Grooms (2013) interviewed African American men 

regarding conceptualizations of marriage and found majority of men have positive 

conceptualizations of marriage and defined marriage as a partnership characterized by 

commitment, and shared interests, goals, and aspirations. Furthermore, African American 

men identified marriage as important, worthwhile, and a pathway to connecting families 

and a context of children to grow and mature. While majority of African American men 

highly valued marriage, a few expressed doubts, however these men did not see positive 

images, expressions, or models of marriage. 
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 RECENT RESPONSES 

Despite these depressing facts, Black Americans still have the desire to marry, have 

children, and highly value familial bonds (Dixon, 2009). Cohabitating, versus marriage, 

has more of a negative impact on families, ranging from substance abuse, violence, 

mental illness, lack of access to healthcare, and suicide (Dixon, 2009). Contrastingly, 

marriage has been associated with more positive outcomes-better quality of life 

(physically and mentally happier), less frequent arguing/disagreements (less stress), 

higher life expectancy, fairness among couples, and supportiveness (Dixon, 2009). 

Furthermore, research shows positive associations including an upgrade to middle class, 

fewer health concerns, greater psychological outcomes, and persons of Black descent 

reporting being more "satisfied or very happy" than those who are separated, divorced, 

widowed, or never married (Edwards, 2009; Lincoln & Chae, 2010). It has been 

demonstrated through peer-reviewed studies that successful Black marriages endorse 

spirituality/religion (church attendance), a sense of community, extended family 

involvement, shared responsibilities despite the norm in terms of gender roles, 

supportiveness, warmth, and education/financial stability as resiliency factors (Edwards, 

2009; Taylor et al., 2012; Trask-Tate, Cunningham, & Lang-DeGrange, 2010). 

 The incorporation of Africentric work has not made advancements great enough 

to meet the demands of the Black population and reverse the current negative trends 

(Daniels, 2001; Gilbert, Harvey, & Belgrave, 2009). Therefore, there is an 

underutilization of treatment in the Black populations (Parish, 2009). Marital 

interventions for married Black Americans must include awareness, cultural sensitivity, 
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skills, and knowledge of Black history rooted in principles such as the Ma'at and Nguzo 

Saba.  Martin (2008) describes the Ma’at as a “comprehensive construct that existed 

throughout ancient Egyptian civilization. Cosmologically, ma’at is the principle of order 

that informs the creation of the universe. Religiously, ma’at is a goddess or neter 

representing balance or order. Last, philosophically, ma’at is a moral and ethnic principle 

that all Egyptians were expected to embody in their daily actions toward family, 

community, nation, environment and god (p.952). Based on seven principles (truth, 

justice, righteousness, order, balance, reciprocity, and harmony), the ma’at forms “the 

basis for how one should think about themselves in relation to others in community” and 

when incorporated into culturally grounded interventions, serves as a vehicle for 

transformative experience, and empowerment among African Americans (Bent-Goodley, 

p. 108, 2014, Pratt-Clark, 2013) .  

According to Gilbert, Harvey & Belgrave (2009), “the principles of the Maat are 

translated through the Nguzo Saba, which also encompasses seven principles:  

 “unity (striving for unity in the family, community, and race) 

 self-determination (defining, naming, and creating for oneself)  

 collective work and responsibility (building and maintain community and solving 

problems together) 

 cooperative economics (building and maintaining the economic base of the 

community) 

 purpose (restoring people to their original traditional greatness) 

 creativity (enhancing the beauty and benefits of self and community); and  
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 faith (belief in the righteousness of the black struggle (p.245).  

They add “although African Americans are diverse and vary in the extent to which they 

endorse these principles, however when these values are infused into Africentric 

interventions, they form the cornerstone of behavior change and empower communities 

in reaffirming purpose and meaning in life” (p.245). These principles which are highly 

valued in Africentric practices will increase engagement of Black Americans and produce 

culturally competence service delivery.  

 Recently, a several initiatives and organizations have started to address the 

failing rate of marriage and relationships among African Americans.  Focused 

solely on empowering African Americans to begin and remain in marriages, the 

Washington-DC- based Wedded Bliss Foundation is a community based 

organization helping teens, singles and couples develop healthy relationships and 

healthy marriages to improve their lives, better the outcomes for children and 

create stronger communities.  Wedded Bliss Foundation offers classes for men, 

women, singles and couples using the Basic Training Series developed by Nisa 

Muhammad and Dr. Rozario Slack.  The organization also provides professional 

training in how to use the curricula and technical assistance to groups and 

organizations interested in strengthening marriage in the Black community. The 

foundation’s signature program is Black Marriage Day, the fourth Sunday in 

March every year. Black Marriage Day is a nationally recognized special day to 

celebrate all that is great about marriage in the African-American community and 

recognizes the importance of the family as the bedrock of the African American 

http://www.blackmarriage.org/
http://www.blackmarriageday.com/
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community.  Since 2003, the celebration has grown to over 300 cities across the 

U.S.  with organized events including Black Marriage Day First Comes Love 

Film Festival, aimed specifically at youth to give them a positive perspective on 

marriage. Traditional Black churches play an integral role in the events, with 

churches inducting couples into the Black Marriage Day Marriage Hall of 

Fame.  Many cities hold fabulous events celebrate couple sin large groups with 

gatherings to reward couples for struggling through odds to have wedded 

bliss.  Wedded Bliss Foundation provides templates for flyers, posters, videos, 

and press releases to help churches and communities organize Black Marriage 

Day events (www.blackmarriageday.com).   

CONCLUSION 

The aim of this literature review is to document the current trends of relationship 

discord and dissolution, in addition to the unique challenges impacting racial and ethnic 

couple relationships, with a special emphasis on African American couples. The review 

reveals racial and ethnic minorities, but most noticeably African Americans, have been 

inordinately impacted by the decline of healthy marriage and couple relationships. At the 

center of these declining relationships for African Americans are historical socio-cultural 

factors, including legacy of slavery, biased public policy, unemployment & economic 

hardship, incarceration, family and relationship erosion, physical health and mental 

health disparities, and racialized gender role stereotypes. To help persevere through 

adversity, African Americans have relied on cultural protective factors, which often 

http://www.blackmarriageday.com/
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include collectivity, interconnectedness, strong commitment to children, respect for self 

and others, and deep spiritual connections (Dixon, 2009). Given that research has not 

adequately addressed the impact of race, ethnicity, and culture in racially and ethnically 

diverse couple relationships, this paper highlights important areas for future research 

related to how African Americans are responding to the decline of stable marriage and 

couple relationships, as well as, how awareness of the historical socio-cultural factors 

infringing on couple relationships are impacting the socio-emotional well being of 

African American couples. Additionally, further research should explore culturally 

sensitive practice efforts designed to promote couple stability and intervene with broken 

African American couple relationships. The discussion of this review remains consistent 

with current literature which states there is a need for more attention to marriage and 

couple relationship programs which embrace “curriculum flexibility and incorporate 

culturally relevant familiar ideas among racial and ethnic minorities”, and more 

specifically, considers the “complex array of economic, historical, and cultural issues that 

underlie the “decline in marriage” among African Americans (Ooms, 2007, p.3-4). 

This comprehensive review also presents implications for social work practice, 

which advocates for a greater understanding of the role of race and ethnicity in practice.  

According to the National Association of Social Workers Standards for Cultural 

Competence in Social Work Practice (2001), understanding the role of culture in practice 

is multidimensional and social workers (a) shall have and continue to develop specialized 

knowledge and understanding about the history, traditions, values, family systems, and 

artistic expressions of major client groups they serve (cross-cultural knowledge), and 
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furthermore, “use appropriate methodological approaches, skills, and techniques that 

reflect the workers’ understanding of the role of culture in the helping process (cross-

cultural skills)” (p.4).    

This discussion echoes previous literature which calls for marriage educators to 

become culturally competent to provide services to an increasingly diverse population 

(Ooms, 2007). At minimum, social work practitioners working specifically with African 

American couples and families should be familiar with the history of the African 

American family, starting with understanding that healthy couple relationships actually 

survived the institution of slavery.  Practitioners would also need to know how and 

through what factors the decline in African American marriage has occurred from a 

historical perspective.   Because most social worker practitioners identify as White, 

special efforts are needed to prepare practitioners to work with African American 

couples. The National Association of Social Workers (2006) reports that among licensed 

social workers, 86% are non-Hispanic White, 7% are African American, 4% are 

Hispanic, 1% are Asian, and 1% are Native American (NASW, 2006). However, 

approximately 25% of the nation’s mental health needs are among African Americans 

(Gilbert et al. (2009), and 85% of licensed social workers report working with African 

American clients (NASW, 2006).  Yet, African American clients tend to underuse or 

terminate services early due to biased service delivery or ill-prepared mental health 

professionals (Sue & Sue, 2013).  

Social work education and social work professional codes of ethics require 

cultural competence for practitioners; however, racially and ethnically diverse clients 
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continue to report inadequate counseling services and dissatisfaction with cross-cultural 

counseling (Constantine, 2007).  This would include African American couples, who are 

in high need of couples counseling and interventions or who may need help as a couple to 

maintain a healthy family system.  Stanley (2001) notes that marriage and relationship 

counseling is often the “gateway” for couples and families to enter other types of 

counseling and services.  For this reason and more, social work practitioners should be 

prepared to intervene effectively with African American couples.  
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CHAPTER THREE: A PHENOMENOLOGICAL ANALYSIS 

OF AFRICAN AMERICAN FEMALES’ REFLECTIONS ON BLACK 

MARRIAGEABILITY 

ABSTRACT 

 

Black studies courses that focus on the African American family often address 

sensitive, emotionally laden topics, including sensitive discussions about the declining 

marriageability index among African Americans.  Such classroom topics may impact 

young African American students who are presumably interested in dating, relationships 

and, perhaps, marriage. Using blog posts completed as part of the course requirement, 

this paper reports on a phenomenological analysis of African American female students’ 

processing of readings and course discussions about the declining marriageability index 

among African Americans. Themes emerging from the study include: (1) Black Women 

and Marriageability—Frustration; (2) Stereotypes- Barriers to Healthy Black 

Relationships; (3) Black men--Compassion; (4) Hopefulness --The Black Church and 

Successful Black Marriages. Overall, results indicate that African American female 

students are concerned about marriageability and that blogging allowed them to process 

and express their emotions, which ranged from frustration to hopefulness.     

Keywords: Black Studies, African American marriageability index, Black females, 

Blogs, Phenomenology   
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INTRODUCTION 

In recent years, heated discussions in both academia and popular media about the 

so-called declining marriageability index among African Americans have proliferated 

(Fincham & Beach, 2010). Books with titles such as “Is marriage only for white people?” 

have spurred a controversial conversation about the racial gap in marriage rates, and, 

more particularly, indications that African Americans have become the most unmarried 

group in the nation (Banks, 2011). Black Studies courses that focus on the state of the 

African American family, no doubt, will specifically address these critical, albeit bleak, 

statistics through course readings and discussions while engaging students in 

intellectually stimulating dialogue.  However, no studies, to date, have attempted to 

understand the psycho-emotional impact on young African Americans who are exposed 

to such personally-oriented course material related to marriage prospects.   

Cohen, McCabe, Michelli, & Pickeral, (2009) note that the quality and character 

of college life is more than an individual intellectual space for students, but a larger 

system of factors which foster a socially, emotionally, and physically safe environment 

for learning; and the existing research suggests that students need a venue for processing 

appropriate expressions of emotion to promote optimal learning (Jennings & Greenberg, 

2009). One pedagogical strategy to document students’ socio-emotional and intellectual 

reactions to classroom content is to have students engage in blogging (Yang & Chang, 

2012). Blogs provide insight into how students are processing and experiencing the 

classroom discussion and readings (Hsu & Wang, 2010), and illuminate students’ socio-

emotional challenges and transformations. Using phenomenological analysis, this study 
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examined students’ blog postings to understand how the course content on African 

American marriage trends impacted African American females, specifically.   

THE DISCOURSE ON MARRIAGEABILITY AND AFRICAN 

AMERICANS 

Over the last three decades, marriageability-- the rate at which men and women 

marry each other--has declined; In 1960, 72% of adults 18 and older were married, 

compared to 50.5% in 2012 (Yarrow, 2015), and divorce occurs in 50% of marriages 

(Pew Research Center, 2010). However, there is noticeably more pronounced decline for 

African American marriageability—the rate at which African American men and women 

marry each other. In 1925, six of seven (86%) African American families were intact; in 

1960 this number decreased to 75% (Franklin, 2007); and then sharply fell to 46% of 

African American in the 1990s. By 2004, the marriageability rate for African Americans 

plummeted to 32% compared to 56% for Whites (Dixon, 2009; Dixon, 2014). Overall, 

from 1970-2001, the rate of marriage declined 34% for Blacks, compared to only 17% for 

Whites during that same time period (Jones, 2006).  

Today, African Americans are not as likely to marry, will spend less time with 

their marriage partners, and are at greater risk for divorce in comparison to their 

counterparts (Banks, 2011; Chambers & Kravitz, 2011; Dixon, 2009; Johnson & Staples, 

2005).  The National Survey of Family Growth from 2006-2010 indicates that African 

American women are the most unmarried racial/ethnic subgroup  (Copen, Daniels, Vespa, 

Mosher, 2012); and they have substantially higher rates of divorce at 30.4 divorces per 
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1,000 compared to Hispanics (18.1), Whites (16.3), and Asian women (10.0) per 1,000 

(Gibbs & Payne, 2011).   

Despite the growing literature that shows African American marriage is on the 

decline (Banks, 2011), others suggest that the statistics are overstated and fail to account 

for educational and age effects.  For example, based on the 2006-2010 National Survey of 

Family Growth, Copen et al. (2012) states “people are marrying for the first time at older 

ages, and many adults cohabit with a partner before ever marrying (p.1)”.  However, 

regardless of this trend, Black women still experience the lowest marriageability rate.  

For example, 56% of Hispanic women, 48% of White Women and 24% of Black women 

are married by the age of 25; and by age 35, 84% of White women, 68% of Hispanic, and 

58% of Black women marry (Copen, et al., 2012).  

Interestingly, almost no research has investigated how African American men and 

women are responding to the knowledge about the negative trends in marriage and 

relationship dynamics. In 1995, Bethea (1995) launched such a dialogue when she 

reported that her African American clients expressed psychosocial losses, sadness, and 

depression during therapy sessions related to the lack of relationship satisfaction and 

increasing relationship discord and divorce. More than a decade later, Chapman (2007) 

raises the topic again, and reports that Black men and women reveal that they feel lonely, 

sad, and scared about the lack of stable relationships and are charting new territory within 

the framework of the declining marriageability.  

Overall, little is known about how young African American men and women are 

experiencing and processing the low marriageability rates.  More research is needed to 
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uncover the lived experiences of those directly impacted, especially among young 

African American women who may be in search of love and relationships during a time 

when the marriage rate among African Americans has reached unprecedented low levels. 

While students learning these critical statistics may be earning high grades in 

coursework, we know little about the nuanced ways in which Black females will respond 

and process this sensitive course content. Do & Schallert (2004) studied the role of affect 

in students’ experiences of classroom discussions and found that personal and contextual 

factors result in students engaging in four main actions—attending, listening, talking, and 

tuning out. Students who are required to process educational content for which there is a 

strong personal identification may have a range of emotional responses (Rosiek, 2003). 

African American female students in Black Family courses who learn about 

marriageability, some of which have strong relevance to them, may have particular 

emotion-based reactions to the classroom discussion.  From a phenomenological 

framework, this study sought to understand what themes describe African 

American/Black females’ reflections about marriageability as discussed in weekly blog 

entries about the course content.   

METHODS 

 

 The purpose of this study was to explore how self-identified African 

American/Black female students are processing readings and course discussions about the 

marriageability index among African Americans. Hermeneutic phenomenology was 

chosen as the method for qualitative analysis.  In hermeneutic phenomenology the 
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researcher analyses text based on the desire to understand a particular phenomenon, and 

contextually explores the lived experiences of subjects or an intersubjective community; 

this is achieved by collecting descriptions of the subject’s experience (Englander, 2012, 

p.14-15). In this study, the students’ blog postings were rich, detailed, and heavily 

concentrated with descriptive data, and therefore they best represented the students’ lived 

experiences of processing sensitive topics on African American male-female 

relationships. To date, there has been very little literature that quantitatively or 

qualitatively uncovers the lived experiences of young African American women who are 

interested in love and relationships, but are witnessing declining trends in African 

American marriageability. 

 Criterion sampling was used in this study which is best used for understanding 

cases rich in detail that meet a predetermined criteria (Cohen & Crabtree, 2008; Creswell, 

2007). According to Creswell (2007) this method is best used when all people have 

experienced the phenomenon, such as the case in this study (p.128). The criteria for this 

study was 1) enrollment in the 2012 course on the African American family, 2) 

completion of 10 or more blog posts by the end of the semester, 3) the blogs had to 

retrievable, and 4) students had to identify as an African American/Black female.  

All students from the possible sample were enrolled in a spring 2012 course, 

African American Family, at a large, southwestern university. As part of the course 

requirements, students developed blogs and posted blog entries at least once per week 

based on weekly blog prompts that addressed key points from readings, videos, and 

classroom discussions. The blogs were started the first week of school and completed 13 
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weeks later at end of the semester. One weekly blog reflection was a required minimum, 

however students could write more, if desired. The blog posts could include photography, 

video, poetry, or other visuals.  

The topics discussed in the course and corresponding student blogs were framed 

around four major themes: 1) African American heritage and history; 2) Relationships & 

family: gender, race, class, & identity; 3) African American youth, children & families in 

media and education; and 4) African American health, mental health, and social justice 

disparities. Students spent approximately 3 weeks focusing on each of the 4 

aforementioned topics; they read articles, viewed documentaries and discussed topics as a 

group in class and then were required to personally reflect on the topic through blog 

postings.  For the purpose of this study, only student blog entries, comments, and 

responses pertaining to the "Relationships & family: gender, race, class & identity" theme 

were a focus for inclusion.  Within this theme were readings (primarily peer-reviewed 

journal or magazine articles) and academic-based documentaries which covered sub-

topics, including the history of the African American family; the portrayal of gender-

based stereotypes of the African American males and females; interracial dating; 

educational and income homogamy, and trends in African American dating and 

relationships; and interventions and counseling approaches for African American 

couples.  
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PROCEDURES 

 

The study underwent institutional review board review and approval with an 

exempt status, given that the student blogs were part of a public website space. One year 

after completion of the course, the blogs were removed from the webspace by copying 

and pasting each one to a separate word document. The blogs were kept in a private 

webspace that was only accessible to the researchers.  

Twenty-three student blogs were retrieved via public internet space a full year 

after the course ended. Of the 23 students, there were 2 males (9%) and 21 females (91%) 

of diverse racial/ethnic backgrounds enrolled in the course. The two males were excluded 

from the study, given the focus on African American/Black females. One female student 

removed her blog from the webspace. The remaining 20 female students were 

racially/ethnically diverse. In their first blog post, students were asked to self-identify 

their race/ethnicity and culture. For this study, blogs were reviewed for self-identification 

of racial/ethnic background. Of the 20 female students, 40% (8) identified as 

Black/African American, 35% (7) as biracial/multiracial, 15% (3) as White, 5% (1) as 

Latina, and 5% (1) as other/minority. Examples of females self-identified identity 

statements for African American/Blacks female students include: “This will allow me to 

intersect my identity and my role as a black woman in the black community”; “I have 

never thought about the way I identify with being African American until now”; and “as 

Black women, we tend to be invisible to the American society”.  Students were 



 89 

undergraduates from a range of majors; however, many were majoring or minoring in 

African and African Diaspora Studies; ages ranged from 19-40 years of age. 

DATA ANALYSIS 

Hermeneutic phenomenology guided this study.  According to Armour, Rivaux, 

& Bell (2009), hermeneutic phenomenology is essentially “the study of lived experience 

or the life world, and is synonymous to ontology because both are concerned with what it 

means to be” (p. 106). They add,  

“Ontologically, hermeneutic phenomenology claims that the experience of being 

is subjective and rests on the fact that man is an interpretive creature. Hence, 

reality is constructed, fluid, and relative. The subjective nature of man can only be 

known through interpretation or understanding. Epistemologically, therefore, 

hermeneutic phenomenology is concerned with the relationship between the 

researcher and the object of the research and the co-creation of meaning”  

This particular study was concerned with interpreting what it is like to be an African 

American/Black female emotionally processing the critical statistics concerning African 

American heterosexual relationships/marriageability. Together, through blogs of Black 

female students and the researchers meaning was co-created regarding the experiences of 

Black females as students emotionally processing the current trends of African American 

relationships. 

 In this study we have focused solely on the experiences and content of 

African/American or Black females student blogs included in the sample, however, it is 



 90 

important to note the researchers relationship to the phenomenon is multidimensional. 

The primary author is a doctoral student with a strong interest in exploring intimate 

relationships and the commonly labeled “marriage crisis” among the African American 

community.  As a graduate student she completed a variety of courses on African 

American marriageability, relationships, and culture-specific interventions for 

racial/ethnic minorities. Most importantly, she was enrolled in the same course as the 

sample in this study where she was immersed in the current trends of relationships, 

marriage, family, and other societal challenges among the African American community. 

It was throughout this course, as a single African American woman without children, that 

she recognized that learning the critical state of African American relationships ignited 

strong emotional processing by the student cohort and herself. After completing the 

course, she became a teacher’s assistant for African American course taught by the 

second author. The co-researcher has over 10 years of experience teaching courses 

related to the African American family, and counseling African-descent couples.   

There are various approaches to phenomenology, however this study followed the 

frameworks of Moustakas (1994) and Van Manen (1990). The phenomenological 

approach employed nine significant steps.  The procedures of phenomenological analysis 

were as follows: (1) exploration of the researchers experiences and orientation of self to 

the phenomenon, in this case current trends in African American relationships and 

marriageability (Moustakas, 1994; Van Maneen, 1990); (2) reflection of, and listing 

assumptions about how Black female students are processing current trends in African 

American relationships (Anderson & Spencer, 2002, p.1331); (3) bracketing personal 
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experiences as a previous student and professor processing/teaching these critical 

statistics,  (4) reduction of blog data to isolate data pertaining to relationships & family: 

gender, race, class, & identity; (5) immersion into data to identify significant sentences, 

phrases, and quotes to develop “meaning units” that provide insight on the lived 

experiences of Black female students in terms of the phenomenon (Horizonalization), 

elimination of repetitive meaning units (6) clustering of key statements/meaning units 

from student blogs which form significant themes and provide the basis for textual 

description (Clustering), (7) testing themes against student blogs in all entirety, (8) 

development of themes into an exhaustive textural description of the phenomenon , (9) 

creation of a composite description  which captures the essence or commonality of Black 

female student’s experiences (essential description or invariant structure). Data analysis 

of the blog posts occurred concurrently, meaning the blog posts were reviewed all at 

once, rather than as the students posted each individual blog entry. 

RESULTS 

Data Analysis resulted in four significant themes representing how students 

experienced the phenomenon: : (1) Black Women and Marriageability—Frustration; (2) 

Stereotypes- Barriers to Healthy Black Relationships; (3) Black men--Compassion; (4) 

Hopefulness --The Black Church and Successful Black Marriages. 

Theme 1:  Black Women and Marriageability— Frustration 
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Overall, students expressed shock and consternation when reacting to a series of 

readings and discussions about the declining marriageability rates for African Americans 

over the past 8 decades.  Students experienced a range of reactions: shock, sadness, 

concern, and for two students, a downplaying of the topic of marriage.  One student 

blogged about her shock after completing the some of the readings:  

Reading this article opened my eyes to the shocking and awakening facts about 

Black families throughout history. Blacks currently have the highest rate of single-

parent homes which was not the case 100+ years ago… “Why are Black families 

facing this crisis of brokenness today?” I could not understand how or why Black 

families could survive a strong system of oppression and slavery and stand unified, 

but be completely broken today.  (Student #1) 

Another student noted, “I definitely think there is great reason for concern because more 

and more Black women are finding themselves of greater age and with no counterpart. 

This plays a serious part in the mental health of Black women. One student, however, 

was not so much surprised but discouraged by the statistics: 

This article gives some very important, but not surprisingly and not shocking 

statistics. This article proved my hypothesis right-- the percentages of marriages 

overall are declining in America; however, 70.5 percent of black women have never 

been married, but of those women, they are between the ages of 25-29.  This is 

concerning to me because I initially said that I wanted to be married by the age of 

25. (Student #4). 
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Another student expressed that not only was low marriageability a concern for her, but for 

friends as well: 

Black women are definitely climbing the ladder of education more quickly than 

Black men. Once careers are started, it takes time and a lot of focus to build that 

career. A friend of mine once said, “I don’t want to be that women who is so focused 

on her career, looks up 20 years from now and is still single with no husband or 

kids”. I simply brushed the statement off by saying something to the extent of “then 

don’t be, the right guy will come at the right time”. I shrugged my shoulders and 

didn’t think it was that big of a deal. This article, and other documentaries have 

opened my eyes to my friend’s concern.  (Student #8) 

Two students acknowledged the problem with the low marriageability rate but were also 

confused and pressured about the emphasis on marriage, especially in light of the 

statistics. 

The article in the New York Times about being “Black, Female, and Single” is 

completely relevant to today’s times. The issue was even brought up in class when 

talking about how Black women are waiting later to get married, and “finishing 

school” and getting a good career” are placed at the top of the list of goals 

before marriage. I’m not at all saying this is a bad thing, but I think it definitely 

makes it easier to forget about the value of marriage. Pressure put on by family 

members and friends also plays a major role because I have even been asked why 

I’m single or not in a relationship and I’m only 22. These issues are very relevant 

and very real in the Black community. (Student #1) 
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On the other hand, one student felt the issue of Black women and marriage was 

overemphasized: 

I totally agree with the author when she says that it is the most irritating thing when 

people say that black women are unlikely to marry. The author of this article was 

30 and I'm only 21 and it bothered me. Not all women are in a rush to get married 

and not all women have found a man that they are ready to marry. (Student #7) 

Theme 2: Stereotypes- Barriers to Healthy Black Relationships 

 

The most often cited frustration found in student blog posts was related to the 

stereotypes which interfere with authentic healthy relationships between Black men and 

women. These stereotypes are discussed within two sub-themes: Black women as 

undesirable and the media’s role in maintaining a divide between Black men and women.  

Black women as undesirable. 

Students had much to say about stereotypes which plague Black women and the 

impact of these stereotypes on their ability to be seen as desirable and attractive mates 

within a society where Eurocentric beauty standards are dominate. Students were also 

expressive regarding the ways in which these stereotypes become internalized and 

negatively impact the self-esteem of Black women. One student asked: 

Have our men, and women, played into white notions of beauty that can never 

genuinely be attained by the Black women?...If straight blonde hair is our societal 

norm for beauty and these women are being sought after by our men, then this 
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does essentially tell Black women that they have unalterable physical features 

that are simply not desirable. Not desirable by not only Black men, but men, all 

around. (Student #2). 

She later added,  

 

“Not only do black women have to worry about finding a compatible black man, 

but they also must hope that once they find this black man he actually takes 

interest in dating women of his own race. This lowers the amount of available 

singles within the black community.” (Student #2)    

Two additional students conceded with the presence of stereotypes negatively impacted 

women. One student stated, “Stereotypes have made many women insecure, and leave 

them feeling, that they are not desired by black men”. Another student responded with 

this thought: 

The words, “undesirable”, “domineering”, and “second best”-- these terms and 

phrases are so disheartening and I believe they truly have an effect on the female 

psyche. This may be the reason why some of us become angry and “overly 

dependent”.  To me this says, we have no choice but to take care of ourselves 

because nobody wants us, and we’ll never be good enough for society. (Student 

#1) 

The Media’s Role 

Students were also clear that the media in the form of television, music, videos, 

and the internet is a major culprit in maintaining a divide between Black men and 
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women.  They often expressed that challenges such as myths and stereotypes that plague 

Black men and women divide the race. One student stated: 

I believe that media is the first [step] to start shaking up the divide between Black men 

and women. The media portrays Black men as possessing negative stereotypes such as 

“lazy”, deadbeat”, and “non-trustworthy”. These portrayals, although negative and 

internalized, are accepted and bought into by popular culture. The most popular artists 

in music today still continue to refer to women as “b****es” and “h**s” which makes 

both men and women look bad. It’s already one thing being called the “B” word, but 

placing Black in front of it sends a message that all Black women are this one-

dimensional negative image that is not suitable for relationships. In every Black movie or 

sitcom that sells, Blacks are not given the most positive of images to portray. In fact, 

these positive images become much more difficult to find even still today. My suggestion 

is to have more media outlets where Blacks are portrayed positively, where Black 

marriages are glorified instead of quick “hook-ups”. (Student #7) 

Another student expressed concern for stereotypes produced by media stating,  

 

The words “b****” and H**” are used when black men refer to black women. 

This is sad because, once again, we are diminishing the value of family in the 

Black community. The black woman should be respected and viewed as a queen 

because she is someone’s mother, daughter and sister, but this also goes back to 

the powerful message that if you don’t respect yourself then nobody else will. 

(Student #6) 

This student summed up the issue with this statement: 
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The use of words like n****s, “b******”, and h**s has determined the level of 

respect that black men and women have for each other, …[this] level of respect is 

weary for black women. They have accepted being disrespected and this has set a 

very low precedent on how they want to be treated. I truly believe that if you don’t 

respect yourself than nobody else will.  I truly agree that black couples need to 

realize the importance of giving back TOGETHER. (Student #5) 

Theme 3: Black men—Compassion 

 

Nearly all students called for increased attention to the state of Black men and 

expressed a heightened sense of compassion to help and uplift Black men.  Two sub-

themes emerged. The first sub-theme was about compassion. Students expressed a strong 

sense of compassion for Black men, in general, and increased understanding their 

hardships and how Black women might better relate to their Black male counterparts.  

The second sub-theme centered around a strong confidence in Black men and call for 

programs to empower Black men based on a belief that that uplifting Black men is the 

key to uplifting Black families. 

Compassion for Black men 

Students expressed concern over the plight of Black men and understanding some 

of the reasons why Black men are not always available for relationships. One student 

voiced, “As I read these articles, this is just shocking how real it is. The two factors 

keeping black employment rates down are lack of education and that black male 
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incarceration rates.” Another student asserted, “Black men raised in single parent homes 

may not always receive the male role-models necessary in informing them about 

education and how to be men.”  

Students noted that Black women should display empathy for Black men as a way 

to better support him. One student expressed this by stating,  

Black men are constantly being fed negative images. It is sad, but true. I also feel 

that black women have a part to play in these negative images as well. Constantly 

male bashing is only harming our African American brothers….How can they lift 

us up, if they are too far down?  We are suppose to have unity in our culture 

[and] build up one another. (Student #4) 

Students also expressed a new found understanding of how Black women may play a role 

in helping to support Black men, and their blog posting spoke directly to Black women. 

One student articulated,  

I would come up with a solution to the strong black independent black woman 

that turns black men off of lack marriage. I would try to instill in black women 

that it is a difference between being confident and headstrong and no man wants 

to feel like they are in a relationship with another man. I would tell that by no 

means does that mean stand down, it means stand next to him. (Student #3)   

Uplifting Black Men 

At the same time, students were very pleased to be exposed to readings and 

documentaries showing positive images of Black men who were positive role models.  
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They were glad to see programs that are available for Black men and expressed belief 

that uplifting Black men is the key to uplifting the Black family.  

For example, one student stated: 

 

I know a lot of black men live up to the stereotype, but there are also men that 

really want to do better in life.  Redefining the meaning of manhood, in my 

opinion, will help redefine and reestablish not only the Black man, but the Black 

family.  In the reading [about the meaning of manhood for Black men], the top 

two themes I saw in the article were Responsibility and Accountability. I feel as if 

every man knows that he is the leader and should be accountable and responsible 

for his actions. I’m actually happy these were the top two answers [from the men 

in the study], it gives me a sense of hope. (Student #3) 

Finally, regarding the wedge between Black men and women, this same student stated, 

“We also need to stop playing "the blame game" within the black community.” 

Theme 4: Hopefulness --The Black Church and Successful Black Marriages 

 

Despite their frustrations and concerns about the low marriageability rate among 

Blacks, the students experienced a great deal of hope and discussed ideas for making 

marriage a stronger reality for themselves and others. Two subthemes emerged from the 

major theme of hope for the future in that students (1) looked to the Black church for 

answers and solutions and (2) looked to couples who are already married to serve as 

strong role models.  
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The Black Church has solutions 

One student wrote her blog addressed to the Black church:  

 

As an informant on the marriageable index for Black couples, I come to you in a 

state of grievance on this issue. Black couples are facing an epic dilemma in these 

times. No one is getting married anymore, if so, not to Black women.  This 

drastically affects the amount of Black couples uniting and actually staying 

together. I believe it is upon the shoulders of the Black church to keep Black 

couples together. You are the leaders/ You must unite, work on one accord, and 

fight to educate and bridge the gap in order to extinguish the plight of Black 

marriages. The marriageability index of Blacks is at a plight, but there is hope. 

Starting small can create a great change. (Student #1)   

She further added, 

 

The church “must unite, work on one accord, and fight to educate and bridge the 

gap in order to extinguish the plight of Black marriages. Some churches are 

already taking action, I do believe this is true. The church may not be the root of 

the problem, but it can definitely be the foundation of the solution. (Student #1)  

Students felt the church could operate as a means to instilling values in African American 

men and women that would serve as inspirational to African American relationships. One 

student suggested,  

Key principles and values must be reinforced within the church to unite African-

Americans as a community and lifting up one another in a positive light. This can 
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be through creating small groups where Black men and women can discuss 

biblical topics as well as practice loving each other. (Student #5) 

When the church wasn’t mentioned specifically, students did refer to the need for some 

type of programs in the Black community or from counselors that would address the 

problem. One student stated, “We need programs we can look to, to uplift African 

American families and children to help build strong healthy relationship.” 

Witnessing Successful Black Marriages 

A second theme centered on the importance of witnessing successful Black 

marriages. A student stated: 

Black couples giving back is crucial! I don’t think Black couples who work 

towards making their marriages last realize how much of a value resides in witnessing 

that. If these couples were to perhaps share their messages for making their relationships 

work to their friends, children, etc., a huge change could occur just from that. Seeing the 

Obama’s is one thing but hearing about their methods of making their marriage work is a 

completely different one. (Student #1) Another student added, “We need to highlight the 

significance of these [successful Black marriage] partnerships as examples to other 

young black couples and even youth.” (Student #3) 

DISCUSSION 

The objective of this study was to examine the impact of relationship and 

marriage trends in the African American community on African American female 

students through a phenomenological analysis of students’ reflections in blogs from a 
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Black studies course. According to Kirkup (2010), blogging is performative writing and a 

narrative of self that fosters identity in higher education students, and, serves as “a 

reflective journal or notebook to document events and developing ideas, an aggregator of 

resources, and tool for creating community and conversation with fellow students” (p.75-

76).  Students in the study blogged throughout the semester, which provided rich 

narratives reflecting how Black female students processed information related to trends in 

the African American marriageability index. This study suggests Black females 

experience a range of emotions after learning of low marriageability and the dissolution 

of relationships in the African American community. Additionally, the study showed: 1) 

African American women were frustrated with negative stereotypes, primarily as a result 

of media, 2) had a desire for uplifting Black men as a solution to the low marriageability, 

and 3) looked to the Black church and development of healthy marriage initiatives as key 

to reversing the negative trends. This study demonstrates the need for further exploration 

in understanding how African American women experience sensitive topics about love 

and relationships through the context of an academic course.  

Four major themes emerged from the student blogs: (1) Black Women and 

Marriageability—Frustration; (2) Stereotypes- Barriers to Healthy Black Relationships; 

(3) Black men--Compassion; (4) Hopefulness --The Black Church and Successful Black 

Marriages.  First, learning about popular discussions of black marriageability fostered a 

diverse discussion of emotions. Students’ reflections showed these emotions transpired 

along a spectrum. Students expressed grievance for the declining presence of marriage 

and healthy relationships among the Black community. In addition to grief, students 
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discussed wanting to understand the reasons for the declining marriage and a desire to 

find a solution. Students were impacted by how Black families survived historically 

devastating oppression and slavery, but now struggle to persevere through the modern 

societal and structural barriers to marriage and healthy relationships.  

The readings in the course precipitated students’ reflections of their own 

relationship experiences and their own desires (or lack of desire) for marriage. Students 

disclosed while they were initially not aware of, or concerned with, marriageability 

among Black women, the course content made students contemplative of, and troubled, 

with how the lowered marriageability rate among Black women may impact them 

directly. These concerns were accompanied by apprehension. While some students 

grieved the low marriageability, others felt the heighted attention in literature to the lack 

of marriage among Black women was intrusive and incited an atmosphere of pressure in 

many different facets of life to include education, employment, and relationships. Given 

that academic and career paths were a long-term processes, students felt wanting to have 

both an education and professional employment, along with marriage and children 

presented challenges for Black women. Even though students expressed differing 

emotions towards the documented low marriageability among African Americans, they 

were universally concerned with how the low marriageability impacted African American 

women specifically, and shared a desire to explore barriers and solutions to healthy 

relationships.  

Blogs showed students felt stereotypes stemming from the negative portrayal of 

Black women and men in media impeded with the availability, and development of 
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healthy relationships among the Black community. Learning of these stereotypes made 

students particularly concerned about the adverse messages these negative stereotypes 

conveyed to Black women, and how they further impact the self-esteem of Black men 

and women. In spite of learning the disparaging stereotypes triggering division between 

Black men and women, Black women continued to communicate hope for Black men and 

healthy relationships or marriages. 

Throughout the blogs, female students demonstrated a sincere concern for the 

state of Black men, and students proposed Black men were key to the survivability of 

Black relationships and marriages. The positive images of Black men in readings and 

media generated optimism in students, and students suggested more attention should be 

given to developing programs that would uplift Black men, and redefine the meaning of 

Black male manhood. Students felt these programs would serve as a first step to 

addressing the dissolution of relationships and marriages. 

Most significantly, students felt there was a need for marriage and relationship 

interventions in the Black community, and placed a higher expectation on the church as a 

means to enhancing healthy relationships. Students felt celebrating healthy Black 

marriages and initiatives such as Black Marriage Day 

(http://www.blackmarriageday.com) were key to establishing and maintaining healthy 

relationships by re-instilling marriage values into Black men and women. Overall, 

students felt there was still hope for Black relationships and marriages.  
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Overall findings have implications for counselors in the higher education setting, 

marriage and couples counseling professionals, and faculty teaching courses Black 

Studies courses with emphasis on the Black Family.   

CONCLUSION: SYNTHESIS OF THE STUDENT EXPERIENCE  

The experience of Black female students in a Black Family course in which they 

learned and blogged about the sensitive and popular discussions about marriage and 

relationships in the African American community was characterized by shock, concern, 

and pressure. Students identified the media and stereotypes as major barriers to positive 

relationships among African Americans. Students demonstrated a newfound compassion 

for the troubling state of Black men and desired interventions that would uplift Black 

men and foster a more positive image for Black man. Overall students viewed Black men 

as instrumental in developing and maintaining healthy marriages and relationships. 

Students felt the best way to address the declining marriageability of African Americans 

was to develop healthy initiatives and celebrate positive black marriages, primarily 

through the Black church facilitating interventions.  

In this study the use of blogs provided way to understanding the unique ways 

African American women processed the current state of literature regarding African 

American marriageability and relationships. Given this study is the one of the first and 

current to explore the impact of such content on the psychosocial emotional well-being of 

African American women, further research is needed that will continue to explore how 

both African American women and men among the general population are responding to 
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and experiencing such sensitive topics. This is supported by previous research, such as 

King (1999) which states “although researchers have collected considerable information 

regarding the social, cultural, and economic contexts that impinge on African American 

female’s chances to marry, very little attention has been paid to identifying the attitudes 

these women develop as they attempt to cope within these contexts (p. 434). This study 

serves as a first step to understanding how African American females are processing 

marriageability and relationships among African Americans.    
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CHAPTER FOUR: A SYSTEMATIC REVIEW OF 

CULTURALLY-GROUNDED AND AFRICENTRIC MARRIAGE 

AND COUPLE RELATIONSHIP PROGRAMS FOR AFRICAN 

AMERICANS 

ABSTRACT 

This systematic review examined the extent to which couples counseling 

approaches utilize culturally-grounded or Africentric theoretical underpinnings and the 

efficacy of such programs for African American couples.  Of the seven studies reviewed, 

two programs used Africentric theories, two utilized a culturally-grounded approaches, 

and the remaining two used a standard non-adapted marriage and relationship program 

curriculum. Culturally grounded and Africentric marriage and couples relationship 

programs utilized various methods to incorporate cultural sensitivity included (1) the use 

of prayer, (2) ethnic matching of facilitator and participants, (3) inclusion of cultural 

components, (3) an awareness of historical socio-cultural factors, (4) the use of 

Africentric theory, and (4) pilot testing of African-centered curriculum content. Results 

revealed MRE/CRE programs with African American couples increased relationship 

satisfaction, improved communication, the development of intrapersonal skills, 

endorsement of protective factors, and among culturally-grounded and Africentric 

marriage and couple relationships programs, program curriculum served as a buffer and 

reversed the negative impact of historical and socio-cultural factors on couple 
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relationships. The two non-adapted relationship programs did incorporate the impact of 

historical socio-cultural perspectives as a foundation for conducting the studies with 

African American couples. Greater attention should be given to the role of (1) race and 

ethnicity, in addition to, historical socio-cultural factors in African American 

relationships, (2) the inclusion of protective factors in both culturally-grounded and 

standard marriage and relationship programs, and (3) cultural consideration in future 

efforts designed to intervene in relationship discord. 

INTRODUCTION 

Marriage and relationships programs have become a popular topic as a result of 

the increasing divorce rates and decreasing marriage rates over the past three decades.  

Since the 1990’s marriage and relationship education (MRE) and couple relationship 

education (CRE) programs have been identified as effective for promoting healthy 

relationship skills, reducing relationship discord, and strengthening couple commitment 

and satisfaction (Dixon, 2014; Halford, Markman, Kling, & Stanley, 2003).  Current 

research shows these MRE and CRE treatment modalities are highly effective, however 

sample characteristics of these studies have typically encompassed a high representation 

of predominately White/Euro-American couples. CRE/MRE programs are becoming 

increasingly appropriate for diverse couples, however, a very limited number have 

considered the adverse socio-cultural factors impacting racial and ethnic communities, or 

the protective factors which may reverse the negative impact of these factors on racial 

and ethnic couples (Dixon, 2014; Owen et al., 2012; Perez, Brown, Whiting, & Harris, 
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2013). This is especially true with respect to African American couples who are most 

impacted by socio-cultural and historical factors which contribute to high stress levels in 

personal aspects of life, including intimate relationships (Martin & Bielawski, 2011; 

Neighbors, Jackson, Bowman & Gurin, 1983). For example, Martin & Bielawski (2011) 

state:  

The decline of stable and healthy relationships for African Americans can be 

traced to slavery, and the negative effects on relationships have been passed down 

generationally, leading African Americans to believe monogamy, marriage, and 

two parent homes are characteristic of relationships witnessed in other cultures 

(p.17).  

They further note that African American relationships are adversely impacted by male 

incarceration, separation, premarital sex, poverty, low self-esteem, insecurity regarding 

marriage, divorce rates higher than any other group, abuse and fear within relationships, 

and economic limitations (p.217). They conclude African Americans remain the most 

unmarried group in the United States, and are most likely to be separated, divorced, or 

widowed than the general population, and research-based comparisons of African 

American couples with other groups (White, Hispanic, and Asian) show African 

Americans are most unlikely to seek relationship therapy and more likely to go to 

extended family with concerns (p.218). This research in aligned with other studies who 

state socio-cultural and historical factors have negatively impacted African American 

couples and present barriers to the development of healthy African American 
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relationships (Bent-Goodley, 2014; Quirk, Strokoff & Owen (2014); Owens et al, 2012; 

and R. Simons, L. Simons, Lei, & Landor, 2012).  

Even though African American couples have been identified as experiencing 

greater risk for relationship conflict and dissolution, there is a dearth of programs 

specifically designed for African American couples (Dixon, 2014). Furthermore, 

empirically-based research rarely considers culturally-sensitive factors in couples 

counseling, and few make recommendations for the inclusion of race and ethnicity in 

future studies. This lack of attention to racial and ethnic minorities and increased risk for 

relationship dissolution leaves minority couples as at a disadvantage. Culturally sensitive 

couple interventions with cultural considerations hold hope of increasing African 

American couples’ willingness to engage in marriage and relationship education (Beach 

et al., 2011). The debate surrounding racially and ethnically diverse couples and 

culturally sensitive evidence-based relationship interventions typically centers on three 

factor: 1) a need for culturally grounded marriage programs with a multidimensional 

curriculum developed with undergirded historical and cultural components, 2) the 

incorporation of theoretically sound Africentric components, and 3) the need for research 

evaluating the true effectiveness of CRE/MRE programs with African Americans. Dixon 

(2013) states the numbers and scope of relationship programs have expanded, but few 

have considered the relationship barriers African American couples face, and although 

more programs are becoming adapted for use with racial and ethnic groups (such as the 

Preventative and Relationship Preparation Program), they are generally one 

dimensional, meaning they are focused with one component of intimate relationships 
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such as communication or conflict resolution (p. 338). She adds, “historical and cultural 

components are usually added as a by-product, rather than constituting the core upon 

which the curriculum or program is developed (p.338). Given that African Americans are 

most impacted by adverse sociocultural and historical factors, but have not been a target 

population of CRE/MRE programs or studies evaluating the effectiveness of CRE/MRE 

programs, understanding the needs of African American couples serves as a first step to 

understanding the intervention needs of racially/ethnically diverse couples and advancing 

the discourse of this disproportionately impacted population with respect to relationship 

dissolution and discord.  

This systematic review is built on previous research (Beach et al.; Bent-Goodley, 

2014) which indicates couples counseling approaches based on African-centered 

principles or cultural sensitivity may be more suitable for increasing couples counseling 

engagement and addressing relationship discord among African American couple. This 

systematic review is guided by three major aims. The primary aim of this study will be to 

synthesize the literature evaluating African American marriage and relationship 

programs. The secondary aim is to evaluate the extent to which previous literature has 

reviewed the effectiveness of these culturally-adapted or Africentric CRE/MRE 

interventions among African American couples. Finally, this systematic review explores 

the shared curriculum components of culturally-grounded African American 

marriage/relationship programs and processes involved in developing an Africentric or 

culturally-sensitive program for African American couples in terms of. To effectively 

examine these programs, there will be two major questions guiding this research:  
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A. What marriage/relationship interventions have been developed from an 

Africentric/culturally-grounded framework to specifically intervene with African 

American couples experiencing discord or seeking relationship enhancement, and 

to what extent have these programs been utilized, evaluated, and proven effective. 

B. What are the shared components of culturally-grounded or Africentric couple or 

marriage enrichment program designed for African American couples? 

 

By exploring the existing literature on African American CRE/MRE programs, this 

research adds to the literature by demonstrating how the endorsement of Africentric 

principles and values and the integration of cultural consideration may reverse the 

deleterious trends of African American marriages and relationships. The discussion will 

point to a need for greater inclusion of culturally-grounded theory and approaches to 

respond to an increasingly diverse population with unique racial/ethnic-based relationship 

strengths and challenges, specifically African Americans who experience the highest 

relationship dissolution and lowest engagement in couples counseling. The findings will 

illuminate implications for how social work practice and education might pursue 

inclusion of race and ethnicity related to couples, and how future research can address the 

critical gap in research on couple and marriage interventions for African American 

couples.  
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METHODS 

Overview of study design 

 

This study followed all systematic review methods for data retrieval as outlined 

by Smith et al. (2011). According to Crisp (2015) since the mid-1990’s systematic 

reviews have gained recognition as a methodological approach for working with large 

amounts of research data and establishing a strong rationale for a program of research, 

even among the social work profession (p. 284). This systematic review began with the 

development of the leading question: What marriage/relationship interventions have been 

developed from an Africentric/culturally-grounded framework to specifically intervene 

with African American couples experiencing discord or seeking relationship 

enhancement, and to what extent have these programs been utilized, evaluated, and 

proven effective?  

Following question formulation, key terms were established to ensure all relevant 

data was obtained data retrieval. Smith, Devana, Begley, & Clarke (2011) affirm “the 

search terms used for the literature review should be clearly described, with information 

on their relevance to the research question. Furthermore, search terms should be focused 

so that they are broad enough in scope to capture all relevant data yet narrow enough to 

minimize the capture of extraneous literature that may result in unnecessary time and 

effort being spent assessing irrelevant articles.” (p.3). Similar to Smith et al. (2011), Crisp 

(2015) states, “one of the key ways for constraining search strategies is to have explicit 

inclusion and exclusion criteria. At a minimum, these should usually specify the 



 118 

Participants, Interventions, Comparisons to be undertaken, Outcomes, and Study Design, 

which are often collectively known by the acronym “PICOS” (p. 290). The inclusion and 

exclusion criteria developed using the acronym PICOS. After the inclusion and exclusion 

criteria was developed, a search was conducted and data retrieval was carried out in the 

following steps as reported in Smith et al. (2011), (1) assess retrieved titles and abstracts 

of studies for relevance and duplication, (2) select studies for retrieval and further 

appraisal, and (3) obtain full text copies of potentially eligible studies,  

Data Synthesis 

 

The data was synthesized using descriptive, graphical and table presentations. The 

relationship between the sample characteristics, outcome measures, and cultural 

curriculum components were assessed across the studies or evaluations using thematic 

analysis. The summary chart included 6 main themes (Table 4.1): 

01. Bibliographic Citation (w/Assigned Article ID) & Report Type 

02. Study/Research Objectives 

03. Sample description by percentage (population sex, age, race, level of education, 

and geography) 

04. Study Methods (Sample, Measures and Assessment Methods) 

05. Treatment Modality & Key Findings Intervention  

06. Limitations of Study 

An additional chart (Table 4.2) was created to detail the cultural curriculum components  

 

of each study. 
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Study Designs 

This study included published and unpublished literature reported from January of 

2006 to March of 2016. Types of study designs were not exclusively limited and included 

both quantitative and qualitative studies of various categories. Rockers et al. (2012) 

states, “while the purpose of study-design selection criteria is to limit the synthesis of 

evidence to studies with low risk of bias, the application of such criteria also restricts the 

breadth of the evidence that can be presented and synthesized in a systematic review, and 

it increases the probability that a review will be “empty,” i.e. that the review will not 

identify any articles for synthesis (Rockers et al., 2012). For this reason and consideration 

of the topic being reviewed, the researcher took and all-inclusive approach regarding 

study design and included all study designs which examined a culturally-grounded or 

Africentric CRE/MRE program. Although study designs were not restricted, descriptive 

literature, articles which only provided a theoretical or explanation of a culturally-

grounded/Africentric program were excluded. Table A1 provides the inclusion criteria 

(PICOS) 

Study Eligibility Criteria 

Studies were included if they evaluated outcomes of culturally-grounded or 

Africentric interventions with African American couples who desired to prevent or 

resolve relationship conflict, discord, or dissolution. Participants from the studies were 

African Americans who were part of a dyadic heterosexual couple relationship and had 

participated in a couple or marriage relationship education program with the aim of 
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preventing or resolution relationship dissolution. This systematic review examined couple 

and marriage enrichment relationship (CRE/MRE) programs with Africentric theoretical 

underpinnings, in addition to those considered culturally-grounded (culturally-sensitive) 

for use with African American couples experiencing relationship discord. The primary 

outcome of interest was the effectiveness of CRE/MRE programs through measures of 

relationship/marital satisfaction. Additional outcomes of interest included, but are not 

limited to relationship improvement, communication, commitment, trust, forgiveness, 

beliefs, interaction, or stability.  

Search strategy for identification of relevant studies 

Databases, journals, websites, & manual harvesting.  

As an initial step, a comprehensive search on leading relevant social work 

databases and journals to include in the systematic review was conducted. Database 

searches included: (1) PsychInfo, (2) Academic Search Complete, (3) Family Studies, 

and (4) Sociological Abstracts. Journals search for this systematic review were (1)The 

Journal of African American Studies, (2) Journal of Black Studies, (3) Journal of Couple 

and Relationship Therapy, (4) Journal of Family Studies, and (5) Journal of Marital 

Family Therapy. These databases and journals included in the systematic review were 

chosen based on their high focus on social work literature and related fields; and their 

inclusion of marriage/relationship counseling or a high focus on race & ethnicity.  A set 

of relevant key terms were developed to guide the electronic searches (Table A2). 

Following a comprehensive search of databases and related journals, the websites 23 
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government agencies, and professional and organizations (Table A3) were reviewed in 

search of literature relevant to culturally-ground/Africentric CRE and MRE programs. 

After completion of electronic database, journal and website searches, reference lists of 

included studies were reviewed for potentially relevant literature not captured throughout 

the electronic search. A total of 11 articles were included in the manual searching. A list 

of applicable studies was sent to 16 professional contacts/ key researchers in the marriage 

and couples education field with many of these contacts specialized in African American 

marriage.  

Figure 4.1: Systematic Review Literature Search Flowchart  
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Full-Text Review (n=46) 

Ineligible for Inclusion (n=39) 

Ineligible for Inclusion 

(n=746) 

Included (n=0) 

Website Review (n=0 Studies) 

Professional Contacts (n=0 

Studies) 

Culturally Grounded/Africentric 
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Education Evaluations (n=7) 
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Selection of relevant studies: Titles, Abstracts, and Full-Text 

 

            The screening process was two-fold and required two reviewers/readers. 

First, the two reviewers screened titles and abstracts of studies obtained from the 

electronic database and journal searches.  Based on the titles and abstracts, studies 

deemed irrelevant/ineligible based on study criteria were eliminated. Next, the reviewers 

conducted a full-text screening, for the remaining articles. The researchers eliminated 

irrelevant studies based on the systematic review’s inclusion and exclusion criteria. 

Articles excluded during the abstract and title, in addition to the full-text review were 

eliminated because there were not interventions, did not use the targeted audience in the 

intervention, or were descriptive in nature. During the screening process the researchers 

independently utilized two software programs (Endnote and Covidence) to conduct the 

search and review process. To appropriately organize studies considered deemed 

appropriate and eligible for inclusion the researcher conducted data extraction by 

utilizing a coding form. Thematic analysis was utilized to outline recurring themes in the 

Africentric/Culturally-Grounded marriage and relationship education programs literature 

reviews and backgrounds. Due to the lack of literature related to culturally grounded and 

Africentric marriage and relationship programs and variety of study type, methodological 

quality of the studies was not conducted and studies were not excluded as a result of 

methodological quality (Dixon-Woods, et al., 2006) 
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RESULTS 

From January 2016 to March 2016, the dissertation author used the developed 

search strategy and retrieved 1,668 references for review. Two levels of screening were 

used to evaluate the eligibility of the 1,668 references.  A comprehensive search of 

databases and journals yielded a total of 922 references for title and abstract review. Prior 

to proceeding with the first level of screening, a total of 196 duplicate studies were 

removed, and the remaining 726 articles were reviewed during the title and abstract 

screening. During the first level of screening, the two independent reviewers deemed 680 

studies as ineligible for inclusion. The remaining 46 studies were reviewed for full-text 

eligibility (the second screening level) by the independent reviewers. A total of 39 studies 

were removed due to various reasons related to inclusion and exclusion criteria, and 7 

studies were included as evaluations of culturally-grounded/Africentric marriage and 

relationship programs. Following the electronic database and journal search, 746 

references from 11 studies were reviewed, however no additional articles were 

discovered. Twenty-four websites were reviewed for potential articles, but yielded no 

additional studies. A comprehensive search of electronic databases and journals, 

reference harvesting, and webpage searches yielded a total of 7 eligible studies of 

culturally-grounded of Africentric marriage and relationship education evaluations. These 

7 eligible studies were sent to 16 professional marriage and family contacts for review.  

Four of the 16 professional contacts responded, however three felt the bibliographic list 

developed was comprehensive and one did not have knowledge of additional studies to 

include. Figure 4.3 describes the literature search and review process. 



 124 

A comprehensive literature search identified seven studies to include in this 

systematic review; six of these studies were quantitative and one was qualitative. Table 

4.1 is a summary chart of eligible articles and Table 4.2 shows demonstrates the program 

curriculum and implementation of each program. Studies included two randomized 

control trials, one pre-post test without a control, one non-randomized controlled trial 

(pre-post), one non-experimental design (focus group), one non-experimental pretest-

posted correlational survey design and one phenomenological analysis. Among the seven 

studies, four curriculum-based interventions were used  (1) Imago-Getting the Love You 

Want, (2) In-Circle, (3) Promoting Empowered African Americans through couples 

Education (PEACE), (4) Preventative Relationship Enhancement Program (PREP), and 

R.E.A.C.H Forgiveness Model. Three of the seven studies used the PREP curriculum 

content.  

AN INTRODUCTION TO THE AFRICENTRIC PARADIGM 

Current research shows the inclusion of an Africentric paradigm or rites of 

passages such as the Nguzo Saba and Ma’at have been effective for increasing the 

efficacy of program implementation and intervention among African Americans. Martin 

(2008) describes the Ma’at as a  

“Comprehensive construct that existed throughout ancient Egyptian civilization. 

Cosmologically, Ma’at is the principle of order that informs the creation of the 

universe. Religiously, Ma’at is a goddess or neter representing balance or order. 

Last, philosophically, Ma’at is a moral and ethnic principle that all Egyptians 
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were expected to embody in their daily actions toward family, community, nation, 

environment and god” (p.952).  

Based on seven principles (truth, justice, righteousness, order, balance, reciprocity, and 

harmony), the Ma’at forms “the basis for how one should think about themselves in 

relation to others in community” and when incorporated into culturally grounded 

interventions, serves as a vehicle for transformative experience, and empowerment 

among African Americans (Bent-Goodley, p. 108, 2014, Pratt-Clark, 2013) .  

According to Gilbert, Harvey & Belgrave (2009),  the principles of the Ma’at 

correspond with the Nguzo Saba, which also encompasses seven principles:  (1) “unity 

(striving for unity in the family, community, and race), (2) self-determination (defining, 

naming, and creating for oneself) (3) collective work and responsibility (building and 

maintain community and solving problems together), (4) cooperative economics 

(building and maintaining the economic base of the community), (5) purpose (restoring 

people to their original traditional greatness), (6) creativity (enhancing the beauty and 

benefits of self and community); and (7) faith (belief in the righteousness of the black 

struggle (p.245). They add “although African Americans are diverse and vary in the 

extent to which they endorse these principles, when these values are infused into 

Africentric interventions, they form the cornerstone of behavior change and empower 

communities in reaffirming purpose and meaning in life” (p.245). These principles which 

are highly valued in Africentric practices may increase engagement of Black Americans 

and produce culturally competence service delivery.  
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Research with a variety of populations’ shows the incorporation of rites and 

passages, more specifically, the Nguzo Saba and Ma’at, serve as an effective change 

agent for African American men, women, and children. For example, Pratt-Clarke (2013) 

shows the Ma’at “provides the potential for transforming the lives experiences of African 

American women and girls, as they often involve a focus on transitions in life and the 

mastery of emotional, spiritual, and physical tests and tasks, in addition to active 

engagement and involvement of family and friends (p.108-109). Rayford (2012) 

demonstrates the use of an Nguzo Saba and Ma’at based school intervention which 

positively influenced young African American male student’s self-esteem, racial identity, 

and knowledge of African American heritage, history, culture, values, and traditions. 

Similarly, Swain (2011) examined the use of Kemetic philosophy (The Ma’at) and the 

Nguzo Saba as pedagogical frameworks, as an alternative to westernized pedagogical 

practices, and found the use of an Afrocentric paradigm in pedagogy increased student 

critical thinking, consciousness, and identity development. The use of the Nguzo Saba 

and Ma’at has also extended into clinical aspects such as treating addictions. Kalonji 

(2014) used the Nguzo Saba (also referred to as the seven principles of Kawaida theory) 

to address substance abuse, using the Africenric paradigm to help addicts create a new 

cultural definition self (speaking truth, unity, collective work), vs adopting the more 

Eurocentric 12 step program which teaches the substance abuser to embrace “being an 

addict”. Kalonji (2014) states in each principle/virtue there is an inherent guide toward 

the good and the positive with spiritual equality and socially empowering attributes that 

integrates therapeutic elements fostering productive growth and development (p. 204); he 
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concludes, the use of the Nguzo Saba is especially effective for African Americans who 

prosper via culturally and spiritually sensitive Africentric derived programs.  

Although very limited, research has examined the use of the Ma’at and the Nguzo 

Saba in relation to marriage and family. Research supporting the use of the Ma’at and 

Nguzo Saba as marriage and family interventions has been based on the idea that 

curriculum/interventions should be developed in a cultural context that addresses barriers 

to successful/healthy relationships, and fosters the development of knowledge and skills 

related to healthy relationships through cognitive restructuring. For example,  Blackmon 

(1999) examines the use of the principle “Umoja or Unity” as a foundation for building 

family, community, and the nation, stating “ethnic and gender sensitive solutions are 

needed which guide African Americans to act upon the seven Nguzo Saba principles 

(Karenga, 1988), beginning with UMOJA, or unity, within intimate relationships and 

family structures (p.54). Bent-Goodley (2014) presents an effective evidenced-based 

seven-session marital intervention grounded in principles of the Ma’at and asserts the 

culturally-grounded intervention  takes place in three major domains “(1) engaging in 

cognitive restructuring, which includes identifying thinking patterns and revising false 

beliefs, (2) enhancing coping skills, which includes developing strategies to address 

problem situations and self-efficacy, and (3) developing problem skills” all within a 

cultural lens which also encourages couples to sustain healthy relationships, view the role 

of marriage in society and the role of marriage in connection to a larger community (p. 

107-108). 
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 According to Perry (2007), the existing literature on the Nguzo Saba has 

demonstrated the effective use of the Nguzo Saba and Ma’at with African American 

students, men, women, and families, however developing a marriage educational model 

based on the Nguzo Saba or an Afrocentric paradigm may positively influence African 

American marriages (p.2). The research bolsters current literature which demonstrates the 

use of Afrocentric frameworks are effective for intervening with a variety of populations, 

and provides additional support for the inclusion cultural awareness, sensitivity, skills, 

and knowledge of Black history rooted in principles such as the Ma'at and Nguzo Saba 

for African American couples and marital interventions. 

PROGRAM OVERVIEW 

IMAGO THERAPY: GETTING THE LOVE YOU WANT WORKSHOPS 

 Imago Relationship Therapy (IRT) is a psycho-educational relational approach to 

couples therapy developed by Dr. Harville Hendrix and Dr. Helen LaKelly Hunt in the 

late 1970s to early 1980s (Hendrix, 1988; Luquet, 2006). IRT asserts there is a 

relationship between emotions experienced in early childhood and adulthood (Imago 

Relationships International, 2013). The most common format of Imago Relationship 

Therapy is the Imago Workshop, “Getting the Love You Want” (GTLYW) based on 

Hendrix’s (1988) bestseller. The GTLYW workshops use Couples dialogue (16 couple 

exercises) to develop effective new communication and resolve longstanding conflicts 

with compassion and ease, in addition to, 1) encourage couples recreate the passion that 

first attracted them to each other, 2) discover a path to emotional healing and spiritual 
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resolution, and 3) experience a deeper level of intimacy and connection with each other 

(Imago Relationships International, 2013). 

IN CIRCLE INTERVENTION 

Bent-Goodley (2014) reports on In-circle, a marriage/ relationship intervention 

developed specifically for African Americans which the goal of encouraging healthy 

relationships, and advocating for HIV and domestic violence prevention. This 

intervention was created on the basis that socio-cultural factors have negatively impacted 

African American relationships, which often include (1) The impact of slavery on 

generations, (2) Gender stereotypes (women as welfare abusers, promiscuous, angry, and 

dominators over men and men as aggressive, abusers, and hyper-masculine), (3) 

Inappropriate portrayals of African Americans in media and historical contexts (4) The 

declining Black marriageability; and resistance of African Americans in engaging in 

marriage/relationship education. Based on Africentric theory, this curriculum 

incorporates the Nguzu Saba, an Afrocentric paradigm identified as principles that 

positively impact the African American community. These principles are Umoja (Unity), 

Kujichagulia (Self-Determination), Ujima (Collective Work and responsibility), Ujamaa 

(Cooperative Economics), Nia (Purpose), Kuumba (Creativity), and Imani (Faith). The In 

Circle intervention also incorporates Ancient Egyptian principles, the Ma 'at which are 

statements or virtues which "form the basis for how one should think about themselves in 

relations to others in their community"; these seven principles are truth, justice, 

righteousness, order, balance, reciprocity, and harmony (p. 108) 
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INTERVENTION: PROMOTING EMPOWERED AFRICAN AMERICANS THROUGH COUPLES 

EDUCATION (PEACE) 

 The PEACE program is a structured relationship program developed with 

cultural considerations as it relates to cultural values, marriage research, spiritual aspects, 

and on the impact of African American history on African marriages (Perry, 2007).  The 

PEACE curriculum consists of seven topics aligning with the Nguzu Saba: Dignity (self-

esteem/respect), vulnerability (openness in relationships), roles in the family, 

communication, coping (contending with difficulties), generosity (willingness to give), 

and intimacy (love, joy, peace, and patience, kindness, faith).  

INTERVENTION: PREVENTATIVE RELATIONSHIP ENHANCEMENT PROGRAM (PREP) 

Preventative Relationship Enhancement Program (PREP) enhances relationships 

and marital functioning using a cognitive behavioral and communication-oriented 

sessions ranging between 8-14 hours (PREPInc). Sessions include topics focused on 

communication, conflict management, commitment, friendship, sensuality, problem-

solving, emotional supportiveness (Owen, Manthos, Quirk, 2013).  
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Table 4.1 Studies of Marriage and Couple Relationship programs evaluated with African American couples 

 

Citation  

 

Research Objectives Sample 

Methods 

Measures 

 

Treatment Modality & 

Key Findings 

Limitations 

1. Beach, S. H., Hurt, T. R., 

Fincham, F. D., Franklin, K. J., 

McNair, L. M., & Stanley, S. M. 

(2011). Enhancing marital 

enrichment through spirituality: 

Efficacy data for prayer focused 

relationship enhancement. 

Psychology of Religion and 

Spirituality, 3(3), 201-216. 

doi:10.1037/a0022207 

Test a culturally 

sensitive intervention 

CS-PREP (Culturally 

Sensitive 

Preventative and 

Relationship 

Enhancement 

Program), Prayer 

Focused PREP (PFP), 

and control condition 

with African 

American married 

couples 

Study Type: 

Randomized Control 

Trial 

 

393 African American 

married couples 

 

Measures: CST 

(Communication); 

QMI (Marital 

Satisfaction); PMI 

(Positive Intentions) 

Programs: (a) Culturally-

sensitive PREP; (b) Prayer 

Focused Program (PFP), and 

(c) Information-only control 

condition 

 

Positive outcomes in positive 

evaluation of the relationship, 

communication and positive 

intentions toward the partner 

and relationship; both 

interventions were more 

efficacious than the control; 

Participants reported high 

satisfaction with both formats, 

the inclusion of 

spirituality/prayer; Couples in 

both interventions at 12 month 

follow-up showed significant 

improvements from baseline 

Need to compare CS-

PREP and PFP to 

PREP in its usual 

format; use of only 

self-reported change; 

need for future 

research on 

observational 

measures; need for 

broader measurement; 

need for more study 

with other ethnic 

groups or equally 

religious groups 
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Table 4.1 Studies of Marriage and Couple Relationship programs continued 
2. Bent-Goodley, T. (2014). In 

circle: A healthy relationship, 

domestic violence, and HIV 

intervention for African American 

couples. Journal of Human 

Behavior in the Social 

Environment, 24(2), 105-114. 

Doi:10.1080/10911359.2014.8486

75 

Test the efficacy of In 

Circle (based on 

ancient Egyptian 

principles) in 

enhancing healthy 

relationships among 

African Americans 

Study Type: 

Quantitative Pre-Post 

Test w/o control 

 

11 Couples –African 

American (67%), 

Caribbean American 

(33%) 

 

Measure: Self-Report 

on relationship beliefs, 

exposure to domestic 

violence, mental 

health status, drug 

abuse, and sexual risk-

taking ; RBI 

(relationship beliefs) 

Program: In-Circle 

 

In Circle showed improvement 

in more positive relationship 

beliefs at the end of treatment; 

Participants experienced better 

understanding of the value of 

communication in relationships 

and shared expectations; 

couples were less likely to view 

gender of partner as mystery; 

couples made connections in 

understanding needs across 

genders; increase awareness 

about needs for a healthy 

relationship; more positive 

outlook on disagreements as 

opportunity for growth 

Convenience sample 

and self-selected 

participation limits 

generalizability; small 

sample size 
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Table 4.1 Studies of Marriage and Couple Relationship programs continued 
3. Hurt, T.R., Fincham, F.D., 

Stanley, S.M., Kogna, S.M, & 

Brody, G.H. (2015). Determinants 

and long-term effects of 

attendance levels in marital 

enrichment program for African 

American couples. Journal of 

Marital and Family Therapy. doi: 

10.1111/jmft.12126 

 

Explores the 

relationship between 

program attendance 

and women and men 

program outcomes, in 

addition to individual 

and relationship 

characteristics that 

predict session 

attendance. Overall, 

the authors sought to 

discover factors 

impacting the 

involvement of 

couples in a program 

developed for African 

American families. 

Study Type: 

Randomized Control 

Trial 

 

164 African American 

Couples- African 

American men (98%) 

and women (98%)  

 

Measures: Effective 

Communication 

(CST); Relationship 

commitment 

(Commitment 

Inventory); Spousal 

support (Social 

Support Scale); 

Arguing in front of 

youth (O’Leary Porter 

Scale); Individual and 

Family Characteristics 

(demographics and 

pretest); Depressive 

symptoms 

(Epidemiological 

Studies Depression 

Scale); Low-income 

(government 

assistance) 

Program: Promoting Strong 

African American Families 

(ProSAAF) 

76% of men and 77% of 

women attended all six 

sessions; 80% of men and 

women attended four or more 

sessions.  Higher levels of 

attendance by men related to 

being married and lower 

depressive symptoms. Higher 

attendance for women 

associated with being married, 

higher relationship 

commitment, and education. 

Higher attendance level 

predicted greater reports from 

men in effective 

communication, relationship 

commitment, and spousal 

report two years post-program. 

Increased attendance associated 

with long-term improvement 

among couples. In men, higher 

baseline depressive symptoms 

associated with changes in 

relationship commitment and 

indirectly linked to changes in 

relationship commitment and 

spousal support; Men’s 

depressive symptoms 

associated with lower levels of 

couple attendance 

Large number of 

participants limits 

ability to analyze 

attendance effects 

because of limited 

range of variability in 

attendance and might 

account for null results 

in men and women; 

Lack of information on 

participant’s quality of 

participation; only 

included families in 

the intervention, 

inability to comment 

on long-term changes 

related to control 

conditions; Lack of 

information on 

characteristics of 

participants that could 

have predicted 

attendance; Caution 

must be utilized in 

overgeneralizing 

results 
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Table 4.1 Studies of Marriage and Couple Relationship programs continued 
4. Martin, T.L., & Bielawski, D.M., 

(2011). What is the African 

American’s experience following 

Imago education? Journal of 

Humanistic Psychology, 51(2), 

216-228. Doi: 

10.1177/0022167809352379 

To review 

experiences of 

African Americans 

who completed 

Imago therapy 

workshops or 

counseling with an 

Imago Therapists 

 

 

Study Type: 

Qualitative 

phenomenology 

 

12 African American 

participants (6 men 

and 6 women) 

 

Qualitative interviews 

focusing on 

experiences in Imago 

Therapy, changes post 

workshop/counseling, 

and concepts most and 

least helpful in couple 

relationships 

Program: Getting The Love 

You Want 

 

Imago therapy improved 

communication (reported by 

67%,) understanding (reported 

by 92%), understanding of 

partner (58% reported feeling 

they had been selfish prior to 

truly understanding their 

partner), understanding of one’s 

own and one’s partner’s 

childhood (reported by 67%), 

revelation of one’s authentic 

self-experienced by 42% of 

participants, and 100% 

expressed the need for more 

education about Imago Therapy 

in the African American 

community. 

Findings are not 

representative of full 

socioeconomic and 

cultural range of the 

population and There 

is future need for 

quantitative study to 

clarify and assess 

themes 
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Table 4.1 Studies of Marriage and Couple Relationship programs continued 
5. Owen, J., Chapman, L. K., Quirk, 

K., Inch, L. J., France, T., & 

Bergen, C. (2012). Processes of 

change in relationship education 

for lower-income African 

American couples. Journal of 

Couple & Relationship Therapy, 

11(1), 51-68. 

doi:10.1080/15332691.2012.6397

04 

To examine 

relationship 

satisfaction, 

communication 

patterns and 

dedication in lower 

SES (Social 

ecological systems) 

African American 

couples who 

participated in a CRE 

(PREP). 

Study type: Non-

randomized controlled 

trial (Pre-Post Test) 

 

181 African American 

couples (n=362 

individuals) 

 

Measures: 

Commitment 

Inventory (Dedication 

subscale); General 

Social Survey 

(relationship 

satisfaction); 

Communication Skills 

Test (positive & 

negative 

communication); SI 

Scale (social 

integration 

Program: PREP (Prevention 

and Marriage enhancement 

Program) 

 

Findings were that couples 

changes in positive 

communication was 

significantly related to 

increases in satisfaction and 

dedication; Couples who 

reported increases in their 

social integration also 

experiences greater dedication 

to one another; couples who 

attended PREP revealed large 

effect sizes in their positive 

communication which was 

associated with positive 

changes in their sense of 

stability and happiness in the 

relationship Men reported more 

relationship satisfaction when 

partners negative 

communication decreased and 

when their partner reported 

more social integration; There 

was no association between 

women’s rating of relationship 

satisfaction and men’s changes 

in negative communication or 

social integration 

Study used only SES 

African American 

couples; Lack of 

comparison group; 

lack of knowledge 

regarding number of 

children couples had 

and the potential 

impact on relationship 

functioning; changes 

in relationship 

functioning cannot be 

definitively connected 

to effects of 

PREP/CRE 
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Table 4.1 Studies of Marriage and Couple Relationship programs continued 
6. Perry, C. N. (2007). Promoting 

empowered African Americans 

through couple education 

(PEACE): A communication-

focused program. Retrieved from 

ProQuest Dissertations & Theses 

Full Text. (Order No. 3293087)  

To provide feedback 

for improving the 

PEACE curriculum 

designed to address 

issues that are often 

on-going among 

African American 

relationships. 

Study Type: Non-

experimental design, 

no randomized 

assignment 

 

Five African 

American Couples 

 

Two hour focus group 

 

5 African American 

couples 

 

Measures: MIBI 

(Black identity); RAP 

(Assess key topics of 

PEACE curriculum; 

KMS (Marital 

Satisfaction); 

Satisfaction Survey 

(10 item Likert to 

determine helpfulness 

of information) 

Program: Promoting 

Empowered African Americans 

Through Couple Education 

(PEACE), a program focusing 

on the impact of African 

American history on African 

American marriages, which 

integrates cultural values, 

marriage research, and spiritual 

aspects. 

 

MIBI demonstrated participants 

embrace commonality and 

quality among their race prior 

to the focus group; African 

American identity 

acknowledged as an integral to 

strong sense of self and marital 

bond. Increased knowledge 

regarding PEACE 

curriculum/topics from pre to 

post testing. High scores on 

RAP and KMS indicated 

participants had a high respect 

for PEACE topics and marital 

satisfaction prior to 

intervention. No statistically 

significant increase in marital 

satisfaction pre to post scores in 

KMS, however high scores at 

baseline demonstrated high 

marital satisfaction prior to 

implemented intervention.  

A small sample size, 

lack of randomized 

assignment; 

participants were from 

same geographical 

location who identified 

as Christian; 

Generalizability 

concerns; 

Implementation of 

intervention by 

researcher may pose 

threat to internal 

validity due to 

experimenter bias; 

researcher had 

previous relationship 

with the participants; 

Research had difficulty 

identifying appropriate 

qualitative and 

quantitative measures. 
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Table 4.1 Studies of Marriage and Couple Relationship programs continued 
7. Townsend, S. T. (2011). Reaching 

forgiveness: A non-experimental 

pretest-posttest study designed to 

determine the relationship 

between the REACH forgiveness 

pyramid model and African 

American Christian heterosexual 

married couples' self-reported 

forgiveness and relational 

adjustment. Retrieved from 

ProQuest Dissertations & Theses 

Full Text.  

(Order No. 3451185) 

 

Examine the 

relationship between 

the R.E.A.C.H model 

and training, marital 

forgiveness, and 

marital adjustment 

with 37 African 

American Christian 

couples, the 

association of group 

participation and the 

R.E.A.C.H training 

format, marital 

forgiveness and 

marital satisfaction 

Study Type: Non-

Experimental Pretest-

Posttest correlational 

survey design 

 

37 African American 

Couples 

 

Measures: 

Demographics (BDQ); 

Relationship 

Adjustment (DAS); 

Degree of forgiveness 

(EFI) 

Program: R.E.A.C.H 

Forgiveness Pyramid Model 

(Recall the hurt, Empathize 

with the offender, Altruistically 

give the gift of forgiveness, 

Commit aloud to forgive, and 

Hold onto forgiveness even 

amongst doubt) 

 

Positive association between 

R.E.A.C.H Forgiveness 

Pyramid Model and couple 

forgiveness and relationship 

adjustment. Findings suggest 

the R.E.A.CH forgiveness 

model facilitated decisional and 

relational forgiveness, as well 

as increased marital 

satisfaction. These findings 

suggest forgive models may 

serve as beneficial in 

facilitating increase satisfaction 

and forgiveness. 

Lack of 

generalizability; 

Impact of confounding 

variables (workshop in 

church); Additional 

research needed use of 

forgiveness models 

among African 

Americans with 

various demographic 

backgrounds; Lack of 

control group; Lack of 

measurement for 

length of marriage and 

long-term 

successfulness of 

program 
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Table 4.2 Program Curriculum & Content: CRE/MRE marriage and couple relationship programs 

Citation  

 

Program Delivery 

1. Leaders 

2. Sessions 

3. Location 

4. Manualized 

Culturally 

Grounded 

Africentric Intervention Components 

1. Beach et al. (2011)  

Enhancing marital enrichment through 

spirituality: Efficacy data for prayer 

focused relationship enhancement 

1. African American 
PREP training 
leaders 

 

2. Group-based 
format; 3 Days 

 

3. Community-based 
center 
 

4. PREP Manual 

YES NO 

CS-PREP Curriculum Content: 

 

a. Day One: Communication & Listening 
 

b. Day Two: Problem-solving & Hidden 
Issues 

 

c. Day Three: Fun & Physical Oneness  
 

**Added cultural component focusing on 

language, African-American presenters & 

content, and the impact of racism  

 

PFP Curriculum Content: 

 

a. All components of CS-PREP 
 

Strong emphasis on praying for partners 
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Table 4.2 Program Curriculum & Content Continued 
2. Bent-Goodley (2014) 

In circle: A healthy relationship, 

domestic violence, and HIV 

intervention for African American 

couples 

1. Leaders: Not 

Reported 

 

2. Format: Seven 

Group-based 

sessions 

 

3. Location: Not 

Reported 

 

4. Manual: Not 

Reported 

YES YES 

In Circle Curriculum Content: 

a. Truth (understanding one’s personal 

truth, value clarification, expectations) 

 

b. Justice (Understanding domestic 

violence; Conflict management) 

 

c. Righteousness (self-assessment, 

building communication and problem-

solving skills) 

 

d. Order (financial management, gender 

expectations related to finances;) 

 

e. Virtue of Balance (family roles, stress 

management, parenting, multiple care 

giving) 

 
f. Reciprocity (Intimacy, HIV prevention, 

trust, safe sex) 

 

g. Harmony (relationship management, 

adapting, grief and loss) 

 

h. Closing Ceremony (strengthening 

support systems, help-seeking 

strategies) 

 

** Based on social cognitive theory, 

ecological perspectives, and Afrocentric 

paradigm, and The Ma’at 
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Table 4.2 Program Curriculum & Content Continued 
3. Hurt et al. (2015) 

Determinants and long-term effects of 

attendance levels in marital enrichment 

program for African American couples 

 

1. Leaders: 
African  

American 

married 

men 

 

2. Format: 6-
week; 90-120 
minute 
sessions 

 

3. Location: 
Couple’s home 

 

4. Manual: Not 
Reported   

 

 

 

YES NO 

PREP Curriculum Content:  

 

a. The Joy of Oneness; Communication 
 

b. Expectations and Hidden Issues; 
Listening, Support, and Conflict 
Resolution; Ground Rules for Fighting 
and Loving 

 

c. Problem-solving; Fun, Friendship, and 
Physical Oneness 

 

d. Supporting Our Children; Non-
Nonsense Parenting 

 

e. Everyday  Parenting; Helping 
Children Exceed In School; Protecting 
Against Dangerous Behavior 

 

Encouraging Ethnic Pride; and Staying 

Connected with Children 
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Table 4.2 Program Curriculum & Content Continued 

 
4. Martin 

(2011) 

What is the 

African 

American’s 

experience 

following 

Imago 

education? 

1. Leaders: Two facilitators (One reported 
ethnicity as African American, the other is 
unreported) 

 

2. Format: 12 Semi-structured 1-2 hour 
interviews 

 

3. Location: Office meeting area  
 

4. Manual: Getting The Love You Want Book 

NO NO 

Getting the Love You Want Curriculum 

Content:  

 

Imago Couples’ Dialogue 

 

a. Mirroring-listening and repeating what 
a partner says 

b. Validation- Understanding how partner 
has expressed makes sense. 

c. Empathy-imagining how a partner feels 
about what is said. 

 

**Participants previously participated in a 

Imago workshop and completed 1 of 16 tools 

referenced in the Imago educational book 

5. Owens et al. 

(2012) 

Processes of 

change in 

relationship 

education for 

lower-income 

African 

American 

Couples 

1. Leaders: Racial/Ethnic Paraprofessionals 
 

2. Format: 16 hours of couple sessions of 
group-based relationship education 
workshops. Each session is 1-2 hours, 
weekly, over the course of 2-3 months 

 

3. Location: Couple home/Community-based 
center 

 

4. Manual: PREP Manual 
 

NO NO PREP Curriculum Content: 

 

a. Promoting Healthy Communication 
 

b. Effective problem-solving strategies 
 

c. Increasing protective factors 
(dedication & forgiveness) 
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Table 4.2 Program Curriculum & Content Continued 
6. Perry (2007) 

Promoting 

empowered 

African 

Americans 

through couple 

education 

(PEACE): A 

communication-

focused 

program. 

1. Leaders: Researcher facilitated focus-group 
 

2. Format: Review of 16 hour intervention 
presented in workshop setting, weekly 
Sessions, or weekend-intensive format 

 

3. Church-Setting  
 

4. Not Reported 
5.  

YES YES  (PEACE) Curriculum:Seven topics based on 

the Nguzu Saba:  

a. Dignity (worth/self-esteem) 
 

b. Vulnerability (fostering openness and 
trust) 

 

c. Roles in the family (re-evaluation of 
traditional American roles) 

 

d. Communication (the connecting of two 
people) 

 

e. Coping/faith (overcoming difficulties) 
 

f. Generosity (fulfilling the purpose of 
ones spouse through giving, identifying 
unhealthy patterns) 

 

g. Intimacy (warm friendship or 
closeness; religion, love, joy) 

 

**Integration of cultural values, racial identity, 

African American strengths, marriage research, 

and spiritual aspects 
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Table 4.2 Program Curriculum & Content Continued 
7. Townsend 

(2011) 

Reaching 

forgiveness: A 

non-

experimental 

pretest-posttest 

study designed 

to determine the 

relationship 

between the 

REACH 

forgiveness 

pyramid model 

and African 

American 

Christian 

heterosexual 

married 

couples' self-

reported 

forgiveness and 

relational 

adjustment. 

6. Leaders: Four African American leaders; 
(minister, licensed Social worker, Graduate 
Christian counselor, Certified Marriage & 
Family Therapist. 

7. Sessions: 1 day-10 ½ hours; Six sessions 
8. Church-Setting 
9. Manual: Experiencing Forgiveness 

Participant Manual 

NO NO Curriculum Content: 

Forgiving in Context (getting acquainted and 

discussing forgiveness of one person by 

another); Accompanied by literary works by 

Maya Angelou, Max Lucado, Malachy 

McCourt, Martin Luther King Jr., and Peter van 

Breeman 

 

Session 2: Development of a working definition 

of forgiveness (verbal expressions about 

personal hurt, disappointment, abandonment, 

rejection, ridicule, humiliation, betrayal, 

separation of others and forgiveness) 

 

Session 3:  Recall the hurt (discussion of 

recollections of being hurt with partners who 

were not spouses) 

 

Session 4: Empathize with the offender (spousal 

dyads form) 

 

Session 5:  Altruistically give the gift of 

forgiveness, Commit aloud to forgive, (Written 

commitment of forgiveness offered and 

certificates of forgiveness presented,  

 

Session 6: Hold on to forgiveness when you 

doubt (acknowledgement of participant decision 

to forgive and consideration of forgiveness 

through role play) 

 



 144 

HISTORICAL SOCIO-CULTURAL PERSPECTIVE  

Thematic Analysis was utilized to historical socio-cultural factors and cultural 

considerations mentioned in literature reviews and backgrounds. Thematic analysis among the 

seven studies revealed 86% of the studies acknowledges the center rationale for studying 

marriage and couple relationships was the decline of health African Americans. Additionally, 

86% of the seven studies acknowledge African Americans had dysfunctional relationships 

characterized by lower marriage satisfaction and stability sociocultural factors influencing study 

rationale were: 

 The Legacy of Slavery Racism, & Internalized Oppression (100%) 

 Unemployment & Economic Hardship (Poverty, Unemployment) (71%) 

 Racialized Gender Role Stereotypes (57%) 

 Gender Socialization: “Raise your daughters, love your sons” (29%) 

 Lack of Intrapersonal skills (43%) 

 Physical & Mental Health Disparities (HIV epidemic, Mental Disorders, Domestic Violence, 

premarital sex, unwanted pregnancies) (43%) 

 Unlikelihood to help-seeking strategies/interventions (43%) 

In effort to improve African American couple relationships, authors recognized the  

 Need for protective factors (Strong Family, Spirituality, Strong work and education ethic (29%) 

 Heightened need for spiritual inclusion (43%) 

 Need for greater attention to cultural considerations and race/ethnicity in practice (100%) 
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SAMPLE CHARACTERISTICS 

Across all seven studies, there were 803 couples as participants, studies utilized a mean 

of 115 couples, with a range of 5-393 couples. Two studies did not exclusively report socio-

demographic characteristics. Of these two studies, One study, beyond race and age (African 

Americans ages 30 to mid-60’s), did not report socioeconomic demographic characteristics. A 

second study also did report socio-demographic beyond race and a generalized income, and only 

identified their population as “lower socioeconomic African Americans living in low-income 

Chicago neighborhoods where the income is less than $38,622 with a range of $4096-$12,480). 

Of the remaining five studies, participants 18 and older; one study did not have a maximum age, 

however the oldest participant among the six studies was reported as 65 years of age.  All studies 

utilized African American couples with the exception of one study. This study reported 

participants must be African American, but could have a mate of any race. Although this was so, 

the study reported 98% of both men and women in the treatment group reported being African 

American participant and therefore it was included in the systematic review.  The five remaining 

studies exclusively defined their sample population and were socioeconomically, spiritually, and 

educationally diverse. One study required participants to be Christian (14%) (See Table A4-A8) 

CRE/MRE CURRICULUM-BASED INTERVENTIONS WITH AFRICAN AMERICANS  

Among the seven studies, four curriculum-based interventions were used; 14% used the 

Imago-Getting the Love You Want Workshop, 14% used In-Circle, 14% used Promoting 

Empowered African Americans through couples Education (PEACE), 43% used the Preventative 

Relationship Enhancement Program (PREP), and 14% used the R.E.A.C.H Forgiveness Model. 

Three studies (43%) used a couple group-based format, one study (14%) used a focus, one study 
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(14%) used a couple-based non-group format, and one study used both a couple and group based 

format (14%), one group used semi-structured interviews (14%).  Group facilitators in three 

studies (43%)  were African American, two (29%) studies did not report racial background of 

group leaders, one (14%) utilized racial and ethnic minorities group leaders, and one (14%) study 

reported one of the two facilitators used were African American; however the ethnicity of the 

other facilitator is not reported. One study did not report recruitment measures (14%), five (71%) 

recruited through community involvement involving flyers, advertisements, newspapers, radio 

stations, social service agencies, and other local organizations, and one (14%) recruited through 

two local marriage and family therapists. Recruitment methods of two studies (29%) included 

churches. Interventions were implemented in a variety of places; two studies (29%) utilized a 

church, one (14%) study used a local community organization, one study (14%)  used couple’s 

individual homes, and one (14%) utilized an office setting, one study (14%) did not report 

intervention setting, and the remaining study (14%) conducted interventions in both the couple’s 

home and a community setting. Six of the seven studies (86%) used a variety of interactional 

methods in the curriculum including DVD/Video use, group exercises, oral tradition, journaling, 

role-playing, literary readings, homework, or semi-structured interviews; one study utilized 

group discussion (14%). Number and length of sessions ranged across the seven studies, with 

time ranging from 2-16 hours, 1 day to 2-3 months, and of the three studies reported sessions 

ranged from 6-7. Overall all seven studies, results shows CRE/MRE was effective for addressing 

increasing communication skills, social integration, protective factors, relationship satisfaction, 

relationship growth, and overall intrapersonal skills (understanding of self and others).Culturally-
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grounded and Africentric CRE/MRE results differed in that higher endorsement of principles that 

buffered the effects of historical and socio-cultural factors. 

CULTURALLY-GROUNDED & AFRICENTRIC ADAPTATIONS 

Two studies (29%) used an Africentric based curriculum, two studies used culturally-

grounded curriculum, and the remaining three studies (43%) used a standard marriage and couple 

relationship education curriculum. Methods of cultural adaptations for culturally grounded 

couples counseling programs were (a) use of prayer (25%), (b) use of African American group 

facilitators (50%), the inclusion of cultural components (50%), and the impact of historical 

socio-cultural factors (25%). The two studies of culturally-grounded studies were randomized 

control trials. 

Of the two Africentric marriage and relationship education programs, methods of cultural 

adaptation were (a) use of Africentric theory (use of the Nguzu Saba or Ma' at) (100%), (b) pilot 

testing of African-centered curriculum (100%). Both studies incorporated the Nguzu Saba 

(100%); one of these two studies also incorporated Ancient Egyptian principles, The Ma ’at 

(50%). Africentric programs were both Africentric and culturally-grounded in nature by in that 

they highly incorporated and aligned curriculum topics and sessions with Africentric theory. Of 

the two Africentric marriage and relationship interventions, neither reported using African 

American group facilitators or leaders. 

Across both culturally-grounded and Africentric marriage and relationship programs, 

content was considered tailored specifically for use with African Americans by (a) use of African 

American group facilitators (50%), (b) pilot testing of curriculum (100%), incorporation of 

Africentric theory (50%), (c) inclusion of cultural values (100%) , (e) teachings related to 
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historical socio-cultural factors (100%), (d) literature review of  historical socio-cultural factors 

(100%), and (e) 100% inclusion of interactive culturally based teaching (oral tradition, group 

discussion, ceremonies). Three of the four studies (75%) utilized a group approach emphasizing 

the importance of collectivistic values among African Americans. Although three studies were 

not culturally-grounded or Africentric, literature review served as a rationale in 100% of these 

studies. 

EFFECTIVENESS OF STANDARD MARRIAGE AND RELATIONSHIP COUPLES COUNSELING 

PROGRAMS 

Findings across the two of standard marriage and relationship couples counseling 

programs demonstrated the effectiveness of CRE/MRE programs in improving communication 

skills. Through communication skills, one study showed the development of communication 

skills, (1) increased understanding of self-identity and partner identity, (2) increased 

understanding of childhood experiences, in addition to their partner’s childhood experiences, an 

(3) aided in an increased sense of authenticity. The second study showed positive communication 

skills related to increased relationship satisfaction, stability, dedication, and happiness. Couples 

whose social integration (the degree to which the couples are connected) increased experienced 

greater dedication to one another. Additionally, men experienced greater relationship satisfaction 

when their partner’s negative communication decreased and there partners were more socially 

integrated. The third study uniquely demonstrated the effectiveness of use of forgiveness models 

in facilitating forgiveness and increasing marital satisfaction and adjustment  
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EFFECTIVENESS OF CULTURALLY-GROUNDED & AFRICENTRIC PROGRAMS 

 Two studies used culturally-grounded approaches. One study evaluated the impact of 

attendance levels on long-term improvements in couple functioning achieved through marriage 

and couple relationship programs. Findings demonstrated higher attendance levels by men were 

related to being marriage and having lower symptoms of depression, while higher attendance by 

women were associated with higher relationship commitment and education. Higher attendance 

levels among men predicted greater reports from men in effective communication, relationship 

commitment and spousal support, two years post intervention. Overall, increased attendance was 

associated with long-term improvement in couples. The second study demonstrated participants 

enrolled in culturally-grounded program and prayer included program reported high levels of 

satisfaction with program implementation. Participants in this study reported positive outcomes 

in overall relationship satisfaction, communication, listening, and having positive interventions 

toward their partner and relationship. 

The two studies of Africentric marriage and couples relationship programs yielded 

positive results. The first study demonstrated showed (1) participants highly value marital 

satisfaction and curriculum related principles (Nguzu Saba), even prior to program 

implementation. Additionally, participants in this study embraced commonality among the 

African American race, and reported having a strong African American identity is integral for a 

strong sense of self, and marital bond. The second study showed African American participants 

experienced (a) a change in beliefs and viewed disagreements in communication as an 

opportunity for growth, (b) a deeper understanding of the opposite gender and their needs, (c) 

increased utilization of positive communication and the development of shared expectations, and 
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(d) the advancement of healthy relationship principles. These findings are unique from 

culturally-grounded and standard marriage and couples relationship programs, in that African 

American identity was present in the results, in addition to a higher endorsement of principles 

that buffered the effects of historical and socio-cultural factors.  

DISCUSSION 

The aim of this systematic review was to illuminate the special needs of African 

American couples and determine to what extent existing couples counseling and relationship 

education programs are effectively reaching and intervening with African American couples. 

Themes revealed through thematic analysis of literature reviews revealed common sociocultural 

factors affecting couple relationships were (1) The Legacy of Slavery Racism, & Internalized 

Oppression, (2) Unemployment & Economic Hardship, (3) Racialized Gender Role Stereotypes, 

(4) Gender Socialization: “Raise your daughters, love your sons” (5) Lack of Intrapersonal skills, 

and (6) Physical & Mental Health Disparities. These themes bolster other research findings 

which indicate an increasingly need for awareness of the socio-cultural factors adversely 

impacting African American couples, however more research is needed to develop culturally 

grounded marriage and couple relationships and evaluate the use of African American protective 

factors buffering factors adversely impacting relationships. Thematic analysis also revealed 

literature acknowledges the need for protective factors, which include strong family, spirituality, 

strong work and education ethic, and the need for spiritual inclusion.  

Culturally grounded and Africentric marriage and couples relationship programs tailored 

for the use of African American couples various methods to incorporate cultural sensitivity 

included: (1) the use of prayer, (2) ethnic matching of facilitator and participants, (3) inclusion of 
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cultural components, (3) an awareness of historical socio-cultural factors, (4) the use of 

Africentric theory, and (4) pilot testing of African-centered curriculum content. Findings of this 

systematic review demonstrated, while there are few studies which have empirically studied the 

use of Africentric principles and cultural adaptation in marriage and couple relationships, 

research that is available has promising directions for future research. While there remains a lack 

of attention to the incorporation of culturally sensitive themes in marriage and couple 

relationship programs, Ooms (2007) states some adaptations of marriage and couple relationship 

curriculum are beginning to consider topics relevant to African Americans such as “multiple-

partner parenting, male unemployment and incarceration, domestic violence issues, and 

involvement with the justice and child support systems. 

The findings for this study suggest African Americans benefit from the incorporation of 

Africentric theoretically based interventions, in addition culturally grounded programs as a way 

to establish healthier relationships and improve couple satisfaction/stability through improved 

relationship skills and communication, increase understanding across. In addition to these 

findings, those incorporating culturally relevant curriculum, reveal marriage and relationship 

programs facilitated positive change in relationship beliefs, increased respect for positive 

communications and shared expectations, deeper awareness of relationship needs, the use of 

arguments as an opportunity for growth, and overall support for cultural values important in the 

African American culture to include connectedness, spirituality, strong African identity and 

prayer. Although the literature remains scarce, these studies demonstrate Africentric based 

culturally sensitive programs are suitable effective with African American Couples, and may 

serve as a first step to addressing and reversing the present marital crisis. 
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CONCLUSION 

This systematic review serves as a first step to comprehensively examining the 

effectiveness of marriage and couples relationship education programs used with African 

American couples from a historical socio-cultural perspective. The findings of this study echo 

the work of Bent-Goodley (2014), Dixon (2013), and Ooms (2007). The findings demonstrate 

that marriage and couple relationship education programs should be developed on the cultural 

context of African American couples, as well as, conceptually designed to intervene with the 

documented historical socio-cultural factors impacting African American couples. This research 

relies on the idea that African Americans are racially, ethnically, and socioeconomically diverse, 

and therefore, interventions should not solely rely on Western cultural contexts, but should 

consider Africentric theories specifically built on the cultural context of African American 

couples, or at the very least culturally-ground potentially effective marriage and couple 

relationship interventions.   

Public policy initiatives over the last decade have been foundational to the development 

of Afrocentric/culturally grounded marriage and education enrichment programs by informing 

practice to advanced cultural competency by integrating social, economic, and political topics 

relative to African American couples into relationship education curriculum. For example, 

Oom’s (2007) Center for Law and Policy Brief entitled Adapting Healthy Marriage Programs 

for Disadvantage and Cultural Diverse Populations: What are the Issues? asserts, 

“The African American Healthy Marriage Initiative and other organizations have hosted 

conferences and other forums to better understand the complex array of economic, 

historical, and cultural issues that underline the “decline in marriage among African 
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Americans”….as a result marriage and relationship education and enrichment programs 

have been developed to incorporate relevant Afrocentric themes. These themes include: 

(1) the legacy of slavery in eroding marital ties and breaking families apart, (2) effects of 

matriarchy on male-female relations, (2) gender distrust and infidelity, (3) strengths of 

extended families, (4) the important role of churches in Black communities, (4) the value 

of bonding rituals and traditions, and (5) the impact of racial discrimination on couple 

and family relationships (p.4)”.  

Ooms (2007) states, additional, curriculum adaptations are being made to standard marriage and 

couple relationship education programs by considering (1) ethnic matching (training group 

leaders with similar ethnic/racial backgrounds or languages), as well as (2) tailoring curriculum 

to include topics relevant to African American couples such as “multiple-partner parenting, male 

unemployment and incarceration, domestic violence, and involvement with the justice and child 

support systems” (p.4). Similarly, Bent-Goodley (2014) states the “African American Healthy 

Marriage Initiative provides an important vehicle to advance discussions regarding policy needs 

for African American couples and families. Maintaining such an initiative within the federal 

government is important to bring attention to the broader, social, political, and economic issues 

impacting African American couples. Policies to support income and wealth development in the 

African American community are important to supporting African American Couples (p.113)  

Similarly, others have advocated for African American marriage and relationship education 

curriculum which considers both Afrocentric components, in addition to consideration of micro 

and macro factors For example, Dixon (2013) states  
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at the macro level is the role that broader sociohistorical and cultural factors play in 

shaping African American relationships, marriages, and families. At the micro level is the 

idea that people are shaped by their experiences in their families; with teachers, friends, 

and associates; in communities; and in relationships with intimate others. These 

experiences are also influenced by experiences in the broader culture and play a role in 

how people view and approach the world and shape how they think and feel about 

themselves, potential patterns, and life in general; the expectations they have of 

themselves and potential partners; and ultimately how they interact in relationships 

(p.338). 

Given the current state of research, it has become evident that the use of marriage and couple 

relationship education programs with African American couples has become multi-dimensional. 

Overall, these programs must consider the role of race and ethnicity, the impact of micro and 

macro factors, the inclusion of cultural protective factors, and the inclusion of culturally 

grounded or Africentric principles designed to intervene with relationship discord. The research 

presented in this systematic review provides a start to further understanding the availability of 

and effectiveness of African American marriage and couple relationship education programs, and 

provides future implications for practice and research.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION 

 

Research on couples counseling reveals that empirically-based research rarely 

considers the underlying reasons for low marriageability trends for racially and ethnically 

diverse couples, and even fewer studies specifically focus on adverse factors impacting 

African American couples. This lack of attention to race and ethnicity in couple 

relationships is multidimensional. Primarily, few, if any, studies have not 1) exposed the 

current and increasingly disproportionate low marriage and high relationship dissolution 

rates among African Americans and explored why these trends exist, and these studies 

have not 2) collectively documented the historical challenges and sociological constraints 

impacting healthy African American relationships.  

Secondly, a very limited amount of literature has uncovered the lived experiences 

of African Americans and the impact of negative socio-cultural factors and low 

marriageability on the psychosocial emotional well being of African Americans. For 

example, Bethea (1995) indicates while some attention has been given to the 

socioeconomic crisis African Americans are facing in this country, relatively little 

attention has focused on the related crisis and the emotional impact of this crisis between 

African-American men and African-American women.  Bethea (1995) adds that in 

therapy African American men and women often express sadness regarding difficulty 

communicating between genders, the presence of negative gender stereotypes, and 

psychosocial losses of potential partnerships. Similarly Chapman (2007) states Black 



 160 

men and women report feeling lonely, sad, and scared about the lack of stable 

relationships. Besides these two articles, little is known about the lived experiences of 

African American men and women and how they are experiencing the marriageability 

crisis. Without awareness into the lived experiences of African American couples, 

research cannot adequately understand factors that may impact help-seeking behaviors 

among African Americans, and most importantly acknowledge protective factors that 

may have implications for marriage and relationship programs. 

Thirdly, while an abundance of programs designed for couples experiencing 

relationship discord have developed over the past decade in response to decreased 

marriage rates and increasing divorce rates, little has been done to evaluate the 

effectiveness of couples counseling programs with African American couples (Dixon, 

2014). Additionally, programs that are available have not fully taken into consideration 

the role race and ethnicity plays in African American relationships and the development 

of empirically based marriage and relationship programs. 

The National Association of Social Workers (2007) states “complexities 

associated with cultural diversity in the United States affects all aspects of professional 

social work practice, requiring social workers to strive to deliver culturally competent 

services to an ever-increasing broad range of clients” (p.6-7). Although this is so, the 

social work profession has not provided scholarly education, practice, or advocacy, which 

considers the intersection of marriage and historically vulnerable populations (Fairfax, 

2014).  
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This dissertation will create a comprehensive body of literature and address these 

gaps in the literature by first, concisely elucidating marriageability trends among racially 

and ethnically diverse couples with a unique focus African American relationships, in 

addition to delving into the reasons for low African American marriageability. After 

revealing the current trends of African American relationships, a phenomenological 

analysis will innovatively explore the lived experiences of how African Americans are 

processing awareness of the relationship between low African American marriageability 

and historically socio-cultural factors contributing to the decline of healthy African 

American relationships. Finally, this dissertation will reveal the extent to which marriage 

and relationship counseling programs and corresponding research have culturally 

considered the socio-cultural factors impinging on African Americans couples and 

protective factors which may facilitate the development of healthy relationship skills 

through marriage and relationship programs. Article 3 adds to the literature by 

demonstrating how the endorsement of Africentric principles and values may reverse the 

deleterious trends of African American marriages and relationships.  
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MAJOR FINDINGS 

The three articles in this dissertation each address distinct areas of concern for 

African American couples; and collectively they offer a comprehensive discussion that 

informs why, how and through what cultural lens interventions to decrease marital 

discord for African Americans should be developed and proliferated.  

ARTICLE 1 

African American Marriages and Relationships: A Historical-Ecological 

Perspective, is a conceptual literature review that provides a strong overview of the 

various challenges faced by African American couples.   The article documents the nature 

and scope of the declining marriageability rates among African Americans from a 

historical-ecological perspective. This literature review first explores the marriage and 

family literature which has unyieldingly shown monumental changes in marriage and 

couple stability, even more so, among African Americans who have been identified as 

having the highest level of instability and a group in need of unique attention. The 

historical and current trends of African American couples and families, which show 

couple and family stability has worsened over the past 75 years, is also discussed. The 

literature review comprehensively documents the historical challenges and sociological 

constraints impacting healthy African American relationships, legacy of slavery, biased 

public policy, unemployment & economic hardship, incarceration, family and 

relationship erosion, physical health and mental health disparities, and racialized gender 

role stereotypes. The discussion section advocates for heighten awareness in social work 
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practice and education regarding how historical and societal factors may impact the 

welfare of African American marriages and relationships. Research shows that African 

Americans persevere through relying on protective factors unique to their culture; these 

factors are a strong sense of community, supportive family, kinship, and ideals focused 

around spirituality and culture (Taylor, Brown, Chatters, & Lincoln, 2012). Therefore, 

the discussion recommends incorporating these cultural factors, and other effective 

cultural components, into couples counseling approaches and interventions. Both a 

limitation, yet strength, of this comprehensive review is that it does not explore the 

unique cultural system of each race/ethnicity, however it does focus on African American 

couples, who are in need of unique attention. As a caution, this comprehensive review 

collectively views common cultural socio-ecological factors impacting declining 

marriageability and cultural protective relevant to the African American cultural 

community, however, it remains important to note that the individual experiences and 

needs of African Americans are diverse, and African Americans are not a monolithic 

group. A more detailed analysis, decade-by-decade that incorporates all perspectives 

(economically, socially, and culturally) and that accounts for the vast diversity of African 

Americans may further inform future research. 

ARTICLE 2 

A phenomenological analysis of African American females’ reflections on Black 

Marriageability, explores the experiences of one sub-group highly impacted by the low 

marriageability for African Americans: young, African American women.  Using 
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phenomenological analysis of Black female students’ written blogs, the study uncovered 

how Black female students’ respond and react to awareness of declining marriageability 

among African Americans.  Using blogs this article reports on a phenomenological 

analysis of African American student’s written reflections and responses to readings and 

course discussions about controversial topics related to heterosexual Black male and 

female stereotypes, marriage, and gender gaps among African Americans. In this study, 

the students’ blog postings were rich, detailed, and heavily concentrated with descriptive 

data, and therefore they best represented the students’ lived experiences of processing 

sensitive topics on African American male-female relationships. A brief introduction 

regarding the discourse on African American marriageability is provided and serves as 

foundational for understanding academic content discussed in the classrooms, in addition 

to the students’ learning experiences. Themes included (1) Black Marriageability-

Frustration, (2) Stereotypes-Barriers to Healthy Relationships, (3) Black Men-

Compassion, and (4) Hopefulness—The Black Church and Successful Black Marriages. 

Findings revealed African American female students: 1) experienced a wide range of 

emotions regarding Black marriageability, 2) identified media, and gender stereotypes as 

barriers to healthy relationships, and 3) focused on finding solutions through the church 

by developing healthy relationship initiatives and endorsing Africentric principles and 

values. The discussion recommends further research to examine the impact of the 

declining marriageability on the socioemotional well being among African Americans. 

Additionally, the discussion calls for the development and evaluation culturally-sensitive 

or Africentric efforts which intervene with couple relationship discord. A major 
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limitation of this study is that it does not explore the impact of low marriageability across 

genders, and focuses solely on African American females. In this study, the number of 

participants was low; however future studies should involve larger sample, with a diverse 

African American population of varying ages, in addition to socioeconomic, educational, 

employment statuses. This study only used a qualitative method, but may have benefitted 

from a mix-methods approach which allowed participants to self-report socioemotional 

well being and personal reflections of awareness regarding low marriageability among 

African Americans.  

ARTICLE 3 

A systematic review of culturally grounded marriage/relationship enrichment programs 

for African American couples, explores African American couples counseling approaches 

based on Africentric theory or utilizing cultural factors as a theoretical underpinning for 

couple enrichment.  This systematic review synthesizes all peer-reviewed literature 

relevant to current Africentric or African-centered couples counseling and enrichment 

programs, the theoretical underpinnings, course curriculum, and overall effectiveness 

with African American couples. This analysis revealed which current couples counseling 

programs incorporate racial/ethnic protective factors deemed important to the African 

American community.  Of the seven studies reviewed, two programs used Africentric 

theories, two utilized a culturally-grounded approaches, and the remaining two used a 

standard non-adapted marriage and relationship program curriculum. Culturally grounded 

and Africentric marriage and couples relationship programs utilized various methods to 
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incorporate cultural sensitivity included (1) the use of prayer, (2) ethnic matching of 

facilitator and participants, (3) inclusion of cultural components, (3) an awareness of 

historical socio-cultural factors, (4) the use of Africentric theory, and (4) pilot testing of 

African-centered curriculum content. The results show the effectiveness of MRE/CRE 

programs with African American couples across a variety of outcomes to include 

increased relationship satisfaction, improved communication, and the development of 

intrapersonal skills.  

The findings of this study (1) support the endorsement of protective factors, and 

among culturally-grounded and Africentric marriage and couple relationships programs, 

(2) the use of culturally grounded/Africentric program curriculum as a buffer to reverse 

the negative impact of historical and socio-cultural factors on couple relationships. The 

two non-adapted relationship programs did incorporate the impact of historical socio-

cultural perspectives as a foundation for conducting the studies with African American 

couples. The discussion points to the need for greater attention to the role of (1) race and 

ethnicity, in addition to, historical socio-cultural factors in African American 

relationships, (2) the inclusion of protective factors in both culturally-grounded and 

standard marriage and relationship programs, and (3) cultural consideration in future 

efforts designed to intervene in relationship discord. A primary limitation of this 

systematic review is the paucity of literature surrounding culturally-grounded Africentric 

marriage and couple relationship programs. Furthermore, given this paucity, as well as 

variety in types of study design, the six studies did not lend itself to methodological 

review. Additionally, limiting the criteria inclusion, specifically to an African American 
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population, excluded studies which may have included at the very least, some African 

American couples or participants. Since the studies were limited to those evaluating the 

effectiveness of couples and relationship counseling with African American couples, 

articles with descriptive content or those introducing the theoretical background of newly 

developed culturally grounded, or Africentric programs were also not captured 

throughout the systematic review. As a strength, however, these studies were connected 

and echoed each other throughout discussion sections. 

COHERENT BODY OF LITERATURE 

Together, the three articles point to a need for greater inclusion of culturally 

grounded theory, especially with African Americans who experience the highest 

relationship dissolution and lowest engagement in couples counseling. As a collection, 

the articles call to attention the lack of attention to race and ethnicity in regards to African 

Americans, more particularly African Americans. This dissertation is focused on a 

virtually untouched area of social work academic discourse—what factors underlie and 

what precise cultural components are necessary to effectively address the increased 

marital discord and dissolution among African American couples.  

The objective of the first article was to document the nature and scope of the 

declining marriageability rates among African Americans from a historical-ecological 

perspective. This article demonstrates how marriage stability has worsened over the past 

75 years and comprehensively documents the historical challenges and sociological 

constraints impacting healthy African American relationships, including the legacy of 
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slavery, biased public policy, unemployment & economic hardship, incarceration, family 

and relationship erosion, physical health and mental health disparities, and racialized 

gender role stereotypes. The discussion section advocates for heighten awareness in 

research, practice, and education regarding how historical and societal factors may 

impact the welfare of African American marriages and relationships. Although several 

authors have attempted to put forth arguments explaining the declining marriageability 

for African Americans, ranging from economic to social to philosophical, this article 

allows the dissertation to set the stage with a comprehensive discussion that combines 

and discusses all the various factors from a historical-ecological perspective.  

Research shows that African Americans persevere through relying on protective 

factors unique to their culture; these factors are a strong sense of community, supportive 

family, kinship, and ideals focused around spirituality and culture (Taylor, Brown, 

Chatters, & Lincoln, 2012).  Practitioners should be aware of these strengths and 

protective factors as well the systemic oppressions over time that underlie the challenges 

faced by African American couples. Often social workers and other professionals are 

keenly aware of the problems faced by African Americans, but without careful study of 

the long-standing systemic oppression, practitioners may not understand how interrelated 

factors contribute to the overwhelming decline of healthy African American 

relationships.  This article is a starting point for that awareness and knowledge 

acquisition.  

Article 1 supports the findings from Article 3 because they both highlight the 

historical-ecological factors do actually matter and that culturally-grounded responses are 
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necessary. Interestingly, the factors discussed in Article 1 are the same factors which 

have been highly recommended through public policy such as Ooms (2007) which calls 

for a special focus on the impact of economic, historical, and cultural issues impacting 

the decline of marriage among African Americans, and the incorporation of Afrocentric 

themes including: 

(1) the legacy of slavery in eroding marital ties and breaking families apart, 

(2) the effects of matriarchy on male-female relationships 

(3) gender distrust and infidelity 

(4) strengths of extended families 

(5) the important role of churches in black communities 

(6) the value of bonding rituals and traditions, and  

(7) the impact of racial discrimination on couple and family relationships 

 

The objective of the second article was to explore the experiences of one sub-

group highly impacted by the low marriageability for African Americans: young, African 

American women.  Through analysis of the research, it has become evident that almost 

no research has investigated how African American men and women are experiencing 

and responding to the negative trends in marriage and relationship dynamics. In 1995, 

Bethea (1995) launched a dialogue about the unique counseling needs of African 

American couples, specific to their counseling needs around lack of relationship 

satisfaction and increasing relationship discord and divorce. Bethea (1995) discusses that 

African American couples who were clients experience and express psychosocial losses, 
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sadness, and depression during therapy sessions. More recently, Chapman (2007) 

explains that Black men and women reveal that they feel lonely, sad, and scared about the 

lack of stable relationships.  Besides these two articles, little is known about the lived 

experiences of African American men and women regarding how they are experiencing 

the low marriageability rates.  More literature is needed to uncover the lived experiences 

of those directly impacted, especially among young African American men and women 

who may be in search of love and relationships during a time when marriage rates among 

African Americans have reached unprecedented low levels.  

The use of blogs to understand how young, African American female students 

processed and responded to the information about declining marriage trends in the 

African American community is an innovative approach to understanding how young 

African American women are experiencing what Chapman calls “uncharted territory” for 

marriage-inclined African Americans.  The phenomenological analysis to analyze blogs 

is also unique and helped to uncover the lived experiences of these young women, 

especially given that this is a controversial topic, relating to heterosexual Black male and 

female stereotypes, marriage, and gender gaps among African Americans.  Findings 

revealed African American female students: 1) experienced a wide range of emotions 

regarding Black marriageability, 2) identified media, and gender stereotypes as barriers to 

healthy relationships, and 3) focused on finding solutions through the church by 

developing healthy relationship initiatives and endorsing Africentric principles and 

values. These findings further reinforce Article 1 and Article 3. 
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Article 3, A systematic review of culturally grounded marriage/relationship enrichment 

programs for African American couples, synthesized all peer-reviewed literature relevant 

to current Africentric or African-centered couples counseling and enrichment programs, 

the theoretical underpinnings, course curriculum, and overall effectiveness with African 

American couples. This systematic review serves as a first step to comprehensively 

examining the effectiveness of marriage and couples relationship education programs 

used with African American couples from a historical socio-cultural perspective. The 

findings of this study echo the work of Bent-Goodley (2014), Dixon (2013), and Ooms 

(2007). The findings demonstrate that marriage and couple relationship education 

programs should be developed on the cultural context of African American couples, as 

well as, conceptually designed to intervene with the documented historical socio-cultural 

factors impacting African American couples. 

Article 3 is aligned with Article 2 in reinforcing the need for more qualitative 

research to uncover what African Americans themselves are thinking and feeling about 

the marriage trends and any programs targeting them as participants. Current literature 

shows African Americans are unlikely to seek out relationship therapy and are more 

likely to seek advice from extended relatives for help (Martin & Bielawski, 2011). Much 

of the literature states this is most likely due to historical medical mistreatment by and 

mistrust of professionals. However, when they do engage in couples counseling, their 

experiences and insight are critical to further program development and research. For 

example, Martin & Bielawski found after Imago Therapy, African Americans reported 

improved relationship satisfaction, and positive changes in understanding themselves, in 
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addition to their partners. The study also presented another insightful finding that 100% 

of African American participants expressed the need for more education regarding Imago 

Therapy among the African American community. Martin & Bielawski (2011) reported “ 

They [African American participants] identified the high rate of divorce, single-parent 

homes, and dysfunctional relationships as the top three reasons for educating this 

segment of the population. Overall, the participants reported positive experiences 

following their Imago education experience because they considered it to be “very 

valuable and personally beneficial” (p.227).  

Together the three articles form a cohesive body of work implications for how 

social work practice, education, and research can address the critical gap in research on 

interventions with African American couples. Most importantly, these three articles 

provide evidence for the importance of using a couple-in-environment or ecological 

systems perspective that acknowledges the individual being as a part of a larger system. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR SOCIAL WORK PRACTICE 

Review and analysis of current couples counseling approaches shows social work 

practice has not yet fully addressed culturally competent social work practice among 

racial/ethnic couples, who experience the most relationship dissolution/discord (Blount & 

Young, 2013; Martin & Bielawski, 2013; Poulsen & Thomas, 2007). This dissertation 

reinforced existing knowledge base which shows that the majority of commonly used 

approaches with racial/ethnic couples originate from a mainstream, Eurocentric 

perspective and do not consider the unique life experiences of racial/ethnic minorities 
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(Fairfax 2014; Gieleen, 2008). Even as a minimum attempt, research has not fully taken 

into consideration cultural factors that impact relationship quality and functioning among 

racial/ethnic minorities (Epstein et al., 2012; Fairfax, 2014; Parra-Cardona & Busby, 

2006).   

The results indicate major implications for the social work profession. Primarily, 

given that racial/ethnic couples are a sensitive population experiencing heighted 

relationship dissolution/discord, especially as it relates to African Americans, it is 

imperative that the social work profession is more than adequately prepared to implement 

culturally relevant social work practice. The increasing U. S. diversity of race/ethnicity, 

socioeconomic status, gender, religion, ability, and sexual orientation has presented the 

social work profession with the challenge of developing culturally-competent social work 

practice (Humphreys, 2011).  More specifically, social workers must respond to the 

unique needs of racial/ethnic minorities in counseling (Achugbue, 2015). NASW 

standards for cultural competence requires social work practitioners to have knowledge 

regarding the history, traditions, values, family systems, and artistic expressions of client 

populations, and to use methodological approaches, skills, and techniques that reflect 

practitioner knowledge of the role culture plays in the helping process (NASW, p.4, 

2001). CSWE standards mandate that social workers have a respect for 

diversity/differences, understand how diversity may shape client experiences, and 

recognize diversity may contribute to the client strength and resiliency (CSWE, 2008). 

According to Humphreys (2011), “despite the establishment of CSWE and NASW 

standards, social work literature continues to recognize an inconsistent implementation of 



 174 

culturally competent curriculum that is integrated with social justice principles and 

practices (p.199).  The absence of culturally competent social work practice has been 

especially evident in therapeutic approaches for couples counseling and relationship 

education interventions. Addressing the lack of attention to racial/ethnic couples 

counseling approaches/culturally grounded approaches will require increased attention 

from the social work profession. In addition to practice, social work education and 

research must also respond with appropriate couples counseling approaches that take into 

consideration cultural protective factors that can enhance relationship functioning and 

stability among racial/ethnic minority couples. Fairfax (2014) states  

the silence of the social work profession about the marriage crisis, coupled with 

cultural, community, and fiduciary aspects that add layers to the multi-problem 

phenomena we continue to experience in the field is poignant. Unless we equally 

address systemic and intimate interventions, we lose out on the potential to enact 

true change with couples of color, in this moment in time when sympathy toward 

these particular groups is absent among political powerbrokers and 

philanthropists. Our profession must work much more intricately with social 

services, community services boards, community outreach programs, and 

community practices to reevaluate and resuscitate our engagement and knowledge 

acquisition phase of intervention to include culturally relevant healthy 

relationship/marriage education possibilities (p. 90). 

Current literature shows African Americans are unlikely to seek out relationship therapy 

and are more likely to seek advice from extended relatives for help (Martin & Bielawski, 
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2011). Much of the literature states this is most likely due to historical medical 

mistreatment by and mistrust of professionals. However, when they do engage in couples 

counseling, their experiences and insight are critical to further program development and 

research. For example, Martin & Bielawski found after Imago Therapy, African 

Americans reported improved relationship satisfaction, and positive changes in 

understanding themselves, in addition to their partners. The study also presented another 

insightful finding that 100% of African American participants expressed the need for 

more education regarding Imago Therapy among the African American community. 

Martin & Bielawski (2011) reported “ They [African American participants] identified 

the high rate of divorce, single-parent homes, and dysfunctional relationships as the top 

three reasons for educating this segment of the population. Overall, the participants 

reported positive experiences following their Imago education experience because they 

considered it to be “very valuable and personally beneficial” (p.227).  

IMPLICATIONS FOR SOCIAL WORK RESEARCH 

The following recommendations are designed to guide future research with 

racial/ethnic couples and counseling efforts, with special attention given to addressing the 

needs of African American couples.    

RECOMMENDATIONS & IMPLICATIONS 

 

 Quantitatively and qualitatively consider the utility of major therapeutic theories, 

primarily Cognitive Behavioral Couples, Emotion Focused, Systems, and Imago 
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Therapy; and The Gottman Method among broader and racially/ethnically diverse 

populations.  

 Initiate rigorous qualitative studies that would reveal the true therapeutic 

experiences of racial/ethnic minorities in couples counseling and cultural 

components deemed important to racial/ethnic communities. 

 Advance quantitative research, more specifically, empirical and scholarly 

correlational, causal-comparative/randomized clinical trials, and longitudinal 

studies to explore the effectiveness of therapeutic approaches and interventions 

with racial/ethnic minority couples, in addition to relationships between cultural 

factors and therapeutic satisfaction/success.  

 Qualitative and quantitative research such as large-scale studies or surveys that 

examines attitudes and behaviors of Americans regarding couples counseling and 

CRE/MRE. 

 Qualitative studies which reveal the impact and understanding of low 

marriageability index and disproportionately high divorces rates on African 

Americans. This research has widespread implications for practice with African 

Americans, in general, especially African American women who have been noted 

to suffer negative health and mental health outcomes related to lack of partner 

availability (Bethea 1995; Chapman 2007). 

 Place a higher emphasis on developed culturally grounded interventions for which 

embrace cultural components that would enhance therapeutic experiences of 

racial/ethnic couples as outlined in Article 3, the systematic review. 
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SUMMARY 

It was my goal to address the gaps in literature related to couples interventions 

with ethnic and racial minority couples, especially African Americans, and the related 

implications for social work practice and research. This dissertation revealed significant 

findings pertinent to MRE/CRE for African Americans, and has strong implication for 

programs designed for other racial/ethnic minorities. The implications for the field of 

social work can guide future research with hopes of greatly expanding literature on 

African American couples and marriageability. 
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Appendix 

Table A1: Inclusion Criteria for Culturally-Adapted/Africentric Marriage & Relationship 

Intervention Studies for African American Couples 

Inclusion Criteria  

Participants African American Couples 

Interventions Culturally-grounded or Africentric Marital and relationship 

enrichment programs or interventions. 

Outcome Measures Changes in, or the development of, healthy relationship skills, 

beliefs relationship and marital satisfaction, commitment, 

communication, quality, and stability. 

Study Designs Any study design (i.e. experimental, quasi-experimental, and 

observational) which examined or evaluated a culturally-

grounded or Africentric CRE/MRE program. 
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Table A2: Literature Search Database Key Terms 

 
Electronic Database & Journal Search Terms 

1. Academic Search Complete 

 (TI ( black or african american* or african-american* ) OR AB ( black or african american* or african-

american* ) OR DE "AFRICAN Americans") AND (DE "MARRIAGE counseling" OR DE 

"CONJOINT therapy" OR DE "MARITAL psychotherapy" OR TI ((marital or marriage* or couple*) n2 

(counsel* or therap* or education) ) OR AB ((marital or marriage* or couple*) n2 (counsel* or therap* 

or education) ) or TI (mre or cre) or AB (mre or cre)) 

 

2. Family Studies 

 (TI ( black or african american* or african-american* ) OR AB ( black or african american* or african-

american* ) )AND (TI ((marital or marriage* or couple*) n2 (counsel* or therap* or education) ) OR 

AB ((marital or marriage* or couple*) n2 (counsel* or therap* or education) ) or TI (mre or cre) or AB 

(mre or cre)) 

 

3. PQ Dissertations & Theses Global 

 (ab(black* OR african american*)) AND (ab(((marital or marriage* or couple*) w2 (counsel* or 

therap* or education)) OR (mre or cre))) 

 

4. PsycINFO (Ebsco) 

 (DE "Blacks" OR TI ( black or african american* or african-american* ) OR AB ( black or african 

american* or african-american* )) AND ((DE "Couples Therapy")  OR  (DE "Marriage Counseling" OR 

DE "Conjoint Therapy") OR (TI ((marital or marriage* or couple*) n2 (counsel* or therap* or 

education) ) OR AB ((marital or marriage* or couple*) n2 (counsel* or therap* or education) ) or TI 

(mre or cre) or AB (mre or cre)) 

 

5. Sociological Abstracts 

 (SU.EXACT("Black Americans") OR ab(((black*) OR african american*)) OR ti(((black*) OR ) 

african american*)) AND  (SU.EXACT("Marriage and Family Education") OR ti(((marital or marriage* 

or couple*) w2 (counsel* or therap* or education) OR mre or cre)) OR ab(((marital or marriage* or 

couple*) w2 (counsel* or therap* or education) OR mre or cre))) 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 180 

Table A3: Websites Reviewed for Culturally Grounded/Africentric CRE/MRE Programs 

Name of Website 

1. American Association for Marriage and Family Therapy 

2. American Psychological Association 

3. Catholic Society of Marriage Education  

4. Center for Family Research 

5. Center for Urban Families  

6. Department of Health and Human Services-Administration for Children and 

Families 
a. STREAMS (Strengthening Relationship Education and Marriage Services 
b. Marriage.gov 
c. African American Healthy Marriage Initiative 

7. Imago International 

8. National Association for Relationship and Marriage Education (NARME) 

9. National Association of Black Psychologists 

10. National Association of Black Social Workers  

11. National Center on African American Marriages and Parenting (Hampton 

University) 

12. National Extension-Relationship & Marriage Education Network 

13. National Institute of Relationship Enhancement and Center for Couples, Families, 

and Children 

14. National Resource Center for Healthy Marriage and Families and Children  

15. Pew Research Center  

16. Princeton University-Fragile Families  

17. ProSAAM: Program for Strong African American Marriages* 

18. SOS Project (Strengthening our Society)-Couples Mentoring Program 

19. The Center for Relationship Education  

20. The Coalition for Marriage, Family, and Couples Education (Smart Marriages) 

21. The Gottman Institute  

22. The National Healthy Marriage Institute 

23. The Wedded Bliss Foundation*  

24. TwoOfUs (USA) 
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Table A4-A8: Study Sample Characteristics 

Table A4: Beach et al. (2011) Sample Characteristics 

 

 

Table A5: Bent-Goodley (2014) Sample Characteristics 

Bent-Goodley (2014) 

Age 

 

18-24 (8%) 

25-34 (64%) 

35-44 (14%) 

45-55 (14%) 

Race 

 

African American (67%) 

Caribbean American 

(33%) 

Relationship Status 

 

Married (55%) 

Cohabitation (27%) 

Dating (18%) 

 

Children 

 

59% Had 

children 

Education 

 

High School (27%) 

Some college (14%) 

College degree (9%) 

Graduate education 

(18%) 

Masters (32%) 

 

Income 

 

< $20,000 (31%) 

$20,000-$40,000 (32%) 

$41,000-$60,000 (23%) 

$61,000-$80,000(9%) 

$81,000-$100,000 (5%) 

Length of 

Relationship 

 

1-5 years (54%) 

6-10 years (16%) 

11-15 years (20%) 

16-20 years (10%) 

** (1/3) experienced 

a least one separation 

Faith 

Association 

 

64% 

Belonged to 

Faith 

community  

Beach et al. (2011) 

Average Age 

 

Husbands: 40.5 

yrs 

Wives: 38.85 

yrs 

Race 

 

100% African 

American 

Average length 

of marriage 

 

9.7 years 

 

Children 

 

Average of 1.65 

Children at 

home 

First marriage  

 

293 Couples 

Educational 

Attainment 

Husband 

 

40.2% Bachelor 

Degree 

Prayer per week 

 

Husbands 86.7% 

Wives 91.1% 
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Table A6: Hurt et al. (2015) Sample Characteristics 

 

Hurt et al. (2015)  

Average Age 

 

Men  41yrs (range 26-

68) 

 

Women 39yrs (range 

22-55) 

 

**At least 21 or older 

Race 

 

Men 

(98%) 

Women 

(98%) 

 

Children 

 

Mean=3 in 

home 

Range (1 to 10 

years) 

 

Marriage  

 

87% Married  

(Average 12 

years, Range 

0-31 years) 

 

Employment 

 

Full/Part 

Time 

Men= 88% 

 

Women=80% 

Educational 

Attainment 

Husband 

 

Mean= College/Trade 

School 

Income 

 

Mean= $1,563 (Range $1-$15,000) for men; Women=$1,679 

($0-$14,000) 

  

Table A7: Perry (2007) Sample Characteristics  

Perry (2007)  

Age 

 

36-40 yrs. 

(30%) 

46-49 

(20%) 

50+ (50%) 

Race 

 

100% African 

American 

Length of 

Marriage 

 

<1 year (40%) 

2-5 years (20) 

5+ (40% 

Number of 

Marriages 

 

1st (50%) 

2nd (40%) 

3rd (10%) 

Children 

 

2-3 (50%) 

3+ (40%) 

 

**10% (one 

deceased child) 

Gender 

 

Male (50%) 

Female 

(50%) 

Employment 

 

Employed (75%) 

Unemployed (25%) 

Education 

 

Less than high School (11.1%) 

High School (33.3%) 

Less than 2 yrs. college (11.1%) 

2-4yr College (22.2%) 

Master’s Degree (22.2%) 
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Table A8: Townsend (2011) Sample Characteristics  

Table A8: Townsend (2011) 

Age 

 

Range= 25-65yrs. 

 

Men 27-65yrs. 

 

Women 25-63 

yrs. 

Race 

 

100% 

African 

American 

Gender 

 

Male (50%) 

Female (50%) 

Employment 

 

Full-Time (77%) 

Part-Time (2.7%) 

Unemployed 

(12.2%) 

Disabled (2.7%) 

Retired (4.1%) 

Student (1.4% 

Christian 

Denomination 

 

Baptist 

(14.9%) 

Pentecostal 

(6.8%) 

Apostolic 

(1.4%) 

Methodist 

(2.7%) 

Other (74.3%) 

 

Education 

Some high School (4.1%) 

High School (1.4%) 

Technical school (12.2) 

Some college (39.2) 

College Graduate (20.3%) 

Some graduate or professional school (6.8%) 

Graduate or professional school graduate (16.2%) 
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