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ABSTRACT 

PAMELA J. DUNN 

MARITAL PERCEPTIONS OF AFRICAN AMERICANS: A QUALITATIVE STUDY 

ON THE EFFECTIVENESS OF ORGANIZATIONAL RELIGION IN SUSTAINING 

HEALTHY MARRIAGES 

 

DECEMBER 2017 

 The purpose of this study was to explore if, how, and why organizational religion 

helped African American couples sustain healthy marriages. The study explored a 

strength-based approach enhancing the strengths and characteristics already present 

within African American individuals, families, and their communities. 

 This qualitative study was conducted using a phenomenological approach relating 

to participants lived and human experiences. The research objectives were to explore (1) 

perceptions that African American Christian couples have about organizational religion 

helping them to achieve and sustain healthy marriages and (2) perceptions that religious 

leaders in the church have about organizational religion helping African American 

Christian couples achieve and sustain healthy marriages.  

 A total of 22 individuals participated in this study. Eighteen participants were 

married couples and four participants were church leader/administrators. All participants 

were African American males and females residing in the Dallas/Fort Worth area of the 

state of Texas in the United States. Of the nine couples interviewed, all participants 

reported being married, identifying as Christian, and having a religious affiliation 
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(N=18). All participants also reported being active members of their local church 

attending church services at least once a week.  

 Data were collected from small group interviews, individual interviews, and 

church leader/administrator interviews. The interviews were audiotaped, transcribed, and 

analyzed to determine emerging themes.  Church artifacts were examined to gauge 

educational programs offered to church members. Participation in events sponsored by 

the church’s Marriage Ministry were surveyed to determine participants’ involvement in 

these activities.   

 Themes were determined from small group, individual, and church 

leader/administrator interviews collectively. Themes from small group interviews 

included (a) relationship, (b) rigid practices, (c) connection to a higher deity, (d) personal 

growth/togetherness, (e) church as a support for marriage, and (f) balancing church and 

family dynamics. Themes from individual interviews included (a) model for healthy 

marriages, (b) teaching, (c) support for married couples, (d) encourages relational 

bonding, (e) proactive relationship, (f) challenges, and (g) intimacy. Themes from church 

leader/administrator interviews included (a) marital stability, (b) purposeful approach to 

the marriage, (c) motivation for ministry, (d) overextension, (e) positive interrelations, 

and (f) positive reinforcements. Three supporting themes in favor of marital support for 

couples were identified from church artifacts: (a) teaching, (b) enrichment, and (c) 

personal growth. Of the comprehensive themes determined, three overarching themes 

were determined indicative of organizational religion and marital perceptions of African 

Americans: (1) teaching, (2) modeling, and (3) supporting. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Over the past half century, substantial research has revealed a decline in the 

nature, quality, and stability of intimate relationships in the United States (Ellison, 

Burdette, & Wilcox, 2010).  Divorce, non-marital child-bearing, cohabitation, and 

delayed first marriages are increasingly becoming the norm for functioning families. As 

such, many examinations concerning interpersonal relationships are focusing more and 

more on the perceived barriers to marriages and identifying marital unions as becoming 

more fragile over time (Burdette, Haynes, & Ellison, 2012).  

Of particular interest are the effects of these perceived barriers towards the marital 

sustainability of African American couples and individuals. For example, research 

indicates that when compared to Caucasians, African Americans are less likely to marry, 

tend to marry later when they do marry, spend less time married, and are more likely to 

divorce (Phillips, Wilmoth, & Marks, 2012). Therefore, as declines in marital quality and 

stability are becoming societal norms for many American couples overall, researchers 

have deemed these impacts even more prevalent for African Americans (Clarkwest, 

2006).   

Still for many African American couples, marriage continues to be a desired and 

sought-after way of life.  In fact, a study by Fincham, Ajayi, and Beach (2001) revealed 

that most African Americans value marriage and view the benefits of marriage as 

recognizable and acceptable. This is perhaps based on the perspective that marriage is 
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associated with positive relational outcomes. For example, many psychologists and 

sociologists such as Becker (1973) and Gottman and Silver (1999) believe that marriage 

has beneficial effects on individual’s quality of life. As such, individuals who marry, 

remain married, and remain in high-quality marriages tend to report better mental health, 

more robust physical abilities, and greater resiliency in dealing with challenging life 

events and stressors (Jones, 2014).  Despite many research allegations, African American 

marriages are continuing to show resilience in spite of conditions and factors that might 

otherwise suggest these marriages are on the brink of dissolution.  

According to Powell, Batsche, Ferro, Fox, and Dunlap (1997), family functions 

are not only inclusive of instrumental family functions such as stable housing, proper 

healthcare, formal education, and sufficient income, but are highly motivated by 

expressive functions relating to the “internal” affairs of the family. These perceptions 

include how married individuals perceive a sense of belonging, self-worth, 

companionship, and good marital adjustment within the relationship.  According to 

Brown, Orbuch, and Bauermeister (2008), research concluded that relatively little is 

known about factors that contribute to relationship satisfaction and stability among 

African Americans. This deems crucial as societal and community contexts are found to 

influence relationships and overall physical and mental health (Cutrona, Russell, 

Burzette, Wesner, & Bryant, 2011). Therefore, implications from research periodicals 

such as the Journal of Black Studies (Johnson & Loscocco, 2014) and scholars such as 

Dickerson (1993) suggest that more research is needed to provide enhanced positive 

contributions to research on marriage among African Americans.  
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Of growing significance is the impact that religion is having on married minority 

Americans. Research such as studies by Ellison et al. (2010) and Burdette et al. (2012) 

have begun to identify more variables in the relationship between religiosity, marriage, 

and family life particularly for African Americans.  Religious leaders are viewed as 

having strong influence over individuals and their behaviors in terms of improving 

conditions and achieving positive outcomes (Hill, 1999). For example, values revered in 

the African American church include spirituality, high achievement aspirations, and 

commitment to family not only stem from cultural heritage but are also believed to serve 

as adaptive functional mechanisms for survival (Billingsley & Caldwell, 1991). Hence 

the African American church is viewed as not only a religious institution but also a major 

source of social support in the African American family and community. Still, it is 

believed that far less is yet known concerning the whys and hows underlying correlational 

impacts of religion on marriage. With African American couples being the subject of 

interest, this study aims to examine these functions.  

Purpose 

 

 The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore if, how, and why 

organizational religion helps African American couples sustain healthy marriages. The 

study took on a strength-based approach by enhancing the strengths and characteristics 

that are already present within African American individuals, families, and their 

communities. This philosophy of a strength-based approach holds the core belief that all 

individuals have strengths and resources that better equip them to be self-sufficient and 

resilient (Powell et al., 1997). Hence the goal of this study was to enlighten the reader 
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with positive viewpoints of African American families and to refrain from deficit-focused 

approaches.    

Rationale for the Study  

 Research suggests that literature on marriage is dominated by studies examining 

factors that lead to marital instability or dissolution (Clarkwest, 2006).  As such, efforts 

to strengthen marriages continue to attract particular interest for Family Studies 

researchers and professionals. Even more distinctive are studies involving African 

American marriages and how these findings lack contributions to positive research in 

African American familial and cultural dynamics. For example, research suggests that 

most studies of African American families have adhered to a problem-oriented or 

“deficit” perspective (Phillips et al., 2012). Declines of African American marriages are 

likewise focal topics of discussion when examining African American contexts (Chatters, 

Taylor, Jackson, & Lincoln, 2008). Hence, African Americans couples are oftentimes 

viewed as vulnerable and as high-risk for marital dissolution leading one to assume a 

pessimistic and negative outlook regarding the likelihood that African Americans are 

capable of having positive and enduring marriages. Therefore, as most research tends to 

focus on the limitations and factors preventing African Americans from having healthy 

marriages, this study aimed to provide positive contributions to research in determining 

factors that promote relational stability among African American families.  
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Definition of Terms 

For the purpose of this study, the following definitions were applied:  

1. African American-refers to a person having origins in any of the Black racial groups of 

Africa (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010).  

2. Church Leadership-a process in which appointed delegates within the church influence 

the development of a group of people in order to accomplish a purpose (Macchia, 2007).  

3. Covenant Marriages-faith-based marriages designed to strengthen marriage and 

discourage divorce (Popenoe, 1999).  

4. Denomination-religious affiliation (Marks & Dollahite, 2011).  

5. Effectiveness-how well a process actually accomplishes its intended purpose 

(Encyclopedia of Management, 2009).  

6. Healthy Marriage-a marriage that includes the key elements of relationship satisfaction, 

commitment to the marriage, friendship and spending time together, intimacy, trust and 

honesty, fidelity, supportiveness, effective communication, effective conflict 

management, and nonviolent interactions (National Center on African American 

Marriage and Parenting, 2017).   

7. Marriage Ministry-a resource within the church designed to provide faith-based courses, 

workshops, and events to couples who are married to enhance their relationships (Family 

Dynamics Institute, n.d.).   

8. Marital Perceptions-how individuals perceive a sense of belonging, self-worth, 

companionship, and good marital adjustment within the relationship (Williams & 

Stockton, 1973).  
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9. Marital Quality-often used in a sense to include marital adjustment as well as happiness 

and satisfaction (International Encyclopedia of Marriage and Family, 2003).   

10. Marital Status-defines marital affiliation, i.e. married, single, never married, separated, 

divorced, or widowed (Taylor, Chatters, & Brown, 2014).  

11. Non-Organizational Religion-behaviors that occur outside of a religious setting (Taylor, 

Chatters, & Joe, 2011).  

12. Organizational Religion-behaviors that occur inside a religious setting (Taylor et al., 

2011).  

13. Religiosity/Religion-a formalized set of ideological commitments associated with a group 

(Fincham et al., 2011).  

14. Spirituality-the personal and subjective side of religious experiences (Emblen, 1992).  

15. Subjective Religiosity-feelings developed within individual perspectives (Fincham et al., 

2011).  

16. Sustaining-cause to continue or be prolonged for an extended period or without 

interruption (Oxford Pocket Dictionary of Current English, 2009).  

17. Worship-religious participation based on specific attitudes and beliefs (Taylor et.al., 

2011).  

Research Questions 

The following research questions guided this study:  

(1) What perceptions do African American Christian couples have about organizational 

religion helping them to achieve and sustain healthy marriages?  
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(2) What perceptions do religious leaders in the church have about organizational religion 

helping African American Christian couples achieve and sustain healthy marriages?  

Theoretical Framework 

 According to Tavallaei and Abu-Talib (2010), qualitative research covers a wide 

range of approaches for the exploration of human experiences, perceptions, motivations, 

and behaviors. Therefore, studies requiring comprehension on a complex and detailed 

level advocate qualitative research designs as best methodology practice (Silverman, 

2001).  The idea or premise is that the researcher empowers participants to share their 

stories and to have their voices heard by a concerned professional. Hence, the researcher 

attempts to understand the participants’ actual contexts or settings which are directly 

related to the phenomenon (Tavallaei & Abu-Talib, 2010). As such, this study is best 

suited for qualitative research as “meanings” behind marital perceptions and how they 

relate to organized religion will be explored.  Strength-based methods will be used as the 

primary outline for this study.  

 Strength-based perspectives view individuals as most successful at achieving their 

goals when they identify and utilize their strengths, abilities, and assets to help them 

achieve their goals (Probst, 2009). Developed by Reynolds (1942), this process is 

believed to help individuals regain power over their lives. Strength-based practice begins 

with understanding what goals and dreams individuals have and then helping them to 

reflect on the possibilities and hopes their lives hold (Saleebey, 2006). This in turn is 

believed to facilitate the discovery and development of new possibilities to change 

toward a better quality of life.   
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 An important aspect of strength-based practice is the assessment of strengths 

within a system. This method avoids focusing primarily on problems, pathology, and 

deficits (Manthey, Knowles, Asher, & Wahab, 2011). Instead, attention is given to what 

is already working and coping strategies that individuals have already obtained. Focus is 

on the here and now although the past can be explored to uncover talents, resources, and 

assets attributing to current successes (Manthey et al., 2011). It is a collaborative 

approach between the individual and the professional with the belief that the individual’s 

voice should be heard and valued throughout all levels and aspects of the working 

relationship (Probst, 2009). Hence, African American couples had the opportunity to 

provide meaningful clarity concerning their relational perceptions. Qualities of strength-

based practice involve producing hope-induced suppositions and view terms such as 

labeling, diagnosis focused, and pathology as “spirit-breaking” and maladaptive.  

 Drawing from strength-based perspectives, two theoretical frameworks were used 

that incorporate strength-based modalities in their concepts: ecological theory and family 

system’s theory.  Ecological theory strongly suggests that progresses in human 

development are greatly influenced by context, culture, and history (Darling, 2007).  In 

the context of ecological theory, husband and wife relational influences not only affect 

and are affected by the other, but also affect family functioning and relationships within 

the immediate family system. Therefore, this perspective permits the examination of 

positive and negative effects of factors at the societal, community, family, and individual 

level that structure the functioning of African American families (Hill, 1999).   
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 Bowen’s family systems theory (1966) offers family life researchers and 

professionals the opportunity to study religion through the context of marital systemic 

dynamics. This approach involves viewing families as systemically connected to each 

other and operational when working together to achieve the same goal. On the contrary, 

families who do not experience cohesiveness in their relational goals are considered to be 

non-operational if members are functioning individualistically (Karakurt & Silver, 2014).  

Hence the focus of family systems theory centers on interrelated interactions that occur 

within the entire family system or unit.  

 In a study centered on overcoming adversity and examining family resilience, 

MacKay (2012) addressed four key points using family systems theory based on Bowen’s 

(1966) perspective. It was determined that families who exercise these practices are more 

likely to have positive and successful outcomes in terms of overcoming familial distress.  

(1) Individuality versus togetherness.  According to Bowen (1966), times of crisis 

produces a visible fusion in which people forget their individual differences and pull 

together for a higher good.   

(2) Unresolved emotional attachments. This involves the individual learning to separate 

self from emotional dependency on others. In other words, it involves adapting one’s own 

personal or innate coping strategies to gain emotional security.   

(3) Differentiation of self. Here, Bowen (1966) suggests that individuals who are more 

self-defined continue to remain guided by their values and principles even during times of 

adversity.  
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(4) Triangulation. This important aspect suggests that two people in a relationship 

manage their anxieties by drawing in and focusing on a third person.  

 This concept of triangulation can be considered from both ecological and family 

systems approaches. For example, Rootes, Janknowski, and Sandage (2010) supported 

the concept of triangulation from a religious and spiritual context within families. They 

argue that a “triangle” exists for religious couples who see God as an active member of 

their relationship. Hence, for couples who are religious, God is not just an entity, but an 

actual differentiated member of the family and relational system involved in helping to 

work through marital conflicts and issues. Further support from this research examined 

couples relating to God through prayer and how this process was believed to facilitate 

conflict resolution in a couple’s relationship. Similarly, according to Beach et al. (2011), 

prayer enabled greater intrapersonal differentiation in terms of (a) decreasing individual 

emotional reactivity to be able to respond to their partner through healthy forms of 

communication and (b) being able to communicate their own anxieties and fears and 

likewise to receive the same initial support in return. Hence prayer allowed couples to 

practice and initiate differentiation within their relationships leading to improved 

relational and familial functioning.   

Delimitations 

 The following limitations were considered for this study.  First, the study utilized 

Christian participants to imply findings toward African American married couples in 

general. Non-Christian participants may have offered different conclusions and 

perspectives in terms of marital sustainability and outcomes for African Americans. 
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Second, qualitative methods such as interviewing and observation may have produced 

biased results as well as misinterpretations of the data. Hence, the researcher could 

unwittingly interpret the data as he or she wishes. Observer bias could have also occurred 

in which the researcher interpreted gestures, facial expressions, and non-verbal cues 

incorrectly. Also, because the responses provided by participants are innately detailed, 

having fewer respondents participate was ideal which also may have created less accurate 

representations of the entire population at hand.  And third, cultural and religious 

influences were only considered for participants residing in the United States in North 

Texas. Implications may have varied if geographical contexts were to include persons of 

African origin residing in other countries. These populations may have differing social 

standards and beliefs that may influence their viewpoint of religion and marital 

perceptions all together.    

Summary 

 Although extensive research denotes a decline in marital relationships in the 

United States, marriage continues to be a sought-after way of life (Fincham et al., 2011). 

As African American marriages have been described as having equally yoked 

relationships between husbands and wives, strong kinship bonds, and strong religious 

orientations (Vaterlaus, Skogrand, & Chaney, 2015), of growing significance is the 

impact of religious participation with regard to supporting these relationships. Still, 

research emphasizes it to be unclear as to what couples in strong African American 

marriages and African Americans in general do to sustain healthy relationships. With 

many studies focusing on the deficits and barriers of African American marriages, this 
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study took on a strength-based approach in depicting African American marriages as 

resilient and highly functional cultures in society. 

 Bowen’s family system theory (1966) offers a theoretical lens in which family life 

researchers and professionals are able to view constructs within the family systems 

dynamic.  Ecological theory strongly suggests that progresses in human development are 

greatly influenced by context, culture, and history (Darling, 2007). Some studies find the 

decline of married couple families among African Americans surprising given that 

African Americans are markedly more religious than the general population on a variety 

of measures (Chatters et al., 2008). However, findings of this sort tend to focus on the 

spiritual contexts of religion and less on the organized religious practices and perceptions 

of these experiences themselves. Hence questions remain concerning the effects of active 

religious participation within church settings. Could it be that the key to sustainability for 

strong African American marriages stems not only from personal and subjective religious 

experiences but more so from increased social support through church leadership, 

member affiliation, norms, and values of marriage embraced by the church? Likewise, 

are these fundamentals deemed as relationship-enhancing in helping to support African 

Americans with their relationships? This study aimed to provide insight into these types 

of questions.   
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Introduction 

 Empirical literature reveals that religion matters to many American families 

(Marks, Tanner, Nesturek, Channey, & Baumgartner, 2012).  Research identifies personal 

and family religious experiences as being quite significant (Conger & Elder, 1994). These 

conclusions are largely based on how religion seems to help families and the positive 

connections that religion has on overall family functioning (Conger & Elder, 1994).  For 

example, empirical studies are concluding that religiosity positively affects parental 

functioning, parental involvement, and familial processes to include effective conflict 

resolution and coping with life challenges (Marks et al., 2012).  Likewise, overall 

findings showed that the African American church tends to work together with family 

and educational institutions to provide major resources and support for strengthening 

African American communities (Billingsley & Caldwell, 1991). These findings have led 

to further research interests in religion within social and systematic contexts.  

Theory of Religion  

 Over the past twenty years, social science research on religion has increased in 

examining various connections between religious involvement and other behavioral and 

psychosocial outcomes (Marks & Dollahite, 2011).  For those actively involved in faith-

based communities, the construct of religion is believed to serve as practical and 

symbolic purposes for successful life outcomes. These studies are progressively 
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becoming linked to explaining implications of how religion can determine psychological, 

sociological, and even biological contexts of human development. For example, a 

quantitative study by Jagers, Wagner, Scott-Johnson, Wang, and Browne (2007) sampled 

1,448 participants examining demographic and psychosocial correlates of elevated 

depressive symptoms among African Americans and Caucasians from comparable 

socioeconomic and neighborhood backgrounds. Associations between religion and 

depressive symptoms yielded similar findings for both racial ethnic groups in that those 

who reported frequent church attendance had lower odds of experiencing depressive 

symptoms.  

 Another quantitative study by Krause and Hayward (2014) conducted 1,500 

interviews examining how religious institutions impacted the social lives of individuals. 

The baseline survey took place in 2001 with the fifth wave of interviews completed in 

2013. Their findings determined that people who went to church more often received 

more spiritual support from the individuals who worshiped there. Similarly, a quantitative 

study by Taylor and Chatters (2011) examined correlates of religious involvement and 

spirituality among older individuals sampled 6,082 respondents and determined that those 

more involved in religious participations were more hopeful and tended to adopt healthier 

lifestyles and better dietary habits over time. In turn, these habits were believed to 

encourage better perceived physical health overall, generally resulting in better immune 

functioning, more serum antioxidants, and less inflammation of the arteries as determined 

by Krause and Hayward (2014). As a result of these types of findings, the psychology of 
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religion continues to be a fascinating area of interest for many social science 

professionals today.   

 Of growing interest for many scholars is the idea that religion is a social 

phenomenon. It is believed that religious principles are socially learned and socially 

transmitted (Krause & Hayward, 2014). To support this claim, Berger (1967) derived the 

concept of the sociological theory of religion arguing that religious worlds are socially 

constructed and socially maintained; and that their continuing reality, both objective and 

subjective, depends upon specific social processes-- namely those processes that 

continually reconstruct and maintain particular worlds in question. The objective of 

religiosity can be explained by the following perspective: People who participate in 

religion acquire a set of skills that help them navigate the variances of life by making 

sound judgments and giving good advice that enhances their own lives as well as the 

lives of others (Krause & Hayward, 2014).  

The social capital gained through religious participation is thought to include an 

exchange of social resources that can benefit congregants and guidelines to normalize the 

reduction of unhealthy behaviors (Brown et al., 2008). Research involving core 

assumptions of religious involvement in social contexts tends to suggest the following 

paradigms: (a) people who go to church more often will receive more spiritual support 

from fellow church members, (b) individuals who receive more spiritual support at 

church will have greater wisdom, (c) greater wisdom is associated with a stronger sense 

of hope, and (d) people who are more hopeful will be more likely to rate their physical, 

emotional, and mental health in more favorable outcomes (McFadden, Knepple, & 
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Armstrong, 2003). Overall, the mechanisms of social integration and religious beliefs are 

emphasized in many frameworks when it comes to understanding religious implications 

and how these can impact life functioning.    

Frameworks of Religion 

 Several studies have examined the roles of religiosity and spirituality (Taylor et 

al., 2011).  As such, distinctions have been noted to distinguish meaning between these 

two terms. Emblen (1992) defined religiosity as a system of organized beliefs and 

worship that a person practices. Hence, religiosity entails a formalized set of ideological 

commitments associated with a group to include an organized system of beliefs, rituals, 

and cumulative traditions within a community (Fincham et al., 2011).  This correlates 

with defining worship as religious participation based on attitudes and beliefs (Taylor et 

al., 2011). Spirituality, however, is defined as personal life principles that animate a 

transcendent quality of a relationship with God; thus, it refers to the personal and 

subjective side of religious experiences (Emblen, 1992). Often times, both religiosity and 

spirituality are frequented together within religious frameworks as one is believed to 

connect with the other.  In view of the fact that research determines that most people 

often consider themselves to be both religious and spiritual, many scholars argue a 

growing need for studying spirituality and religiousness together (Fincham et al., 2011).  

 There are four ecological systems that Bronfenbrenner (1979) proposed which 

affect development: the microsystem, the mesosystem, the exosystem, and the 

macrosystem. These systems can be used to further examine the effects of religion on 

marital relations. The microsystem is defined as the immediate setting of environment in 
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which a person lives (Schweiger & O’Brien, 2005). Hence in the context of ecological 

theory, husband and wife relational influences are transactional, meaning that they affect 

and are affected by the other. These interactions are family-centered and focus on 

exchanges within the immediate family system. Therefore, religious acts such as Bible 

reading, listening to religious programs, and prayer in the confines of the home may be 

viewed by couples as an appropriate and results driven aspect of strengthening their 

marriage (Taylor et al., 2014). The mesosystem includes relationships developed away 

from the family microsystem and is believed to provide understanding of how individuals 

operate within their immediate family unit (Schweiger & O’Brien, 2005).  Here, religious 

participations such as attending church services, Bible studies, or small group affiliations 

may serve as a means for supporting an interconnectedness of home, faith, and 

community. Likewise, supports received from peer groups within the church are 

perceived to add value to marriages by contributing to positive family relationships 

(Ellison et al., 2010). The exosystem is categorized by Bronfenbrenner (1979) as effects 

not experienced directly but that still influence the microsystem.  Hence it could be 

viewed as operational standards involved in keeping religious organizations functioning. 

In this case, the decisions that church leaders and church committee members make to 

keep religious organizations operational and accessible to the public in turn provide a 

setting for families to worship.  As such, worship and church involvement correlate with 

meaningful family rituals and practices that unify marital relations within the home 

(Marks & Dollahite, 2011).  Lastly, the context of the macrosystem defined as the wider 

society and culture that encompasses all the other systems (Schweiger & O’Brien, 2005) 
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could involve viewing religion on a global level in which the belief in God is universally 

accepted, sacred, and meaningful. In this sense, religion provides a shared belief system 

and worldview that profoundly influences families (Marks et al., 2012). In the end, these 

influences likewise promote the importance and sanctity of marriage through factors that 

shape religious and spiritual attitudes and behaviors.    

  Likewise, in examining frameworks of religion, a key ideology of religious 

participation often includes attending church services on a regular basis. As such, Krause 

and Hayward (2014) discussed two reasons to explain why church attendance serves as 

an important factor of religiosity. First, the attendance of worship services deems 

important for the transmission of religious beliefs and principles that in turn help to 

formulate morals and values. Here, fundamental religious doctrines and virtues are 

embedded in sermons, hymns, and congregational prayers all of which are part of the 

typical worship service. Hence it is believed that the confidence people experience in 

religious settings increases the extent to which people participate [and continue to 

participate] in religious rituals (Krause & Hayward, 2014). Second, Krause (2008) 

maintained that religious principles are also transmitted and reinforced informally 

through spiritual support exchanged among church members. However, in order for this 

to take place, individuals must come in contact with individuals who could potentially 

become support providers. An interesting aspect to this theory continues with an 

explanation that two people coming in contact with each other does not necessarily 

secure an automatic spiritual connection. It is instead the coming to church on a regular 

basis and developing a relational history from regular contact with one another that 
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serves as important for successful outcomes to encourage these relationships. Hence as 

trust develops from interactions with the same members on a regular basis, spiritual 

support is more likely to take root when both parties feel comfortable enough to discuss 

spiritual issues with one another (McFadden et al., 2003). As a result, it is believed that 

regular church attendance helps to foster healthy relationships.  

 Respectively emerging are variations in the types of religiosity given the variety 

of religious and spiritual acts and the recognized complexity that research has uncovered 

concerning religious participation. In lieu of these observations, many scholars argue that 

there is no single index or scale that adequately represents the construct of religiosity. 

Instead there are guidelines which are able to govern empirically validated measures of 

religious involvement for use in research (Taylor et al., 2014). Defining these measures is 

viewed as an advancement in the field of religion as these are being used to conduct 

research on small and large-scale studies. Most common are understandings of religiosity 

viewed on three comprehensive indicators- organizational, non-organizational, and 

subjective. Organizational religiosity is defined as activities and behaviors that occur 

inside the context of a church, mosque, or other religious setting (Taylor et al., 2011). 

Examples may include service attendance, membership involvement, or participation in 

auxiliary groups. Non-organizational religiosity is defined as religious expressions or 

behaviors that occur outside of a religious setting (Taylor et al., 2011). These examples 

may include private prayer, reading religious materials, and listening to religious 

television or radio. Lastly, subjective religiosity is defined as feeling close to God, the 

importance of religion, and being religiously minded (Emblen, 1992).  This concept is 
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most commonly linked to spirituality and feelings developed within individual 

perspectives (Fincham et al., 2011).  

Religion and Family Life 

 Further precepts and beliefs about religiosity center on the relationships among 

religion, marriage, and family life. Hence, new directions in the psychology of religion 

are involving more in-depth analysis on how this phenomenon impacts varying family 

systems including marriage, divorce, fertility, educational attainment, infidelity, crime, 

and even drug and alcohol consumption (Marks & Dollahite, 2011). Of particular interest 

is the positive effects that religion seems to have on interpersonal familial relationships. 

For example, research has shown that divorce rates are lower and marital satisfaction and 

quality scores are highest among religiously involved couples. Likewise, certain family-

level religious practices including family scripture study, family prayer, and family 

rituals have been linked with overall family satisfaction and closeness (Marks et al., 

2012). Therefore, families involved in religious communities may reflect and enhance 

more traditional orientations toward family issues which may in turn be beneficial in 

promoting better family cohesion and healthier functioning.  

 Religious rituals are also noted as having favorable impacts on the dynamics of 

families.  For instance, Ellison et al. (2010) stated that in connection with religious rituals 

and practices, shared religious activities may contribute to intimacy and commitment 

within marriages by facilitating a unique pathway to family unity. Hence, it is suggested 

that families who incorporate religious rituals into their lifestyles may enjoy richer unions 

more so than others. Religion is also thought to have beneficial effects on parent-child 
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functioning. For example, Marks and Dollahite (2011) suggested that religious 

conversations were emotionally positive for both youth and parents when these 

conversations focused on the child’s needs and interests. Hence, youth reported 

conversations relating to peers, dating, family, media, school, politics, and current issues 

to be interesting and engaging and enjoyed discussing religion with their parents.  As 

such, religion can be viewed as a collective belief system and worldview that families can 

share to provide sacred, meaningful family rituals and practices that unify couple and 

parental relationships (Marks & Dollahite, 2011). Further implications also examine 

religious rituals as behavioral monitoring mechanisms used to enhance positive 

relationships. For example, regular church attendance and participation may provide 

single adults with positive role models to set trends for future marital relationships 

(Burdette et al., 2012).  Therefore, living out these doctrines related to family life 

becomes not only beneficial to the participants but beneficial to the entire religious 

community by enhancing and promoting positive social standards.  

 As research continues to support the notion that religion helps families, many 

faith-based partnerships are evolving designs to incorporate religion and spirituality 

within relationship enhancement programs (Hurt et al., 2012).  For example, as research 

denotes an increase in Marriage and Relationship Education (MRE) in the United States, 

more of these services are adopting religious components to help couples communicate 

and problem-solve in the context of their spiritual beliefs (Vaterlaus et al., 2015).  

Similarly, programs such as the Prevention and Relationship Enhancement Program 

(PREP) documented as having strong empirical foundations are increasingly 
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incorporating prayer as ways to calm couples and help them focus before, during, and 

after conflicts (Hurt et al., 2012). Terms such as Prayer Focused Programs (PFPs) are 

also becoming more synonymous within the marriage and relationship education 

community likewise incorporating a strong emphasis on prayer. As such, the emphasis is 

not only on marriage and relationship enhancement, but includes the particulars of 

learning how and why to pray for a loved one. Therefore, the suggestion that providing a 

spiritual framework for marriage and relationship education for those who share religious 

beliefs reinforces key processes for prevention and intervention to include listening, 

enhancing satisfaction, and developing specific intentions to show love and care for one’s 

partner (Beach et al., 2011).   

 A closing aspect of religion and family life examines covenant marriages as 

increasingly becoming the norm for many American families. With religions 

involvements often viewed as the rightful effort designed to provide marital enhancement 

to strengthen families, research has determined potential advantages for marriages 

disseminated within spiritual and religious contexts (Beach et al., 2011). Covenant 

marriages are intended to strengthen marital commitments by discouraging divorce and 

preparing couples for the challenges of marital responsibility (Popenoe, 1999). These 

marriages have a strong religious undertone, hence are believed to provide more stable 

marital unions over time.  

 Covenant marriage was first legislated in 1997 in Louisiana allowing couples to 

choose between two legal marital regimes- the first being the standard no-fault divorce 

and the second being the more restrictive covenant marriage (Jones, 2014).  According to 
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research, what differentiates covenant marriages from traditional marriages is that 

covenant marriages require pre-and post- marital counseling, notarized affidavits in 

which spouses discuss their sexual, relationship, family, physical and mental health 

histories prior to marriage, and setting fault-based limits on divorce based on these 

disclosures. Hence themes of religious structure are upheld in the institutional structure of 

the marriage as well as within the union itself (Sanchez, Nock, Wright, & Gager, 2002). 

The significance of covenant marriages boasts benefits for persons entering into this type 

of union. For example, couples who choose covenant marriage are deemed half as likely 

to divorce compared to standard marriage partners with even higher rates for couples 

engaged in religious participation (Jones, 2014). Similarly, couples who elect covenant 

marriages rather than standard marriages report being more religious, having less 

disruptive courtship histories, and better marital communication skills overall (Sanchez et 

al., 2002). Hence one can speculate that the supportive benefits of marriage tied to 

religious institutions and practices produces more resilience in couples due to the buffers 

that religiosity provides.   

Factors of Religious Participation   

 Religion has at least three dimensions identified to warrant scholars’ attention: 

practice stemming from influences of personal and family religious experiences; faith 

community stemming from examining the church as a framework for personal and family 

life, and belief stemming from confidence that God relates with individuals, their 

marriages, and their families (Marks et al., 2008). Hence in-depth studies of religion and 

family are suggested as a means to uncover various insights into how these correlations 
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support families in numerous ways. To support this claim, examining factors in religious 

contexts can be utilized to gain further insight into religious participation of families 

(Marks et al., 2012).  As such, variables have been identified in research that influences 

patterns of religious participation on an independent level.  Most common are emerging 

themes based on gender, age, region, denomination, marital status, education, 

socioeconomic status, and race. This section will incorporate the discussion of varying 

research studies and their inferences regarding these factors.  

Gender. Gender implications of religious participation are evident in Taylor’s et 

al. (2011) study examining religious participation and subjective religiosity among older 

African Americans and African oriented Caribbeans.  The sample size of 6,082 

individuals included several demographic variables such as gender. Findings showed that 

gender was significantly associated with self-rated religiosity and self-rated spirituality 

among participants who were 42 years of age and older. Further examinations of research 

likewise concluded that women regardless of race or age consistently reported higher 

levels of religious participation and attended services more frequently than men. Another 

study by Taylor et al. (2014) suggested that women are more likely to identify with a 

religious denomination, have higher rates of service attendance, identify as being a 

member of a church, participate more often in congregational activities, read religious 

materials, participate in private prayer, and request prayer from others more so than men 

In the same way, women were thought to be more open to discussing their problems in a 

religious setting, more willing to seek counsel for these concerns, and self-rate 

themselves as highly religious more often than men did (Brown et al., 2008).    
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Jones (2014) examined Christian marriages to determine if these marriages 

reduced depressive symptom disparities among African American and Caucasian 

spouses. This quantitative study sampled 475 newly married couples residing in 

Louisiana. Results determined that marriages based on religious orientations did lower 

depressive symptoms among wives, but did not lower depressive symptoms among 

husbands. Therefore, it was suggested that women may stand to benefit psychologically 

from religions participation more so than men based on responses from this sample group 

(Jones, 2014).   

 In a focus group designed specifically for men to enhance their marriages, Hurt et 

al. (2012) identified barriers to participation in an effort to explain why men participated 

less frequently in religious activities than women did. Twelve men were recruited to 

share their views about the program.  Results yielded that men in particular were 

frequently taught that engaging in help-seeking behaviors such as seeking counsel 

concerning life’s difficulties portrays a sign of weakness in being unable to solve their 

own problems.  It was also determined that as a result, many men were hesitant about 

participating in these types of services for fear of admitting a need for assistance (Taylor, 

Chatters, & Jackson, 2007). 

 Age. Age has been found to have significant associations with religious 

involvement. For example, the study by Krause and Hayward (2014) examining religious 

involvement, practical wisdom, and self-related health determined that older age was 

positively associated with service attendance, frequency of congregational activities, 

reading religious materials, private prayer, the importance of religion stemming from 
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childhood, believing it important to take children to religious services, and perceived 

closeness with other church-going individuals. Taylor et al. (2014) showed that older 

individuals were more likely to report having a current religious denomination and less 

likely to report never attending religious services than their younger counterparts. This 

quantitative study examined 773 households.  Further research implications suggested 

that older people who go to church more often tended to be more optimistic, thus 

reducing risks of developing mental or physical ailments. This optimism is thought to be 

largely based on the spiritual support received from fellow church members as people 

who are in late-life feel a sense of belonging and in turn are highly revered and respected 

within their church community (Krause & Hayward, 2014).  

 Region. Research suggests implications of religious practices based on 

geographical location within the United States.  For example, significant regional 

differences suggest that respondents who resided in the southern hemisphere of the 

United States reported higher levels of religious participation than their non-southern 

counterparts (Phillips et al., 2012).  Similarly, a study by Marks and Dollahite (2011) 

examining correlations and meanings of religious processes found that southerners in 

general had higher levels of religious participation in terms of frequency of 

congregational activities, private prayer, and requests for prayer than did respondents 

residing in the Northeast, North Central, and Western regions of the United States.  The 

study examined 184 families (445 individuals) characterized by religious diversity, 

ethnicity, and religious commitment.  Even more so prevalent were findings comparing 

rural and urban southerners revealing higher levels of religiosity for rural southerners in 
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the likelihood of being an official member of their church, reading religious materials 

more frequently, and feeling that religion was important to their childhood (Taylor et al., 

2014).  Still, in comparison with other regions in the country, the South is believed to 

have more churches, a greater number of people affiliated with churches, and churches 

more frequently attended overall (Silk, 2005).    

 Denomination. Denominational differences have been identified as significant in 

determining religious participation. For example, a quantitative study by Ellison et al. 

(2010) examining race, ethnicity, religion, and relationship quality among working-age 

adults sampled 1,387 participants and revealed that respondents with no current 

denomination had higher levels of religious non-involvement, and lower levels of 

religious participation. Differences had likewise been found for Baptists, Pentecostals, 

and Catholics. As compared to Baptists, it was revealed that Pentecostals typically 

attended religious services and participated in congregational activities more frequently, 

were more likely to be church members, read religious materials more frequently, 

requested prayer from others more frequently, and felt that religion and spirituality 

played an important role in daily life (Taylor et al., 2014).  Similarly, a Gallop Poll 

surveyed by Newport (2006) consisting of over 11,000 interviews over a four-year period 

suggested that Catholics reported reading religious materials less frequently and having 

lower levels of self-rated religiosity than Baptists, consistent with findings that Baptists 

reported higher levels of religiosity than did Catholics.  

 Marital status. Significant differences in marital status have been determined 

concerning religious participation. A quantitative study in particular by Phillips et al. 
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(2012) examining Caucasian and African American marriages sampled 71 participants 

and determined that individuals who were married were significantly more likely to 

attend religious services. Similarly, individuals who were currently in first marriages 

reported having higher levels of religious participation (Taylor et al., 2014). A different 

quantitative study by Cutrona et al. (2011) examined relationship stability among midlife 

couples. Interviews were completed with 889 families and it was found that couples 

participating in cohabiting relationships attended religious services and participated in 

congregational activities less frequently, were less likely to be church members, read 

religious materials less frequently, and reported feeling less close to God. Explanations 

offered suggest that couples in cohabitating relationships may feel stigmatized or guilty 

for residing together and not being married as this type of behavior is typically frowned 

upon within the church community. Since many religious teachings commonly promote 

the importance and sanctity of marriage and family, many assume there to be a level of 

social stigma associated with not being married (Taylor et al., 2007).   

 Concerning unmarried individuals, Taylor’s et al. (2011) study concluded that 

married respondents reported higher levels of religiosity and spirituality than respondents 

who were single, separated, divorced, or widowed. It was also identified that married 

respondents read religious materials, requested prayer more frequently, and reported 

higher levels of self-related spirituality than their unmarried counterparts (Taylor et al., 

2014). According to Clarkwest (2006), identifying as never married, divorced or 

separated may represent devalued statuses that may in turn evoke negative sanctions and 

stigmas from others since the church in general tends to place a high emphasis on the 
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importance of marriage.  Hence, Jones’ (2014) findings regarding Christian marriage 

found that unmarried individuals who fell into these categories may place lower emphasis 

on the importance of religion and spirituality. Another observation by Vaterlaus et al. 

(2015) demonstrated that social networks within the church were organized around 

church programs focusing on marital and family relationships. As such, married 

individuals participated in these activities to share in the investment of religious concerns 

with their spouses.  Hence individuals who were unmarried may not have found interest 

in being religiously involved as these programs were not catered to their lifestyles (Jones, 

2014).  

 Education. Differences in educational attainment have been linked to levels of 

religious participation. For example, Taylor’s et al. (2011) study on religious 

participation determined education to be negatively associated with the importance of 

religion, self-rated religiosity, and spirituality but positively associated with the 

frequency of reading religious materials. Hence, individuals with higher levels of 

education were less likely to participate in religious services and identify themselves as 

religious but were more likely to read religious materials. An explanation suggests that 

individuals with higher levels of education have experienced higher levels of literacy, and 

individuals with lower levels of education have experienced restricted education practices 

(Chatters et al., 2008).  This correlates with Taylor and Chatters’ (2011) findings that 

individuals with lower levels of education were associated with watching religious 

broadcasts on television and listening to religious broadcasts on the radio more so than 

reading religious materials.  
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 Cutrona et al. (2011) in examining relationship stability determined that 

individuals with lower levels of education tended to report higher levels of religious 

participation and spirituality than did their counterparts. This is thought to be due to 

findings of prior works suggesting that lower levels of education were associated with the 

use of religious coping strategies (Chatters et al., 2008). In other words, as a lack of 

education is typically associated with producing lower incomes, limited family resources, 

and increasing vulnerabilities for individuals and families, those facing education barriers 

are more likely to turn to religious participation as an encouragement tool to better cope 

with life’s circumstances. On the contrary, those with higher levels of education are more 

likely to have higher income levels and are less likely to use religion to cope with 

problems perhaps due to lower financial strains and higher qualities of life (Conner & 

Donnellan, 2007).  

 Socioeconomic status. Significant differences within socioeconomic status of 

individuals are determined to affect religious participation. Taylor’s et al. (2011) study 

examining religious participation determined that over the last 15 years, the National 

Survey of American Life (NSAL) has reported tremendous advancements of data 

interpretations regarding characteristics of household income. These interpretations are 

now inclusive of variables such as education, home ownership, and employment status to 

allow for more in-depth analysis. It is believed that these inclusions provide more 

accurate pictures of relationships between income and religiosity. As such, previous 

research established a number of socioeconomic factors as correlates or predictors of 

quality of life (Amato, Johnson, Booth, & Rogers, 2003). Hence individuals who 
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experience greater poverty are more so at risk for experiencing lower quality of life. 

These factors provide explanations for variations in religious practices. For example, 

Ellison et al. (2010) determined that individuals with lower levels of income reported 

higher levels of religiosity and spirituality. Similarly, additional research regarding 

socioeconomic factors determined that religiosity and spirituality were oftentimes used as 

tools for dealing with social disenfranchisement (Jackson & Steward, 2003).  On the 

contrary, higher income respondents were observed as less likely to read religious 

materials, watch religious television programs, engage in prayer, request prayer from 

others, indicate that religion was important in childhood, and endorse the importance of 

taking children to religions services (Taylor et al., 2011). Likewise, persons with higher 

incomes were less likely to view religion or spirituality as being important in their lives 

and reported lower levels of both self-rated religiosity and self-rated spirituality. Again, 

these findings are consistent with the possibility that high socioeconomic status has 

positive effects on overall well-being and perceptions of quality of life; therefore, the 

supports received through religious practices are not as imperative for inclusion in 

everyday life functioning.  

 Race. Race is a consistent factor in showing religious participation among 

individuals. As such, meaningful associations have been determined within these 

indicators. Of greatest significance are the religious affiliations among African 

Americans compared to those of other racial and ethnic orientations. Literature on 

African American religion indicates that African Americans exhibit significantly higher 

levels of religious attendance, congregational involvement, non-organizational religious 
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practices, and doctrinal beliefs than do Whites from similar backgrounds (Ellison et al., 

2010). Correspondingly, a study by Clarkwest (2006) examining premarital 

characteristics determined that African Americans were much more likely than other 

groups to have greater levels of religiosity and attend church services weekly. This is 

thought to stem from the protective buffering benefits of religion among African oriented 

faith-based communities. For example, it has been determined that African American 

congregations generally provide more social service programs that address mental health 

strains as well as economic and social structural disadvantages compared to White 

congregations (Jones, 2014). Similarly, African American congregations and clergy often 

exhibited broad concerns and involvement in the lives of their church members and 

families (Ellison et al., 2010). As such, religious resources are viewed as vital in helping 

the community cope with major crises and chronic stressors.  

 Of similar comparison are links between religious participation for Hispanic 

populations. For example, an increase in distinctive religious cultures of Latinos 

determines that Hispanics express higher levels of religiosity than do Caucasians 

(Burdette et al., 2012). Accounts for these findings suggest that religion can be helpful in 

protecting Hispanics from assimilating into underground economies, drug use, infidelity, 

and violent ways of life found in many low-income communities (Ellison et al., 2010). 

Likewise, the social support received from religious institutions may deem to be more 

valuable for Hispanics than for Whites as these populations are discussed to be more 

prone to experiencing poverty, discrimination, and disorder in their lives. Hence, the link 
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between religious participation and quality of life are thought to be similar for Hispanics 

and African Americans.   

Religion and African Americans 

  Beyond the scope of religion, an ecological perspective permits the examination 

of positive and negative effects of factors at the societal, community, family, and 

individual levels that structure the functioning of African American families (Hill, 1999).  

Hence ecological frameworks can help identify the impact of external forces in the large 

society on the structure and functioning of African American families.  

 One of the most significant efforts of implementing ecological approaches 

specifically to African American families’ centers on studies by Billingsley (1968) in 

which African American families were demonstrated as social subsystems mutually 

interacting with subsystems within the African American community as well as in 

subsystems within the majority of White society. Here, Bilingsley’s (1968) system model 

depicts separate combined effects on family functioning and categorizes them into three 

distinct subsystems: (a) internal subsystems in families to include intra-household 

interactions involving husbands and wives, parents and children, siblings and other 

relatives, and non-relatives; (b) external subsystems in the African American community 

to include schools, churches, peer groups, social clubs, African American businesses, 

neighborhood associations, and other community-based groups; and (c) external 

subsystems in the wider society to include societal forces and institutional policies in the 

areas of economics, technology, politics, education, health, welfare, law, culture, religion, 

and media (Hill, 1999). Billingsley (1992) later concluded that interactions between 
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family subsystems and external subsystems are in-fact reciprocal interactions to dismiss 

assumptions that these relationships are unidirectional [navigating from external 

subsystems to family subsystems]. Hence Billingsley’s (1968) efforts of using ecological 

and systems formulations are credited as being one of several efforts by social scientists 

to use frameworks for examining family functioning and for adapting this framework 

explicitly for the study of African American families (Hill, 1999).  

 Ecological perspectives such as the aforementioned have helped shaped research 

in understanding why religion and religious institutions are an important component in 

the lives of many African Americans. As research has determined a decline in 

congregational memberships in the United States over the last 20 years, it is noted that 

African American churches continue to report gains growing by 10% between the years 

2000 and 2010 (Roozen, 2011). As of 2011, it was documented that 53% of African 

Americans reported attending religious services once a week or more often and 76% 

reported praying at least daily or more often (Beach et al., 2011).  Hence, research 

supports that African Americans may be more religiously active than persons from other 

racial and ethnic groups. African American churches likewise continue to be a central 

institution in the lives of many African American communities. To better understand this 

phenomenon, scholars offer theoretical contexts linking religiosity and spirituality with 

historical references deemed important to account for the evolution of many African 

American individuals and families.  

 Throughout American history, the African American church has occupied a 

distinctive position in the lives of many African Americans as the traditional institutional 
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core of the community (Phillips et al., 2012). Facing racial discrimination and 

persecutions from slavery, African Americans were exposed to restrictions of economic 

opportunities, discrediting of their identities, and forced to succumb to social practices 

and policies which encouraged and legitimized social inequality.  Hence, scholars argued 

that historic African American denominations and churches typically emerged as a result 

of conflicts within the larger Caucasian religious institutions in which African Americans 

were embedded (Taylor et al., 2014). As such, this movement resulted in complete 

physical and institutional separation from the larger group, thus enhancing the 

development of independent African American churches particularly in free states. 

Categorized as “parallel institutions” or “invisible churches,” African American churches 

existed outside of civil sanctions and beyond scrutiny of White religious authorities. 

Unbeknownst to slaveholders, these “secret” societies and establishments organized by 

slaves on plantations grew and emerged to become religious institutions and social 

welfare societies allowing African Americans to develop their own distinct style of 

worship while cultivating their own Christian beliefs particularly suited and responsive to 

their life circumstances (Brown et al., 2008).   

 Current research today such as Vaterlaus’ et al. (2015) study on help-seeking for 

martial problems places emphasis on how African American institutions have been 

amazingly adaptive in terms of continuing with traditional elements of religiosity and 

viewing the church as major supports for individuals, families, and communities. 

However, this is not surprising given the protective strategies that religion is believed to 

encompass specifically within intimate relationships. For example, Brown et al. (2008) 
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determined that religiosity is able to provide increased coping and well-being during 

stressful life events. More specifically, Brown et al. (2008) argued that interactions with 

religious networks and internalizing religious beliefs allow individuals to effectively deal 

with stress. These implications are significant for African Americans and often time 

support strong religious affiliations. For instance, a study by Jagers et al. (2007) 

examining depressive symptoms within a community deduced higher levels of depressive 

symptoms among African Americans when compared to Caucasians. To account for 

these differences, variances in sociodemographic and psychosocial factors were noted. 

Universal studies have proposed that African Americans tend to experience greater social 

and economic challenges than Whites (Marks & Dollahite, 2011).  Likewise, the personal 

effects of prejudice and discrimination are still very much prevalent in African American 

lives often disguised in the form of subtle racism, inequality, and biasness. Hence, it is 

observed that African Americans are more likely to be involved with and to positively 

benefit from religious and faith community involvement than most American groups 

(Phillips et al., 2012).   

 Early sociologists such as DuBois (1898), Johnson (1934), Drake and Clayton 

(1945), Lewis (1957), and Frazier (1974) conducted pioneering studies on the role of the 

African American church as a central feature of group life (Billingsley & Caldwell, 

1991).  As then and still today, African American churches continue to hold allegiances 

in large numbers and exert profound influence over individual behavior. Hence, the 

benefits of religious participation for African Americans may go beyond merely 

providing spiritual supports for individuals involved.  For example, African American 
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parents, children, leaders, and organizations of African American churches have been in 

the forefront of efforts designed to create a better quality of life for its members and for 

the community (Billingsley & Caldwell, 1991).  Likewise, earlier studies on the African 

American church revealed the importance of community outreach to convey stability and 

conventionality of family relations within African American subcultures (George, 

Richardson, Lakes-Matyas, & Blake, 1989).  For instance, in researching the strengths of 

African American families, Hill (1999) found that the early African American church is 

highly credited in historical contexts as being in the forefront of creating numerous 

institutions for African Americans including banks, insurance companies, credit unions, 

hospitals, low-income housing, orphanages, and homes for the elderly. African American 

churches are also responsible for establishing colleges for African American youths. In 

addition, many scholars categorize the African American church as being responsible for 

developing the first self-help societies in African American communities (Hill, 1999).   

African American Marriages 

 Research suggests that many studies concerning African American marriages are 

generally limited to literature disproportionately focused on negative relationship 

processes (Vaterlaus et al., 2015). Correlations such as problematic and pathological are 

often-time associated with African American marital outcomes. Research findings such 

as Phillips et al. (2012) reported on enduring marriages are distinguishing that historical 

understandings of marital quality among African American married couples have been 

limited to research literature dominated by studies on Caucasian middle-class families 

resulting in disproportionate focuses of negative relationship processes of African 
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Americans (Fincham et al., 2011). However, many African Americans experience well-

functioning marriages to include healthy marital adjustments, happiness, and satisfaction. 

The concern nonetheless is that little research exists to determine the direct and indirect 

associations of marital quality among African Americans (Marks et al., 2008).  

 Conclusions determine that protective factors are distinct and play an important 

role in marital sustainability for African Americans. Hence given the historical 

importance of the church in the African American community, research warrants an 

understandable interest in the role of religion in African American marriages (Fincham et 

al., 2011). A large scale quantitative study by Philips et al. (2012) examining enduring 

marriages determined that African Americans who were married were significantly more 

likely to attend religious services. Results found religiosity to be associated with better 

quality marital interactions and lower levels of marital conflict. One speculation about 

this phenomenon examines Lewis and Spainer’s (1979) ecological model of marriage to 

frame studies of happy, enduring African American marriages. The theory identifies three 

different levels of resources or means that speculatively influence marital well-being and 

may offer insight into African American subcultures. Inclusive in these levels are 

individual, interpersonal, and social and economic perceptions.   

 Individual level resources. Lewis and Spainer (1979) indicated that individual 

perceptions are significant in terms of shedding insight on meanings and motivations 

related to marriage. These individual perceptions are based on means viewed as attributes 

and characteristics indicative of a person’s ability to sustain a marriage. Common factors 

that may affect individual resources include education; communication skills; and mental, 
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emotional, and physical health (Marks et al., 2008). But what does this mean for African 

Americans? According to Phillips et al. (2012), although these findings do begin to 

outline the importance of understanding individual meanings and motivations behind 

marriage sustainability, they are not necessarily culturally representative. In other words, 

research suggests that regrettably little continues to be known about the meaning of 

marriage for African American men and woman and most importantly about the specific 

elements thought to form and sustain their marital commitments (Phillips et al., 2012).  

 Interpersonal level resources. Interpersonal resources in marriage can be 

conceptualized as positive emotions, feelings, and attitudes that are created between 

spouses as they interact across time (Goodwin, 2003). Of particular interest are insights 

into interactions that play a role in stable African American marriages. For example, 

research suggests that African American couples who have stronger roles in sharing their 

experiences are more stable than those who have a weaker role in sharing their 

orientations (Marks et al., 2008). Hence, a strong contender for enduring African 

American marriages is thought to be represented when couples take an egalitarian 

approach toward role sharing in allocating family and household responsibilities. A 

common interpersonal concern however for African American couples according to 

Goodwin (2003) centers on insufficient trust. As such, research concerning family 

dynamics indicates that a lack of trust prevents marital formations and contributes to 

marital dissolution. This warrants a need for scholars to determine how trust is created 

and maintained across time (Marks et al., 2008). Within the scope of most African 

American research, this question remains unanswered. Therefore, as with individual 
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levels of resources and barriers, research suggests that insights into interpersonal levels of 

stable African American marriages continue to lack evidentiary supports (Phillips et al., 

2012).  

 Social and economic level resources. A longitudinal study by Veroff, Douvan, 

and Hatchett (1995) regarding marital instability examining 373 couples found that a key 

social resource noted in stable African American marriages is faith-community 

involvement. In this study, enduring African American marriages were predicted by the 

husband’s church attendance as well as by religious compatibility in the marriage. 

Similar findings suggested that African American couples who remained in stable 

marriages for seven or more years were far more likely to speak of religion as compared 

to their White counterparts (Marks et al., 2008). Therefore, the importance of African 

American faith communities seems to matter in terms of attributing to healthy marriages. 

Similarly, social and economic factors indicated that African American couples face 

numerous socioeconomic barriers to marital stability including lack of educational and 

employment opportunities, imbalanced gender ratios, and limited mate availability. 

However, these obstacles are not always indicative of predicting marital failures. For 

example, a study by Edin and Reed (2005) examining barriers to marriage among the 

disadvantaged determined that for low-income African Americans, marriage served as a 

symbolism of great value and was deemed as a high formal recognition of success. 

Veroff et al. (1995) likewise found that regarding African American and Caucasian race 

comparisons in marriage, there were very few differences between the groups. However, 

the few differences noted are in-fact significant. Unfortunately, insight into these 
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differences continues to lack validation within African American research. Hence it is 

vital to determine what these differences are and how they play significant roles in the 

effects of marriage within cultural differences.   

 Conclusions drawn are that influences of individual, interpersonal, and social 

economic factors of African American persons and marriages are often intertwined with 

religion, and that religion-related factors seem to have more potent and beneficial 

influences on African American individuals and families more so than they do on 

mainstream Americans (Phillips et al., 2012).  Still most importantly, with respect to 

African American marriages, factors continue to determine gaps in research in terms of 

understanding strength-based orientations of sustaining healthy marital outcomes.  

Summary 

 Interests in research on the topic of religion have increased over the years due to 

heightened interest in the positive attributes associated with behavioral and psychological 

outcomes. Likewise, findings have been found that religion matters to many American 

families (Marks et al., 2012). Theories of religion discuss perceptions viewed by 

individuals in determining psychological, sociological, and even biological outcomes of 

human development. Frameworks of religion examine roles of religiosity and spirituality 

and delve deeper into the social constructs of religious participation.  

 Further principles of religiosity center on the relationship between religion, 

marriage, and family life. As such, families who participate in regular religious activities 

are noted as having favorable outcomes. To support families, many faith-based 
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partnerships are evolving to incorporate religion and spiritual elements into enrichment 

and educational programs.  

 As increased interests in religion continue to warrant scholar’s attention, 

examining how religious themes in varying contexts provide further insight into 

understanding individual and familial religious participation. These contexts also help to 

suggest why religion is an important component in the lives of many African Americans. 

Conclusions drawn speak to the influences that religion has on African American persons 

and marriages, but indicate gaps within research in terms of understanding strength-based 

orientations within this subculture.   

 This literature review has focused on factors examining the wider scope of 

religion on a national scale and how these influences in turn affect African American 

relational functioning. Many studies revealed that strong religious orientations and 

spirituality are major contributors to enhancing the resilience of African American 

individuals and families (Hill, 1999). Hence, the goal of this research is to contribute to 

literature related to professional and personal attitudes towards African American 

marriages and to provide a framework and resources for enhancing these relationships.  
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of this study was to explore if, how, and why organizational religion 

helps African American couples sustain healthy marriages. It was guided by qualitative 

research based primarily on Creswell’s (2013) qualitative design approach. This chapter 

provides a detailed methodology for this study. Points of interest relevant to this study 

includes couples’ perceptions of their marriages, the longevity of these marriages, and 

specifically how church participation affects these marriages. As many examinations of 

research conclude that relatively little is known about factors that contribute to 

relationship satisfaction and stability among African Americans, this study deemed 

beneficial in providing insight for family science practitioners and professionals.  

The researcher was a doctoral student at Texas Woman’s University in Denton, 

Texas. This researcher understood that she was a major instrument of data collection and 

analysis and deemed herself as credible in qualitative research design (Creswell, 2013). 

This research was funded by means of the researcher’s personal finances. Professional 

colleagues assisting with this research were voluntary. The researcher was given approval 

by the designated research site at North Dallas Community Bible Fellowship Church to 

utilize their establishment for research purposes (Appendix A).   

 Small group interviews were conducted on separate occasions with eighteen 

participants and individual interviews were conducted at separate occasions with six 

participants. The study utilized a phenomenological approach describing the meaning of 
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participants’ lived experiences as a concept or phenomenon (Creswell, 2007). The 

concept was to describe what all participants of this study had in common as they 

experienced their interviews. These experiences spoke to the universal essence of the 

study’s purpose (Creswell, 2007). According to Creswell (2013), the phenomenological 

approach differs from other qualitative approaches in that the phenomenon identified is a 

human experience. Here, the researcher collected data from persons who have 

experienced the phenomenon to develop a composite description for all individuals. 

Hence for this study, outcomes consisted of “what” individuals experienced and “how” 

they experienced it relating to their marital perceptions. The different data collection 

methods used of observation, small group, and individual interviews triangulated the data 

to compensate for methodological limitations, support the data, and increased credibility 

(Creswell, 2013). Likewise, the use of “overlapping methods” such as small group and 

individual interviews supported the dependability of the data being collected (Marshall & 

Rossman, 2016). To further triangulate the data, couples completed a participation survey 

relating to their involvement in programs offered by the Marriage Ministry of their 

church. According to Creswell (2013), opportunities should likewise be seized to 

examine documents disclosed from actual interviews or small groups as these can shed 

more light on the behavior of the people in question. Following member interviews, four 

church leaders and/or administrators who supported and affiliated with these participants 

were individually interviewed. Hence, the investigator was able to draw conclusions from 

users of information services (couples) and the professionals who delivered these services 
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(church leaders/administrators) through triangulating different data sources (Creswell, 

2013).  

   Each interview was audiotaped, transcribed, and analyzed for themes. To ensure 

the data had been captured accurately, member checking and peer debriefing occurred 

between the researcher and two professional colleagues. This ensured that analyses were 

grounded in the data (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). The researcher also examined 

previous research findings to assess the degree to which this project’s results were 

congruent with those of past studies. To capture dependability of the study, the researcher 

discussed the research design and its implementation, the operational detail of data 

gathering, and the reflective appraisal of the research project outlined. These sections are 

addressed in the sampling methodology, ethical and political considerations, data 

collection methods, and data analysis procedures. This process enables a future 

researcher to repeat the work of this study for differing analysis and to utilize this 

research design as a “prototype model” (Creswell, 2013).  

Sampling Methodology 

 Purposive sampling techniques were used to achieve representativeness or 

typicality of the individuals selected. This rationale was based on the assumption that a 

small sample size systematically selected for typicality and homogeneity provided more 

confidence that conclusions drawn represented the average members of the population 

than would sampling the same size utilizing random or accidental variations (Maxwell, 

2008).  The study included nine African American couples who have been married five 

years or longer. Both first-time marriages as well as individuals who were re-married 



46  

were considered for participation. Heterosexual couples were the interest of this study 

and ranged from 18+ years of age. Participants identified as Christian participating in 

organized religion, i.e. attending church services at least once a week. Participants 

resided in the Dallas/Fort Worth area within the state of Texas in the United States and 

were members or affiliates of a local North Texas church. The study site represented “the 

African American church” discussed prolifically in literature as leading efforts to create 

better quality lives for its members and for the community (Billingsley & Caldwell, 

1991). To gain access into the church organization, a gatekeeper was designated. The 

chosen individual was the pastor of the Equipping Ministry who provides training 

opportunities for ministry. The researcher was introduced to this individual through the 

senior pastor of the church.  

Church Setting 

 The identified church for this study embodied a predominant demographic of 

African American members.  The church’s religious affiliation is non-denominational 

and was estimated to have 7,000+ members inclusive of a large number of couples who 

were married. The church also has a Marriage Ministry providing programs and classes to 

married couples for the purposes of cultivating their relationships. The researcher began 

sampling by recruiting participants via a social media website entitled The Table. This 

website is dedicated to associates of the identified church with the goal of keeping 

members connected. On the website, a link of the recruitment flyer (Appendix B) was 

provided for recruitment of the study. Recruitment flyers were also handed out at the 

church’s physical location and made available for members to give to other 
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acquaintances. The inclusion criteria of the study were included on the recruitment flyer. 

Participants were asked to contact the researcher if they were interested in participating. 

Couples who met the study criteria were invited to participate in the study. The 

researcher fully explained the purpose and process of the study and established rapport 

with the participants in an effort to contribute to more accurate interpretations. Couples 

began by participating in small group interviews and the researcher asked questions to 

encourage discussions to provide differing opinions and points of view. This allowed the 

researcher to identify perceptual trends revealed through careful systematic analysis 

(Krueger & Casey, 2009). The researcher and the participants selected a convenient date, 

time, and location for the small group interviews to take place. Six participants (three 

couples) were selected for the first, second, and third small group interviews accordingly. 

Both members of the couple were in the small group interview. During the small group 

interview, participants were asked to complete a demographic survey (Appendix C). 

Participants were also asked to complete a participation survey (Appendix D) in relation 

to their involvement in church activities and programs sponsored through the church’s 

Marriage Ministry. Interviews took place over a two-week period. Following completion 

of the small group interviews, six participants were contacted to schedule a convenient 

date, time, and location for individual interviews. Participants were picked at random and 

only one member of the couple was involved. The purpose of the individual interviews 

was to permit the researcher to gain further clarity making the study part of an ongoing 

process rather than a single-fixed event (Patton, 1990). Individual interviews took place 

over a three-week period. Once individual interviews were completed, the researcher 



48  

contacted church leaders and administrators to explain the purpose and process of the 

study. Church leaders and administrators were invited to participate in individual 

interviews. Willing participants were interviewed to determine a structural synthesis as a 

means of exploring all possible meanings and divergent perspectives (Patton, 1990). 

Dates, times, and locations were secured and four church leaders/administrators were 

interviewed. Upon completion of all interviews, the researcher triangulated and clustered 

the data around emerging themes to analyze and interpret the findings. The researcher 

also examined church artifacts (Figure 1) pertaining to additional past and present 

educational programs that church members are able to attend.   

Ethical and Political Considerations 

 The researcher took the necessary precautions to ensure that all human 

participants were protected. The research strategy allowed adequate data to be collected 

and considered constrains of time, financial resources, access, and cost to each participant 

and the researcher (Marshall & Rossman, 2016).  The study plan was reviewed by the 

Institutional Review Board of Texas Woman's University to ensure that all guidelines for 

participant protection were followed. Reviewer concerns were addressed. A consent form 

(Appendix E) was provided to each participant that clearly stated the potential risks and 

benefits of participation. The purpose of the research, the research procedures, and the 

process for handling sensitive information were included in the consent form. At the first 

meeting, all important information was verbally discussed with each participant prior to 

signing the consent form. The role of participants and possible role dilemmas were 

considered. The consent form contained the name and phone number of the researcher in 
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the event of questions following the interviews. Participants were allowed to withdraw 

from participation in the study at any time. A referral list of counseling resources 

(Appendix F) was given to each participant if he or she felt the need to further explore 

any discomfort the interviews may have caused. Confidentiality was also assured and 

maintained with a coded filing system in which names did not appear on the surveys or in 

the typed transcripts. Code numbers were used instead of names on all documents and 

these documents were kept in a locked file in the researcher's office.  All identifiable 

research related information will be kept for two years and then will be discarded.  

Informed Consent Procedures 

 The researcher began by verbally explaining the study to participants. This took 

place in a group setting. After a verbal explanation, participants were provided the written 

consent form. The researcher allowed participants to ask questions and addressed each 

question or concern. The researcher ensured that participants understood the research as 

well as the risks and benefits involved by asking and answering questions. Documenting 

the consent form occurred after explaining the research and assessing participant 

comprehension. This involved obtaining the signature of the participant. The researcher 

then explained to participants that the study had been explained and that they freely 

consented to participate. A copy of the signed and dated consent form was given to each 

participant to keep. Signatures were obtained during the first encounter meeting. All 

important information was verbally discussed with each participant prior to signing the 

consent form. The role of participants and possible dilemmas were considered. The consent 

form contained the name and phone number of the researcher in the event of questions 
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following the interviews. Participants were allowed to withdraw from participation in the 

study at any time. Signed consent forms will be locked in a file cabinet in the researcher’s 

home for four years. At the end of the four years, the consent forms will be shredded. 

Copies of consent forms were sent to the Institutional Review Board office at the time of 

closing of the study.  

Data Collection Methods 

 Small group and individual interviews were the central focus of this study using a 

phenomenologically based interviewing approach to gain an in-depth understanding of 

interpersonal relationships. After audio-recording each interview, the researcher 

determined that participants yielded sufficiency and saturation. A general interview guide 

approach was used to ensure that the same general areas of information were collected 

from each interviewee (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). Data was transcribed verbatim and 

analyzed for themes as each interview was completed. Saturation occurred when the 

researcher was no longer learning anything new (Seidman, 2013). The researcher dressed 

in what is commonly referred to as business casual attire for each interview and brought 

two digital recorders, pen, and paper to each interview. At the first meeting, a signed 

copy of the consent form was given to each participant along with a counseling resource 

list should the participant desire outreach services following the interviews. The consent 

form was read, fully explained, and signed prior to the interview. Interviews were 

equated into three separate distinctions- small group interviews, individual interviews, 

and church leader/administrator interviews; however; triangulation of the data was 

deduced from six data points: (1) small group interview responses, (2) individual 
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interview responses, (3) church leader and administrator responses, (4) participation 

surveys, (5) church artifacts, and (6) interviewer’s observations.  

Protocol for Small Group Interviews  

 Upon arrival, participants filled out a name badge. Participants received a 

welcome from the researcher and completed the consent form. As an icebreaker exercise 

to build rapport, participants were asked as a couple to draw a picture that represented 

their marriage. Couples were given the opportunity to share the picture with their group 

and to discuss. Couples were allowed to have the drawing as a keepsake.  

 Small group interview questions. The following questions were asked during 

the small group interviews. Following each interview question, participants were given 

an opportunity to respond.   

1. What does the word “marriage” mean to you?  

2. What does the word “religion” mean to you?  

3. What does it mean to be spiritual?  

4. Over the years of your marriage, have you been involved with your local church? 

If yes, tell me about the types of church services and activities you and your 

spouse attend together.  

5. How has this involvement strengthened your relationship?  

6. How has it presented challenges to your marriage? 

During the interview process, participants were encouraged to speak freely and to ask 

questions if clarification was needed. A snack was provided to participants during the 

interview. Participants were thanked for their participation and to show reciprocity, a gift 
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bag containing a pen, bookmark, key chain, peppermint candy, and notepad was given to 

each participant as an incentive for their participation. Participants were also asked to 

complete a participation survey to gauge their involvement in church extracurricular 

activities.  At the completion of the small group interview, each participant was given a 

list of counseling resources. Participants were asked if the researcher could contact them 

via phone within the next two weeks for follow-up. At such time, discussions were 

continued if needed.  

Protocol for Individual Interviews 

 Through purposive sampling, individuals were chosen to participate in individual 

interviews. These participants were contacted via phone and in person to participate in 

these interviews. Upon arrival, the purpose of the individual interviews was explained to 

participants.   

 Individual interview questions. The following questions were asked during 

individual interviews. Following each interview question, participants were given an 

opportunity to respond.  

1. Tell me if or how your church is a positive support for your marriage.  

2. Do church teachings on marriage help your relationship with your spouse? If so, 

which ones? 

3. How are marriages different for couples who attend church on a regular basis than 

for those who don’t?  

4. Do you regularly talk with your spouse about happenings at your local church? 

What things come to mind?  
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5. What keeps your marriage healthy?  

6. What are the biggest challenges in your marriage?  

7. What helps you and your spouse to grow spiritually? 

A snack was provided to participants during the interview. Participants were given the 

opportunity to ask questions and to add additional information if needed. Participants 

were thanked and asked if they could be contacted in the upcoming weeks for continued 

discussions if needed.  

Protocol for Church Leader/Administrator Interviews 

 Upon completion of individual interviews, church leaders and administrators were 

contacted via phone and in person to participate in individual interviews. Upon arrival, 

participants received a welcome from the researcher and completed the consent form. 

 Church leader/administrator interview questions. The following questions 

were asked during the church leader/administrator interviews.  Following each interview 

question, participants were given an opportunity to respond.   

1. Are couples able to have positive marriages without engaging in regular 

church attendance? Why or why not? 

2. As a church leader, what advice do you give to couples as most important to 

sustaining healthy marriages? 

3. How do you view married couples involved in church leadership? Do you feel 

these couples are more resilient in their marriages than non-leadership 

couples?  

4. What challenges do you think married couples face? 
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5. What makes a marriage resilient?  

6. How important is it for couples to build relationships with other members of 

the congregation? What are the pros or cons for doing so? 

During the interview process, participants were encouraged to speak freely and to ask 

questions if clarification is needed. A snack was provided to participants during the 

interview. Participants were thanked for their participation and to show reciprocity, a gift 

bag containing a pen, bookmark, key chain, peppermint candy, and notepad was given to 

each participant as an incentive for their participation. At the completion of the church 

leader/administrator interview, each participant was given a list of counseling resources. 

Participants were then asked if the researcher could contact them via phone within the 

next couple of weeks for follow-up. At such time, discussions were continued if needed.  

Data Analysis Procedures 

 The church offers various programs and classes to assist married couples in 

cultivating their relationships. As such, a Marriage Ministry exists aimed to assist married 

couples in spiritual growth.  Therefore, the researcher developed a participation survey to 

determine if church participants are utilizing the Marriage Ministry services and 

programs offered to its members. These data were used to draw conclusions for the 

research study. The researcher also conducted document and program analysis of church 

artifacts to examine the place and function of other educational programs offered through 

the church. This rationale supported further triangulation of the data (Bowen, 2009). A 

process of thematic analysis was then used to assess these artifacts with emerging themes 
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becoming the categories for analysis. Coding and category construction was implemented 

based on program characteristics to uncover pertinent themes (Bowen, 2009).   

 All participant interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed verbatim by the 

researcher using a computer-based word processing program. Significant non-verbal 

communication was also noted in the transcripts. The researcher also maintained a 

logbook to note additional follow-up questions, key features of discussion, additional 

comments, and field notes from the participants. Data analysis began immediately 

following the first small group interview. In order to organize and sort the transcripts, the 

data was reduced by highlighting key points to allow the researcher to present the 

interview material, analyze it, and interpret it (Seidman, 2013). Following data reduction, 

the researcher organized excerpts from the transcripts into categories. These categories 

were coded and passages were labeled to fit into these categories. To ensure 

trustworthiness and credibility of the data, the researcher shared the data interpretations 

with participants through member checking. Following member checking, triangulation 

of the data occurred between the researcher and two Family Studies professionals. Both 

professionals have degrees in Family Studies, one with a bachelor’s degree and one with 

a doctorate degree. Emerging themes were collaborated and discussed and peer 

debriefing ensured that the analyses were grounded in the data (Marshall & Rossman, 

2016). The agreed upon themes were then organized into a shared narrative to account for 

the participants' experiences. 
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Identifiable Data 

 At the close of this study, the researcher took the necessary steps to ensure the 

confidentiality of identifiable data. Paper records were shredded. Records stored on the 

computer hard drive were erased using a commercial software application designed to 

remove all data from the storage device.  All audio recordings were physically destroyed.  

Summary 

 The purpose of this qualitative research was to phenomenologically examine if, 

how, and why organizational religion helps African American couples sustain healthy 

marriages. Small group and individual interviews were conducted with each participant.  

A participation survey was developed to determine if participants were utilizing the 

Marriage Ministry services and programs offered to its members. Church artifacts 

relating to additional educational programs and services were examined to determine the 

place and function of these programs. Each data collection method was utilized for data 

triangulation and to draw conclusions relating to the research study. All necessary 

precautions were taken to protect human participants. Each interview was digitally audio-

recorded, transcribed verbatim, and then analyzed for themes. Two family studies 

colleagues facilitated triangulating and debriefing the data and participants member 

checked themes to establish trustworthiness and authenticity. These provisions 

encouraged credibility in determining how congruent the findings were with the 

relevance of the study and promoted confidence that the researcher had accurately 

recorded the phenomena during analysis (Shenton, 2004).  
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CHAPTER IV  

RESULTS 

Introduction 

 The purpose of this study was to gain insight and understanding into the factors 

that contribute to healthy marriages among African American couples. A qualitative 

method combined with a phenomenological research strategy utilizing small group and 

in-depth interviews were used by the researcher to gather descriptive data. This chapter 

reports the findings obtained in the research study including the process of analysis, the 

description of participants, and the presentation of emerging themes.  

 There were 22 total participants in this study. Eighteen participants were married 

couples, and four participants were church leader/administrators. Demographic 

information as well as completing the consent form were collected prior to beginning all 

interviews. Participants also completed a participation survey (Appendix D) to gauge 

their involvement in religious activities in their local church. An initial rapport was 

established during the first 20 minutes prior to audio taping to establish a comfort level.  

Four methods of data collection were accomplished by the researcher engaging 

participants in small group interviews and individual interviews.  Each participant 

responded to a predetermined set of open-ended questions from the researcher. All 

interviews were carried out in a format and time agreed upon by the participant and the 

researcher. All interviews were conducted at the participant’s local church in a 

confidential office located in the counseling suite.  
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 All interviews were audio taped and later transcribed with the consent of each 

participant. Each participant understood the reason for audio recording and agreed to be 

recorded during their interview session. The reasons were outlined in the consent form 

found in Appendix E.  The researcher used a small digital voice recorder with an 

expandable memory card. In addition, the researcher maintained a logbook to note 

additional follow-up questions, key features of discussion, additional comments, and field 

notes.  

 Before each interview, the researcher explained the process of the interview to 

ensure that rapport was still established. Participants appeared comfortable and at ease. 

During each interview, the researcher gauged body language and facial expressions of 

each participant in order to proceed to the next question and to gauge comfort levels. At 

the end of each interview, participants expressed satisfaction and appeared pleased with 

their involvement in the study. 

Data Analysis 

 Four methods of data collection were analyzed in three different phases. The first 

phase included the analysis of church artifacts centering on educational programs that 

church members were able to attend. The second phase included the analysis of 

demographic and participation information relevant to the study. And the third phase 

included the analysis of participant interviews.  These data points will be discussed in 

their collective orders as represented in Figure 1.   
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• Church Programs                 • Demographic Survey             •Small Group     

                                             • Participation Survey             •Individual            

                                                                                           •Church Leader/Administrators 

                           

Fig. 1. Phases of data analysis 

 

 Phase One: Church Artifacts 

 Phase one included the analysis of church artifacts (Figure 1). This analysis was 

inclusive of educational programs at the church that members may attend.  Programs 

were examined over a three-year period with interest in the frequency the programs were 

offered per year.  The researcher examined the church calendar posted on the church’s 

website for years 2015, 2016, and 2017 prospectively in order to obtain these frequencies. 

Programs examined included Adult Sunday School, the Maximize Your Marriage course, 

the Getting Ready for a Lifetime of Love course, the Evangelism-You Can Tell It class, 

the Crown Financial course, The Disciple Bible Study course, Wednesday Night Bible 

Study, and the Hallelujah High Toastmasters series. Eight programs were analyzed with 

data reported in frequencies per year. Results were charted in a Word document. Charted 

documentation for these educational programs are provided in Table 1. Course objectives 

for these programs are also provided in Table 1 generated from descriptors of each course 

listed on the church’s website.  

 

Church 

Artifacts 
Phase 

1 Surveys 
Phase 

2  Interviews 
Phase 

3 
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Table 1 

Analysis of Church Artifacts 

Adult Sunday School 

This class teaches participants key elements on biblical teachings and interpretations and how 

scripture corelates to everyday life.  

2015 (f = 35) 2016 (f = 49) 2017 (f = 54) 

Maximize Your Marriage 

This class teaches married couples and those with the desire to be married practical and 

scriptural approaches towards healthy relationships.  

2015 (f = 0) 2016 (f = 10) 2017 (f = 7) 

Getting Ready for a Lifetime of Love 

This course teaches six steps to prepare for enduring and happy marriages.  

2015 (f = 0) 2016 (f = 0) 2017 (f = 15) 

Evangelism- You Can Tell It 

This class equips participants with clear and simple methods for sharing Christ with others.  

2015 (f = 0) 2016 (f = 1) 2017 (f = 3) 

Crown Financial 

This 11-week course is designed to help participants learn to manage their finances from a 

spiritual aspect.  

2015 (f = 13) 2016 (f = 19) 2017 (f = 26) 

Disciple Bible Study 

This course is designed to train individuals to become followers of Jesus through consistent 

Bible study.  

2015 (f = 0) 2016 (f = 35) 2017 (f = 57) 

Wednesday Night Bible Study 

This class teaches about God through studying scriptures in the Bible.   

2015 (f = 34) 2016 (f = 52) 2017 (f = 4) 

Hallelujah High Toastmasters 

This class helps participants develop their speaking skills and develop leadership abilities 

through evaluations, listening, and mentoring.  

2015 (f = 0) 2016 (f = 19) 2017 (f = 1) 

 

 Emerging themes from church artifacts. The researcher examined church 

artifacts to determine if these educational programs served as a marital support for the 

participants in this study. Of the eight educational programs analyzed, three themes were 
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determined by participant responses to small group, individual, and church 

leader/administrator interview questions. Themes included teaching, enrichment, and 

personal growth and were in support of helping couples with martial achievement and 

sustainability. Further analysis of participant interviews will be presented later on in this 

section reported in documentation of data analysis phase three.  

Teaching.  Participants expressed a strong interest in the teachings they received 

from attending these educational programs at the church. They viewed these teachings as 

practical applications to everyday life. Many participants discussed the teachings learned 

through these programs as specifically applicable to their marriages, i.e. learning their 

roles as husbands and wives, learning how to deal with challenges as a couple. Programs 

offered the most frequently during a calendar year for couples to attend together were 

Adult Sunday School, Disciple Bible Study, and Wednesday Night Bible Study.  

Enrichment.  Participants likewise regarded these educational programs as 

providing enrichment to their martial relationships. In other words, they felt that 

attending these events actually improved the quality of their relationships. These various 

programs accessible through the church offered components beneficial to various facets 

of relationships to include spiritual, marital, and even financial aspects. Hence, 

participants stated the benefits of attending these classes together as feeling like they are 

working towards a common goal in their marriage.  

Personal growth.  Lastly, participants reported that attending these educational 

programs supported their personal growth.  Not only did participants see the relational 

benefits of attending these classes, but also perceived how attending these courses could 
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benefit them on an individual level. Here, personal growth was synonymous with 

spiritual growth in that aspects acquired help participants to become better individuals. In 

other words, the educational programs offered were thought to improve participant’s 

developments and enhance their quality of life.  

Phase 2: Demographic and Participation Characteristics 

 Phase two provides analysis of demographic and participation information 

relevant to the study (Figure 1).  A purposive sampling approach was used to obtain 

participants. In purposive sampling, the rationale is that a small sample size systemically 

selected provides more confidence in conclusions drawn than utilizing random or 

accidental variations (Maxwell, 2008). Table 2 presents demographic information 

specific to the participants and includes ethnicity, gender, age, education level, and 

annual income.  Demographic surveys were completed separately by each participant. All 

participants were African American males and females residing in the United States in 

the Dallas/Fort Worth metropolitan.  Males represented 50% of the sample size (n = 9) 

with the remaining 50% female (n = 9). The ages of participants ranged from 42 to 77 

with the mean age being 58 (x̅ = 58).  Highest education levels of participants ranged 

22% having a bachelor’s degree (n = 4) and 33% having a master’s degree (n = 6). 

Highest annual income reported for participants ranged from $81,000-$100,000+ at 44% 

(n = 8) following $ 61,000-$80,000 at 22% (n = 4) and $41,000 -$60,000 at 22% (n = 4).  
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Table 2 

General Demographic Characteristics 

 

Characteristics f % 

Ethnicity 

African American 

 

18 

 

100 

Gender 

Male 

Female 

 

9 

9 

 

50 

50 

Age 

40-45 

46-50 

51-55 

56-60 

61-65 

66-70 

71-75 

76-80 

 

1 

3 

6 

3 

2 

1 

0 

2 

 

6 

16 

33 

17 

11 

6 

0 

11 

Education Level 

High School Diploma 

Some College 

Associate’s Degree 

Bachelor’s Degree 

Master’s Degree 

 

2 

3 

3 

4 

6 

 

11 

17 

17 

22 

33 

Annual Income 

$0-$20,000 

$21,000-$40,000 

$41,000-$60,000 

$61,000-$80,000 

$81,000-$100,000+ 

 

2 

0 

4 

4 

8 

 

12 

0 

22 

22 

44 

   

 Table 3 represents demographic information for participants and family 

characteristics and includes number of years married, number of times married, number 

of children living at home, and age of children living at home. All participants (100%) 

reported being married (n = 18). Participants reported being married from a range of five 

to 56 years, averaging 21 years (x̅ = 21). The exact number of years married were used to 
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calculate the mean. Times married ranged from one to three with the majority of 

participants married one time at 67% (n = 12), two times at 22% (n = 4), and three times 

at 11% (n = 2).  Eight participants had no children living in the home at 44% (n = 8), 

eight participants had at least one child living at home at 44% (n = 8), and two 

participants had two children living at home at 12% (n = 2). Ages of children ranged 

from 3 to 25 years of age with a mean age of 17.5 (x̅ = 17.5). The exact age of children 

was used to calculate the mean.  

Table 3 

Family Characteristics 

Characteristics  f % 

Number of Years Married (n = 18) 

5-10 Years 

11-20 Years 

21-30 Years 

31-40 Years 

41-50 Years 

51-60 Years 

 

4 

4 

2 

4 

2 

2 

 

22 

22 

11 

22 

11 

11 

Number of Times Married (n = 18) 

1 

2 

3 

 

12 

4 

2 

 

67 

22 

11 

Number of Children Living at Home (n = 18) 

0 

1 

2 

 

8 

8 

2 

 

44 

44 

12 

Age of Children Living at Home (n = 18) 

1-5 

6-10 

11-15 

16-20 

21-25 

 

2 

0 

2 

2 

6 

 

16 

0 

16 

16 

50 
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Table 4 provides demographic information specific to participants and their self-

reported religion and attendance of religious services at their local church. It includes 

religious affiliation, how often attending church services, if attending church services 

with spouse, and how often attending church services with spouse. Regarding religious 

affiliation or denomination, 67% of participants identified themselves non-denomination 

while 33% identified as Christian. Participants reported attending church services one to 

three times a week: 1x week (n = 9); 2 x week (n = 8); 3x week (n = 1).  Sixteen 

participants reported attending church services together as a couple at 89% (n = 16) with 

two participants reporting sometimes attending together at 11% (n = 2).  For participants 

attending together, the frequency ranged from less than 1x week at 11% (n = 2), one time 

per week at 33 % (n = 6), and two times per week at 56% (n = 10).  

Table 4 

Religious Characteristics 

 

Characteristics f % 

Religious Affiliation (n= 18) 

Non-Denomination 

Christian 

 

12 

6 

 

67 

33 

Frequency of Attending Church Services (n = 18) 

one time per week 

2 x week 

3 x week 

 

9 

8 

1 

 

50 

44 

6 

Attending Church Services with Spouse (n = 18) 

Yes 

No 

 

16 

2 

 

89 

11 

Frequency of Attending Church Services with Spouse 

 (n = 18) 

> one time per week 

2 x week 

3 x week 

 

 

2 

6 

10 

 

 

11 

33 

56 
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 Table 5 provides information specific to participants’ involvement with the 

spouse in programs offered at their local church. Participants were asked to complete a 

participation survey in order to obtain these data. Surveys were completed individually 

by each participant. Area of concentration was centered on the researcher collecting data 

regarding programs specifically designed and sponsored by the church’s Marriage 

Ministry. These programs included the Art of Marriage conference, the Marriage in the 

Mix seminar, the adult prayer breakfast, in home Bible Study, fellowship events, and any 

additional events.   

 The majority of participants reported not having attended these programs, but did 

report attending other events not listed on the survey. Twelve participants (n = 12) at 67% 

reported attending other events not listed on the questionnaire with 33% (n = 6) reporting 

as never attending other events. Participants reported attending the Art of Marriage 

Conference at 11% (n = 2) and both Marriage in the Mix and the adult prayer breakfast at 

22% (n = 4). Four participants reported attending the prayer breakfast once a year and 

four reported attending twice a year. Regarding in home Bible study, 28% reported 

attending (n = 5). Attendance of fellowship church events was reported at 22% (n = 4).  
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Table 5 

Participation Characteristics 

 

Characteristics f % 

Art of Marriage Conference 

Yes 

No 

 

2 

16 

 

11 

89 

Marriage in the Mix  

Yes 

No 

 

4 

14 

 

22 

78 

Adult Prayer Breakfast 

Yes 

No 

 

4 

14 

 

22 

78 

Frequency of Attending Adult Prayer Breakfast (n = 18) 

never attended 

1x year 

2x year 

 

10 

4 

4 

 

0 

50 

50 

In Home Bible Study 

Yes 

No 

 

5 

13 

 

28 

72 

Fellowship Events 

i.e. valentine’s ball, date nights, golf tournaments, movie night 

Yes 

No 

 

 

4 

14 

 

 

22 

78 

Other Events 

i.e. nursing home visits, hospital visits, homeless ministry, couples 

counseling, prison ministry, church Bible study, maximize your 

marriage course, disciple program, angel tree ministry, 

outreach/mission’s ministry 

Yes  

No 

 

 

 

 

 

12 

6 

 

 

 

 

 

67 

33 

 

Phase 3: Participant Interviews  

 Phase three includes the analysis of participant interviews (Figure 1). The 

interviews were divided into three separate categories: small group interviews, individual 

interviews, and church leader/administrator interviews. For all three forms of interviews, 

coding methods were used to organize and group the interview data into systematic 
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categories. This process allowed the data to become segregated, grouped, regrouped, and 

linked in order to consolidate meaning and explanation (Saldana, 2009). The researcher 

used first cycle coding and second cycle coding as the method of analysis strategy.  

 The researcher began by transcribing verbatim participant responses to interview 

questions. In vivo coding was used as the first cycle coding method to frame the 

researcher’s interpretation of these transcriptions relating to questions asked during the 

interview processes. Words and phrases were collected and entered into a Word 

document based on participant responses to each interview question. The researcher used 

a peer debriefer who has a bachelor’s degree in Family Studies to collaborate these words 

and phrases identified. Second cycle coding was then used to develop a coherent 

synthesis of the data and to assemble an overall coding scheme (Saldana, 2009). This 

process involved examining the phrases collected in the first cycle coding process and 

developing them into smaller and more selective themes and aspects. In second cycle 

coding, the axial coding method was used to achieve saturation and finalization of these 

emerging themes and concepts.  Table 6 provides an outline of the major themes that 

were identified. Themes were generated based on the responses from small group, 

individual, and church leader/administrator interviews respectively. Quotes from 

participants that were meaningful and most reflective are also inclusive in this chapter. 

Overarching themes were likewise determined which will also be presented in the latter 

text.    
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Table 6 

Major Themes  

 

Overview of Research Questions and Major Themes 

 

Research Question I: What perceptions do African American Christian couples 

have about organizational religion helping them to achieve and sustain healthy 

marriages? 

Small Group Interviews 

 

Q1: Relationship 

 

Q2: Rigid Practices 

 

Q3: Connection to a 

Higher Deity 

 

Q4: Personal 

Growth/Togetherness 

 

Q5: Church as a Support 

for Marriage 

 

Q6: Balancing Church and 

Family Dynamics 

Individual Interviews 

 

Q1: Model for Healthy 

Marriages 

 

Q2: Teaching 

 

Q3: Support for Married 

Couples  

 

Q4: Encourages Relational 

Bonding  

 

 

Q5: Proactive Relationship 

 

Q6: Challenges 

 

Q7: Intimacy 

 

Research Question II: What perceptions do religious leaders in the church have 

about organizational religion helping African American Christian couples achieve 

and sustain health marriages? 

Church Leader/Administrator Interviews 

Q1: Marital Stability Q2: Purposeful Approach 

to the Marriage 

Q3: Motivation for 

Ministry 

 

Q4: Overextension 

 

 

Q5: Positive Interrelations 

 

 

Q6: Positive 

Reinforcements 

  

Research findings were reported as it related to two guiding research questions. 

Comments were drawn from transcripts and are reflective of conversations with each 

participant.  
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 Research question one. The first guiding research question related to this study 

was “What perceptions do African American Christian couples have about organizational 

religion helping them to achieve and sustain healthy marriages?”   

Small group interviews. To address this question, participants were asked the 

following open-ended questions during small group interviews.  

Q1. What does the word “marriage” mean to you?  

Q2. What does the word “religion” mean to you?  

Q3. What does it mean to be spiritual?  

Q4. Over the years of your marriage, have you been involved with your local 

church? 

If yes, tell me about the types of church services and activities you and your 

spouse attend together.  

Q5. How has this involvement strengthened your relationship?  

Q6. How has it presented challenges to your marriage? 

 Themes were identified from the small group questions associated with research 

question one. One theme was found for each interview question. These concepts are cited 

in chronological order based on the order of the interview questions asked.  Emerging 

themes revealed were relationship, rigid practices, being connected to a higher deity, 

personal growth/togetherness, giving purpose to the marriage, and creating an imbalance 

in family dynamics.  

 Question one: relationship.  Analysis of participants’ interview transcripts 

revealed that relationship was a principle theme to define marriage. These couples 



71  

viewed marriage as a life-long bond between two individuals. The bond between husband 

and wife is representative regardless of marital stage; (i.e. honeymoon stage, 

reassessment stage) and endures through marital ups and downs. This enveloping theme 

was derived from four descriptors that were most representative of participant responses: 

commitment, covenant, love, and companionship. Expressions of relationship were 

exemplified by participants in the following translation.   

{C1} A marriage is supposed to be a companionship. Everybody is seeking 

companionship. You have someone you can cry on the shoulder with, laugh together and 

struggle through life. And that’s what marriage means to me.  

 

{C4} Also when I think of marriage I think of a covenant relationship. That it’s not just a 

piece of paper and commitment but a commitment to someone. And that’s to God.  

 

{C9} They’re [marriage partners] going to carry on this life journey together as one, 

becoming one along the way in the process. But it’s a covenant, and covenants can only 

be broken by death.  

 

{C5} Two people committed together, legally committed. Spiritually committed.  Love. 

You know, moving together as one couple.  

 

{C6} Bonding. Commitment. Love. Care. That’s a good start.  

 

{C3} Love is commitment. And marriage is not always going to be perfect…it’s work. 

Because when you have a commitment there is a lot of work involved. …So it’s a 

lifetime commitment. And so you have to make it what it is.  

 

{C2} It’s a relationship ordained by God in Christ. And it represents His relationship 

with His church. 

 

  Question two: rigid practices.   Participants viewed the term religion as rigid 

practices lacking meaning or connection. A negative connotation of the term was 

associated with church attendance and church practices. Participants felt one could be 

religious in many aspects of life, and instead felt any dealings with church activities 
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should denote a more spiritual context.  Descriptors were derived to include terms such as 

tradition, rules, practice, and rituals. Participant responses included the following.  

{C8} It means tradition to me.  

{C1} Rules. A bunch of rules.  

{C7} I think religion takes on a number of different thoughts here. But religion is just 

something that you do over and over again…and I think historically we’ve looked at 

religion as a belief but it’s really not a belief.  

 

{C4} It’s a practice. It’s something that you believe that you practice…And I’ve gotten to 

the point now that I don’t look at Christianity as a religion. You know, it’s a way of life, 

it’s a form of faith…following Christ.  

 

{C2} Traditions. Because people are accustomed to a certain cultural way of being. You 

know, the ancestors did this or my mother and father did this. This is what religion is 

based on. Just a tradition, to continue to have that as a base.  

 

 Question three: connection to a higher deity.  Responses to define spirituality 

yielded participants’ expressions of being connected to a higher deity unanimously 

defined as Christ.  Participants viewed this connection as an innate descriptor to guide 

Christians.  In other words, the aspect of spirituality is thought to influence Christians in 

helping them make better decisions and better choices in life. Descriptors included terms 

such as listening to the Lord, being connected/obedient to God, yielding to the Holy 

Spirit, and believing in the Holy Trinity (Father, Son, and Holy Spirit). Connections to 

this theme were derived from the following responses.  

{C6} We all practice different beliefs, but according to what we believe, what God is- 

God is the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit is a spiritual connection. That we’re connected to 

Him and He dwells in us.  

 

{C9} That you’ve yielded to the voice of the Holy Spirit.  
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{C3} That I represent the spirit of Jesus Christ. Spiritual meaning that is the center of my 

core. And it guides everything that I do.  

 

{C7} Me, I think about listening to the Lord first. Like seek the Lord with your whole 

heart, and I think of that spiritual first.  

 

{C3} God is directing you…If you are spiritual you don’t consider your own logic…but 

you consider what God says first.  

 

{C8} It’s about being connected to God. It’s also because as Christians we’re in dwelled 

by the Holy Spirit. He’s [God] the one that gives us the capacity to be spiritual. 

  

{C5} To basically be in obedience to God and His word.  

 

 Question four: personal growth/togetherness.  The majority of participants had 

been involved with their local church over the course of their marriage and participated in 

church activities together with their spouse. These responses from participants 

determined that couples valued personal growth and togetherness as a principal theme of 

church involvement. Here, attending church activities was something that both 

participants enjoyed and perceived as beneficial because they were unified and doing it 

together. These couples expressed gratitude and felt this involvement over the years not 

only helped their marriage to progress in a positive way but also helped enhance their 

development as individuals. Activities most noted for couple attendance were Sunday 

church service; activities within the Marriage Ministry, i.e. retreats and classes; 

Wednesday Night Bible Study; and Sunday School. Supporting responses included the 

following.  

{C8} Well we attend the Wednesday Night Bible Study and Sunday church service. And 

we also have a call that we listen to Tuesdays, Wednesdays, and Thursdays together. It’s 

a conference call that we both listen to. So it’s been good.  
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{C9} Here at the church, you know obviously we’re involved in and have been involved 

in the Marriage Ministry for several years….and these relationships have been for as long 

as we have been married.  

 

{C1} We do Sunday School, work with the Counseling Ministry, and do Sunday service.     

Conferences are separate but Sunday School and Sunday service we’re always together.  

 

{C4} The whole process of getting up, getting dressed, fellowshipping and worshiping 

together is beautiful to me. And not only that, then you also add on if we’re sharing a 

ministry together, which we do, all those things are added bonuses that enhance your 

marriage and relationship.  

 

{C7} We’ve done Bible school together...thoroughly enjoyed that. There is a marriage 

enrichment class that we’ve participated in…It’s comforting and such a blessing to know 

that we are getting up and going to church. We’re going to Bible study…and if we don’t 

go it’s for something serious. Because scripture helps us and it’s strengthening our 

relationship. 

 

 Question five: church as a support for marriage.  Participants agreed that 

being involved in their local church specifically with their spouses actually strengthened 

their marital relationships and determined reasoning as giving the marriage a purpose. 

This purpose is what drives the marriage and helps it to evolve and strengthen over time. 

Participants collectively shared the notion that marriage is not a journey to embark on 

alone, and viewed the church as a supportive resource in aiding them. Reasons given 

described the church as giving the marriage a foundation, creating a support network, 

giving structure to the marriage, and creating cohesion as husband and wife. This theme 

was derived from the following responses.  

{C5} It’s like whoa! Now we got somewhere to go and people to help you to know how 

to do and conduct yourself when you are married and stuff…you get to see other married 

people…and it’s really beautiful.  

{C9} At the church we did so much together…so that kind of gave us a strong support 

network…and the same thing in the church gave us a structure in our home.  
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{C2} I know for me it’s so comforting to know I’ve got my husband sitting next to me. 

We get up and we get dressed and we come together and we hold hands and we’re 

listening…we’ve on the same page.  

 

{C6} When we first moved here it was a big transition…his job always took him away. 

So I just poured myself in this family.  The church family was there for me! 

 

{C3} You know I am so thankful for this church. God has called us men to be leaders in 

our home and that we’re to establish that leadership and lead by His word. But I can’t do 

it on my own. I need other brothers to help me. So I am getting that foundation here.  

 

{C7} It gives us a sense of blue prints. And when you can see blue prints from the more 

seasoned couples who’ve been married and can share their experiences it kind of gives 

you a road map…So it gives you a blue print of how to kind of guide your marriage and 

steer your marriage.  

 

 Question six: balancing church and family dynamics. Although participants 

were able to determine benefits of church attendance, they were forthcoming in admitting 

how this attendance could also influence marital challenges. These challenges were 

specifically related to a disruption in family dynamics. Participants enjoyed the 

advantages of attending church services and activities sponsored at their church, but 

voiced opinions with how this time spent could cause disturbances within the family 

system. Descriptors most noted were struggles with time management, balancing child 

rearing, balancing church and family time, and balancing church and couple time. 

Supporting responses included the following.  

{C4} I think that has been one of the greater challenges for both of us. Dealing with the 

two kids and being able to find balance in what they are calling now a blended family. 

It’s a challenge sometimes, but we have been able to work through it.  

 

{C5} Sometimes timewise we were overly taxed. But at one point I worked at the church 

full-time and she wasn’t able to be there full-time.  And I remember a long period there 

where she was more at home with the kids and I’m at church. That I remember her 

communicating to me a few times.  
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{C1} Yeah, trying to balance church and then being home and cook and clean. You 

almost feel a bit separated.  

 

{C8} We have disagreements or we’re exhausted. I don’t want to go and she’s saying 

“we’re going.”  There is conflict but it balances out when you realize what you’re doing 

and who you’re doing it for.  

 

{C2} There is never enough time in the day for me to subject myself to ministry. I got 

work, you know I got family, I got time for the wife, time for the kids, so there’s not 

enough time to allow it. The other side of that would be with ministry, you can over 

extend yourself.  

 

{C9} When you start diving into ministry and you’re investing so much time in your 

ministry, you’ll look up and your ministry will be first and your family and everything 

else will become second. God didn’t design it that way. That’s why He said ministry 

starts in the home. So your family should be your first ministry.  

 

Individual Interviews. To further examine research question one, participants 

were also asked the following open-ended questions individually.  

 Q1. Tell me if or how your church is a positive support for your marriage.  

 Q2. Do church teachings on marriage help your relationship with your spouse? If 

 so, which ones? 

 Q3. How are marriages different for couples who attend church on a regular basis 

 than for those who don’t?  

 Q4. Do you regularly talk with your spouse about happenings at your local 

 church? What things come to mind?  

 Q5. What keeps your marriage healthy?  

 Q6. What are the biggest challenges in your marriage?  

 Q7. What helps you and your spouse to grow spiritually? 
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 Themes were identified from the individual interview questions associated with 

research question one. One theme was determined for each interview question. Concepts 

are cited in chronological order based on the order of interview questions asked. 

Emerging themes revealed were model for healthy marriages, teaching, support system 

for married couples, encourages relational bonding, proactive relationship, challenges, 

and intimacy.  

 Question one: model for healthy marriages. Participants unanimously agreed 

that their church served as a positive support for their marriages. This was an overlapping 

theme based on participant responses to small group interview question five. As in 

question five, the church serves as a model to show couples how to have healthy 

marriages. In other words, the church served as a framework for healthy marital 

relationships due to what these participants received when they attended. Examples of 

gains included support from the Marriage Ministry, the pastor incorporating marriage 

topics into sermons, connections with other married couples at the church, and the church 

advocating biblical principles on marriage. These responses were church-focused and 

included the following. 

{P5} Yes because of the Marriage Ministry and pastor’s incorporation of marriage in 

almost every sermon. We are also friends with older married couples at church that pour 

into us every chance they get.  

 

{P2} Yes, the church is very supportive of marriages. We have a history of preaching the 

biblical principles of marriage. We also have a very strong Marriage Ministry presence in 

the church.  

{P4} Efforts are underway for a marriage council that will focus on how to best support 

and encourage all marriages from newly-weds to seasoned senior couples. We also have a 

very strong counseling presence that helps married couples.  
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{P6} Yes. Currently, the overall vision and ministries of our church supports individual 

spiritual growth and our ability to relate to one another as husband and wife in 

accordance to the word of God. A marriage class is now available and the church is in the 

process of relaunching its Marriage Ministry.  

 

{P1} It is. Not only does the pastor address issues of marriage, but we attend a Sunday 

School class that has several married couples which allows us peers to fellowship with.  

 

 Question two: teaching. Participants agreed that church teachings on marriage 

helped them in their relationship with their spouse. Responses determined that these 

teachings provided instruction to couples on how to have healthy marriages. Participants 

expressed not only listening to these teachings but applying them to their marriages on a 

regular basis. Outlines for these teaching agendas were incorporated into the following 

concepts: marriage is God focused, roles of husbands and wives in the marriage, strong 

marriages develop strong families, and marriage is a commitment between two people. 

Likewise, they believed that staying mindful of these points helped to continuously 

inspired the marriage. These ideas were derived from the following responses.  

{P3} The teaching that marriage is a covenant that is between the both of us and God, not 

just an arrangement between the two of us. It encourages more commitment than just 

being governed by our feelings and issues.  

 

{P1} Our church believes strong biblically-based marriage is the one essential pillars of 

the local church. Strong marriages develop strong families with a biblical worldview, 

strong churches, stable communities, and productive members of society.  

 

{P6} Yes. Our church teaches that marriage was God’s idea for his kingdom purpose. We 

are also taught that God hates divorce. There are not many things in the Bible that God 

hates, so it should give one great pause before considering divorce.  

 

{P4} We are taught that all relationships should be seen against the sacrifice that Christ 

made for His church.  

 

{P5} Definitely! Pastor often discusses the roles of both spouses and uses practical 

examples that occur in everyday life. Since the marriage relationship is the foundation of 
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everything, he finds a way to incorporate it into every sermon…I love it! He also stresses 

accountability.  

 

 Question three: support for married couples. Participants unanimously 

expressed opinions that were differences in marital perceptions based on whether couples 

were attending church services together on a regular basis. These responses determined 

that the church serves as a support system for married couples. This was likewise an 

overlapping theme based on responses from small group interview question five. As in 

question five, these participants felt that couples who attended church services on a 

regular basis had a better chance succeeding in their marriage because the marriage was 

centered on God, because they had support from other couples in the church, because 

they received teachings to help them with struggles within the marriage, and because they 

obtained guidance from the Lord which holds them accountable in the relationship. These 

influences are all a result of regular church attendance. Supporting responses included the 

following.  

{P3} Couples attending church on a regular basis and participating are far more likely to 

succeed in their marriage because they are learning the word of God. They also have 

opportunities to get to know and interact with older, mature couples who can serve as 

mentors.  

 

{P2} I think couples who attend church regularly are encouraged by the word of God to 

have a different view of life…all aspects of life including marriage. Being bathed in the 

word of God brings change and new perspective. Regular contact encourages endurance 

in His strength.  

 

{P5} If God is the constant center of a relationship, it works. You still have struggles, but 

you tend to handle them differently when the Holy Spirit resides within you. Outside of 

this, you’re doing things on your own, which does not accomplish the righteousness of 

God.  
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{P1} We are all human and sinful and doing the very best that we possibly can, but I 

think those who don’t attend together are missing out. They are missing out on hearing 

the word of God. But I believe if you stay in His word He will give you guidance and 

lead your path. That’s why accountability is so important. So in a marriage you have to 

hold each other accountable.  

 

{P4} Contact from like-minded couples helps. We all struggle, but it helps to not feel like 

we are different than others…that they are facing the same challenges as well.  

 

{P6} I tend to think that people that go to church and that both partners go to church feel 

a sense of commitment to Christ. As where people who don’t go to church do whatever 

they want to do.  

 

 Question four: encourages relational bonding.  Most participants agreed that 

they regularly talked with their spouses about activities going on in their local church. 

Based on participant responses, it was determined that doing so promoted spousal 

bonding and a sense of connection within the relationship. This was likewise an 

overlapping theme based on responses from small group interview question one. As in 

question one, these participants valued the relationship aspect of marriage in that sharing 

church experiences gave couples a sense of comradery and as well as a means to connect 

with one another.  Topic discussions most noted included sermons/Bible studies, 

upcoming events, ministry opportunities, and church meetings. Determinations were 

based on the following responses.  

{P2} Yes. We discuss sermons, leaning opportunities, upcoming events, ministries we 

are involved with, and church meetings and updates. I love ministry and working with 

people. I just feel like if we don’t then we’re not connecting with one another.  

 

{P3} At times...typically if there is a class that we’re both interested in. We also discuss 

Bible study since we both enjoy it.  

 

{P5} Yes. Currently we have been discussing areas of strength and weaknesses in our 

ministry. And if we’re sharing a ministry, which we do, and other forms of ministry all 

those things are bonuses, added bonuses that enhance your marriage and relationship.   
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{P1} Yes we do talk about what’s happening at our local church. We’ve always did 

things together in the church and it has enhanced our marriage because we have a lot of 

things to talk about after we do that. So this helps in two ways; we’re active together and 

then we have something to discuss.  

 

 Question five: proactive relationship.  Participants expressed that having a 

proactive approach towards their marital relationship encouraged support in keeping their 

marriages healthy. In other words, these participants took an active approach to engage in 

tasks they perceived as valuable for their relationship. Responses included taking the 

initiative to communicate (regularly talk to one another), to have a relationship with God 

(being aware of God’s design for marriage), to have fun together/date nights (remaining 

friends), and to love and care about one another. This theme was derived from the 

following responses.  

{P4} Well I think that one of the things is I think we see each other as friends and we talk 

about everything! Church, ministry, marriage, money, exercise, eating. But we did before 

we were married.  

 

{P6} Practicing respect, remaining friends, dating, and submitting to God’s ideal for the 

institution of marriage.  

 

{P1} Commitment. Talking to each other. Arguing. Laughing. Making jokes. She knows 

my strengths, I know her strengths. She knows my short falls and I know her short falls. I 

think the important things is that after you really know who you are then you can now say 

I understand who my partner is.  

 

{P3} We genuinely love each other.  

{P2} My husband and I both love the Lord. Christ is foremost in our lives. That is 

essential to maintaining a healthy marriage. Our heart’s desire is to please Him and if we 

take care of one another we know He will be honored.  

 

{P5} It’s important to have a sense of humor, having quiet time and Bible study together 

and supporting one another’s dreams.  
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{P1} First, our relationship and commitment to the Lord. Our unconditional love for each 

other and commitment to using the biblical roles and principles of the word of God to 

guide and support our marriage.  

 

 Question six: challenges.  As with the small group set of interview questions, 

participants were forthcoming regarding the challenges in their marriage. Discussions 

relating to theme six centered on conflicts that affected interpersonal functioning. Marital 

challenges stemmed from distractors or stressors within the microsystem which 

encompassed their relationships, interpersonal interactions, and immediate surroundings. 

Descriptors included finding quiet time, healthy communication, putting aside 

selfishness, and balancing work and home. Supporting responses included the following.  

{P5} Keeping open communication and not taking each other for granted.  

 

{P6} You know, it’s a challenge to communicate clearly your thoughts so that the other 

person can receive them without feeling like it diminishes what they are thinking.  

 

{P1} Our biggest challenge is finding quiet time- both individually and as a couple. 

 

{P3} Forgetting the “we” versus the “I”. We were both single for some time and were 

naturally used to doing things on our own. We just remind each other in the moment that 

we are in this together. We are making progress but old habits sometimes die hard. 

  

{P4} For marriages in general I think society puts so much pressure that both spouses 

have to work now and days, you know? So there’s so much pressure there. You know we 

are scatter brained by the time we get home!...You have to walk this walk together and 

you have to humble yourself and get rid of pride.  

 

{P2} You know, they say money, religion, in-laws, and children. You have to be on page 

with those four things if you want your marriage to be successful. But with the children, I 

think it’s just one of those things that you can’t control. You just have to live within that 

whole chaotic environment.  

 

 Question seven: intimacy. As with individual interview question five, 

participants identified active approaches that allowed for spiritual growth within their 
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marriages.  Based on their responses, it was determined that these approaches helped 

couples develop intimacy within their relationships. By deliberating setting aside time to 

engage in assets that encourage spiritual growth, these couples felt they experienced more 

closeness and devotion towards one another. Descriptors included praying together, 

studying God’s word together, attending church services together, and spending time 

with fellow church members.  This theme was supported by the following responses.  

{P6} We love to study together. That is one of our greatest enjoyments. And we both 

love Christian music. It is one of the greatest ties that bind our hearts.  

 

{P3} Faithfulness in attending church together more than anything. Hearing the word of 

God weekly allows us to be reminded of His expectations for us.  

 

{P1} Advising and encouraging younger couples reminds us of the strengths and 

weaknesses of our own marriage.  

 

{P5} Consistent daily time reading and studying the word of God. Intimate time with the 

Lord through daily prayer and devotion. Fellowshipping with other believers.   

 

{P2} Availing ourselves to opportunities to learn more about God’s word through Bible 

studies, conferences, vacation Bible school, retreats, and spending time with mature 

saints.  

 

P4} Praying together. We make it a point to pray with each other several times a day. 

You never know what’s lurking and seeking to destroy your marriage. I’d rather keep 

God first.  

 

 Research question two. The second guiding research question related to this 

study was “What perceptions do religious leaders in the church have about organizational 

religion helping African American Christian couples achieve and sustain healthy 

marriages?”   

Church leader/administrator interviews. To address this question, church leaders 

and administrators were asked the following open-ended questions. 
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 Q1. Are couples able to have positive marriages without engaging in regular 

 church attendance? Why or why not? 

 Q2. As a church leader, what advice do you give to couples as most important to 

 sustaining healthy marriages? 

 Q3. How do you view married couples involved in church leadership? Do you 

 feel these couples are more resilient in their marriages than non-leadership 

 couples?  

 Q4. What challenges do you think married couples face? 

 Q5. What makes a marriage resilient?  

 Q6. How important is it for couples to build relationships with other members of 

 the congregation? What are the pros or cons for doing so? 

 Themes were identified associated with research question two. One theme was 

determined for each interview question. Concepts are cited in chronological order based 

on the order of interview questions asked.  Emerging themes associated with research 

question two were marital stability, purposeful approach to the marriage, motivation for 

ministry, overextension, positive interrelations, and positive reinforcements.   

        Question one: martial stability. Most church leaders and administrators believed 

that couples are able to have positive marriages without engaging in regular church 

attendance, but shared agreements that there are benefits to regular church attendance. 

Their responses suggested that regular church attendance improves the quality of 

marriages over time and will aid the marriages because of the types of teachings they 

receive. For example, this group believed that regular church attendance helps couples 
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learn how to handle challenges, be accountable in their marriage, remember the purpose 

of marriage, and enhances the quality of their relationships. Themes were derived from 

the following responses.  

{L1} Yes, if they know how to handle challenges. But the advantage of engaging in 

regular attendance is learning the purpose of marriage which will help couples respond 

better to marital struggles.  

 

{L2} Yes, if they are engaging in religious activities at home such as devotionals and 

prayer. But the benefits of engaging in regular attendance is being around other 

likeminded couples which encourages accountability.  

 

{L3} No, marriage is God’s idea. For couples to have strong marriages they need the 

power of the Holy spirit which comes from constantly attending church services and 

Bible teachings.  

 

{L4} Yes, it’s possible but unlikely. Attending services on a regular basis enhances the 

quality of the relationship because you learn more about scripture. Learning scripture 

helps God guide your path. Couples need to worship together because a family that prays 

together stays together.  

 

 Question two: purposeful approach to the marriage. Church leaders and 

administrators communicated purposeful approaches as suggestive to how couples are to 

experience healthy marriages. As in question five of the individual interview questions, 

reported approaches were action oriented and intentional. Church leaders and 

administrators felt that in order for couples to be successful in their marriages, they must 

understand God’s purpose for marriage, connect with other married couples in the 

church, look to please and honor God with their marriage, and make sure to have good 

communication with one another. Determinations were based on the following responses.   

{L1} I think the most important thing is for a couple to understand God’s purpose for 

marriage and how they fit within God’s purpose…how the marriage fits within God’s 

purpose. That helps us get to a place where it’s not just about us.  
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{L4} I think good communication is essential. And what I’ve found in the cases I work is 

that marriage is a four-legged stool. There are some things that are essential. 

Communication, trust, intimacy, and finances are all interwoven. If anyone of those is out 

of whack then the stool is going to be unstable.  

 

{L2} Connecting with other married couples in the church with a Marriage Ministry. 

Young couples getting like a mentor, a married couple mentor. And just being open to 

couples counseling when needed.  

 

{L3} You need to love God more than you love yourself. You need to love God more 

than you love your mate or anything else. So that it becomes about pleasing Him in spite 

of anything. Marriage is like a merry-go-round…but if you love God you want to please 

Him and you’ll endure. And He will honor your commitment to Him by blessing you in 

your relationship.  

 

 Question three: motivation for ministry. Church leaders and administrators 

expressed benefits for couples who are involved in ministry together and/or working in 

leadership roles within the church. However, they did not necessarily view these couples 

as having more resilient marriages based solely on leadership status. Benefits of 

leadership involvement were communicated based on couples’ motivation for being part 

of a ministry or involved in a leadership role. They perceived positive motivators and 

intentions for couples being involved in church ministry as being “called “to work in 

ministry, doing ministry for the right reasons, couples having a shared vision for ministry, 

and understanding the function of ministry within their marital relationships. 

Determinations were based on the following responses.  

{L1} These couples need to make sure they are “called.” In other words, this is what God 

wants them to do. God wants them to be in leadership roles. If so, yes it can create more 

resilient marriages because you are working together in ministry as a couple which can 

take your marriage to a whole new level.  

 

{L2} Couples need to make sure they are called to ministry. If not, it can drive couples 

apart so no marriages will not be more resilient.  
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{L3} Couples in leadership roles can face a lot of pressure because you are constantly in 

the spotlight. No it does not necessarily make the marriage more resilient. Being involved 

in more church activities does not make a marriage resilient but it is how you treat each 

other when no one is watching that matters.  

 

{L4} If couples are doing ministry for the right reasons then yes it can be positive on 

marriages. But it doesn’t necessarily make the marriage more resilient. Couples in 

leadership have to make sure to balance their family life with church activities. Doing too 

much activity can make the marriage suffer so both individuals have to be on the same 

schedule to make it work.  

 

{L2} If they have a good understanding, they have a passion, they are both committed I 

believe they can be effective and it can be a good thing. I think if they are in it for the 

wrong reasons, if they are in to be seen or be applauded by people and they’re doing this 

to the detriment of their families then it can be detrimental.  

 

 Question four: overextension. Church leaders and administrators discussed 

marital challenges that couples face as challenges primarily centering on being 

overextended with family responsibilities. This theme overlapped with small group 

interview question six in balancing church and family dynamics as well as from 

challenges discussed during individual interview question six. Descriptors conversed by 

this group were parenting issues, finances, time management, and overall business.  The 

following responses were recorded.   

{L2} Well, there are so many on different levels. Those who have children, and just 

parenting issues. Sometimes you have issues with blended families and that’s huge. And 

being able to handle finances. Any number of areas that I could cite as things you have to 

be on top of. Setting priorities.  

 

{L4} I think the big challenge for married couples is…we talk about all of the 

distractions for our children. Well, we have those same distractions for couples. There’s 

just too many things that we can choose to get involved in to keep us from spending time 

together.  

 

{L3} Oh gosh a number of things. I think marriages along with parenting and everybody 

else it’s just an incredible amount of business. There’s so much pulling on us that we 

don’t have quiet intimate time…time to just relax and laugh and talk.  
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{L1} We are so PDA you know…what’s on my calendar, I have to run here, I have to do 

that. I think to me that is one of the biggest things.  

 

 Question five: positive interrelations. Church leaders and administrators also 

reported suggestions regarding influences that encourage resilient marriages. Primary 

suggestions centered on couples having positive interrelations with each other. This 

theme overlaps with individual interview question five in supporting couples to engage in 

proactive approaches to keep their marriages healthy.  Descriptors discussed by this 

group were having good communication between spouses, forgiveness, putting God as 

well as each other first, and humor. The following responses were recorded.  

{L2} In my mind it would be putting God first. Putting each other first. Making sure that 

your house is in order. 

 

{L1} Being able to communicate. You know there will always be ups and downs…but if 

you are committed to the marriage and you are there for each other you’re willing to help 

pick the other person up when they fall.  

 

{L4} To forgive, to let people off the hook. Okay, so what you did and what you said 

hurt. And to be honest in communication. To let folks know that what you did wasn’t 

nice…and on the other side to be willing to apologize. To be willing to admit you messed 

up and seek forgiveness.  

{L3} I think you have to laugh. I think you have to be tolerant and forgiving and 

recognize that we are just people. You know, we do our best. And during that time when 

you mess up it’s not on purpose or meant to harm it’s just that humanity coming out.  

 

 Question six: positive reinforcements. Lastly, church leaders and administrators 

unanimously agreed that building relationships with other church members is 

significantly important. This concept overlaps with question five derived from the small 

group interview questions in that the church serves as a support for marriages as well as 

from question one derived from the individual interview questions in that the church 
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serves as a model for healthy marriages.  Hence, they believed that interconnections with 

other church members serve as a positive reinforcement for couples in shaping and 

supporting their marriages. Descriptors discussed by this group included making 

marriage relatable, teaching accountability, learning from others, and building 

friendships.  The following responses were recorded. 

{L3} Oh I think it’s very important. I love that…I think it’s really important that you get 

an opportunity to fellowship and be around other couples because one thing that you 

learn is you see...oh! I thought it was just me!...You start to see that your special 

circumstances aren’t so special after all.  

 

{L1} I think it’s very important because you have that accountability. You have that, 

especially if you have people that have been married longer than you have. You know 

everybody’s going through something and that’s nothing new under the sun. So yeah just 

the accountability.  

 

{L2} Just the accountability, general friendships, community, trust. And I think from 

what I see on the counseling side we generally do see a lot of negative things. But 

probably if there were other couples around, that couple accountability part would make 

them not do some of the negative things that I’ve seen.  

 

{L4} You know in our teaching of couples the thing we learn very quickly is it’s relief 

for a couple to know that someone else is going through the same problem. And that 

someone has conquered this before. Or someone is going through it now and we can have 

that dialogue and not go through it alone.  

 

Overarching Themes 

 

 After examining themes from church artifacts, small group interviews, individual 

interviews, and church leader/administrator interviews, the researcher determined three 

overarching themes related to the perceptions that African American couples and 

religious leaders and administrators expressed about organizational religion helping 

African Americans achieve and sustain healthy marriages. Overarching themes included 

the following: teaching, modeling, and supporting.  An introduction to these overarching 
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themes will be presented in this section and further examined in Chapter Five. Table 7 

provides a comprehensive view of all reported themes at a glance to support how the final 

overarching themes were determined. 

 

Table 7 

 

Comprehensive Themes 

 

All-Inclusive Themes 

Artifacts Small Groups 

Interviews 

Individual 

Interviews 

Leader/Administrator 

Interviews 

 Teaching 

 Enrichment 

 Personal 

Growth 

 

 Relationship 

 

 Rigid Practices 

 

 Higher Deity 

 

 Personal Growth 

 

 Support for 

Marriage 

 

 Balancing Family 

Dynamics 

 Model for 

Marriage 

 

 Teaching 

 

 Support for 

Couples 

 

 Relational 

Bonding 

 

 Proactive 

Relationship 

 

 Challenges 

 

 Intimacy  

 Marital Stability 

 

 Purpose to Marriage 

 

 Motivation for 

Ministry 

 

 Overextension 

 

 Positive Interrelations 

 

 Positive 

Reinforcements 

Overarching Themes 

Theme 1: Teaching Theme 2: Modeling Theme 3: Supporting 

 

Theme One: Teaching 

 Teaching was a reoccurring theme throughout the premise of this study. It was 

determined to be an overarching theme as participants expressed significant observations 
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as to how this role of the church played an intricate part in supporting their marriages.  

This significance is primarily based on the church teaching couples how to have healthy 

marriages through various facets including pastoral teachings, attending educational 

programs, and feedback from church leaders and administrators. Therefore, participants 

perceived the benefits of regular church attendance not only as a contributor to enhance 

their marital relationships but their personal developments as well.  

Theme Two: Modeling 

 Modeling was likewise a recurring theme throughout the premise of this study. It 

was determined to be an overarching theme based on substantial participant responses 

indicative to the church serving as a model for healthy marriages. The church was not 

viewed as an entity of rules and practices, but as a place to foster a spiritual connection. 

Therefore, this viewpoint modeled by the church gave purpose to marriages and likewise 

helped couples stay mindful of the reasonings for attending and participating in church 

activities. Thus, when done for the right reasons, these participants perceived the 

motivators of regular church attendance and involvement as beneficial for achieving in 

and sustaining their marriages.   

Theme Three: Supporting 

 Supporting is the last overarching theme determined for this study. It was 

determined to be an overarching theme based on the exceptional responses from 

participants allocating the church as providing support to couples to enable them to have 

healthy marriages. Most noted references advocated the church providing support in 

helping couples deal with challenges and imbalances that affected their marital dynamics.  
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Therefore, notions such as church activity involvement and connecting with other 

members and/or couples in the church was thought to help couples achieve stability in 

their own marriages. Hence, perceptions that couples and leaders had about church 

involvement favored regular church attendance due to the fact that doing so helped 

couples develop support systems to maintain healthy marital functioning.  

Summary 

 The purpose of this study was to gain insight and understanding into the factors 

that contribute to healthy marriages among African American couples. This chapter 

reported the findings obtained for this study including the description of participants, 

process of analysis, and the presentation of emerging themes.  

 There were a total of 22 participants in this study inclusive of nine couples and 

four church leader/administrators. All participants were African American males and 

females residing in the Dallas/Fort Worth area of the state of Texas in the United States. 

Of the nine couples interviewed, all participants reported being married, identifying as 

Christian, and having a religious affiliation (N=18). All participants also reported being 

active members of their local church attending church services at least once a week.   

 Data were analyzed in three phases.  Phase one included the analysis of church 

artifacts inclusive of educational programs that members may attend. Phase two provided 

analysis of demographic information relevant to the study. Phase three included the 

analysis of participant interviews. Interviews were divided into three separate categories: 

small group interviews, individual interviews, and church leader/administrator 

interviews. For all three categories, coding methods were used to organize and group the 
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interview data into systematic categories. The researcher used first cycle coding and 

second cycle coding as the method of analysis strategy. This resulted in various major 

themes identified. Themes identified from small group interviews were (a) relationship, 

(b) rigid practices, (c) connection to a higher deity, (d) personal growth/togetherness, (e) 

church as a support for marriage, and (f) balancing church and family dynamics. Themes 

identified from individual interviews were (a) model for healthy marriages, (b) teaching, 

(c) support for married couples, (d) encourages relational bonding, (e) proactive 

relationship, (f) challenges, and (g) intimacy. Themes identified from church 

leader/administrator interviews were (a) marital stability, (b) purposeful approach to the 

marriage, (c) motivation for ministry, (d) overextension, (e) positive interrelations, and 

(f) positive reinforcements. Church artifacts were also examined to see if these programs 

served as a support for married couples in the church. Three supporting themes in favor 

of marital support for couples were identified: (a) teaching, (b) enrichment, and (c) 

personal growth.  

 Of the comprehensive themes determined, three overarching themes were 

determined indicative of the perceptions that African American Christian couples and 

religious leaders expressed about organizational religion helping African American 

couples achieve and sustain healthy marriages: (1) teaching, (2) modeling, and (3) 

supporting. Chapter Five will provide a more in-depth discussion of these findings and 

will connect them to the literature review.  Implications of this current study will also be 

discussed and reported.    
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

Introduction 

 This chapter will provide an in-depth discussion of the findings presented in 

Chapter Four. It will also consider implications of the research and will draw conclusions 

from the research findings. Recommendations for future research regarding marital 

perceptions of African Americans will likewise be presented.  

 The purpose of this study was to explore if, how, and why organizational religion 

helps African American couples sustain healthy marriages. Nine couples who identified 

as Christian, had been married five years or longer, and attended services as least once a 

week at their local church participated in the study. Four persons involved in a leadership 

or administrator role within the local church also participated. A qualitative research 

method combined with a phenomenological research strategy provided an opportunity to 

interview these couples regarding their married life experiences and to interview church 

leaders and administrators regarding their involvement with married couples at the 

church. The objectives of this research study were to discover the perceptions that 

African American couples have about organizational religion helping them to achieve 

and sustain healthy marriages and the perceptions that religious leaders in the church 

have about organizational religion helping African American couples achieve and sustain 

healthy marriages.  
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 In this study, two theoretical perspectives were used to provide a framework as a 

foundational premise for this study. Drawing from strength-based perspectives in that 

individuals are most successful at achieving their goals when they identify and utilize 

their strengths, abilities, and assets to help them achieve those goals (Probst, 2009); 

ecological theory and family systems theory were used to explore these assumptions.  

Ecological theory strongly suggests that progresses in human development are greatly 

influenced by context, culture, and history (Darling, 2007).  Bowen’s family systems 

theory (1966) centers on interrelated interactions that occur within the entire family 

system or unit. As such, it is suggested that families who exercise systemic practices 

within their families and within their environments are more likely to have positive and 

successful outcomes due to increased familial reliance and learning to overcome familial 

distress (MacKay, 2012).  

Discussion of Church Artifacts 

 Eight educational programs that the church offers as participatory elements for its 

members were analyzed in this study. These programs were analyzed over a three-year 

period. Courses included Adult Sunday School, the Maximize Your Marriage series, 

Getting Ready for a Lifetime of Love, the Evangelism-You Can Tell It course, Crown 

Financial, the Disciple Bible Study course, Wednesday Night Bible Study, and Hallelujah 

High Toastmasters.  Of the eight programs offered, teachings provided most frequently 

for members in 2017 were Adult Sunday School at 54 times a year, Wednesday Night 

Bible Study at 52 times a year, and the Disciple Bible Study at 57 times a year. Programs 

provided most frequently in 2016 were Adult Sunday School at 49 times a year, 
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Wednesday Night Bible Study at 52 times a year, and the Disciple Bible Study at 35 

times a year. Lastly, programs provided most frequently in 2015 were Adult Sunday 

School at 35 times a year, Wednesday Night Bible Study at 34 times a year, and Crown 

Financial at 13 times a year. The majority of participants reported attending these 

educational programs not just by themselves but together with their spouses. 

 Consistent over the three-year period were Adult Sunday School and Wednesday 

Night Bible Study as programs provided most often for members. These courses 

supported the emerging themes based on participant responses. In other words, these 

educational programs appear to involve components that teach members, that enrich their 

lives, and that support them in their personal growth. Therefore, it seems suitable that 

these courses are consistently offered.  

 Discussion of Demographics and Participation Characteristics 

 Demographic information was captured for the nine couples in this study. All 

participants identified their ethnicity as African American. The age category selected 

most frequently was 51-55 years. Education level reported for the highest percentage of 

participants was a master’s degree followed by a bachelor’s degree. Highest annual 

income reported for participants ranged from $81,000-$100,000+ a year at 44% followed 

by $61,000-$80,000 at 22% and $41,000-$60,000 at 22%. The number of years married 

reported most often ranged from 5-10 years followed by 11-20 years and 31-40 years 

respectively (Mo = 4). The majority of participants had been married one time at 67%. 

Eight participants reported having no children living at home with eight participants also 

reporting having one child living at home. Two participants reported having two children 
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living at home. Ages of children living at home ranged from 1-5 years for two 

participants, 11-15 years for two participants, 16-20 years for two participants, and 21-25 

for six participants respectively. Regarding religious characteristics, 67% of participants 

identified their religious affiliation as non-denomination with 33% identifying as 

Christian. The church attended identified as non-denominational. Participants reported 

attending church services once a week at 50%, twice a week at 44%, and three times a 

week at 6%. The majority of participants reported attending church services with their 

spouse at 89% and frequented church services with their spouse twice a week at 56%. 

The majority of participants reported not having attended the events presented through 

the church’s Marriage Ministry, but did report attending other events not listed on the 

participation survey at 67%.  

Discussion of Findings 

 The purpose of this study was to explore if, how, and why organizational religion 

helps African American couples sustain healthy marriages. According to Brown et al.  

(2008), numerous researchers have concluded that relatively little is known about factors 

that contribute to relationship satisfaction and stability among African Americans. 

Therefore, this study aimed to provide positive contributions to African American 

research in offering insight into the factors that promote relational stability within this 

group. This section will present the discussion of findings by first examining the two 

guiding research questions (1) What perceptions to African American Christian couples 

have about organizational religion helping them achieve and sustain healthy marriages? 

(2) What perceptions do religions leaders in the church have about organizational religion 
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helping African American Christian couples achieve and sustain healthy marriages?  

References will likewise be made incorporating discussions of the literature review 

within this chapter.  

Perceptions of African American Couples 

 This section addresses research question one and provides meaning into if, how, 

and why organizational religion helps African American couples achieve and sustain 

healthy marriages. The guiding research question for this segment of discussion is “What 

perceptions do African American Christian couples have about organizational religion 

helping them to achieve and sustain healthy marriages?” 

 When examining frameworks of religion, many studies have explored the role of 

religiosity and spirituality. Emblen (1992) defines religion as a formalized set of 

ideological commitments associated within a group. Religion is likewise described as an 

organized system of beliefs, rituals, and traditions within a community (Fincham et al., 

2011). For this study, the term organizational religion was used to describe behaviors that 

occur inside a church setting. Primary focus was placed on participants who attend a 

church service or church activity at their local church at least once a week.  

 The theory behind religion suggests that individuals involved in faith-based 

communities gain both practical and symbolic purposes for successful life outcomes 

(Marks & Dollahite, 2011). Hence, people who participate in religious practices acquire a 

set of skills that help them navigate through life by making sound judgements and giving 

good advice that enhances not only their own lives but the lives of others (Krause & 

Hayward, 2014).  In this study, data analysis immensely supported participants’ 
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viewpoints that attending religious services had a positive effect on their marriages. 

Suggestions by Conner and Donnellan (2007) and Taylor et al. (2011) that individuals 

with higher levels of education and higher incomes were less likely to participate in 

religious services or deem religion and/or spirituality as important aspects of their lives 

were not supported by the participants of this study. 

 Nine couples were interviewed for this study. Participates took part in small group 

interviews and as well as in individual interviews. During the small group interviews, 

participants were asked six questions pertaining to their viewpoints on marriage, religion, 

spirituality, and involvement with their local church. During individual interviews, seven 

questions were asked to gage participant opinions on martial ideologies, marital 

challenges, martial supports, and church teachings. Themes were derived from each small 

group and individual interview question. For the purposes of this discussion, interview 

question themes were lumped into sub-headings and discussed collectively. These sub-

headings included participants’ perceptions of marriage, perceptions of religiosity and 

spirituality, perceptions of organizational religion, and perceptions of church attendance 

and teachings.  

Participants’ perceptions of marriage. To first understand the perceptions that 

African American Christian couples have about the concept of marriage, participants 

were asked questions on the subject of marriage during small group and individual 

interviews. During small group interviews, participants were asked the following 

interview question. 

Q1. What does the word “marriage” mean to you?  
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The following theme was determined from Q1: Relationship.  

During individual interviews, participants were asked the following interview questions. 

 Q4: Do you regularly talk with your spouse about happenings at your local  

  church? What things come to mind? 

The following theme was determined from Q4: Encourages Relational Bonding.  

 Q5. What keeps your marriage healthy? 

The following theme was determined from Q5: Proactive Relationship.  

 Q6. What are the biggest challenges in your marriage? 

The following theme was determined from Q6: Challenges. 

Participants viewed marriage as a life-long bond between two individuals. It is a 

covenant relationship between husband and wife. Divorce is not an option. This 

viewpoint was synonymous with covenant marriages discussed in the literature review by 

Jones (2014) as these marriages are intended to strengthen marital commitments and 

discourage divorce. Although the participants of this study shared this viewpoint, 22% 

had been married twice and 11% had been married three times. However, the majority of 

participants at 67% had been married only once supporting the position by Taylor et al. 

(2014) that individuals who are currently in first marriages deem as having high levels of 

religious participation. Commitment was also used synonymously with relationship. In 

other words, although marriage is not perfect, when you are committed you will make the 

relationship work. Participants also perceived that taking a proactive approach in working 

at their marriages helped their marriages to remain healthy. Participants spoke of putting 

God first in their marriage, partaking in activities as a couple that both individuals enjoy, 
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and caring about each other’s needs. This concept supported the theme of triangulation 

presented by Rootes et al. (2010) in that two people in a relationship manage their desires 

by drawing in and focusing on a third person. Here, the third person in the relationship is 

God and He is guiding them on how to love and care about one another.   

 Based on participant responses, marital bliss however does not come without 

marital challenges. Participants were forthcoming regarding the challenges they 

experienced within their familial dynamics. Primary challenges centered on 

environmental stressors to include finding time for self apart from family responsibilities, 

having healthy communication between spouses, and balancing employment and home 

life.  Interestingly, although a study by Marks et al. (2008) suggested that a strong 

contender for enduring African American marriages is when couples take an egalitarian 

approach towards role sharing and family and household responsibilities, the participants 

in this study did not support this argument. In fact, the majority of participants held very 

traditional viewpoints of marriage relating to the roles of men and women and discussed 

problem-solving tactics in terms of overcoming these perceptions of marital discord. 

Another disputed argument for this study centered on a study by Brown et al. (2008) 

suggesting that women are more apt to discuss their problems in a religious setting than 

men are. Again, this notion was not supported by the participants in this study as both 

men and women alike were quite forthcoming concerning their marital struggles and 

expressed seeking assistance through their church when necessary.  

Participants’ perceptions of religiosity and spirituality. To understand the 

perceptions that African American Christian couples have about religiosity and 
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spirituality, participants were asked questions on the subject of religion and spiritual 

concepts during small group and individual interviews. During small group interviews, 

participants were asked the following interview questions.  

 Q2. What does the word “religion” mean to you? 

The following theme was determined from Q2: Rigid Practices 

 Q3. What does it mean to be spiritual? 

The following theme was determined from Q3: Connection to a Higher Deity.  

During individual interviews, participants were asked the following interview questions:  

 Q7. What helps you and your spouse to grow spiritually?  

The following theme was determined from Q7: Intimacy. 

 Perceptions of the term “religion” yielded interesting results for these participants. 

Surprisingly, the majority of participants associated a negative connotation to the term by 

viewing religion as rigid practices lacking meaning. For example, participants reported 

that religion involved traditional beliefs of church involvement such as practicing 

religious acts based on how one was raised or conducting church services based on the 

idea that this is how activities have always been done. These participants instead 

expressed desires for a higher awareness pertaining to organizational religion seeking 

more of a spiritual enlightenment which involves a connection to Christ. When re-

examining the cited definitions of religiosity and spirituality, this inference can be 

supported through these references. Emblen (1992) defines religiosity as a system of 

organized beliefs and worship practices that a person partakes in. It is thought to be 

formalized and organized as traditions within a community. Here, references are not 
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made regarding individual perceptions of the term, and is suggestive as being a positive 

element of human practice. Therefore, participant perceptions in this study provide 

insight as to how this term may have negative effects, specifically towards African 

Americans. Equivocally, Emblen (1992) defines spirituality as personal life principles 

that animate a quality relationship with God or a higher power. Because it is believed to 

be more personal and subjective, this may explain Fincham’s et al. (2011) ideology that 

spirituality has been shown to capture domains of involvements that measures of 

religiosity may not be able to capture. Participants in this study unanimously supported 

this perspective and reported that these connections were not only important for their 

marriages but also for their personal growth.  

As with taking an active approach towards efforts to keep their marriages healthy, 

participants also identified active approaches towards spiritual enlightenment. For 

example, they discussed involvements such as praying and studying God’s word. These 

activities however are not just done on an individual basis, but also collectively as a 

couple. Hence, doing so was viewed by participants as increasing the intimacy level in 

their relationship. In other words, being spiritually aware was thought to help couples feel 

a closeness and devotion towards one another. As such, the literature review referenced 

on the subject of religion and family life likewise supported this notion. For example, 

Ellison et al. (2010) found that shared religious activities were favorable in contributing 

to intimacy and commitment in marriages which in turn helps to foster family unity. 

Therefore, it is believed that families who incorporate religions acts into their lifestyles 

may enjoy richer unions. Findings by Jones (2014) suggesting that women may benefit 
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psychologically more from religiosity than men were not relevant for the participants in 

this study, as both men and woman alike expressed emotional well-being from religious 

participations. Participants also discussed talking with each other about functions 

scheduled at their church. This type of religious communication was also thought to 

encourage spousal bonding. Marks and Dollahite (2011) in their research suggested that 

religious conversations were emotionally positive for family systems. In other words, 

these conversations are thought to unify relationships as it is a meaningful family 

practice.  

Participants’ perceptions of organizational religion. To understand the 

perceptions that African American Christian couples have about organizational religion, 

participants were asked questions on the subject of religious practices at their local 

church during small group and individual interviews. During small group interviews, 

participants were asked the following interview questions.  

 Q4. Over the years of your marriage, have you been involved with your local 

 church? If yes, tell me about the types of church services and activities you and 

 your spouse attend together.  

The following theme was determined from Q4: Personal Growth/Togetherness. 

 Q5. How has this involvement strengthened your relationship? 

The following theme was determined from Q5: Church as a Support for Marriage. 

 Q6. How has it presented challenges to your marriage?  

The following theme was determined from Q6: Balancing Church and Family Dynamics.  
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Perceptions of organizational religion were extremely important in the lives of 

these participants. The majority of participants reported being involved in attending 

church services, educational programs, and church events not only individually but also 

with their spouses. In fact, a percentage of individuals reported attending these types of 

activities as a couple. Results showed that 89% of participants reported attending church 

services with their spouse and likewise reported a frequency of church attendance with 

their spouse twice a week at 56%. In the same context, data reported attendance once per 

week with their spouse at 33% and less than once per week with their spouse at 11%. 

Hence, it is significant that these participants report highest percentages in attending 

church services together with their spouses than attending independently.  

Correspondingly, eight educational programs that the church offers as 

participatory elements for its members were also analyzed in this study. Of the eight 

programs offered, teachings provided most frequently for members were Adult Sunday 

School, Wednesday Night Bible Study, and The Disciple Bible Study. The majority of 

participants also reported attending these educational programs not just by themselves but 

together with their spouses. Hence reports by Hurts et al. (2012) suggesting that men 

participant less frequently in religious services than woman was not supported with this 

participant group. Participants also were given a survey to gauge their involvement in 

events sponsored through the church’s Marriage Ministry. These events were offered in 

addition to the educational programs and other services presented through the church. 

Couples who indicated during interviews being members of the church for a longer 

number of years reported having attended these events more so than other couples. 
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However, highest rates of attendance at 67% reported couples attending other events and 

ministries not listed on the survey. Most of these events and ministries involved outreach 

programs such as nursing home and hospital visits, homeless and prison missions, 

outreach missions, and marriage courses. These findings supported determinations by 

Jones (2014) that African American congregations are generally thoroughly involved in 

sponsoring and participating in social service programs that address mental health, 

economic, and social structural disadvantages within their communities. Likewise, these 

couples seemed to enjoy working together in programs that they felt would positively 

impact their marriages as well as the lives of others.  

 The concept of being involved in organizational religion together with their 

spouses determined that these participants valued not only their personal growth but also 

valued how this attendance affected their marriages. In other words, participants 

expressed gratification from attending church events and working in ministries with their 

spouses because it is something they are doing together. This notion supported the 

positive effects that religion is believed to have on interpersonal relationships. Marks et 

al. (2012) suggested that certain family-level religious practices are linked to overall 

family satisfaction and closeness. Participants also felt that active church participation 

strengthened their marriages because it gave their marriage a purpose. Hence findings by 

Phillips et al. (2012) suggesting the African American church to be a traditional 

institutional core of the community can be best understood through participants’ 

responses. As the African American church is discussed prolifically in literature as 

leading initiatives in creating better quality lives for its members and for the community, 
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the satisfaction and unity that participants in this study expressed as a result of 

participating in religious activities as a couple helps to place emphasis on why 

organizational religion helps these couples achieve and sustain healthy marriages.   

Participants’ perceptions of church attendance and teachings. To understand 

the perceptions that African American Christian couples have about regular church 

attendance and teachings, participants were asked questions on the subject of church 

attendance and biblical teachings at their local church during small group and individual 

interviews. During individual interviews, participants were asked the following interview 

questions.  

 Q1. Tell me if or how your church is a positive support for your marriage.  

The following theme was determined from Q1: Model for Healthy Marriages. 

 Q2. Do church teachings on marriage help your relationship with your spouse? If 

 so, which ones? 

The following theme was determined from Q2: Teaching. 

 Q3. How are marriages different for couples who attend church on a regular basis 

 than for those who don’t?  

The following theme was determined from Q3: Support for Married Couples.  

 Participants in this study unanimously reported that their church was a positive 

support for their marriage. Reasons reported were due to the perceptions of gains that 

participants felt they received because of their attendance. For example, participants felt 

that their church was a model for healthy marriages. In other words, the teachings they 

received on marriage and the interactions with other married couples in the church served 
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as a prototype for what thriving marriages look like. Hence, the church was viewed as a 

support system which allowed for relationship building. The idea of the church being a 

support system for healthy marriages was positioned at the beginning of this study. The 

results of these findings help to solidify this theory. For instance, a study by Krause and 

Hayward (2014) found that people who went to church more often receive more spiritual 

support from the individuals who worship there. Another study by Taylor, Chatters, and 

Joe (2011) examined church involvement of older individuals. Both concepts were 

notable to this study in the sense that participants felt the support they received from 

other married couples helped them to hold their own marriages accountable. Likewise, 

older couples in the church who have been married for a number of years were also 

viewed as role models for younger couples or for couples who have been married for a 

lesser number of years based on participant responses during the interviews. These 

findings support the data presented by Karuse and Hayward (2014) in the literature 

review suggesting that older people who went to church felt a sense of belonging because 

they were highly respected and revered within their church community. These marriages 

reflected marital resilience. In other words, older couples have experienced the 

challenges of different marital stages and have been successful in overcoming them. And 

because less experienced couples are aiming to accomplish longevity in their marriages 

as well, the examples provided by more seasoned couples help to normalize martial ups 

and downs. Therefore, conclusions can be suggested that for the married couples in this 

study, the realization is that marriage is not linear process of consistent sequential 

progressions, but is instead non-linear with changing variables and phases over time. 
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Perceptions of Church Leaders and Administrators 

 This section in response to research question two provides meaning into if, how, 

and why organizational religion helps African American couples achieve and sustain 

healthy marriages. The guiding research question for this segment of discussion is “What 

perceptions do religious leaders in the church have about organizational religion helping 

African American Christian couples achieve and sustain healthy marriages?” 

 To examine the perceptions that church officials held about organizational 

religion helping their African American members achieve and sustain healthy marriages, 

four church leaders and/or administrators were interviewed for this study. Participants 

took part in individual interviews. During the interviews participants were asked six 

questions pertaining to their viewpoints on church attendance, ministry involvement, 

marital ideologies, and marital challenges.  

Perceptions of organizational religion. To understand the perceptions that the 

religious leaders of this church had about organizational religion, church leaders and 

administrators were asked questions on the subject of religious practices at their church. 

During these interviews, participants were asked the following interview questions:  

Q1. Are couples able to have positive marriages without engaging in regular 

church attendance? Why or why not? 

The following theme was determined from Q1: Marital Stability. 

Q6. How important is it for couples to build relationships with other members of 

the congregation? What are the pros or cons for doing so? 
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The following theme was determined from Q6: Positive Reinforcements. 

 Most church leaders and administrators believed that couples were able to have 

positive marriages without engaging in regular church attendance. Stipulations however 

were associated with this assumption. For example, these officials felt that if couples 

were able to handle challenges or if they are participating in religious activities at home 

then it was possible that their marriages will remain in-tact. However, all participants still 

advocated the benefits of regular church attendance for couples.  

 In re-examining the literature review, Taylor et at. (2011) discussed three 

comprehensive indicators of religious practice. These indicators consist of organizational 

religion defined as activities and behaviors occurring inside a religious setting, non-

organizational religion defined as activities and behaviors occurring outside of a religious 

setting, and subjective religion defined as feelings developed within individual 

perspectives. In this study, church leaders and administrators supported its members 

utilizing these types of indicators as a form of religious practice. In other words, as long 

as couples were participating in some form of religious practice whether it is at home, at 

church, or within; church officials felt it was quite beneficial to their marriages. Likewise, 

literature on religion and family life advocate new advancements in the psychology of 

religion and how this phenomenon positively impacts family systems inclusive of 

marriages.  

 Still, couples participating in organizational religious practices outweighed the 

benefits of solitary practices. Although church leaders and administrators of this study 

did support research perspectives that varying types of beneficial religious practices exist 
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among individuals, these officials felt that interactions developed through regular 

attendance provided better martial stability for couples. Therefore, in determining why 

organizational religion is deemed beneficial, most church officials referenced the 

teachings that couples receive on marriage which can improve the quality of their 

marriages as well as the received support from other couples in the church to hold them 

accountable in their own marriages. Similarly, concerning church support, church leaders 

and administrators felt it highly important that couples build relationships with other 

couples in the church as this method is believed to reinforce positive marital perspectives. 

These findings correlate with the literature review presented by Krause and Hayward 

(2014) examining the social concepts of religion. It is believed that religious principles 

are socially learned and conveyed benefiting the lives of its participants and those around 

them.  

Perceptions of church leadership and ministry. To understand the perceptions 

that religious leaders in the church have about married couples involved in leadership 

roles at their church, church leaders and administrators were asked questions pertaining 

to marriage and ministry involvements. During these interviews, participants were asked 

the following interview questions:  

Q3. How do you view married couples involved in church leadership? Do you 

feel these couples are more resilient in their marriages than non-leadership 

couples? 

The following theme was determined from Q3: Motivation for Ministry. 
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 There was particular interest in discovering if church leaders and administrators 

felt that couples involved in church leadership had more resilient marriages than couples 

in non-leadership roles. These assumptions were partly derived from studies by 

Billingsely and Caldwell (1991) allocating religious leaders and organizers of African 

American churches as being in the forefronts of efforts designed to create better quality 

lives for the African American community. As such, one could presume that couples 

involved in leadership roles will have more resilient marriages simply based on their 

conventional outreach efforts to strengthen African American families. Interestingly, the 

response from church officials did not support resilient marriages of leadership couples 

based solely on leadership roles; but was most determined based on the motivation for 

couples wanting to be involved in church ministry. In other words, these officials felt that 

if couples in leadership roles are participating in ministry for the right reasons and having 

a shared vision of what they hope to accomplish with their ministry work; then 

participating in church ministry together can be quite rewarding for their marriage. 

However, if these couples are involved in ministry for boasting or recognition; then it can 

be quite detrimental to their families as well as to their community. Suggestions by 

Ellison et al. (2010) supported this notion that religious clergy often exhibit broad 

involvements over the lives of their congregations. And as the literature review on 

religion and African Americans advocates the African American church as exerting great 

influence over individual behaviors even today, one can understand why church leaders 

and administrators place great emphasis on church leaders’ religious ambitions with 
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regard to ministry and how this can positively or negatively affect their congregations as 

well as their families.   

Perceptions of marriage. To understand the perceptions that religious leaders in 

the church held about the concept of marriage, church leaders and administrators were 

asked questions pertaining to the subject of marriage. During these interviews, 

participants were asked the following interview questions: 

Q2. As a church leader, what advice do you give to couples as most important to 

sustaining healthy marriages? 

The following theme was determined from Q2: Purposeful Approach to the Marriage. 

 Q4. What challenges do you think married couples face? 

The following theme was determined from Q4: Overextension. 

 Q5. What makes a marriage resilient? 

The following theme was determined from Q5: Positive Interrelations.  

Marital perceptions of church leaders and administrators stemmed from purposive 

intentions they felt married couples should follow. In order for couples to sustain healthy 

marriages, church officials felt couples should maintain clear objectives throughout the 

course of their marriage. These objectives include responses supporting the notion of 

covenant marriages in areas such as fostering support systems in the church and building 

positive communication skills.  As discussed earlier in this text, literature review findings 

on the topic of covenant marriages boasts significance because of their religious 

undertones when compared to traditional marriages. As such, these types of marriages are 

thought to be more stable over time. Studies by Sanchez et al. (2002) have also revealed 
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positives of covenant marriages in that couples report their primary supports stemming 

from church involvement as well as from church-based organizations. They also report 

having better marital communication skills overall. Again, this is thought to be based on 

the positive implications that couples who engage in higher participations of religious 

practices obtain. As such, perceptions of church leaders and administrators regarding the 

benefits of religious practices to sustain healthy marriages support these findings. In the 

same context, in an effort to promote resilient marriages, church leaders and 

administrators perceive couples engaging in proactive or action-oriented approaches such 

as engaging in positive communication, forgiving wrongs, and practicing mindfulness. 

These types of proactive approaches towards achieving and sustaining healthy marriages 

have been suggestive throughout the duration of this study. The argument is that 

marriages tied to religious institutions produce more resilience in couples because of the 

buffers that religious practices provide.  

 As with couple and individual interviews, church leaders and administrators were 

also forthcoming concerning challenges that married couples may face. Primary 

challenges involve couples being overextended with family responsibilities. Therefore, 

understanding how organizational religion helps couples achieve and sustain healthy 

marriages could be due to the perceived benefits of religiosity helping couples to cope 

with and achieve well-being during difficult times. Similarly, in re-examining the 

literature review on religion and African Americans, Brown et at. (2008) argued that 

interactions with religious affiliations and spirituality allow individuals to effectively deal 

with stressful life experiences. Hence it is believed that African Americans are more 
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likely to positively benefit from religious and faith-based community involvement as they 

are more likely than most American groups to utilize their church as a source of support. 

Reponses from church leaders and administrators of this study support these findings.  

Conclusions 

 This study aimed to explore if, how, and why organizational religion helps 

African American couples achieve and sustain healthy marriages. After examining 

church educational programs and interview dialogues from married participants and 

church leaders and administrators, conclusions suggest that organizational religion was 

perceived as helping the participants of this study achieve and sustain healthy marriages. 

Further analysis of the research findings provided insight as to how and why these 

perceptions were determined. Conclusions are based from overarching themes related to 

marital perceptions that couples and religious leaders have about organizational religion 

helping couples achieve and sustain healthy marriages.  These overarching themes were 

identified after examining all comprehensive themes related to this study. Therefore, 

conclusions found that organizational religion helps African American couples achieve 

and sustain healthy marriages by (a) teaching couples about healthy marriages, (b) 

modeling what healthy marriages look like, and (c) supporting couples in fostering 

healthy relationships. Concerning African American marriages, these conclusions support 

the findings presented by Lewis and Spainer (1979) modeling the theory of ecological 

marriages and how these resources speculatively influence marital well-being for this 

particular group.  
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Table 7 

Comprehensive Themes 

All-Inclusive Themes 

Artifacts Small Groups 

Interviews 

Individual 

Interviews 

Leader/Administrator 

Interviews 

 Teaching 

 Enrichment 

 Personal 

Growth 
 

 Relationship 

 

 Rigid Practices 

 

 Higher Deity 

 

 Personal Growth 

 

 Support for 

Marriage 

 

 Balancing Family 

Dynamics 

 Model for 

Marriage 

 

 Teaching 

 

 Support for 

Couples 

 

 Relational 

Bonding 

 

 Proactive 

Relationship 

 

 Challenges 

 

 Intimacy  

 Marital Stability 

 

 Purpose to Marriage 

 

 Motivation for 

Ministry 

 

 Overextension 

 

 Positive Interrelations 

 

 Positive 

Reinforcements 

Overarching Themes 

Theme 1: Teaching Theme 2: Modeling Theme 3: Supporting 

 

Teaching 

 Conclusions supported the notion that organizational religion helps African 

American couples achieve and sustain healthy marriages because of biblical teachings 

and principles. These findings support ideals by Lewis and Spainer (1979) determining 

that individual perceptions are significant in terms of shedding insight on meanings and 

motivations related to marriage. These factors are thought to be inclusive of a person’s 

ability to sustain their marriage. Education, communication, and mental and emotional 



117  

well-being are viewed as significant traits to ensure marital stability. Hence, the teaching 

component of organizational religion in relation to the participants in this study supports 

these concepts.  The African American couples in this study as well as the church 

officials perceived organizational religion as quite beneficial to Christian couples as these 

principles were inclusive of the purpose of marriage, roles of husbands and wives, and 

effective conflict resolution. The idea is that couples who attend religious services inside 

a church setting are privy to these teachings and are more likely to apply them to their 

everyday lives. Likewise, by attending religious services together, couples feel a sense of 

togetherness which in turn is believed to promote positive marital perceptions. Hence, 

couples feel unified and feel they are engaging in healthy marital practices.  

 The church utilized for this study had a vast number of educational programs and 

events that church members may attend. The church also has a Marriage Ministry, a 

strong leadership presence, and a counseling unit to assist couples who may be 

experiencing marital discord. These factors are beneficial as they offer learning 

opportunities for couples to remain resilient in their marriages and overcome adversities. 

These educational programs also served as relationship enrichment programs designed to 

educate couples on preventative tactics to promote healthy marriages. Couples who 

attended these programs felt they had better quality relationships. They also experienced 

personal and individual growth allowing for becoming better husbands, wives, parents, 

and representatives within their communities  
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Modeling 

 Conclusions likewise supported the notion that organizational religion helps 

African American couples achieve and sustain healthy marriages because the church 

serves as a model for healthy marriages. These findings support the notion that 

interpersonal attributes such positive emotions, feelings, and attitudes between spouses 

play a role in stabilizing African American marriages (Lewis & Spainer, 1979). 

Therefore, once can suggest that the church modeling healthy marriages for African 

American couples demonstrates to couples how to cultivate and enhance these traits 

towards their spouse. The African American couples in this study as well as the church 

officials perceived that when couples attend religious services in the context of a church 

setting, a spiritual framework is provided by these shared beliefs. As with the concept of 

relationship enrichment, religious Christ-centered fundamentals such as love, caring for 

one another, forgiveness, listening, and effective communication are modeled and 

developed. Through regular church attendance, couples learn to model these behaviors 

that are typically universally accepted in church practice. To achieve and sustain healthy 

marriages, there is also a strong emphasis on prayer. With this particular group, couples 

modeled how and why to pray for others. As such, this act is believed to decrease 

hostilities towards spouses, allow spouses to better communicate with other another, and 

to serve as an outlet for personal stressors and concerns (Cutrona et al., 2011). 

Supporting 

 Final conclusions support the notion that organizational religion helps African 

American couples achieve and sustain health marriages because the church supports 
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couples in their marriages. These findings are supported by suggestions that social 

aspects and involvements seem to matter in terms of contributing to healthy marriages 

among African Americans (Lewis & Spainer, 1979).  A key factor discussed in this 

section of literature review is how faith-based organizations and communities help 

support African American couples and families in their relationships. Therefore, the 

findings presented in this study that the church supports African American couples in 

these endeavors align with these perceptions. The African American couples in this study 

as well as the church officials perceived that supports not only stem from church leaders 

and administrators but also from other married couples within the church. Social concepts 

of religion suggest that people who go to church more often receive spiritual support 

from fellow church members. This process does not occur overnight, but is thought to 

take time as trust is developed through regular church attendance. When trust is 

developed, the benefits of these formalized relationships involve having life-long 

friendships and partners to hold couples accountable in their own marital relationships. 

Older couples or couples married for a number of years may serve as mentors to younger 

couples or couples who have not been married as long. Likewise, support systems 

developed from regular church attendance creates balances in helping couples navigate 

through different seasons of their marriages. In other words, couples can relate to other 

couples who have successfully managed marital challenges and adversities. Therefore, 

the church is viewed as a support system with all of its parts working together to help 

couples be successful in their marriages and within their families.  
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Implications  

 There are implications suggested for research and best practice when working 

with African American families. These implications are recommendations to researchers, 

policymakers, religious leaders, family life educators, and family science professionals.   

Implications for Researchers 

 Many research studies concerning African American marriages and families are 

typically approached from a problem-oriented perspective (Phillips et al., 2012). Hence, 

researchers studying African Americans may be prone to addressing limitations or 

deficits among these families concerning why healthy familial dynamics are difficult to 

achieve. This is a disservice to this population. Although it is helpful to be mindful of 

cultural limitations, best practice for researchers may be to consider approaching methods 

from a strength-based awareness examining functionalities that cause African Americans 

to thrive in their interpersonal relationships. Doing so can enhance further positive 

contributions towards African American studies and provide more insight into factors 

that assist this group with achieving and sustaining healthy marriages and families. 

Implications for Policymakers 

 Concerning healthy marriage initiatives and policy programs, policymakers 

should be mindful that many faith-based partnerships are incorporating religion and 

spirituality into relationship enhancement programs (Hurt et al., 2012). This knowledge 

may be helpful at the legislative level when developing the components of Marriage and 

Relationship Education (MRE) programs as well as Prevention and Relationship 

Enhancement Programs (PREP). Specifically concerning relationship enhancement 
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programs geared towards African Americans, programs containing religious components 

are quite likely to be successful especially if these families share religious beliefs.  

Implications for Religious Leaders 

  When working with African American families, religious leaders should be 

mindful of the importance of their roles within the African American community. 

Religious leaders are viewed as having strong influence over this population in terms of 

helping them to achieve positive outcomes (Hill, 1999).  Likewise, the church is viewed 

as a positive reinforcer for African Americans as it is believed to teach, model, and 

support healthy interpersonal relationships. Interestingly, religious aspects that are only 

ritualistic in nature may not be beneficial to this group. Instead, church components and 

education classes that take on a more spiritual context may be more assistive in 

promoting healthy relational functioning.  

Implications for Family Life Educators 

 Family life educators should be mindful that a strength-based approach is quite 

effective when working with African American families. This approach will identify 

strengths, abilities, and assets to help African American families achieve their relational 

goals. As many understandings of marital quality and family dynamics among African 

American are thought to be limited to research dominated by studies on Caucasian 

populations (Phillips et al., 2012), educating this population on preventative approaches 

should focus on factors indicative of African American cultures.  Hence, approaching this 

group from an ecological systems perspective may prove beneficial as connections to 
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family, religious institutions, and relations to other environmental contexts may prove to 

positively or negatively impact the functioning of this group.  

Implications for Family Science Professionals 

 For professionals working with African American families in any given context, 

being culturally competent is a required discipline. For example, there are theories that 

support frameworks of studies specifically for happy, enduring African American 

relationships (Lewis & Spainer, 1979). Therefore, knowing the factors that encourage 

healthy familial perceptions of African Americans can aid in supporting this group. If 

family science practitioners are working with African American families on an 

intervention or therapeutic level, it may be helpful to know that individual, interpersonal, 

and social factors are often intertwined with religion (Phillips et al., 2012). Hence, 

incorporating religious beliefs during therapeutic sessions may enhance the therapy 

process and may likewise enhance the working therapeutic relationship between the 

family and the professional.  

Limitations 

 The participants in this study were African American and resided in the 

Dallas/Fort Worth area of the state of Texas. Requirements for participation involved 

couples being married 5 years or longer and active members of their local church 

attending services at least once a week. Participants identified their religious 

denomination as Christian or Non-Denominational. The majority of participants were 

degree educated with highest reported as master’s degree. Limitations that individuals 

with higher education and higher incomes are less likely to participate in religious 
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services were not supported in this study (Conner & Donnellan, 2007). Age of 

participants ranged from 40-80 years. These limitations may have influenced the findings 

generated and presented in this study. Hence, factors such as gender, age, geographical 

location of participants, religious affiliation, education, and socio-economic status may 

be relevant considerations for continuing research in this designated area. Because this 

study utilized Christian participants to generalize inferences about African Americans, 

perceptions and viewpoints may differ stemming from non-Christian couples and 

affiliations. Similarly, viewpoints may differ involving non-married or cohabitating 

participants and if these individuals share the same insights in terms of organizational 

religion supporting them in their relationships.  

Recommendations 

 Future studies may consider research that continues to provide insight into factors 

that contribute to healthy marriages among African Americans.  Specific determinants 

should include examining how and why factors in promoting a deeper understanding of 

family dynamics. As this study employed a faith-based approach, the presented findings 

may be beneficial to other faith-based organizations in terms of launching Marriage 

Ministries and educational programs within their facilities. For starters, the findings in 

this study did support the notion that individuals who are married are more likely to 

attend religious services (Phillips et al., 2012). Likewise, significant are the meaningful 

associations of religious affiliations and practices of African Americans when compared 

to other ethnic groups (Ellison et at., 2010). Therefore, these facilities may seize 

opportunities to incorporate marriage and relationship education within religious 
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contexts. As such, these religious programs should have components that teach African 

Americans how to have healthy marriages and relationships, that model what healthy 

relationships look like, and that support these families through familial challenges and 

instabilities.   

Summary 

 The purpose of this study was to explore if, how, and why organizational religion 

helps African American couples achieve and sustain healthy marriages. This chapter 

discussed these findings in relation to ongoing literature and provided conclusions. Two 

theoretical perspectives were used to provide a framework as a foundational premise for 

this study. Drawing from strength-based perspectives, ecological theory and family 

systems theory were used to explore these assumptions.  As research concludes that 

relatively little is known about factors that contribute to relationship satisfaction and 

stability among African Americans (Brown et al., 2008); this study aimed to provide 

insight into factors that promote relational stability within this group.  

 The theory behind religion suggests that individuals involved in faith-based 

communities gain both practical and symbolic purposes for successful life outcomes 

(Marks & Dollahite, 2011). This tends to be even more so prevalent within the African 

American community as correlations between religiosity, marriage, and family life are 

being noted (Ellison et al., 2010). Still, the whys and hows concerning these correlations 

tend to lack suggestion. To provide insight into these types of questions, a qualitative 

research method combined with a phenomenological research strategy provided an 

opportunity to interview participants to examine these perceptions. For this particular 
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group, it was determined that organizational religion helps African American couples 

achieve and sustain healthy marriage by teaching these couples about healthy marriages, 

by modeling what healthy marriages look like, and by supporting these couples in 

fostering healthy relationships.  

 The limitations of this study take into account the factors that may have 

influenced the outcomes of this study. These include gender, age, geographical location 

of participants, religious affiliation, education, and socio-economic status. As such, these 

factors should be considered when continuing research on this subject. Recommendations 

were likewise made for future research when working with African American families. 

Best practice recommendations for professionals or groups working within African 

American communities may be to consider approaching methods from a strength-based 

awareness examining functionalities that support thriving relationships. Therefore, 

associations of religious affiliations and practices may be suitable to consider when 

implementing both preventative and interventive methods of services.   

 To further uncover factors relating to African American marriages and 

sustainability, continued research is necessary. However, studies advocating strengths, 

abilities, and assets will continue to provide positive contributions to African American 

studies and families.  
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Marriage and Relationship Study 

Are you a married African American 18 years of age or older? 

Have you been married for 5 years or longer? 

Are you a Christian? 

   You may qualify to participate in a research study to explore if, how, 

    and why attending church services on a regular basis helps 

African American couples sustain healthy marriages.  

If interested, you may contact Pamela Dunn at (972) 815-6058 or  

email pdunn2@twu.edu. You may also contact research advisor  

Joyce Armstrong, Ph.D. at (940) 898-2690 or at jarmstrong@twu.edu. 

     Your participation is voluntary and you may withdraw from the 

study at any time without penalty. 

There is a potential risk of loss of confidentiality in all email, 

downloading and internet transactions. 

mailto:jarmstrong@twu.edu
http://www.bing.com/images/search?q=images+of+marriage&qpvt=images+of+marriage&FORM=IGRE#view=detail&id=2E7D8E73248BF0A56B3015DC1D91E4AEBF5022F0&selectedIndex=0
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Demographic Survey 

1. What is your age? ______

2. What is your gender? _______

3. How long have you been married? _______

4. How many times have you been married? ________

5. Do you have children living at home? _________

6. If yes, what are their ages? ______________

7. What is your religious denomination? _________

8. How often do you attend church services? __________

9. Do you and your spouse attend church services together? _________

If yes, how often? _________

10. What is your education level? __________

11. Please indicate which best describes your household income:

_____$0-20,000/yr

_____$21,000-$40,000/yr

_____$41,000-$60,000/yr

_____$61,000-$80,000/yr

_____$81,000-$100,000+/yr

Participant ID# 

____________ 
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Participation Survey 

1. Have you attended the Art of Marriage Conference with your spouse?

Yes              No

If yes, how many times? ____________

2. Are you and your spouse involved with Marriage in the Mix as a mentor to younger

married couples or been assigned a mentor through your local church?

Yes               No

3. Have you participated in adult prayer breakfast sessions with your spouse where relevant

topics relating to enhancing and improving your marriage were discussed?

Yes                  No

If yes, how often? ________________

4. Do you participate in couple’s in-home Bible study with your spouse to discuss topics

relating to marriage, family, and spiritual development?

Yes                    No

If yes, how often? _______________

5. Do you and your spouse participate in couple’s outreach and fellowship events at your

local church? i.e. Valentine’s Ball, date nights, golf tournaments and movie night.

Yes                      No

6. Please tell me about other events that you and your spouse are involved in at your local

church.
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APPENDIX E 

Consent to Participate in Research 



       TEXAS WOMAN'S UNIVERSITY CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 

Title: Marital Perceptions of African-Americans: A Qualitative Study on the Effectiveness of 
Organizational Religion in Sustaining Healthy Marriages 

Investigator: 
Pamela J. Dunn, M.A…………….………………… pdunn2@twu.edu (972) 8xx-xxxx 
Advisor: 
Joyce Armstrong, Ph.D., CFLE ……………………jarmstrong@twu.edu (940) 898-2600 

Please check the appropriate box: 

_____ I am a married couple                       ______ I am a church leader/administrator 

Explanation and Purpose of the Research 
You are being asked to participate in a research study for Pamela Dunn’s dissertation at  
Texas Woman's University. The purpose of this research is to determine if, how, and why 
organizational religion helps African-American couples sustain healthy marriages.   

Description of Procedures 
As a participant in this study you will be asked to spend a maximum of 2 hours and 45  
minutes of your time in this study. This time accounts for one focus group with the researcher  
(approximately 1.5 hours) in which you will also complete a consent form, demographic survey,  
and questionnaire. You may also be selected to participate in a face-to-face interview 
(approximately 1 hour), but you are free to decline. If you are a married couple, the researcher  
will ask you questions about your experiences with your spouse and with your local church. If  
you are a church leader/administrator, the researcher will ask you about your experiences as a  
church leader/administrator and about married couples in general at your local church.  
Interviews will take place on a date, time and location agreed upon by you and the researcher.  
The researcher will assign you a code number to protect your identity. The sessions will be audio 
recorded and then transcribed verbatim so that the researcher can be accurate when studying what 
you have said. In order for married couples to be a participant in this study, you must be a  
heterosexual African-American couple 18+ years of age and married for five or more years.   
Church leaders/administrators must be in a leadership or administrative roles actively  
participating in their local church. Once interviews are completed, the researcher may outreach to  
you for a follow-up interview (approximately 15 minutes) to determine if you have you have 
additional information to add to your initial interviews.  

Potential Risks 
The researcher will ask you questions about your marital experiences as a couple or about your 
experiences as a church leader/administrator. You will also be asked questions pertaining to your 
local church involvement or regarding your local church members.  The following are potential 
risks associated with your participation and steps that the researcher will take to minimize these  
risks. 

____________ 
                          Initials 

                                       Page 1 of 3  
Approved by the 

Texas Woman's University 
Institutional Review Board 

Approved: November 17, 2016 146



Fatigue is a possible risk in this study. If you become tired, you may take as many breaks as 
desired and may stop the interview at any time. 

Emotional discomfort is another possible risk in this study. If you become upset, you may 
stop answering questions at any time and end the interview. If you feel you need to talk to 
a professional about your emotional discomfort, the researcher has provided you with a 
list of counseling resources. You are allowed to leave at any time.  

Loss of time is also a risk in this study. To decrease the risk of loss of time, your 
interview appointment has been set at a time convenient for you.  A maximum time  
commitment of 2 hours and 45 minutes has been discussed with you and you are aware 
that you may withdraw from the study at any time without penalty. 

Loss of confidentiality is another risk in this study. Confidentiality will be protected to the 
extent that is allowed by law. The interviews will be held at a private location that you and 
the researcher has agreed upon. Your real name will not be used, instead you will be 
assigned a code number which will be used throughout this research. The audio recordings, 
written transcripts of the interviews, demographic information and consent forms will be 
stored in a locked cabinet in the researcher's home office. The researcher will be the only 
person to have access to the recordings. Coded data will be stored separately  
from the other data collected. Only the researcher will have access to the stored data. Code 
names or pseudonyms will be used instead of your real name in the audio recordings. All 
identifiable data and audio recordings will be destroyed within 4 years from the completion of  
the study. Consent forms will be submitted to the Institutional Review Board (IRB) along with  
the final report of the dissertation upon completion. Emails, downloads, and internet transactions 
will be viewed from a secure location, however there is a potential risk of loss of confidentiality  
when utilizing these methods. The results of the study may be reported at professional  
conferences and in scientific journals but your name and any other identifying information will 
not be included. 

Loss of anonymity is also a risk in this study. To reduce the risk of loss of anonymity 
information to identify who you are will not be collected. Also, your individual responses  
from interviews will not be linked to your personal identity. However, due to the nature of focus 
groups anonymity cannot be guaranteed.  

Risk of coercion is another risk in this study. You have been made aware that your 
participation is completely voluntary and that there are no direct benefits from 
participating in this study. You may withdraw from the study at any time without 
penalty. 

The researcher will try to prevent any problems that may happen because of the research. 
You should let the researcher know at once if there is a problem and the researcher will 
assist you. However, TWU does not provide medical services or financial assistance for 
injuries that might happen because you are taking part in this research. 

_______________ 
                          Initials 
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Participation and Benefit 
Your involvement in this study is completely voluntary and you may withdraw from the 
study at any time. There are no direct benefits from participating in this study. If you 
would like to have a summary of the results sent to you, the researcher will mail it to 
you. 

Questions about the study 
You will be given a copy of this signed and dated consent form to keep. If you have any 
questions about the research study you should ask the researchers; their phone numbers 
are at the top of this form. If you have questions about your rights as a participant in this 
research or the way this study has been conducted, you may contact the Texas Woman's 
University Office of Research and Sponsored Programs at (940) 898-3378 or via e-mail 
at IRB@twu.edu. 

Signature of Participant Date 

___________________________________________          _________________ 

*If you would like to know the results of this study tell us where you want them to be sent:

Email: _____________________________ 
or 
Address: 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 
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Counseling Resources 
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Counseling Resources 

 Agency: Galaxy Counseling Center 

Provides services for individual, group, family, marital, play therapy, depression, grief, 

anxiety, and blended families.    

www.galaxycounseling.org 

2600 Avenue K 

Plano TX 75074 

Main Phone: 972-272-4429  

 Agency: Fletcher Counseling 

Provides services for individual, children, marriage and families. Specializing in PTSO 

and family counseling.  

275 W. Campbell Rd 

Richardson TX 75080 

Main Phone: 972-322-5050  

 Agency: Galaxy Counseling Center 

Provides services for individual, group, family, marital, play therapy, anger 

management group, depression and grief counseling.  

www.galaxycounseling.org 

1025 S. Jupiter Road 

Garland TX 75042  

Main Phone: 972-272-4429  

 Agency: Christian Counseling Associates 

Provides counseling services for a wide variety of issues from a biblical perspective. 

www.counselgodsword.com 

3120 Hudson Crossing Bldg A-3 

McKinney, TX 75075 

Main Phone: 972-422-8383 

http://www.galaxycounseling.org/
http://www.galaxycounseling.org/
http://www.galaxycounseling.org/
http://www.galaxycounseling.org/
http://www.counselgodsword.com/
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Agency: Child and Family Guidance Center 

Provides a full range of diagnostic assessments, early interventions and counseling 

services for children and families.  

www.childrenandfamilies.org 

8915 Harry Hines Blvd 

Dallas TX 75235 

Main Phone: 214-351-3490 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Agency: New Directions Counseling and Education Center 
 

Provides counseling services for a wide variety of issues and counseling perspectives. 

newdirectionscounseling.com 

1901 N. Central Expwy. Suite 220 

Richardson, TX 75080 

Main Phone: 972-680-8986 

 
 

 

 

http://www.childrenandfamilies.org/
http://www.childrenandfamilies.org/
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APPENDIX G 

IRB Approval Letter 



If applicable, agency approval letters must be submitted to the IRB upon receipt prior to any data 
collection at that agency.  A copy of the approved consent form with the IRB approval stamp is 
enclosed. Please use the consent form with the most recent approval date stamp when obtaining 
consent from your participants. A copy of the signed consent forms must be submitted with the 
request to close the study file at the completion of the study. 

Any modifications to this study must be submitted for review to the IRB using the Modification 
Request Form. Additionally, the IRB must be notified immediately of any adverse events or 
unanticipated problems. All forms are located on the IRB website. If you have any questions, please 
contact the TWU IRB.

The above referenced study has been reviewed and approved by the Denton IRB (operating under 
FWA00000178)  on 11/17/2016 using an expedited review procedure. This approval is valid for one 
year and expires on 11/17/2017. The IRB will send an email notification 45 days prior to the 
expiration date with instructions to extend or close the study. It is your responsibility to request an 
extension for the study if it is not yet complete, to close the protocol file when the study is complete, 
and to make certain that the study is not conducted beyond the expiration date.

Approval for Marital Perceptions of African-Americans: A Qualitative Study on the Effectiveness 
of Organizational Religion in Sustaining Healthy Marriages (Protocol #: 19171)

Re:

Institutional Review Board
Office of Research and Sponsored Programs
P.O. Box 425619, Denton, TX 76204-5619
940-898-3378
email: IRB@twu.edu
http://www.twu.edu/irb.html

November 17, 2016

Family Sciences

Ms. Pamela Dunn

Institutional Review Board (IRB) - Denton

DATE:

TO:

FROM:

Dr. Joyce Armstrong, Family Sciences

Dr. Karen Petty, Family Sciences

Graduate School

cc.
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APPENDIX H 

Prospectus Approval Letter 



0970460 

January 13, 2017 

Pamela Dunn 
2600 Renner Rd #207 
Richardson TX 75082 

Dear Ms. Dunn: 

I have received and approved the prospectus entitled Marital Perceptions of African-Americans: A 
Qualitative Study on the Effectivness of Organizational Relgion in Sustaining Healthy Marriages 
for your Dissertation research project. 

To help reduce the last minute stress of preparing to graduate the Graduate School provides an 
online formatting guide, the Formatting Navigator (http://www.twu.edu/gradschool/forms/), as well 
as personal formatting assistance.  Once you have a working draft set an appointment with the 
Senior Graduate Services Analyst to have the formatting of your paper reviewed.  

Once you have successfully defended your completed Dissertation/Thesis and made any changes 
requested by your committee, you will submit a copy to the Graduate Reader, by the submission 
deadline or earlier; (See deadline dates at: http://www.twu.edu/gradschool/degree-completion/ ), 
who will review it for grammar, spelling, punctuation, and citations.  

Utilizing these resources will allow for a smoother submission process.  

Best wishes to you in the research and writing of your project. 

Sincerely yours, 

Ruth A. Johnson 

  Ruth A. Johnson, Ph.D. 
  Associate Dean of the Graduate School 
  Texas Woman’s University 

940-898-3383

mcc 

cc: Joyce Armstrong, PhD, Major Professor, Family Sciences 
Karen Petty, PhD, Chair, Family Sciences 
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