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Abstract

This study examined the effectiveness of an evidence-based, community-delivered adaptation of
couple relationship education (CRE; specifically, PREP, The Prevention and Relationship
Enhancement Program) delivered at two Army installations. The study is a randomized controlled
trial with two years of follow-up, examining marital quality and stability. Sample composition was
662 married couples with a spouse in the U.S. Army. Analyses yielded no evidence of overall
enduring intervention effects on relationship quality but couples assigned to intervention at the
higher risk site were significantly less likely than controls to be divorced at the two-year follow-up
(8.1% vs. 14.9%, p < .01). This effect was moderated by ethnic minority status. Specifically, the
impact of the intervention on divorce was strongest for minority couples. The findings add to the
literature on who may benefit most from CRE.
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Marriages in the United States are at significant risk to end in divorce and/or to become
distressed (e.g., Tejada-Vera & Sutton, 2010; Whisman, Beach, & Snyder, 2008). Couple
relationship education (CRE) is a preventive approach for educating couples about strategies
designed to improve their odds of maintaining a successful relationship. In this paper, we
present findings from a randomized controlled trial of CRE provided to married couples in
the U.S. Army. This study addresses three major weaknesses in the literature on the
evaluation of CRE: the scarcity of tests of long-term impacts, the absence of evidence for
relationship stability impacts within fully randomized trials, and a paucity of studies capable
of testing if important socio-demographic variables such as ethnicity moderate the effects of
such services.

Meta-analyses of CRE have found positive effects on dimensions of relationship quality
(e.g., Blanchard, Hawkins, Baldwin, & Fawcett, 2009; Hawkins, Blanchard, Baldwin, &
Fawcett, 2008). Further, some studies on CRE have demonstrated that couples at higher risk
may benefit more from CRE than lower-risk couples (e.g., Allen, Rhoades, Stanley, Loew,
& Markman, 2012; Halford, Sanders, & Behrens, 2001; Petch, Halford, Creedy, & Gamble,
2012). While the existing literature is encouraging, there are few studies that include long-
term follow-up, especially among those that use randomized designs. Further, studies
documenting impacts on relationship stability (e.g., divorce) are rare, and most that exist
employed quasi-experimental designs (e.g., Hahlweg, Markman, Thurmaier, Engl, & Eckert,
1998; Markman et al., 1988). One published study using a randomized controlled trial
showed a divorce reduction effect at a one-year follow-up. In that study, CRE was delivered
by chaplains to couples in the U.S. Army (Stanley et al., 2010). The current report is from
the same project; it includes divorce outcomes for a second site not available at the time of
the earlier report, and presents analyses not only for divorce but also marital quality
outcomes at two years following the intervention. The CRE approach tested was an
adaptation of PREP (The Prevention and Relationship Enhancement Program; e.g.,
Markman, Stanley, & Blumberg, 2010; Stanley, Markman, Jenkins, & Blumberg, 2006).

One of the greatest current controversies in the CRE field concerns whether ethnicity and/or
economic factors moderate CRE impacts. There is evidence that some ethnic minority
groups have increased risks for marital instability (Bramlett & Mosher, 2002), and that
couples with greater economic disadvantages have more marital difficulties (e.g., Conger &
Elder, 1994). Karney and Bradbury (2005) suggested that economically vulnerable couples
were less likely to benefit from CRE because their greater levels of contextual stress would
interfere with such training. Johnson (2012) reiterated this concern, and further suggested
that since CRE programs were initially evaluated with mostly white, middle class couples,
such services may not be effective for ethnic minority couples and couples who are more
economically vulnerable. Hawkins et al. (2013) countered Johnson on numerous points, but
all sides of this argument have agreed upon the need for more research and analyses testing
this type of question.

Bearing on this question, in one large, recent randomized federal (U.S.) study of CRE
programs for low-income unmarried couples expecting a baby, there were generally no
significant findings at 15 months when comparing the intervention and control groups,
pooled across eight sites (the Building Strong Families study (BSF); Wood, McConnell,
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Moore, Clarkwest, & Hsueh, 2010). However, intervention couples in which both partners
were African-American (the largest ethnic minority group in the study) showed significant
impacts at the 15 month follow-up. In another large federal study, programs that included
CRE were delivered to married couples with low income levels in eight sites (the Supporting
Healthy Marriages study; SHM). As with the BSF study, this study used a randomized
design with intervention and control groups. At 12 months following training, the
intervention group reported significantly better relationship quality than the control group,
though the effects were modest (Hsueh et al., 2012). Echoing the BSF study’s results, SHM
couples in which partners were Hispanic (the largest ethnic minority group in the study)
tended to report larger and more consistent positive impacts than non-Hispanic couples.
Hence, the best represented ethnic minority groups in each of these two large randomized
trials demonstrated the most gains at 15 and 12 months, respectively.

The Present Study

In this report, we present two-year outcome findings from a randomized trial of CRE
delivered by chaplains in the U.S. Army to married couples with at least one spouse in the
Army. This project utilizes a large sample for this type of study (N = 662 couples), allowing
for tests of relatively rare outcomes such as divorce and tests for the impact of moderators
such as ethnic minority status. As the federal studies above also tested comprehensive
programs that included CRE, the present study represents a purer test of CRE in a long-term
design.

The project also tests an important group: a sample of U.S. Army couples during a time of
war (i.e., during Operation Iragi Freedom (OIF) and Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF)).
As such, this sample may be under higher stress than many samples tested in studies of CRE
and therefore reflect a higher risk group than is typically served. Given that higher risk
groups sometimes benefit more, not less, from interventions, this characteristic of this study
may increase the ability to detect long-term impacts.

Prior reports from the current project document modest but positive pre-to-post intervention
impacts for one of the two sites in the study on some relationship quality variables (Allen,
Stanley, Rhoades, Markman, & Loew, 2011) and, as noted above, significant divorce
reduction for intervention couples one year after intervention (Stanley et al., 2010). Here, we
present findings on relationship quality variables from five waves of data (the post-
intervention assessment and 4 follow-up assessments, controlling for pre-intervention
baseline levels) and on divorce through two years after intervention. Our hypotheses were
that intervention couples would be less likely to divorce (Hypothesis 1) and would maintain
higher relationship quality (Hypothesis 2) than control group couples.

Given the importance of questions about CRE’s use with groups historically not included in
CRE’s development and testing, we examined if ethnicity minority status moderated
impacts. Based on the findings from the two federal trials noted earlier—suggesting that
ethnic minority couples may benefit somewhat more from such interventions—we expected
that there would be clearer intervention impacts for ethnic minority couples in the present
analyses. Additionally, we examined moderators related to economic hardship. The contexts
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of couples’ lives are often linked to stressors that impact relationship quality, such as
financial strain (e.g., Karney & Bradbury, 2005). Thus, we examined if self-reported income
and economic strain moderated intervention impacts. However, we did not make a specific
prediction about the direction of moderation. On one hand, a general risk perspective would
suggest that couples with economic problems may gain the most from intervention because
they have higher risks (e.g., Petch, Halford, Creedy, & Gamble, 2012). On the other hand, as
noted earlier, it has been argued that some couples at lower income levels or under high
economic strain may not be able to benefit as much because of their contextual stress
(Johnson, 2012; Karney & Bradbury, 2005).

Method

Participants

This sample included 662 Army couples. At the baseline (pre) assessment, husbands
averaged 28.5 years of age (SD = 5.9); wives 27.7 (SD = 6.2). Seventy-one percent of wives
were white non-Hispanic, 11% were Hispanic, 10% African American, 1.8% Native
American/Alaska Native, 0.9% Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, 0.8% Asian, and 4.6%
endorsed mixed race/ethnicity. Sixty-nine percent of husbands were white non-Hispanic,
12% were Hispanic, 11% African American, 1.4% Native American/Alaska Native, 1.1%
Asian, 0.6% Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, and 4.6% endorsed mixed race/ethnicity. Almost
all husbands (97.4%) were Active Duty Army (2.3% were in the study due to their wives
being Active Duty), whereas almost all wives (91.7%) were civilian spouses of Active Duty
males (8.0% of wives were Active Duty Army or Reserves). Husbands’ median income
(endorsed by 31.2% of men) was between $30,000 and $39,999 a year, while wives’ median
income (endorsed by 67.6% of women) was under $10,000 a year. High school or an
equivalency degree was the median highest degree (endorsed by 69% of husbands and 55%
of wives). Couples had been married an average of 4.93 years, and 74% reported at least one
child living with them at least part-time.

Procedures

We evaluated the intervention with Army couples at two installations (here called Sites 1
and 2). Site 1 included 478 couples and Site 2 included 184 couples. At Site 1, intervention
couples received the training in classes comprised of other couples from their unit, with their
unit chaplains leading the intervention. This is the typical fashion in which these services are
offered in the U.S. Army, and is the approach reinforced by the U. S. Army Chief of
Chaplains office. Additionally, Site 1 consisted of major war-fighting units which were
preparing for deployment for the OIF surge at the time of intervention. Although we had
completed the intervention phase with a large sample at Site 1, we were concerned about the
high operational tempo at Site 1 and how it might impact the quality of the intervention. Our
contacts in the Army Chief of Chaplains office provided the opportunity to run a smaller
sample at a second site where couples were not as exposed to the stress of ramping up for
deployment, and where couples would be trained by a small group of highly-trained family
life chaplains. Hence, Site 2 couples were not trained by their own unit chaplains, nor
trained in groups with couples from their units; and Site 2 procedures are not as typical of
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the way these intervention services are most often delivered in the Army’s Strong Bonds
program.

There were no significant socio-demographic differences between the intervention and
control groups. Further, couples at Sites 1 and 2 were not significantly different at pre-
assessment on measures of relationship quality (as reported in Allen et al., 2011). However,
there were a few significant socio-demographic differences between sites: couples at Site 2
were married longer (M = 6.08 years vs. M = 4.49), were older (M = 30.54 years vs. M =
27.24), had higher incomes (median total family income, Mdn = $55,000 vs. Mdn =
$45,000 ) and rank (18% vs. 9% officers), and had lower rates of recent deployment at pre-
assessment compared to Site 1 couples (47% vs. 72%). These differences may be markers
for less sociodemographic and contextual stress for the Site 2 sample. However, couples at
the two sites did not differ in self-reported economic strain. When possible, site was tested
as a moderator in the analyses presented below. The intervention phase was completed at
Site 1 in 2007 and at Site 2 in 2008.

A detailed review of procedures and the intervention can be found in (Stanley et al., 2010).
A CONSORT (Consolidated Standards of Reporting Trials) flow chart is provided in Figure
1. To be eligible for the study, couples had to be married, with both partners aged 18 or
over, fluent in English, and with at least one active-duty spouse in the Army. Couples could
not have already participated in PREP and had to be willing to be randomly assigned to
either intervention or an untreated control group, which can be considered treatment-as-
usual. The study was presented as long-term research, wherein couples would be asked to
complete multiple assessments (approximately 1 hour each) over the following years, with
compensation increasing over time from $50 to $90 per person per assessment. Recruitment
was conducted via brochures, media stories, posters, and referrals from chaplains;
recruitment materials clearly specified eligibility requirements and compensation. Consent
was obtained with printed forms by a research assistant. All procedures were approved by a
university Institutional Review Board.

Prior to random assignment, each spouse separately completed baseline (pre-intervention)
questionnaires under the supervision of study staff, on site. After couples completed this
assessment, they were randomly assigned to intervention or the control group. 343 couples
were assigned to intervention and 319 to the control group. There were 27 separate iterations
of the intervention (23 at Site 1 and 4 at Site 2). At Site 1, chaplains allowed investigators a
number of slots for study couples within the iteration of PREP they were providing to their
units. At Site 2, investigators arranged for iterations consisting only of study couples. This
difference resulted in varying numbers of study couples per iteration of the intervention.
Two subgroups were associated with each iteration: couples randomly assigned to that
iteration of PREP and couples randomly assigned to the control group. While this design
conceptually resulted in 54 “cohorts” (27 iterations X 2 subgroups of couples), one iteration
at Site 1 had only two study couples, both of which were assigned to PREP, thus the total
number of cohorts is 53 (45 at Site 1 and 8 at Site 2). Approximately two weeks after the
respective iteration’s intervention was complete, each spouse separately completed another
set of measures (post) under the supervision of study staff. Approximately every six months
after post (through two years post-intervention), couples whose marriages remained intact
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were given measures that could be completed online from anywhere in the world. Hence, the
current analyses are based on data collected at pre and post intervention and four follow-up
assessments; the fourth being two years after the post assessment.

Intervention

The intervention was a version of PREP (Markman et al., 2010; Stanley et al., 2006) adapted
for use by Army chaplains with Army couples. The intervention as utilized was the regular
version of PREP with some added content and adaptations focused on coping with
deployments and reunions. The workshop consisted of two parts: a one-day on-post training
followed, usually in the next week, by a weekend retreat at an off-post hotel, totaling
approximately 14.4 hours of training. PREP is based on research regarding factors related to
healthy marriage; intervention modules included communication problem solving skill
training, negative affect management skills, insights into relationship dynamics, emotional
support, stress and relaxation, principles of commitment, fun and friendship, forgiveness,
sensuality and sexuality, expectations, core beliefs, and deployment/reintegration issues.
From 20 of the 27 intervention iterations, we obtained adequate audio recording to code
chaplain fidelity to the lesson material, from 1 (Very poor) to 5 (Excellent). The inter-rater
correlation for coding fidelity was .88, and the average fidelity rating across iterations was
4.10.

Most couples assigned to the intervention attended some portion of it. At Site 1, 60%
attended all, 23% attended part (e.g., either the duty day of training or the weekend retreat,
but not both), and 17% attended none of the intervention. At Site 2, 54% attended all, 35%
attended part, and 11% attended none of the intervention. Two couples assigned to the
control group attended the intervention at Site 1.

Measures

Divorce—Divorce status was defined by either spouse reporting that they had obtained or
filed for a divorce as of the two-year follow-up assessment. At Site 1, there were 54 divorces
(11.3%) and 2 couples with missing data on this variable. One participant died (not combat-
related) prior to the two-year time point, so divorce status is not applicable for that couple.
For another couple we could not ascertain divorce status at two years post-intervention. At
Site 2, there were 10 divorces (5.4%) and no missing data. Hence the number and rate of
divorces at Site 1 is much larger than at Site 2.

Communication skills—Ten items from the larger Communication Skills Test (Saiz &
Jenkins, 1995) were used to measure use of the communication skills taught in PREP while
avoiding PREP-specific terminology (e.g., “speaker-listener skills™). Sample items include
“When discussing issues, | allow my spouse to finish talking before I respond,” “When our
discussions begin to get out of hand, we agree to stop them and talk later.” Prior research
supports this measure’s reliability and validity (e.g., Stanley et al., 2005). Participants rated
these items on a 1 to 7 scale, with greater endorsement corresponding to greater skill use,
and responses were averaged to create a total score. At the pre-intervention assessment
participants’ average total score was 4.08 (SD = 1.16); internal consistency was .85.
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Marital satisfaction—The Kansas Marital Satisfaction Scale (KMS; Schumm et al., 1986)
was used to measure marital satisfaction. This scale’s three items assess satisfaction with
one’s marriage, with one’s partner as a spouse, and with one’s relationship with his or her
spouse. The KMS has strong reliability and validity (Schumm et al., 1986), and provides an
overall rating of marital satisfaction. Participants rated these items on a 1 to 7 scale, with
greater endorsement corresponding to greater satisfaction. Responses to the three questions
were averaged to create the scale score. At the pre-intervention assessment, participants’
average total score was 5.67 (SD = 1.27); internal consistency was .94. This mean is
equivalent to a suggested cutoff score for distressed versus non-distressed couples on this
measure (Crane, Middleton, & Bean, 2000).

Positive bonding—From the larger Couple Activities Scale (Markman, 2000), positive
bonding was measured with nine items that assess one’s friendship, intimacy, fun, felt
support, and sensual/sexual relationship with his or her partner. Various studies demonstrate
evidence of reliability and validity for the measure (e.g., Allen, Rhoades, Stanley, &
Markman, 2010). Sample items include “We regularly have conversations where we just
talk as good friends,” “We have a satisfying sensual or sexual relationship,” “I feel
emotionally supported by my partner,” and “We regularly make time for fun activities
together as a couple.” Participants rated these items on a 1 to 7 scale, and responses were
averaged to create a scale score. At the pre-intervention assessment participants’ average
scale score was 5.55 (SD = 1.14) with higher scores indicating higher levels of positive
bonding; internal consistency was .88.

Divorce proneness—Three items were adapted from the short form of the Marital
Instability Index (MII; Booth, Johnson, & Edwards, 1983) to measure divorce proneness.
These items assess concern for one’s marriage, consideration of separation or divorce, and
couple-level discussion of divorce. Participants endorsed these items as yes (1) or no (0),

and responses were averaged to create a scale score. At the pre-intervention assessment
participants’ average scale score was 0.36 (SD = 0.41); higher scores indicating higher levels
of divorce proneness; internal consistency was .83.

Moderators—Tested moderators were ethnic minority status, income, and economic
strain. For ethnic minority status, a dichotomous variable was created to differentiate
couples in which at least one spouse self-identified as an ethnic/racial minority from those in
which neither spouse did. Henceforth ‘ethnic minority’ and ‘ethnic minority status’ refer to
this couple-level binary variable, with 60% of the couples in the sample being non-minority
couples and 40% being ethnic minority couples. Income was measured in $10,000
increments. Economic strain was measured as the mean couple-level endorsement of two
items assessed on a 1 to 7 scale of agreement: “Our income never seems to catch up with our
expenses” and “I often worry about my poor financial situation.” These items are from
scales developed by Conger and Elder (e.g., 1994). The average score was 4.43 (SD = 1.56).
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All analyses presented in this report are based on the most conservative experimental design
for such a study; using Intention to Treat Analyses (ITT). Hence, analyses are based on
original random assignment to either intervention or control groups.

Tests Hypothesis One: Divorce Outcomes

To examine the impact of intervention assignment on divorce, we used a 2-level (multilevel)
model in which couples were nested within cohorts and intervention assignment was
modeled as a cohort characteristic. This design allowed us to appropriately account for the
nested nature of the data, as couples received intervention in a group format. These analyses
were conducted using HLM 7.0 (Raudenbush, Bryk, Fai, Congdon, & du Toit, 2011) and its
Bernoulli routine for dichotomous outcomes. The equation was:

Level1 (Couple): Probability (Divorce=1|8)=¢
Log[¢/(1 = ¢)]=n
n=05
Level 2 (Cohort): Bo="00+701 (Intervention Group)+ug

At Site 1, 8.1% (20/248) of the intervention group divorced compared to 14.9% (34/228) of
the control group, B = -0.69, Odds Ratio = 0.50, p < .01. In contrast, at Site 2, 6.3% (6/94)
of the intervention group couples divorced and 4.4% (4/90) of the control group couples
divorced, B = 0.32, Odds Ratio = 1.37, p = .60. Findings from an overall test of divorce
likelihood (pooled across both sites) are consistent with the prediction that the intervention
group would be less likely to divorce than the control group; 7.6% (26/342) of the
intervention group divorced compared to 11.9% (38/318) of the control group, B =-0.51,
Odds Ratio = 0.60, p = .06. Whereas this result is significant using a one-tailed test (in line
with the fact that the finding and the direction of it were predicted), it is obvious that this
result is driven by Site 1 and that there is no significant divorce effect at Site 2. As noted in
the methods section, while there were 54 divorces at Site 1, there were only 10 divorces at
Site 2. Consistent with the earlier suggestion that Site 2 has characteristics of a lower risk
sample, 11.3% (54/476) of couples at Site 1 divorced compared to only 5.4% (10/184) of the
couples at Site 2, B = 0.80, Odds Ratio = 2.23, p < .05.

The very small number of divorces in the already smaller sample at Site 2 rendered further
tests of divorce impacts involving Site 2 to be underpowered for tests of moderation by site
or ethnic minority status. Indeed, power calculations for the test of moderation by site for
divorce as an outcome suggest that no valid interpretation is possible from such an analysis.
Hence, all further divorce analyses are based on the larger site (Site 1) that had both a
substantially higher overall risk for divorce and where there was a substantial divorce
reduction impact. While the lack of power for testing moderation of divorce outcomes by
site is driven by there being so few divorces at Site 2, tests of moderation by site for
relationship quality outcomes are not similarly affected; hence, those analyses include tests
for moderation by site.
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Tests of Moderators of Divorce Outcome (at Site 1)

Tests of the

We tested whether ethnic minority status, economic strain, and income moderated the
impact of the intervention on divorce at Site 1. Income did not significantly moderate the
impact of the intervention, but there was a significant effect for ethnic minority status (B =
-1.29, Odds Ratio = 0.27, p < .05) to moderate divorce outcomes. For non-minority couples,
10.6% (15/141) of the intervention group divorced compared to 13.3% (19/143) of the
control group. For ethnic minority couples, 3.8% (4/105) of the intervention group divorced
compared to 15.7% (13/83) of the control group. The direction of this moderation effect held
in the same direction no matter how we analyzed it; it held for couple-level ethnic minority
status as presented, but it also held for individual-level ethnic minority status (by male and
by female), for different ethnic minority groups (e.g., African American, Hispanic/Latino),
and for any of the other possible couple-level designations (e.g., both partners having same
or different ethnic minority status).

The test for moderation by economic strain on divorce as an outcome indicated a trend
toward significance (B = -0.33, Odds Ratio = 0.72, p = .06), with couples who reported
greater economic strain tending to show greater benefit from the intervention. Further
analyses (not shown for space but available upon request) indicated that the economic strain
and minority status moderation findings were independent. Finally, other analyses (also not
presented for space) examined if pre-intervention marital quality accounted for or moderated
the intervention and control group differences regarding divorce. No such effects were
found.

Hypothesis Two: Marital Quality Outcomes (Sites 1 & 2)

To examine change over time in marital quality following treatment, we used four-level
models and HLM 7.0 (Raudenbush et al., 2011). Following suggestions by Atkins (2005)
and prior publications from this data set (Allen et al., 2012), time-varying characteristics of
individuals (e.g., marital satisfaction) were modeled at level 1, time-invariant individual
characteristics (e.g., pre-intervention marital quality) were modeled at level 2, couple
characteristics (i.e., for moderator analyses described below) were modeled at level 3, and
cohort characteristics (e.g., intervention group) were modeled at level 4. Pre-intervention
marital quality scores were controlled for by including them at level 2. Time was measured
as months since post. Each measure of marital quality was examined in a separate model:
communication skills, marital satisfaction, positive bonding, and divorce proneness. The
basic equation for the initial tests of hypotheses follows.
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Level—1 (sze) . Marital Qualitytijk :7701']'/9"'7717;]'1@( Tim@tijk)+€tz'j'k
Level—2 (Individual):  mou%=[ ook +Borw(Pre Intervention Quality)+7ok
Ty =P10ik+ P11k (Pre Intervention Quality )

Level—3 (Couple): Boojk="Y000k U005
Bo1jk="010%
B10/E="100k
B11k="7110%
Level—4 (Cohort): Y000k =00000 100001 (Intervention Group,)+voook

Y010k =100
Y1006 =01000 101001 (Intervention Group;)+v10ok

Y110k=%1100

In these models, Time was not centered, so the intercept could be interpreted as the
estimated post score. Group was coded 0 = control, 1 = intervention (PREP). When the
random effects for level 4 change over time were significant (v1gok), they were retained.
This was the case for communication skills, marital satisfaction, and divorce proneness, but
not positive bonding. We also tested for differences by group in quadratic changes for all
outcome variables. No such differences were evident, so the models below include only
linear change. We also tested whether site moderated any findings for marital quality and
found that it did not, so the presented models combine both sites. Lastly, we found that
whether participants ultimately divorced or not did not significantly moderate any main
findings, so we retained relationship quality trajectories for people who eventually divorced
in the analyses presented below (Table 1).

Communication skills—Consistent with a prior report (Allen et al., 2011), we found that
the intervention group reported significantly better communication skills than the control
group at post, controlling for pre. Over time from post onward, both groups tended to
decrease in communication skills, but the intervention group decreased significantly more
such that the two groups were not significantly different at the two-year follow-up:
intervention group (M = 4.23, SD = 1.22) and control group (M = 4.35, SD = 1.17), F(1,
515) = .02, p > .50).

Marital satisfaction, positive bonding, and divorce proneness—For marital
satisfaction, positive bonding, and divorce proneness, we found no significant differences
among the groups at post (as projected by the HLM trajectories) controlling for pre, no
differences over time from post, and no differences at the two-year follow-up.

Moderators of Marital Quality Outcomes

By adding ethnic minority status, economic strain, or income to level 3 of the equation
above, we tested if these variables moderated impacts of the intervention on communication
skills, marital satisfaction, positive bonding, or divorce proneness. We found no evidence of
moderation in any of these analyses.
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Discussion

This study examined the effectiveness of CRE (PREP) in a randomized controlled trial at
two years post-intervention. We found no evidence of long-lasting intervention effects for
relationship quality but did find that couples in the intervention group were less likely to
divorce than those in the no-treatment control group at the site with the larger, higher risk
sample (Site 1). This effect was moderated by couple-level ethnic minority status with a
trend for moderation by economic strain.

As found in a prior publication (Allen et al., 2011), there were significant pre-post
differences for communication skills but not for marital satisfaction. In the prior work, we
also found small but significant pre-post intervention effects on positive bonding for Site 1
but not for Site 2. In the current paper, we did not find pre-post differences on positive
bonding collapsed across site. Analytic strategies are somewhat different between that report
and this one; here, pre-post findings are not based on differences in means from pre to post
but are estimated based on linear trajectories of change over time as a function of using
multilevel modeling for the repeated follow-ups. Importantly, the analyses here did not yield
support for our hypothesis that intervention couples would better maintain marital quality
over time.

While the intervention group reported an initial gain in communication skills at post relative
to the control group, the intervention group declined faster over time than the control group,
resulting in a lack of significant difference in communication skills at two years post-
intervention. This pattern could reflect decay in preventive effects, as has been observed in
other CRE studies with longer-term follow-ups (e.g., Bodenmann, Pihet, Shantinath, Cina,
& Widmer, 2006). Meta-analyses have also demonstrated some evidence of decay in
relationship quality impacts; however, the matter is quite difficult to assess because few
studies in this field have follow-ups past one year (Hawkins et al., 2008). It is possible that
longer-term follow-ups with this sample could show the emergence of preventive impacts on
marital quality; moreover, there may be additional moderators of effects that were not tested
here.

In contrast to the lack of differences at two years post-intervention on relationship quality,
there was significant divorce reduction associated with the intervention at Site 1, extending a
similar finding from the one-year follow-up assessment (Stanley et al., 2010). Additionally,
the overall divorce rate was very different between Sites 1 and 2, likely due to the fact that
couples at Site 1 were younger, married fewer years, lower ranking, and more likely to be
involved in war time deployments. These characteristics suggest higher risk, and Site 1
couples were, in fact, substantially more likely to divorce. As such, the divorce findings here
fit a pattern of the higher risk group gaining the most from the intervention.

It is puzzling that there was an intervention effect for divorce but not 8marital quality. Few
published studies of CRE have had large enough samples and long enough follow-ups to
assess marital stability adequately, though long-term outcome studies on earlier versions of
PREP, using quasi-experimental designs, found preventative impacts from earlier versions
of PREP on the likelihood of couple dissolution (Hahlweg et al., 1998; Markman et al.,
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1988). Interestingly, the current findings are similar to what was found for unmarried
couples at the Oklahoma site of the Building Strong Families (BSF) study. Among the eight
sites in the BSF study, Oklahoma had, by far, the highest participant involvement in the
intervention, and it was also the only site to use a variant of PREP and to show a range of
positive impacts at 15 months (Devaney & Dion, 2010). However, by 36-months, there was
no longer any evidence of any relationship quality impacts but there was evidence of a
stability impact, with intervention families being more likely to have lived together
continuously from the birth of the focal child (Wood, Moore, Clarkwest, Killewald, &
Monahan, 2012).

Why would intervention couples have lower odds of divorce but not higher levels of marital
quality than control couples, over the two-year follow-up? Methodologically, prevention
researchers (e.g., Halford, Sanders, & Behrens, 2001; Markman et al., 1988; Stanley, 2001)
as well as professional evaluators (McConnell, Stuart, & Devaney, 2008) have discussed the
possibility that strong stability impacts can inhibit the ability to detect relationship quality
differences because of differential loss to follow-up for relationship quality outcomes; for
example, more couples with lower relationship quality may leave the control group over
time. We attempted to control for this potential differential selection in follow-ups by testing
divorce at two years as a moderator of relationship quality outcomes, but found no such
moderation effects. However, this issue is known to be extraordinarily difficult to resolve
(McConnell et al.).

It is also possible that even modest short-term changes in relationship quality (as reported
previously for this sample; Allen et al., 2011) reduce divorce risk. Given the external
stressors such as deployment that military couples may experience, small initial impacts
(measured by study procedures or not) during times of higher stress may function as
protection, and may have helped some couples get through challenging times they may
otherwise not have endured. Nevertheless, there is not much evidence in this sample for
relationship quality impacts that would appear sufficiently powerful to explain the divorce
reduction effect, raising the possibility that other mechanisms produced the impact on
divorce, such as non-specific or unmeasured effects (see Hawkins, Stanley, Blanchard, &
Albright, 2012). Such issues pertain to the general question of mechanisms of impact,
which, as others have noted, are important to elucidate (e.g., Wadsworth & Markman, 2011)
but difficult to demonstrate (e.g., Schilling, Baucom, Burnett, Allen, & Ragland, 2003;
Stanley, Rhoades, Olmos-Gallo, & Markman, 2007).

Moderators of Impact

Neither income, economic strain, nor ethnic minority status moderated marital quality
outcomes, but the divorce finding was moderated by ethnic minority status. Intervention
group couples in which one or both partners were ethnic minorities experienced larger
reductions in the likelihood of divorce than non-minority (White) couples. In fact, among
ethnic minority couples, the divorce rate in the control group was 15.7% but only 3.8% in
the intervention group, compared to 13.3% and 10.6%, respectively, for non-minority
couples. Hence, the divorce rate for ethnic minority couples in the intervention group was a
fraction of what was it was for ethnic minority couples in the control group. There was also
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a trend for those in the intervention group who reported greater economic strain to show a
stronger divorce reduction effect compared to those reporting lower economic strain. Further
follow-ups with the sample will include more divorces, which will increase statistical power
to analyze these and other potentially moderating effects in the future.

The fact that ethnic minority couples in the intervention group demonstrated greater marital
stability appears to be consistent with the suggestion that those at higher risk benefit most
from CRE (e.g., Allen et al., 2012; Halford, et al., 2001; Petch et al., 2012). At the same
time, it is unclear that the moderation by ethnic minority status should be interpreted thusly
in this sample. While ethnic minorities in the U.S. tend to be at higher average risk for
divorce (especially African-Americans; Bramlett & Mosher, 2002), military service is
associated with greater marital stability (compared to civilian life) among African
Americans (Teachman & Tedrow, 2008). Further, ethnic minority couples in this sample
were no more likely to divorce than other couples, so we cannot assume such couples in this
sample are a higher-risk group overall.

Implications for Intervention

Johnson (2012) speculated that impacts in recent federally-commissioned CRE studies (BSF
and SHM) were small because CRE interventions were mostly developed with non-
minority, middle-class samples, rather than with lower-income and ethnic minority couples
like the couples heavily recruited for those studies. Johnson (2012) also noted that mixed-
race couples had worse outcomes than other couples in the BSF study (Wood et al., 2010).
However, this conclusion appears to be a misinterpretation of the report, as no such specific
analyses of mixed-race couples were conducted for that report (personal communication,
Andrew Clarkwest, July 7, 2012). The finding in BSF was that African-American couples
received, on average, the greatest benefit at 15 months out. However, analyses of longer
term outcomes found that this moderation by ethnic minority status faded by the three-year
follow-up point (Wood, Moore, Clarkwest, & Killewald, 2014). Related to arguments made
by Johnson (2012), Amato (in press) has analyzed the 15 month outcomes from the BSF
data set (the 3 year data is not available to others at the time of this writing). Using an index
comprised of 11 variables, he tested if social and economic risk moderated program
outcomes, finding that it did for relationship quality outcomes. Amato found that “the BSF
study suggests that the treatment was especially effective for the most disadvantaged
couples, at least with respect to the quality of their relationships.”

An underlying premise of Johnson’s paper was that CRE interventions may miss the mark
for both ethnic minority couples and/or couples with higher social and economic risks. His
call for further research on such issues is warranted. However, his suggestion that CRE may
not work as intended for disadvantaged couples may be unwarranted given that the current
study is the third large randomized trial of CRE (along with BSF and SHM) in recent years
wherein either ethnic minority couples or couples with higher social and economic risks
tended to gain as much or more than other couples from the services, at least over a couple
of years’ time (see also Hawkins et al., 2013; Stanley et al., 2005; Stanley, Amato, Johnson,
& Markman, 2006). While the present sample is not constituted by couples in poverty, and it
has less ethnic minority representation than the BSF and SHM studies, Army couples do
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represent a relatively diverse community that is probably at the lower end of the income
scale compared to most couples in the history of CRE studies. On the other hand, married
military couples tend to enjoy housing and other benefits which lower-income civilian
couples are less likely to have. This means that we are unable, with this sample, to test if
those experiencing poverty are more or less likely to benefit from CRE. Nevertheless, based
on the present and prior findings, it seems promising that CRE interventions could be a
reasonable relationship strengthening strategy for helping low-income couples, ethnic
minority couples, and/or couples experiencing economic strain. Importantly, this point takes
nothing away from the fact that there is room for improvement in overall effectiveness
within the CRE field.

The fact that CRE lowered divorce rates for ethnic minority couples adds to an expanding
set of findings concerning who benefits most from CRE, with most evidence suggesting that
higher-risk couples benefit most (e.g., Allen et al., 2012; Halford et al., 2001; Petch et al.,
2012) and some evidence suggesting that risk and type of CRE may interact in complex
ways (Markman, Rhoades, Stanley, & Peterson, 2013). Though there are concerns that those
who most need CRE are the least likely to seek it (e.g., Sullivan & Bradbury, 1997), a recent
study suggests that when CRE is universally available (e.g., during pregnancy), higher-risk
couples within the pool are more likely, not less, to attend (Engsheden, Fabian, & Sarkadi,
2013).

Limitations and Conclusion

Strengths of the current study include a relatively large sample for this field, a fully
randomized design, low attrition, and the use of the most rigorous analytic approach (ITT
analyses). Also, marital status was known for all but one couple two years post-intervention.
In contrast, a weakness of this study was the dependence on self-report measures for the
assessment of relationship quality. Future projects may benefit from including objectively-
coded communication data, as observational methods have shown the largest impacts from
CRE in meta-analyses (Blanchard et al., 2009). Further, while the ability to assess impacts in
a community sample for services delivered by community-level providers is a strength, these
same factors could have yielded underestimates of the effects that may be obtained in
different or more controlled contexts. The sample has a lot of variability to assess
differential intervention impacts for ethnic minority couples. However, the sample does not,
generally, contain couples experiencing poverty, which limits the degree to which these data
can speak to CRE impacts for couples with extreme economic vulnerabilities. Finally, while
findings here are consistent with those emerging in non-military samples, the military
context of this study could limit generalizability.

These limitations notwithstanding, this research makes a significant contribution to the CRE
field, as it examined several important outcomes (divorce and four indices of relationship
quality) in a large sample of couples in which one or both partners were in the U.S. Army.
There were no lasting impacts on self-reported relationship quality but there were
significantly lower divorce rates for couples assigned to PREP, especially among those in
which one or both partners were racial or ethnic minorities. The context of CRE for this
study is with couples who are generally under extraordinary stressors due to their military

Fam Relat. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2015 October 01.



1duosnue Joyiny vd-HIN 1duosnue Joyiny vd-HIN

1duosnuely Joyny vd-HIN

Stanley et al.

Page 15

involvement. Further, the significant divorce reduction effect was observed in the sample for
the site that was at higher risk (as evidenced by the substantially higher risk for divorce at
that site). Although the military sample may limit generalizability, these findings suggest
that even in high-stress contexts, evidence-based CRE delivered in real-world settings can
positively impact family stability.
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[ Enrollment ]

Assessed for eligibility (n=1518 couples)

Excluded (n=856 couples)
+ Not meeting inclusion criteria (n=127)

A 4

+ Declined to participate (n=31)
+ Other reasons (n=698)

Randomized (n=662 couples)

3 I Allocation I
L ]

PREP for Strong Bonds (n=343 couples)

+ Received allocated intervention (n=291)

« Did not receive allocated intervention (n=52)
52 couples did not attend the intervention
despite group assignment.

Untreated Control Group (n=319 couples)
+ Received allocated intervention (n=317)

« Did not receive allocated intervention (n=2)
2 couples attended the intervention despite
group assignment.

v [ Mari

tal Quality Follow-Up ] L 4

Participants followed past intervention
« Provided data (n=342 males and 342 females)
« Did not provide data (n=1 male and 1 female)

Participants followed past intervention
+ Provided data (n=314 males and 314 females)
+ Did not provide data (n=5 males and 5 females)

[ Marital Status Follow-Up ] v

Couples assessed at two-year follow-up (n=342)
« Married (n=316)

« Divorced (n=26)

« Did not provide data (n=1)

Couples assessed at two-year follow-up (n=318)
+ Married (n=280)

+ Divorced (n=38)

+ Mot applicable (widowed; n=1)

Figure 1.

Consolidated Standards of Reporting Trials
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