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Some scholars have suggested that distressed
populations may benefit more from couple
and relationship education (CRE) than do
their nondistressed counterparts. We examined
this hypothesis using actor–partner interde-
pendence models to explore the relationship
between baseline relational instability and
change for individuals and their partners (379
couples; 758 individuals) who participated in
a CRE program for 6 to 8 weeks. Findings
indicated that a higher level of relational insta-
bility on the part of women was associated with
greater positive change in depressive symptoms.
Furthermore, respondents’ and partners’ base-
line relational instability moderated the change
in women’s couple quality, such that women
reported greater positive change in relationship
quality when reporting higher instability and
higher relationship quality before CRE par-
ticipation, and when their partners reported
higher instability and lower quality before CRE
participation. Men appear to benefit from CRE
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participation regardless of baseline relational
instability. Suggestions for researchers and
facilitators are discussed.

Background

Some scholars have suggested that relation-
ally unstable couples (i.e., couples considering
divorce or separation) are better served by ther-
apy than by educational forums (e.g., Doherty,
1995). However, a recent model for family life
education and family therapy suggests that these
types of services overlap and that individuals’
needs are best met when the two services work
in conjunction rather than in competition with
each other (Myers-Walls, Ballard, Darling, &
Myers-Bowman, 2011). Regardless, evidence
suggests that couples reporting some level of
instability are attending couple relationship edu-
cation (CRE) programs (Blanchard, Hawkins,
Baldwin, & Fawcett, 2009; DeMaria, 2005; Hal-
ford, O’Donnell, Lizzio, & Wilson, 2006), which
indicates a need to assess outcomes based on
varying levels of relational instability.

Some initial research has emerged finding
benefits for CRE participants in less stable rela-
tionships (Bradford et al., 2014; Lucier-Greer,
Adler-Baeder, Harcourt, & Gregson, 2014;
Quirk, Strokoff, Owen, France, & Bergen,
2014). An important next step is to investigate
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the comparative benefits of CRE according to
varying levels of relational instability. In addi-
tion, CRE program evaluation research benefits
from exploring changes following CRE partic-
ipation in multiple domains (e.g., individual,
family) using an ecological systems approach.
Further, a dearth of CRE evaluation studies has
assessed dyadic influences. Thus, our study
contributes to the CRE program evaluation
research by examining dyadic influences (i.e.,
effects of each partner the other) on multiple
program outcomes for a large, diverse group of
CRE participant couples experiencing different
levels of relational instability.

Theoretical Framework

Most studies of CRE have been atheoreti-
cal, with a few exceptions (e.g., Bradford
et al., 2014; Rauer et al., 2014). To advance
the use of theory in CRE, we utilized a
combination of assumptions from comple-
mentary theories. Our study is framed by the
process-person-context-time assumptions devel-
oped from an ecological systems perspective of
human development (Bronfenbrenner & Morris,
1998; Tudge, Mokrova, Hatfield, & Karnik,
2009). We expect that the current and historical
environment is an influence on individual devel-
opment and assume interactions and linkages
among elements of the individual’s environ-
ment. Along with the contextual influences
emphasized in the ecological systems perspec-
tive is the expectation for the role individuals
play in their own development by responding to
and interacting with their environment through
processes stimulated by elements of the context
over time (Tudge et al., 2009). In line with this
evolved bioecological approach are assumptions
from the calamity theory of growth (Anthis,
2002; Farson, 1974), which more specifically
theorizes that processes during stressful life
experiences—including family-related stressors
(e.g., frequent family conflict, infidelity, separa-
tion from spouse)—can lead to positive growth
over time.

The calamity theory of growth has been
utilized predominantly in studies of identity
development (e.g., Dalla, Bailey, Cunningham,
Green, & Vyhlidal, 2013; Kunnen, 2006); how-
ever, its use is more recently evident in family
studies as well (e.g., Soulsby & Bennett, 2015).
The theory posits that during stressful life
experiences, such as feeling unsure about the

stability of a committed relationship, a person
becomes focused on the distressful situation
cognitively and emotionally. This attention
may facilitate more help-seeking behaviors and
receptivity to learning and implementing new
skills, thus resulting in positive growth. In other
words, individuals may be more receptive to
initiating positive changes during trying times.
For example, Anthis (2002) found that stressful
life experiences (e.g., death of a loved one, fam-
ily financial concerns) lead to more exploration
and change over time. A recent study (Soulsby
& Bennett, 2015) more specifically focused
on stress in relationships (e.g., transition to
marriage, cohabitation, and divorce) and found
that these transitional periods, whether viewed
as positive or negative, positively affected each
individual’s personal growth and self-concept.
This phenomenon has been documented over
a 5-month time frame without intervention
(Anthis, 2002). Thus, we expect that experi-
encing a brief intervention in the context of
a stressful event such as recent or historical
relational instability will result in incremental
but measurable positive changes. Further, these
changes may be comparatively greater than
those experienced by less relationally distressed
participants in CRE.

Also relevant to our study, a bioecological
systems framework assumes that couple func-
tioning is linked to individual functioning, as
well as overall family functioning. In addition,
it is assumed that microsystems or subsystems
(e.g., the family as a whole, the couple rela-
tionship) create a shared context within which
an individual’s, as well as his or her partner’s,
outcomes are influenced over time (Halford &
Wilson, 2009; Whitchurch & Constantine,
1993), thereby prescribing the empirical con-
sideration and assessment of cross-dyad effects.
This theoretical framework guides the present
study of changes following CRE participation.

Couple and Relationship Education

Extensive research has been conducted over
several decades on the impact of couple
and relationship education programs that
target the promotion of healthy relation-
ship skills (Administration for Children
and Families, 2007; Blanchard et al., 2009;
Carroll & Doherty, 2003; Hawkins, Blan-
chard, Baldwin, & Fawcett, 2008). Several
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meta-analyses have focused on couple rela-
tionship outcomes such as interpersonal
skills, communication skills, and relation-
ship quality, and results indicate that CRE has
small (d = .25; Hawkins et al., 2008) to large
(d = .86; Carroll & Doherty, 2003) effects. This
broad range suggests varying experiences in
CRE and validates efforts to identify factors that
influence program outcomes. Before 2006, CRE
evaluation studies primarily utilized samples of
higher-functioning, higher-resource, premarital
or married European American couples (e.g.,
Emmelkamp et al., 1988; Kaiser, Hahlweg,
Fehm-Wolfsdorf, & Groth, 1998). An influx
of federal funding has broadened the outreach
of CRE to more diverse populations. A 2010
meta-analysis (Hawkins & Fackrell, 2010)
was the first to assess the effects of CRE on
low-income individuals, and it found small
effect sizes of d = .25–.29.

Another consideration in CRE research is
that CRE outcome and impact studies have most
often focused on outcomes related to couple
functioning (e.g., communication skills, conflict
management skills, couple quality) and have less
commonly assessed CRE effects on individual
or family functioning, although an ecological
perspective would assume related changes.
In the few CRE studies that have focused on
individual functioning, results indicate posi-
tive changes in depressive symptoms, anxiety,
and individual empowerment following CRE
participation among diverse samples of CRE
participants (e.g., Adler-Baeder et al., 2010;
Bradford et al., 2014; Braithwaite & Fincham,
2011; Lucier-Greer, Adler-Baeder, Ketring,
Harcourt, & Smith, 2012). Several studies also
have explored changes in the family domain
following CRE participation, finding enhanced
adjustment to parenthood (Dion & Hershey,
2010; Halford, Petch, & Creedy, 2010), less
coparenting conflict (Adler-Baeder, Calligas,
et al., 2013; Garneau & Adler-Baeder, 2015),
greater parenting efficacy (Lucier-Greer et al.,
2012), and higher levels of parental involvement
(Adler-Baeder, Calligas, et al., 2013; Cowan,
Cowan, Pruett, Pruett, & Gillette, 2014; Dion &
Hershey, 2010).

A New Generation of Research

Previous studies, particularly meta-analyses,
provide measures of central tendency concern-
ing the experiences of participants as a uniform

whole. An important next step for the next gen-
eration of CRE research is to examine variations
in outcomes and to determine which factors
predict those variations (Bradbury & Lavner,
2012; Carroll & Doherty, 2003; Wadsworth &
Markman, 2012). These more nuanced studies
that explore, rather than control for, diversity
will better inform program design and the
development of models of best practice for the
growing number of ethnically, economically,
and relationally diverse CRE participants (e.g.,
Adler-Baeder, Calligas, et al., 2013; Hawkins,
Stanley, Blanchard, & Albright, 2012; Rauer
et al., 2014).

Influences on Program Success. A characteris-
tic of the new generation of CRE research is the
consideration of moderators of and influences on
the degree or magnitude of program effective-
ness (Wadsworth & Markman, 2012). Because
of the increasing diversity of CRE participants
(Hawkins & Fackrell, 2010) and some assertions
that low-income populations may not desire or
benefit from CRE (Karney & Bradbury, 2005),
exploration of the experiences of demographi-
cally and relationally vulnerable populations in
CRE has been emphasized in a small but grow-
ing number of studies.

Demographic Vulnerability. Demographic fac-
tors have been investigated as possible influ-
ences on or moderators of program success. For
example, one study (Adler-Baeder et al., 2010)
examined several demographic influences on
initial levels of and changes in individual func-
tioning, couple functioning, and confidence in
the relationship. A more recent study (Amato,
2014) assessed a demographic “disadvantage
index” (e.g., mother and father’s ages and educa-
tion levels, father’s employment status, mother’s
public assistance) as a moderator of program
effect. Both studies suggest that demographic
characteristics linked to vulnerability can affect
or moderate the change associated with rela-
tional outcomes; in these studies more vulnera-
ble individuals experienced more gains after pro-
gram participation. An important next step in
this area of inquiry is the assessment of other
measures of vulnerability.

Relationally Distressed and/or Unstable CRE
Participants. Several early studies of CRE
(e.g., Emmelkamp et al., 1988; Kaiser et al.,
1998) considered relational vulnerabilities and
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reported relationally distressed couples (defined
as those referred by a mental health center for
marital problems, or determined by the number
of problems reported) can benefit from CRE
attendance. For example, distressed participants
in CRE training showed greater improvements in
negative verbal communication and relationship
beliefs than participants in cognitive relation-
ship therapy (Emmelkamp et al., 1988). Since
these early studies, CRE evaluation research
has largely failed to highlight the experiences
of individuals who report relational instabil-
ity; however, a growing number of studies are
renewing the focus on these individuals.

Two more recent studies found benefits for a
sample of relationally unstable CRE participants
(Bradford et al., 2014; Quirk et al., 2014). Brad-
ford et al. (2014) found that relationally unstable
participants—defined by recency of thoughts
related to divorce or separation—reported
improvements in depressed affect and relation-
ship quality. Although a direct comparison by
relational instability level was not conducted,
the reported effect sizes (d = .69 for men and
.64 for women) suggest that less stable relation-
ships may benefit more from CRE given that
a meta-analysis of studies that more broadly
served a diverse group of couples found a mean
effect size of d = .29 (Hawkins & Fackrell,
2010). Similarly, Quirk et al. (2014) com-
pared distressed and nondistressed couples, as
defined by the clinical cutoffs of the Dyadic
Adjustment Scale, and found that relationally
distressed couples improved more than rela-
tionally nondistressed couples following CRE
participation. To date, however, no published
study has assessed whether the baseline level of
relational instability (e.g., recency of thoughts of
divorce or separation) influences or moderates
the amount of change for self and partner in mul-
tiple domains of functioning (individual, couple,
and family), nor considered dyadic influences.

Couple Dynamics. Shared experiences or inter-
dependence within couple relationships has often
been neglected in CRE evaluation (Wads-
worth & Markman, 2012). Only a few CRE
researchers have focused on the interdependence
of couples in the context of CRE evaluation.
In two studies, researchers utilized actor–
partner interdependence models and explored
whether there were partner effects within the
dyad. They found that men and women affect

partners’ changes associated with CRE partici-
pation (Braithwaite & Fincham, 2011; Halford
& Wilson, 2009). Specifically, women’s rela-
tionship self-regulation was positively related
to sustained relationship satisfaction for men
4 years after participation (Halford & Wilson,
2009). Others have found evidence that greater
risk predicted greater benefits. For example,
one study found that women’s initial level
of anxiety was positively associated with the
amount of decrease in their partner’s anxiety
after program participation (Braithwaite &
Fincham, 2011). Partner effects were also dis-
covered for both men and women that favored
high-functioning couples: higher levels of an
individual’s communication before program
participation predicted greater improvements in
his or her partner’s communication (Braithwaite
& Fincham, 2011). Additional research that
considers dyadic influences within couples is
needed to better understand the role of con-
textual influences on outcomes following CRE
program participation.

The Present Study

Our guiding theoretical framework and pre-
vious research suggest that baseline levels of
relational instability may be associated with
moderate change after CRE participation, such
that higher levels of relational instability are
related to a higher degree of change. We also
expect that both the individual and his or her
partner’s reports of relational instability will
influence the individual’s own and his or her
partner’s baseline levels of depressive symp-
toms, couple quality, and family harmony, as
well as reported changes in these domains.

We sought to explore the experiences of a
group of CRE participants to better understand
variations in outcomes and to explore dyadic
processes of change and the influence of baseline
relational stability on these changes. In a sepa-
rate study using a comparison group, we found
positive treatment effects for participants in CRE
on levels of depressive symptoms, general neg-
ative feelings, couple quality, negative interac-
tions, and positive interactions (Adler-Baeder,
Garneau, et al., 2013). We build on these find-
ings as well as initial indications that subsam-
ples of relationally unstable participants have
experienced benefits from CRE (Bradford et al.,
2014; Quirk et al., 2014) by evaluating variation
in multiple CRE outcomes for a diverse sample
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of couples. We assessed both the linear influence
and the moderating effect of baseline relational
instability on the magnitude of change after
CRE participation. We chose to test and present
both linear and moderating effects to understand
the nature of the relationship among variables,
as we presume the level of baseline relational
instability predicts a corresponding amount of
change in outcomes. Moderation assumes differ-
ing amounts of change (or no change) based on
the combination of baseline instability and the
starting point of each outcome tested. Moreover,
we tested actor–partner interdependence models
to determine whether dyadic influences exist.

Our study advances the CRE evaluation lit-
erature and builds on the studies assessing out-
comes for diverse participants in CRE and the
two studies that have considered relational insta-
bility when assessing program effects by (a)
using explicit theory, (b) assessing outcomes in
multiple domains (i.e., individual, couple, and
family), and (c) examining the role of baseline
relational instability on changes following pro-
gram participation for the individual and his or
her partner. On the basis of theory and some
early evidence, we expect that greater base-
line instability results in greater change; how-
ever, because this is a newer area of inquiry
and because of some assertions that more rela-
tionally unstable couples may not be suited to
CRE, we utilized research questions and a more
exploratory approach rather than stated hypothe-
ses. We tested whether participants’ baseline
level of relational instability predicted baseline
levels of targeted areas (i.e., depressive symp-
toms, relationship quality, and family harmony)
and the amount of improvement in targeted areas
for themselves and for their partners (RQ1). We
also tested whether participants’ baseline level
of relational instability predicts baseline levels
of targeted areas and moderates the change in
targeted areas for themselves and for their part-
ners (RQ2). We note that results of the study
will provide information on whether more rela-
tionally unstable CRE participants benefit more,
less, or similarly to less relationally unstable par-
ticipants.

Method

Participants

We utilized selection criteria and included in the
analytic sample CRE participants who attended

a program as a couple and who each completed
a pre- and post-program survey approximately
6 to 8 weeks later. This resulted in 379 het-
erosexual couples. The majority (75%) of
participants were married, 10% were engaged,
and 15% were dating. Slightly more than half
(54%) of the sample comprised European
Americans, 43% were African American, and
3% reported other ethnicities (e.g., Hispanic,
Asian American). The mean age was 38.1 years
(SD= 13.9; range= 18–84) for men and 35.7
years (SD= 13.0; range= 18–73) for women.
The highest level of formal education attained
by participants was diverse: 11% had not
completed high school, 25% had a high school
diploma, 24% had completed some college, 15%
had a two-year or technical degree, 15% had a
four-year degree, and 8% had a postcollegiate
degree. Reported annual household income was
less than $40,000 for 52% of the sample; 29%
reported income between $40,000 and $74,999;
and 19% indicated $75,000 or more.

Procedure

Community agencies recruited participants to
attend CRE classes that were facilitated by
trained mixed-gender teams of two educators
each. The CRE classes lasted 6 to 8 weeks, and
each weekly session lasted for approximately 2
hours. Participants selected one of four curricula
offered. Approximately 45% of couples partic-
ipated in Basic Training for Black Marriages
(an 8-week couples program), 30% of couples
participated in Mastering the Mysteries of Love
(an 8-week couples program), 17% participated
in Together We Can (an 8-week couples or
coparenting program that can be offered for
singles or couples), and the remaining 8% par-
ticipated in Smart Steps: Embrace the Journey
(a 6-week couples program). These curricula
were chosen because they include aspects of all
seven core components of research-based CRE
curricula (see the National Extension Relation-
ship and Marriage Education Model; Futris
& Adler-Baeder, 2014). The seven core ele-
ments include the following: choose (skills for
demonstrating intentionality in relationships),
know (skills that promote intimate knowledge
of partner), care (skills for demonstrating love
and support for partner), care for self (skills for
individual’s maintenance of health), share (skills
that promote a sense of interconnectedness),
connect (skills for engaging social support), and
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manage (skills for effectively managing stress
and conflict).

Before couples participated in the program,
they completed surveys that included demo-
graphic questions and information about their
knowledge of, attitudes toward, and behaviors
related to individual, couple, and family func-
tioning. During the last session of the program,
participants completed a post-program survey.
Mean program participation was approximately
10 hours and did not differ by curriculum.

Measures

Depressive Symptoms. Reports of depressive
symptoms were measured before and after the
program using three items from the Center
for Epidemiological Studies-Depression Scale
(CES-D; Radloff, 1977). Example items include
“In the past week, I felt sad” and “In the past
week, I felt depressed.” Response options
ranged from none (0) to 3+ times (3); mean
scores were computed, and higher scores indi-
cate higher levels of depressive symptomology.
Alpha coefficients for internal consistency were
𝛼 = .88 and .87 at pretest and 𝛼 = .86 and .88 at
posttest for men and women, respectively.

Relationship Quality. Five items from the Qual-
ity of Marriage Index (QMI; Norton, 1983) were
used to assess participants’ reports of relation-
ship quality. Example items include “We have
a good marriage/relationship” and “I feel like
part of a team with my spouse/significant other.”
Response options formed a seven-point Likert
scale ranging from very strongly disagree (1) to
very strongly agree (7); mean scores were com-
puted, and higher scores indicate higher rela-
tionship quality. Alpha coefficients for internal
consistency were 𝛼 = .96 and .96 at pretest and
𝛼 = .96 and .97 at posttest for men and women,
respectively.

Family Harmony. Reports of harmony in the
household (Halberstadt, Cassidy, Stifter, Parke,
& Fox, 1995) were measured using three state-
ments: “Generally there is a feeling of con-
tentment and happiness in my house,” “Over-
all, there are more happy feelings than unhappy
feelings in my home,” and “There are many
disagreements in my house” (the final item
was reverse coded). Response options formed a
five-point Likert scale ranging from strongly dis-
agree (1) to strongly agree (5); mean scores were

computed, and higher scores indicate a more har-
monious household. Alpha coefficients for inter-
nal validity were 𝛼 = .78 and .83 at pretest and
𝛼 = .73 and .81 at posttest for men and women,
respectively.

Relational Instability. The measure of baseline
relational instability was assessed using two
items from the Likelihood of Stability Scale
(Booth, Johnson, & Edwards, 1983). Respon-
dents answered the following questions: “Have
you or your partner ever seriously suggested the
idea of divorce or separation,” and “Have you
ever thought your marriage/relationship might
be in trouble?” Response options were never
(1); yes, in the past but not recently (2); and yes,
recently (3); mean scores were computed, and
higher scores indicate higher levels of relational
instability as indicated by existence and recency
of thoughts about separation. Recently was
defined by the respondents; it was not defined
in the survey. The alpha coefficients for internal
validity were 𝛼 = .82 and .79 at pretest for men
and women, respectively.

Control Variables. Control variables were
included for age, ethnicity, education, income,
marital status, and curriculum. Age in years, as
reported by participants at baseline, was used
as a continuous variable. Ethnicity was dichoto-
mously coded as non–European Americans
(which included, for example, African Ameri-
can, Asian American, Hispanic or Latino) and
European Americans. Education was dummy
coded by grouping those with less than a high
school diploma or its equivalent, high school
graduates, and those with more than a high
school diploma. Income was assessed as a
continuous variable using the respondents’
reported annual household income. Preprogram
reports of marital status were dichotomously
coded as unmarried and married. Curriculum
was dummy coded using Together We Can as
the reference group for each of the other three
curricula. Although the majority of previous
studies found no meaningful differences by cur-
riculum, one study found that, at least for men,
curriculum may influence changes in reported
outcomes (Gregson et al., 2012). Specifically,
men participating in Together We Can reported
enhancements in individual and parenting out-
comes, whereas men participating in Mastering
the Mysteries of Love reported enhancements
in individual and relationship outcomes, and
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men participating in Basic Training for Black
Marriage reported enhancements in individual,
parenting, and relationship outcomes. These
variables were entered as covariates in each of
the initial models. In the current study, none
of the covariates was found to be statistically
significant and therefore excluded from the final
models.

Analytic Strategy

Structural Equation Modeling. The soft-
ware system Mplus 6 (Muthén & Muthén,
1998–2010) was used to test the linear influ-
ence (RQ1) and moderating effect (RQ2) of
individuals’ baseline relational instability on
residual change in depressive symptoms, couple
quality, and family harmony for respondents
and their partner. Structural equation modeling
(SEM) allows researchers to draw inferences
by determining how the variables are related,
and by accounting for random measurement
error (Francis, 1988). Also, the SEM framework
utilizes full information maximum likelihood
(FIML), which enables the use of all available
information from the data to limit the deletion
of cases due to missing values. There was 9%
or less of missing values for each variable in the
current study. Therefore, using SEM allows for
more accurate parameter estimates based on the
available data.

Actor–Partner Interdependence Model. To test
the linear and moderating relationships of rela-
tional instability and outcomes for respondents
and partners, Actor–Partner Interdependence
Models (APIMs) were used. An APIM utilizes
SEM to assess variables that vary between and
within the dyad (i.e., actor effects [effects on
self] and partner effects [effects on others]).
APIMs are utilized to understand the dynamics
within the couple context on each individual in
the dyad (Kenny, Kashy, & Cook, 2006), as was
the goal of our study.

Goodness of Fit. Goodness-of-fit indices are
used for statistical hypothesis testing to assess
the consistencies and differences between the
data and the model (Kenny, 2014). For the pur-
poses of our study, multiple indices were used.
The chi-square test of model fit is most com-
monly utilized but can be misleading for large
sample sizes; therefore, other goodness-of-fit
statistics were utilized. The root mean square

error of approximation (RMSEA) is a more
general goodness-of-fit index, with values of
.01, .05, and .08 indicating excellent, good,
and acceptable fit, respectively, and a nonsignif-
icant p value (i.e., p> .05) for the RMSEA
value suggests the model fits the data well
(MacCallum, Browne, & Sugawara, 1996). The
Tucker-Lewis Index was also used. A value
close to 1.00 indicates a good fit (Kenny, 2014).
Finally, the Akaike information criteria (AIC)
and the Bayesian information criteria (BIC) are
presented. Both indices are used as comparative
or relative fit indices and can be used to compare
nested models to assess which model fits the data
best, with lower values indicating a better fit. The
moderation models for RQ2 are latent variable
moderation models, which estimate only the ran-
dom effect; therefore, the output provides only
the AIC and BIC goodness-of-fit statistics. For
the purposes of this study, the interaction terms
and the associations among other variables are
included in both the linear and moderation mod-
els, but in the linear models those pathways are
constrained to be zero. Therefore, we are able to
compare the AIC and BIC of the main effects
models to the moderation models. The fit of the
moderation model is indicated relative to the fit
statistics (e.g., RMSEA, TLI) presented for the
linear model.

Results

Preliminary Analyses

Results of independent-samples t tests to detect
differences between men and women’s reports
indicated no differences in the reports of insta-
bility at baseline or in the pre- and post-program
outcome measures. Descriptive statistics are pre-
sented in Table 1. Although statistical changes
in the target outcomes have been previously
reported for this sample using a comparison
group (Adler-Baeder, Garneau, et al., 2013), we
also tested and present in Table 1 results of
paired-samples t tests that indicate statistical
change for men and women in a desirable direc-
tion for depressive symptoms, couple quality,
and family harmony. The depressive symptoms
variable was log transformed to adjust for skew-
ness and kurtosis; the statistics presented in
Table 2 are for the transformed variable. Three
latent covariance structure analysis models were
fit to address RQ1 and to test the linear rela-
tionship between baseline relational instability
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics and Paired-Samples t Tests for Outcome Variables for Women and Men

Pretest Posttest

Variable n M SD n M SD t p 95% CI d

Depressive symptoms
Women 374 1.13 1.02 375 0.94 0.92 −3.91 < .001 [-.28, -.09] -.20
Men 375 1.02 0.98 373 0.77 0.85 −5.17 < .001 [-.36, -.16] -.26

Couple quality
Women 378 5.06 1.41 378 5.54 1.25 8.41 < .001 [.36, .59] .44
Men 375 5.22 1.35 375 5.70 1.16 8.60 < .001 [.37, .59] .45

Family harmony
Women 327 3.43 0.98 329 3.71 0.85 6.82 < .001 [.21, .38] .37
Men 330 3.55 0.90 328 3.79 0.79 6.08 < .001 [.17, .34] .32

Note. CI= confidence interval for the mean pre- and posttest outcome variable difference.

Table 2. Standardized and Unstandardized Estimates, Standard Errors, and Statistical Significance Levels for RQ1

Depressive Symptoms Relationship Quality Family Harmony

𝛽 b SE p 𝛽 b SE p 𝛽 b SE p

Actor effects
M RI → T1 M outcome .32 0.52 0.12 .009 −.65 −1.24 0.10 < .001 −.48 −0.69 0.12 < .001
W RI → T1 W outcome .48 0.80 0.12 < .001 −.54 −1.28 0.09 < .001 −.68 −0.96 0.12 < .001
M RI → T2 M outcome .11 0.16 0.12 .345 −.05 −0.08 0.11 .661 −.14 −0.16 0.13 .307
W RI → T2 W outcome .23 0.35 0.11 .051 −.10 −0.21 0.10 .311 .02 0.03 0.14 .871
T1 M outcome → T2 M outcome .43 0.38 0.06 < .001 .46 0.39 0.06 < .001 .47 0.39 0.09 < .001
T1 W outcome → T2 W outcome .54 0.18 0.06 < .001 .57 0.49 0.06 < .001 .71 0.61 0.09 < .001

Partner effects
M RI → T1 W outcome .01 0.02 0.20 .922 −.16 −0.33 0.10 .090 .00 0.01 0.12 .975
W RI → T1 M outcome .04 0.06 0.20 .777 −.01 −0.03 0.10 .913 −.17 −0.22 0.12 .164
M RI → T2 W outcome −.13 −0.20 0.17 .229 .03 0.05 0.10 .797 −.07 −0.09 0.12 .592
W RI → T2 M outcome .05 0.08 0.12 .663 −.06 −0.11 0.11 .585 .09 0.09 0.15 .553
T1 M outcome → T2 W outcome −.03 −0.03 0.05 .592 .11 0.10 0.06 .069 −.01 −0.01 0.08 .880
T1 W outcome → T2 M outcome −.04 −0.03 0.05 .575 .21 0.18 0.06 .001 .22 0.17 0.10 .023

Correlate
M RI → W RI .81 0.30 0.03 < .001 .81 0.36 0.03 < .001 .82 0.34 0.03 < .001
T1 M outcome → T1 W outcome .25 0.21 0.06 < .001 .40 0.44 0.05 < .001 .42 0.20 0.07 < .001
T2 M outcome → T2 W outcome .19 0.11 0.06 .003 .42 0.33 0.05 < .001 .49 0.15 0.07 < .001

R2

M outcome Time 1 .12 0.04 .001 .44 0.05 < .001 .39 0.05 < .001
W outcome Time 1 .24 0.05 < .001 .46 0.04 < .001 .46 0.06 < .001
M outcome Time 2 .24 0.05 < .001 .47 0.04 < .001 .44 0.05 < .001
W outcome Time 2 .36 0.05 < .001 .49 0.04 < .001 .54 0.05 < .001

Note. RI= relational instability; M=men, W=women, → = predicts, → = correlated with.

and residual change in depressive symptoms,
relationship quality, and family harmony. Three
other latent covariance structure analysis mod-
els were fit to address RQ2, which stipulated
that relational instability moderates the change
for self and partner in depressive symptoms,
relationship quality, and family harmony. The

error terms for each indicator were correlated for
the same reporter and across time in all mod-
els (Kenny et al., 2006). Time 2 (T2) scores in
the models are the posttest scores controlling for
pretest scores, and thus they are representative of
residual change in those scores (Singer & Wil-
lett, 2003).



www.manaraa.com

Role of Relational Instability 415

Research Question 1: Linear Relationship
Between Instability and Outcomes

Parameter estimates for the model assessing the
linear relationship between actor and partner
relational instability and changes in actor and
partner depressive symptoms, relationship qual-
ity, and family harmony are presented in Table 2.
Goodness-of-fit statistics are reported with their
corresponding models in text.

Depressive Symptoms. The goodness-of-fit ind-
ices for the model indicated an excellent fit
(𝜒2 = 84.91, df = 83, p= .421; RMSEA= .01,
p= .999; TLI= .99; AIC= 13134.58; BIC=
13,406.27). The model for depressive symptoms
respectively predicted 12% and 24% of the vari-
ance in men and women’s depressive symptoms
before program participation, then 24% and 36%
of the variance in men and women’s depressive
symptoms after program participation. Much
of the variance in T2 depressive symptoms was
accounted for by T1 levels of depressive symp-
toms; however, relational instability reported by
self and partner statistically accounted for vari-
ance in T2 depressive symptoms not explained
by T1 levels alone.

Accounting for all other variables in the
model, actor’s report of baseline relational
instability statistically predicted the amount
of residual change in depressive symptoms
for women (𝛽 = .23, p= .049); higher levels
of relational instability were related to greater
improvements in depressive symptoms. There
was no statistical association for men (𝛽 = .11,
p= .117), indicating that men’s depressive
symptoms did not improve distinctly more
or less according to their baseline relational
instability. Partner’s report of baseline relational
instability did not statistically predict change in
depressive symptoms after CRE participation
for men (𝛽 = .05, p= .109) or women (𝛽 = –.13,
p= .123). We also noted that actor’s higher level
of relational instability was statistically and pos-
itively related to both men’s (𝛽 = .32, p= .008)
and women’s (𝛽 = .48, p= .001) depressive
symptoms at preassessment. Figure 1 depicts
the statistical results of this model.

Relationship Quality. The goodness-of-fit indi-
ces indicated a good fit (𝜒2 = 466.05, df = 227,
p= .001; RMSEA= .05, p= .250; TLI= .97;
AIC =19334.12; BIC= 19716.06). The model
for relationship quality respectively explained
44% and 46% of the variance in men and

women’s relationship quality before program
participation, then 47% and 49% of the variance
in men and women’s relationship quality after
program participation. Much of the variance in
T2 relationship quality was accounted for by
T1 levels; however, actor’s relational instability
and partner’s relational instability statistically
account for variance in T2 relationship quality
not explained by T1 levels alone.

Accounting for all other variables in the
model, actor’s report of baseline relational
instability was not statistically related to either
men’s (𝛽 = –.05, p= .660) or women’s (𝛽 = –.10,
p= .311) change in relationship quality scores,
indicating that men and women experienced
improvements in relationship quality following
participation in CRE regardless of baseline rela-
tional instability. The actor’s level of baseline
relational instability was statistically related to
both men’s (𝛽 = –.65, p= .001) and women’s
(𝛽 = –.54, p= .001) relationship quality scores
at preassessment; higher levels of relational
instability were associated with lower levels of
baseline relational instability.

Family Harmony. The goodness-of-fit indices
indicated an acceptable fit (𝜒2 = 204.93, df = 98,
p< .001; RMSEA= .06, p= .226; TLI= .95;
AIC= 11523.64; BIC= 11796.82). The model
for family harmony respectively predicted 39%
and 46% of the variance in men and women’s
family harmony before program participation,
then predicted 44% and 54% of the variance in
men and women’s family harmony after pro-
gram participation. Much of the variance in T2
family harmony is accounted for by T1 levels;
however, partner and actor reports of relational
instability statistically account for variance in
T2 family harmony not explained by T1 levels
alone.

Accounting for all other variables in the
model, actor’s level of relational instability
was not statistically related to men’s (𝛽 = –.14,
p= .309) or women’s (𝛽 = .02, p= .871) amount
of residual change in family harmony, which
suggests that men and women experience
change in family harmony regardless of level of
baseline relational instability. Partner’s baseline
level of relational instability did not statisti-
cally predict change in family harmony for
men (𝛽 = –.07, p= .593) or women (𝛽 = .09,
p= .554). We also noted that for both men
and women, higher baseline levels of actor’s
relational instability were associated with lower
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FIGURE 1. Structural Equation Model for the Linear Relationship (RQ1) of Depressive Symptoms Including
Statistically Significant Standardized (and Unstandardized) Estimates.

baseline levels of family harmony (𝛽 = –.48,
p= .001 and 𝛽 = –.68, p= .001, respectively).

Research Question 2: Moderation

Parameter estimates for the model assessing
the moderating role of relational instability
on depressive symptoms, relationship quality,
and family harmony are presented in Table 3.
The goodness-of-fit statistics of the depressive
symptoms moderation model (AIC= 13,138.54;
BIC= 13,425.98) were higher than those of the
linear relationship model (AIC= 13,134.58;
BIC= 13,406.27), indicating that the linear rela-
tionship fit the data best. The goodness-of-fit
statistics for the relationship quality modera-
tion model (AIC= 19,326.1; BIC= 19,723.8)
were lower than those of the linear relationship
model (AIC= 13,324.12; BIC= 19,716.06),
indicating that the moderation model fit the data
best. The goodness-of-fit statistics of the family
harmony moderation model (AIC= 11,529.5;
BIC= 11,818.3) were higher than those of the
linear relationship model (AIC= 11,523.64;
AIC= 11,796.82), indicating that the modera-
tion model fit the data best.

Accounting for all other variables in the
model, actor’s report of baseline relational

instability did not statistically moderate men’s
(𝛽 = –.17, p= .119; 𝛽 = –.04, p= .793) or
women’s (𝛽 = .01, p= .948; 𝛽 = .12, p= .469)
change in depressive symptoms or family har-
mony, respectively. Further, partner’s report of
baseline relational instability did not statistically
moderate change in depressive symptoms or
family harmony for men (𝛽 = .10, p= .264;
𝛽 = .07, p= .521) or women (𝛽 = –.02, p= .816;
𝛽 = –.15, p= .249), respectively. These results
indicate that men and women experience change
in depressive symptoms and family harmony
regardless of baseline level of relational instabil-
ity. Similarly, accounting for all other variables
in the model, for men, neither their reports of
baseline relational instability nor their partners’
reports of instability statistically moderated
their reported change in relationship quality
(𝛽 = –.02, p= .780 and 𝛽 = .04, p= .705, respec-
tively), which suggests that men experience
change in relationship quality regardless of
baseline level of relational instability.

For women, their reports as well as their
partner’s reports of baseline relational insta-
bility statistically moderated change in their
relationship quality (𝛽 = .29, p= .008 and
𝛽 = –.19, p= .007, respectively). Further inves-
tigation, using prototypical plots, of the actor’s
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Table 3. Unstandardized Estimates, Standard Errors, and Statistical Significance Levels for RQ2

Depressive Symptoms Relationship Quality Family Harmony

b SE p b SE p b SE p

Actor effects
M RI → T1 M outcome 0.52 0.22 .021 −1.22 0.20 <.001 −0.69 0.17 <.001
W RI → T1 W outcome 0.82 0.23 <.001 −1.29 0.30 <.001 −0.95 0.18 <.001
M RI → T2 M outcome 0.15 0.18 .409 −0.02 0.18 .907 −0.13 0.17 .432
W RI → T2 W outcome 0.35 0.20 .085 −0.30 0.25 .225 −0.04 0.20 .843
M RI×T1 M outcome → T2 M outcome −0.17 0.11 .119 −0.02 0.09 .780 −0.04 0.14 .793
W RI×T1 W outcome → T2 W outcome 0.01 0.10 .948 0.29 0.11 .008 0.12 0.16 .469
T1 M outcome → T2 M outcome 0.40 0.06 <.001 0.40 0.07 <.001 0.40 0.08 <.001
T1 W outcome → T2 W outcome 0.48 0.06 <.001 0.45 0.07 <.001 0.58 0.09 <.001

Partner Effects
M RI → T1 W outcome 0.02 0.23 .941 −0.31 0.24 .183 0.01 0.18 .970
W RI → T1 M outcome 0.06 0.22 .795 −0.04 0.22 .848 −0.23 0.14 .109
M RI → T2 W outcome −0.21 0.19 .274 0.04 0.19 .821 −0.02 0.20 .915
W RI → T2 M outcome 0.07 0.19 .690 −0.20 0.25 .437 0.05 0.17 .790
M RI×T1 M outcome → T2 W outcome −0.02 0.10 .816 −0.20 0.07 .007 −0.15 0.13 .249
W RI×T1 W outcome → T2 M outcome 0.10 0.09 .264 0.04 0.10 .705 0.07 0.11 .512
T1 M outcome → T2 W outcome −0.03 0.06 .637 0.12 0.06 .063 0.03 0.07 .696
T1 W outcome → T2 M outcome −0.04 0.05 .428 0.16 0.07 .026 0.15 0.08 .062

Correlate
M RI → W RI 0.30 0.03 <.001 0.36 0.02 <.001 0.34 0.03 <.001
T1 M outcome →T1 W outcome 0.21 0.06 <.001 0.44 0.08 <.001 0.20 0.04 <.001
T2 M outcome → T2 W outcome 0.11 0.04 <.001 0.32 0.05 <.001 0.14 0.03 <.001

Note. RI= relational instability; M=men, W=women, →= predicts, →= correlated with.

moderating effect indicated that women with
high baseline relational instability and high
baseline relationship quality experienced
greater changes in relationship quality com-
pared to women with low baseline relational
instability and low baseline reports of relation-
ship quality. Further investigation, again using
prototypical plots, of the moderating effect of
the partner indicated that women experienced
greater change when their partners reported
high baseline relational instability and low
baseline relationship quality. Figure 2 depicts
the statistical results this model.

Discussion

The results of this study provide several novel
contributions to the body of research focused
on the evaluation and refinement of CRE pro-
gramming. We employed explicit theory and
dyadic data analyses and considered the baseline
stability of a couple’s relationship in predicting
or moderating change after program participa-
tion. Previous studies and theory suggest that
more vulnerable participants may experience

enhanced benefits from CRE participation.
In our sample we found evidence of this for
women on several key outcomes. Of note,
greater self-reported baseline relational insta-
bility was associated with greater reduction in
depressive symptoms for women. In addition,
the relationship between change in relation-
ship quality and baseline relational instability
was influenced by the level of reported quality
at baseline, such that the greatest change in
relationship quality occurred for women who
reported higher levels of instability when they
also reported higher relationship quality before
participation in CRE. Moderation analyses also
revealed that greater change in relationship qual-
ity occurred for women whose partner reported
higher relational instability and also reported
lower relationship quality before participation
in CRE in comparison to women whose partners
reported lower levels of baseline instability and
quality. Men in our sample appeared to benefit
from participation in CRE, regardless of baseline
reports of relational instability by themselves or
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FIGURE 2. Structural Equation Model for the Moderating Relationship (RQ2) of Relationship Quality,
Including Statistically Significant Unstandardized Estimates.

by their partners. We situate these findings in
the context of recent CRE research and practice.

The Influence of Relational Instability
on Program Changes

Because some concern has been expressed
regarding the involvement of relationally
unstable couples in educational programs, and
evidence, inclusive of the present study, suggests
that couples with varying degrees of relational
instability are choosing to participate in CRE, it
is important to explore this factor when studying
CRE program effects. Prior to this study, there
was some assurance that CRE programs “do no
harm” (Coie et al., 1993), and in fact, it appears
that groups of relationally unstable participants
benefited from CRE (Bradford et al., 2014;
Quirk et al., 2014), and more demographically
vulnerable CRE participants showed compar-
atively better outcomes than those considered
less vulnerable (Amato, 2014).

In our study exploring the influence of vary-
ing levels of reported relational instability, we
invoked assumptions from the calamity theory
of growth (Anthis, 2002), which suggests that
experiencing stressful life experiences can pro-
vide a catalyst for positive growth and change

over time because of enhanced openness to
exploration and development of skills for man-
aging the stressful life event. This expectation is
borrowed from studies of identity development
and we suggest its usefulness to researchers as
they assess benefits of CRE and other family life
education programs for individuals experiencing
other types of stressful life experiences.

We examined both the linear relationship and
the moderating effect of baseline levels of rela-
tional instability on outcomes of interest, expect-
ing that those more relationally unstable may
demonstrate some added gains. Utilizing both
methods of analysis allowed us to determine
whether there was a more straightforward, lin-
ear relationship between level of instability and
amount of change or whether there was an inter-
action between level of baseline instability and
the starting point of the outcome in predict-
ing the amount of change in the outcome. This
approach built on previous findings from a recent
study of a group of relationally unstable men
and women (measured similarly as recency of
thoughts of divorce) who experienced positive
changes in depressed affect after CRE participa-
tion (Bradford et al., 2014).

For men in the present study, relational
instability reported by self or partner did not
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influence the degree of change in targeted
outcomes. For both men and women, the degree
of change in family harmony also was not influ-
enced by reports of baseline instability. Because
we know that, on the whole, there were statis-
tical improvements for the men and women in
the study in all outcome areas, we can interpret
results to mean that men experienced benefits
from participation in CRE, regardless of level of
reported instability. In addition, family harmony
was enhanced for all participants.

For women in the study, there were some
nuanced influences of reported relational insta-
bility. Those reporting more instability reported
greater improvements in their own depressive
symptoms. In general, couple functioning is a
stronger predictor of depression in women than
in men (Leach, Butterworth, Olesen, & Mack-
innon, 2013). This may explain why women’s
reports of relational instability were more
closely aligned than men’s with positive shifts
in depressive symptoms after CRE participation.
Also, there was limited variability in the depres-
sive symptoms measure for men (M = 0.90;
SD= 0.67 on a scale of 0–3), thereby limiting the
likelihood of a large downward shift in relation
to the variability in the instability measure.

We also found that actors’ and partners’ rela-
tional instability can moderate the change in
relationship quality for women. Women reported
greater positive change in relationship quality
in relation to the interaction of higher rela-
tional instability and higher relationship quality
at baseline. Specifically, women report greater
positive change in relationship quality when they
report higher instability and higher relationship
quality before participation in CRE, but also
when their partners report higher instability and
lower quality before participation in CRE. We
expected the latter; that is, that higher instabil-
ity and lower quality at start would be asso-
ciated with more positive program effects on
relationship quality. The unexpected effects of
women’s own reports are challenging to under-
stand; however, the measure of relational insta-
bility (Booth, et al., 1983) should be consid-
ered. One of the questions is “Have you or
your partner ever seriously considered divorce
or separation?” (emphasis added). Although still
a valid indicator that the relationship is less sta-
ble if the partner is the one who has considered
divorce or separation, it does allow for an indi-
vidual to report that her partner has considered
dissolving the relationship while still reporting

high relationship quality. In our sample, women
who followed this scenario seemed to benefit
more, perhaps encouraged that a partner consid-
ering divorce or separation would attend CRE.
It is unclear why this would not be the case
for men, and we encourage further investigation.
Because we can only speculate about the finding
for women, it would be valuable to alter the item
or develop a new measure that more specifically
assesses which partner has considered separa-
tion or divorce. This would also allow for exam-
ination of dyadic (in)congruence and its effects.

Previous research found variation in out-
comes based on relationship distress for both
men and women (Quirk et al., 2014); those with
high relationship distress experienced greater
improvements in dedication to the relationship
and communication after CRE participation.
That research utilized a measure with clinical
cutoffs for distinguishing groups. Perhaps, clear
distinctions between groups enhance the chance
of finding moderation for the full sample.
Our assessment of recency of consideration of
divorce or separation serves as an indicator of
relationship distress, but does not directly tap
intensity of relationship distress in the same
way, even though the moderation test does serve
to compare the extreme ends of the spectrum.
We recommend that future research incorporate
methods for measuring latent constructs that tap
multiple dimensions of relational health. Fur-
ther, developing profiles of participants based
on their relationship characteristics could be a
worthwhile endeavor that may allow us to better
delineate the characteristics of participants for
whom CRE is more or less effective.

Practical Implications

Couple and relationship education can affect
multiple domains in the family system and may
fill gaps between other services, especially ser-
vices that may be perceived as more intimidating
or that have stigma associated with them. Edu-
cational services, such as CRE, provide an arena
for individuals and couples to learn and practice
skills in an environment that may be perceived
as more comfortable or inviting than therapy
or counseling (Burr, Hubler, Gardner, Roberts,
& Patterson, 2014; DeMaria, 2005). It appears
worthwhile for practitioners to continue to offer
CRE programs for any interested individual or
couple, regardless of relationship issues. In our
study, men experienced similar benefits from
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program participation regardless of whether they
initially reported any recent or past relationship
instability. Further, women in more unstable
relationships benefited slightly more than did
those in more stable relationships. This is not
to suggest that CRE is a panacea for vulnerable
couples, only that there is no evidence to suggest
that CRE should not be offered to distressed
couples. Typically, CRE programs are offered as
open classes to all members of the community
and any individual or couple can self-select
into CRE, therapy, or both. Findings indicate
that couples who participate in a CRE program
benefit from participation. However, we encour-
age the use of a more systemic approach to
prevention and intervention research than has
generally been undertaken thus far by collecting
baseline data before CRE participation and
utilizing information that participants share
about themselves and their families during the
class to suggest other potentially complemen-
tary family support services (e.g., therapeutic
services, parenting programs). We encourage
exploration of the effects of CRE in combination
with other programs and services for couples
with varying levels of relational instability.
Finally, findings regarding different effects of
both actor and partner reports may indicate
that partners are not always congruent in their
assessment of their relational health. Thus,
educators are encouraged to emphasize open
communication within participating dyads to
create shared meaning about current and future
relational health.

Limitations

Although we present information on changes
from pre-program to immediate post-program
6 to 8 weeks later, we are limited in our ability
to assess whether and how relational instability
at baseline influenced changes in depressive
symptoms and relationship quality over time.
Therefore, follow-up data is vital for assessing
these patterns of association in the program
group over time. In addition, the outcome data
from our study were self-report measures that
may under- or overestimate true effect sizes.
Thus, observational methods would enhance the
validity of these and future findings.

Conclusions and Future Directions

Exploring variations in CRE outcomes based
on relational characteristics and context serves

to enhance our understanding of influences on
the program experience and for whom the pro-
gram works best, but there is still much to be
done. Our study joins the few others that con-
sider individual CRE participants in the con-
text of their couple relationships. A focus on the
influences within dyads in CRE research is in
the beginning stages (Braithwaite & Fincham,
2011; Halford & Wilson, 2009; Laurenceau,
Stanley, Olmos-Gallo, Baucom, & Markman,
2004; Owen et al., 2012), yet is consistent with
an ecological approach. We encourage the con-
tinued use of dyadic data analyses in the study of
CRE programs’ influence on individuals’ expe-
riences and growth. In addition, an ecological
family systems approach suggests the continued
consideration of CRE outcomes related to cou-
ple functioning, such as indicators of individual
well-being and family harmony, and the assess-
ment of spillover among individual, relationship,
and family change over time.

We examined the influence of the existence
and recency of thoughts of divorce or separation
on amount of change in several targeted CRE
outcomes and found some enhanced benefits
for women reporting less stable relationships
at baseline. We acknowledge, however, that
our measure is only one aspect of relational
vulnerability. Our hope is that this investiga-
tion stimulates exploration of other possible
couple-level influences on change (e.g., amount
of couple conflict, commitment and dedication
to the relationship), as well as exploration of the
influence of combinations of couple-level vari-
ables and demographics on outcomes. Overall,
CRE research and practice are best served when
we move from evaluation methods that seek
the typical, or average, individual experience
to methods that recognize the diversity in our
samples and that endeavor to uncover unique
pathways of change within the couple context.
This approach can provide information on fac-
tors that provide an enhanced CRE program
experience and assurances that subpopulations
of participants are not negatively affected by
CRE participation.
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