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ABSTRACT
Religion and religious involvement extend beyond individual satisfaction to also include
influencing marital and family relationships. In spite of the research supporting the perceived
benefits of marriage, including overall emotional and physical health, decrease in stress, alcohol
and drug use, and increase in lifespan, African Americans marriage rates are lower compared to
White Americans. Consequently, African Americans have the highest divorce rate and the
highest incidences of single-parent homes. Religiosity is often overlooked as an important
component that contributes to satisfaction and enduring relationships. There is also a perceived
relationship between closeness to God and romantic attachment that leads to stable, sustaining
relationships characterized by secure bonds that protect against marital dissolution. This
quantitative research examined the linear relationship between two independent variables
closeness to God and religiosity and two dependent variables marital satisfaction and longevity
for married individuals from a sample of 65 African American and 280 White participants. An
analysis of covariance assessed the interaction between closeness to God and religiosity and
marital satisfaction and longevity using scores obtained from the Religious Commitment
Inventory and the one question adaptation of the Religiosity Salience-Cognition Scale that
measures religiosity and closeness to God in African Americans and Whites. This research did
not support a linear relationship between religiosity and satisfaction, religiosity and longevity,
and closeness to God and longevity. The presence of neuroticism interacted with the correlation
in each simple regression analyses. A weak correlation was identified between closeness to God
and satisfaction and identifies African Americans have higher religiosity than Whites.

Keywords: marriage, longevity, closeness, religion, satisfaction
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
Overview

African Americans, when compared to non-Hispanic Whites, are less likely to marry,
tend to marry later, spend less time married, and are more likely to divorce (Phillips, Wilmoth, &
Marks, 2012). These marriage relationship disparities suggest that further research, focusing on
understanding the unique dynamics of African American marriages, may yield some
improvement in African American relationship outcomes. Religiosity, one of the most
prominent characteristics of many strong African American families, i.e., African Americans are
the most religious racial/ethnic group in the United States, is often overlooked as a re-enforcer of
positive relationships (Millett, Cook, Skipper, Chaney, Marks, & Dolahite, 2018). Prayer,
church attendance, and participation in other religious groups are coping mechanisms African
Americans use to increase their spiritual substance and a resource to sustain during difficult
times. However, research offering insight into how and why religion is meaningful remains
limited (Marks, Tanner, Nestruk, Chaney, & Baumgartner, 2012). What is known is that African
Americans tend to view marriage as a covenant (Goodman, Dollahite, Marks, & Layton, 2013;
Marks, Tanner, Nestruk, Chaney, & Baumgartner, 2012; Phillips, Wilmoth, & Marks, 2012;
Vaterlaus, Skogrand, Chaney, & Gahagan, 2016). Covenant marriage is indicative of the
covenant that God has with the church (Lambert & Dollahite, 2008).

Marriage as a covenant is a mutual legal agreement between God and man that extends to
the wife through the oneness of covenant marriage. The satisfaction and love experienced
through covenant marriage also reflect the oneness of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit (Endara,

2015). God created marriage as an institution that reflects the model of covenant relationship



with Jesus Christ and the church (Du Plessis, 2012); and as an active part of the marriage, God
yields a sacred relationship with equitable submission, mutual respect, and care. Marriages that
are considered sacred receive greater effort by the spouses to protect its sanctity. Marital
sanctity, viewing marriage as a manifestation of God, is related to marital satisfaction in that it
promotes feelings of love, forgiveness, and self-sacrifice that can contribute to satisfaction
(Stafford, 2016). Curran, Utley, and Muraco (2010), posit that African Americans view marriage
as a covenant under God, a reflection of a person’s relationship with God, and a connection of
love that two individuals want to share in a sacred event. Additional qualitative research
completed by Taylor, Mattis, and Chatters (1999) found that 79% of African Americans report
that religion is very important in their everyday lives with spirituality and religion influencing
virtually all areas of African Americans being. The benefits of religion and religious
involvement are believed to extend beyond individual satisfaction, influencing marital and
family relationships. Yet, it is the covenant relationship between God and humans that serves as
the fundamental building block in marriage that creates a fervent union and intimacy that allows
the marriage to grow both spiritually and emotionally (Du Plessis, 2012). This represents the
covenant marriage designed by God that is mirrored after God’s covenant relationship between
God and the church.
Background

African Americans divorce rate exceeds 50% (Long, 2010) for first marriages, and 60%
(Falke & Larson, 2007) for second marriages with rates increasing for each subsequent marriage.
In addition to the low marital rate and highest divorce rate, African Americans have the highest

occurrence of single-parent homes. The dissolution of African American marriages in the United



States is more than those in other Western countries (McGoldrick, Preto, & Carter, 2016), and
consequently exceeds that for any race and the United States as a whole, yielding a marital rate
that is declining each year. The complexity of factors that contribute to the low marital rate has
lead researchers Chambers and Kravitz (2011), to describe African Americans’ 42% marriage
rate as abysmal when compared to the 61% marriage rate for Whites. Moreover, since 1970, in
the United States, the overall rate of marriage declined by 17 percent, but for African Americans,
it has declined by 34 percent (McGoldrick, Preto, & Carter, 2016).

Daily, couples are faced with interpersonal stressors, such as relationship conflicts and
intrapersonal stressors, including managing emotional regulation, that contributes to the frailty of
marital unions. Research frequently highlights the negative reasons for marital dissolution, but
fails to adopt a strength-focused approach to marital longevity for African Americans, especially
the significant role religion plays in marital success (Bulanda & Brown, 2007; Chaney, 2014;
Chaney, Mitchell, & Barker, 2014; Johnson & Loscocco, 2015; Kim, 2012; Kumar, 2007;
Putnam, 1999). Furthermore, interviews and surveys completed by Marks, Tanner, Nesteruk,
Chaney, & Baumgartner (2012), Marks, Hopkins, Chaney, Monroe, Mesteruk, & Sasser, (2008),
Marks, Tanner, Nesteruk, Chaney, & Baumgartner, (2012) and Goodman, Dollahite, Marks, &
Layton (2013) that examined African American marriages yield qualitative data that falls short in
delivering specific, proactive interventions that prepare couples for marriage and the test and
trials that are bound to occur.

Problem Statement
African Americans have a greater risk of divorce than other racial and ethnic groups.

Multiple variables such as cohabitation (Barr, Simons, & Simons, 2015; Chambers & Kravitz,



2017), socioeconomic factors (Johnson and Loscocco, 2015), educational level (Holland, 2009;
Quirk et al., 2014; Tinsley, 2016), and slavery (Birditt et al., 2010; Phillips, Wilmoth, & Marks,
2012) are identified as having a negative causal impact on African American marriages.
Although religion, spirituality, and the Black church are believed to serve as protective factors
that stabilize African American marriages and decrease the possibility of divorce, African
Americans still have the highest divorce rate in the United States (Chaney, Shirisia, & Skogrand,
2016). Cultural differences, values, and socioeconomic factors are a few examples that influence
the formation and structure of relationships that sway the value of religion, spirituality and
religious practices toward advantage for some African American marriages and a negative causal
effect for others (Owen, Quirk, Bergen, Inch, & France, 2012). The Black church is an
additional paradox that for some African American marriages, represents a place of solidarity
against racism and economic injustice, focusing more on the political and social realities within
the Black community while for others, the Black church fulfills a religious and spiritual role and
focuses on the importance of having a satisfying and sustaining marriage (Chaney, Shirisia, &
Skogrand, 2016). Interpersonal and intrapersonal challenges such as premarital resources,
education, and tools that are developed from research on White, middle-class Americans create
additional barriers to longevity for African Americans (Phillips, Wilmoth, & Marks, 2012).

Such Eurocentric norms of marriage and courtship that are offered for African Americans to
emulate, those models ignore culturally specific norms and expectations about African American
marriage (Bryant, Wicrama, Bolland, Bryant, Cutrona, & Stanick, 2010). The economic
hardship caused by financial strain, inequalities from racial discrimination, and the psychological

stress and negative attitudes attached to being labeled a minority create unique circumstances for



African Americans that influence interpersonal interactions, problem-solving skills, and
emotional distress. With the majority of research focusing on the negative perils of divorce,
remarriage and remarriage rates, single parenting, and children born out of wedlock, the
strengths or need for resources to counteract the current upward trend in divorce is overlooked
(Owen, Quirk, Bergen, Inch, & France, 2012). Overcoming such challenges cannot be
accomplished without considering a strength-focused approach to African American marriage,
and this may include investigating the influence of religiosity and attachment to God as factors
that could increase marital satisfaction and longevity.
Purpose Statement

The purpose of this study is to investigate the importance of religiosity and closeness to
God in marital relationships, and its effect on marital satisfaction and longevity among races,
specifically married African American and White adults. Religiosity and closeness to God are
often viewed synonymously; however, for this research, religiosity is more than belief, it is
active involvement, belonging, and practicing of religion (Parise, Gatti, & lafrate, 2017), while
closeness to God is the conceptualization of attachment to God as the secure base that is the
foundation of belief (Murunga, Limke-McClean, & Wright, 2017). Religiosity is often
overlooked as an important component that contributes to satisfaction and enduring relationships.
Marriage is losing its significance among African Americans more rapidly than other groups in
society (Long, 2010). Of all races, African Americans have the highest occurrence of divorce
after four years of marriage. For both African Americans and Whites married at least fourteen
years, the presence of conflict, withdrawal, or the inability to problem-solve increased their

prevalence of divorce. While there is a plethora of literature on the relationship between
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religiosity and the quality of marital relationships (Bryant, Wickrama, Bolland, Bryant, Cutrona,
& Stanik, 2010; Bulanda and Brown, 2007; Chaney, Shirishia, & Skogrand, 2016; Gillum and
Dodd, 2016; Marks, Hopkins, Chaney, Monroe, Nesteruk & Sasser, 2008; Phillips, Wilmoth, &
Marks, 2012; Vaterlaus, Skogrand, Chaney, & Gahagan, 2016; Wilmoth and Blane, 2014), gaps
remain in examining the role religiosity plays in sustaining such relationships among African
Americans.

This research will include closeness to God as a proxy for attachment to God and
religiosity as predictors of marital longevity and satisfaction. Closeness to God is measured
using the one question adaptation of the Religiosity Salience-Cognition Scale. Religiosity is
measured using the Religious Commitment Inventory (RCI-10). As outcome or dependent
variables, longevity is measured through demographic information, and satisfaction is measured
by the Couples Satisfaction Index (CSI-16). Race will be included as moderator of the
relationship between the independent and dependent variables.

Significance of the Study

Marriage can be one of the most prominent, fulfilling relationships experienced.
Vaterlaus, Skogrand, Chaney, and Gahagan (2016), identify commitment, love, friendship,
partnership, trust, and covenant as realistic expectations of marriage. However, when compared
to Whites, the elevated divorce rate, low marital rate, and even lower remarital rate for African
Americans create a disparity in sustainable marriages specifically among African American
couples. Research has historically reviewed the racial divide in marital longevity through the
deficit perspective, emphasizing the problems and pathology that contribute to marital

dissolution instead of gleaning from a strength-focused approach toward sustainability.



Additionally, barriers such as cohabitation, single-parent homes, and single parenting create
economic challenges while culturally specific strengths such as religion, church attendance, and
faith offer hope and satisfaction, serving as protectives factor in marriage (Gillum & Dodd,
2016). This research, therefore, seeks to explore the significance of religiosity and closeness to
God in marital longevity and satisfaction among African Americans and if this significance
varies when compared to Whites.
Research Questions
The following research examining the relationship between religiosity and closeness to
God with marital longevity and satisfaction among married African Americans seeks to
determine the following:
RQ1: What is the relationship between religiosity (X) and marital satisfaction (), and
how is that relationship influenced by race (M: African American vs White)?
Hla: Religiosity is positively related to marital satisfaction.
H1b: The relationship between religiosity and marital satisfaction is stronger for
African Americans than Whites.
RQ2: What is the relationship between religiosity (X) and marital longevity (), and
how is that relationship influenced by race (M: African American vs White)?
H2a: Religiosity is positively related to marital longevity.
H2b: The relationship between religiosity and marital longevity is stronger for

African Americans than Whites.



RQ3: What is the relationship between closeness to God (X) and marital satisfaction
(YY), and how is that relationship influenced by race (M: African American vs
White)?
H3a: Closeness to God is positively related to marital satisfaction.
H3b: The relationship between closeness to God and marital satisfaction is
stronger for African Americans than Whites.
RQ4: What is the relationship between closeness to God (X) and marital longevity (Y),
and how is that relationship influenced by race (M: African American vs White)?
H4a: Closeness to God is positively related to marital longevity.
H4b: The relationship between closeness to God and marital longevity is
stronger for African Americans than Whites.
Definitions
1. Anxious Attachment —Characterized by feelings of uncertainty and confusion
(Bradshaw and Kent, 2018). Those with an anxious attachment style are often worried
and reluctant about having a close relationship and dependency on others (Tinsley,
2016).
2. Attachment — The process by which infants engage in behavior that promotes mental
and physical well-being (Bradshaw and Kent, 2018).
3. Avoidant Attachment — Characterized by a cold, distant, and unsupportive relationship
that lacks warmth, approval, closeness, trust, and reliability (Bradshaw and Kent,
2018). Those with avoidant attachment style feel uncomfortable getting close and

depending on others (Tinsley, 2016).



10.

11.

Cohesiveness — Support between parents, at an emotional and instrumental level as a
core dimension (Favez, Widmer, Doan, & Tissot, 2015).

Constructive Behavior — Overtly positive reactions such as saying nice things, calmly
discussing the problem, and active listening (Birditt, Brown, Orbuch, & Mcllvane,
2010).

Covenant — A cardinal concept to describe the nature of the relationship between God
and humans, to describe the covenant relationship between God and His church, or a
cardinal concept to describe the nature of the marital relationship between husband and
wife (DuPlessis, 2012). A binding agreement between two people. God’s covenants
with man are reminders of His gracious promises (1 Peter 3:8-9; New American
Standard Version).

Covenant Marriage — From God’s perspective, a covenant between a man and a
woman that binds them together for life (Matthew 19:6; New American Standard
Version). It allows the man and woman the opportunity and supports them to grow
towards spiritual and emotional healing in God through Jesus Christ (DuPlessis, 2012).
Culture — The frame for viewing biological adaptations (Szocik, 2017).

Destructive Behavior — Patterns of behaviors between people that include criticism,
defensiveness, and contempt (Birditt, Brow, Orbuch, & Mcllvane, 2017).

Divorce — End of a marriage (Birditt, Brown, & Orbuch, 2017).

God — A secure base. Infallible, and not subject to human foibles (Murunga, Limke-

McLean, & Wright, 2017).
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13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.
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God Attachment — Conceptualizing God as a secure base (Murunga, Limke-McLean, &
Wright, 2017).

Insecure Attachment — Negatively associated with relationship satisfaction, a
heightened perceived risk associated with relying on others, characterized by avoidant
and anxious attachment (Hadden, Smith, & Webster, 2014).

Life Satisfaction — A cognitive evaluation of one’s life satisfaction, either globally or
with respect to specific life domains, such as work, family, leisure, health, finances,
self, and one’s group, with criteria determined by the individual (Neto and Pinto,
2015).

Marriage — Marriage is the union of a man and a woman who make a permanent and
exclusive commitment to each other of the type that is naturally (inherently) fulfilled
by bearing and rearing children together. The spouses seal (consummate) and renew
their union by conjugal acts — acts that constitute the behavioral part of the process of
reproduction, thus uniting them as a reproductive unit. Marriage is valuable in itself,
but its inherent orientation to the bearing and rearing of children contributes to its
distinctive structure, including norms of monogamy and fidelity (Girgis, George, &
Anderson, 2011).

Neuroticism — Characterized by negative affect, emotional instability, and indicates the
use of more ineffective emotion regulation strategies (Vater and Schréder-Abg, 2015).
Premarital Cohabitation — When a couple lives together prior to marriage (Bulanda
and Brown, 2006).

Relationship Commitment — The intention to remain in one’s relationship (Pope, 2013).
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19. Religion — A core set of beliefs and the formal practice of those beliefs through
membership in a church or other faith-based institution (Boyd-Franklin, 2010).
20. Religiosity — Religiosity is more than belief; it is active involvement, belonging, and
practicing of religion (Parise, Gatti, & lafrate, 2017).
21. Religious Commitment — Viewing religion as the primary motivating factor in life,
making a sincere effort to incorporate the basic tenets of their faith in all they do
(Krause and Hayward, 2014).
22. Remarriage — Those that are not in their first marriage (Bulanda and Brown, 2006).
23. Secure Attachment — Those with secure attachment feel comfortable in forming close
relationships and being able to depend on others (Tinsley, 2016).
24. Trinity — The Father, Son, and Holy Spirit in its whole-being unity (Endara, 2015).
Summary
The United States has the highest divorce rate in the Western world and the greatest
number of cohabitating relationships that break up more rapidly than those in other Western
countries (McGoldrick, Preto, & Carter, 2016). Sixty percent of remarriages end in divorce
(Falke & Larson, 2007), with thirty-nine percent of remarriages ending within the first year
(Whitton, Stanley, Markham, & Johnson, 2013). Although marriage affords many the
opportunity to experience emotionally satisfying interactions and relationships, 40-50% of new
marriages among the younger generation will eventually end in divorce (Stanley, 2001), and with
the high incidence of divorce for African American marriages, they are the least likely among
races to get married and stay married (Koball, Moiduddin, Henderson, Goesling, & Besculides,

2010). The guarantee of commitment that a covenant marriage offers provides clear guidance on
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expected parameters of the marital relationship and commitment. African Americans, like other
ethnic groups, view marriage as a lifelong goal, and their desire to marry is stronger than any
ethnic group (Chaney, Shirishia, & Skogrand, 2016). In spite of the research supporting the
perceived benefits of marriage, including overall emotional and physical health, decrease in
stress, alcohol and drug use, and life longevity, African Americans marriage rates are lower in
comparison to White Americans and have continually declined over the past few decades
(Dixon, 2009). Gaining an understanding of the perceived disparities between African American
and White American marriage rates requires insight into the factors that create relationship
distress, an understanding of cultural factors that develop disadvantages in relationship success,

and positive, strength-focused factors to mitigate the possibility of divorce.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW

Overview

Biblically, covenant marriage symbolically represents oneness and is indicative of
holiness. Oneness is symbolically described as the joining of hearts and lives that begin at the
conception of marriage, when the man leaves his parents’ home, to love and promise himself to
his wife. The oneness of marriage is first seen when God created Eve from Adam’s breastbone
and is indicative of caring for your spouse just as you care for yourself, anticipating their needs,
wants, desires, and supporting them through life to become the closest reflection of God (Genesis
2:18-24). Oneness also symbolizes the man and woman assuming responsibility for one
another's welfare, loving the spouse above all others in one union through life-long commitment
with two becoming one flesh in intimacy, commitment, and copulation and mirrors the Trinity,
the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit (Endara, 2015). The conjugal view of marriage overlaps
with the biblical view in its relationship permanence, commitment, and exclusivity that occurs in
the union between a man and woman. The conjugal bond of marriage is valuable in itself, but its
inherent orientation to the bearing and rearing of children contributes to its distinctive structure,
including norms of monogamy and fidelity (Girgis, George, & Anderson, 2011). Other
interpretations of marriage broadly extend to romantic relationships, same-sex unions, and
domestic partnerships and lack the union of two people of the opposite sex and the commitment
and devotion indicative of covenant marriage or the conjugal view of marriage.

This perichoresis unity, representing the covenant marriage designed by God, is mirrored
after the covenant relationship between God and the church (Endara, 2015). God designed

marriage as a gift for Adam and Eve with the intention of a life-long commitment (Endara,
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2015). Holiness is total commitment and devotion, and in a covenant marriage, the total
devotion a husband and wife have for each other is a reflection of the total devotion to God.
Holiness cannot be achieved independently of God, but through the power of the Holy Spirit,
obedience within marriage can be achieved. As a foundation of marriage, religiosity is believed
to strengthen bonds, increasing commitment, love, friendship, partnership, trust, and covenant.
In Ecclesiastes 4:9-12, Solomon writes, “Two are better than one because they have a good
return for their labor. For if either of them falls, the one will lift up his companion. But woe to
the one who falls when there is not another to lift him up. Furthermore, if two lie down together,
they keep warm, but how can one be warm alone? And if one can overpower him who is alone,
two can resist him. A cord of three strands is not quickly torn apart.” (New American Standard
Version) The metaphorical cord of three strands referenced in the scripture represents the bond
or covenant between a husband, wife, and God that is strengthened by their religious practices
and beliefs. The connection between religiosity and commitment is perceived through wedding
vows that unite a couple in covenant with each other and God (Lambert and Dollahite, 2008).
However, the strength of the bond within the relationship is pressured by the differing religious
beliefs and practices among the couple, lack of communication, and the high rate of single
parenting (Vaterlus, Skogrand, Chaney, & Gahagan, 2016).

Cohabitation, along with lower income, and having children outside of the marital union
are some risk factors that increase the stress and challenges for African American marriages.
White Americans are less likely to have a lower income, cohabitate before marriage, or have
premarital children than African Americans. Among married couples in which only the father

was employed, 23% of African American families were considered poor versus 8% of White
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families (Bulanda and Brown, 2007). Since the 1960s, over 70% of African American children
were born outside of marriage, with only 25% of African Americans aged 20-54 married and
69% of White children born to married couples (Gillum and Dodd, 2016). Government marriage
penalties in programs such as Medicaid and a decrease in aid for low-income couples have
further deterred African Americans from marrying, that although marriage remains a major life
goal, further contributed to the low marriage rate. Such trends are synonymous with minority
cultures that have low socioeconomic status, experienced discrimination, and high
unemployment. Socioeconomic status not only affects marital satisfaction, but it can also
influence the man's decision to marry. The barrier socioeconomic status create for marital
satisfaction leaves African Americans at a greater disadvantage than Whites or non-White
Hispanics. A collectivistic orientation, the belief that African Americans have higher negative
feelings toward marriage than Whites or Mexican Americans, assimilates this with a lower level
of marital quality and stability, and few rewards to marriage (Bulanda & Brown, 2007). Women
can, therefore, be persuaded to rear their children independently of a man, decreasing the
likelihood of marriage or remarriage and increasing the likelihood of divorce. In their roles as
leaders of the household, women have to assume the roles that conflict with their sensitivity,
sensuality, and strength, all characteristics that impact a woman's decision to marry (Chaney,
2011). This is a stark contrast from the covenant marriage between a man and woman that
allows spouses the opportunity to support each other as they grow spiritually and emotionally
within the marital relationship (DuPlessis, 2012), incorporating egalitarian family values that
focus on family togetherness (Bryant, Taylor, Lincoln, Chatters, & Jackson, 2008), strong

kinship bonds, religion and spirituality (Vaterlaus, Skogrand, Chaney, & Gahagan, 2016), and
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giving and receiving family support (Marks, Hopkins, Chaney, Monroe, Nesteruk, & Sasser,
2008.

White marriages represent the dominant ideal, setting a standard against which marriages
are compared without regard to the culture of racism and oppression that perpetuated unequal
marital roles for African Americans (Johnson and Loscocco, 2014). The economic system of
slavery placed African Americans as the lowest level of the racial hierarchy, increasing their
financial vulnerability and barriers to providing emotional and financial support to meet the
immediate needs of the relationship. Economic opportunities for women removed them from
their homes into the homes of White families to perform domestic work while neglecting their
homes and family. Slave trade removed men from home, denying them the opportunity to
provide the most basic resources for their family or fulfill marital roles. The destruction of
partner and parental ties that occurred as a result of the separation created obstacles to marital
stability (Phillips, Wilmoth, & Marks, 2012).

The unique barriers associated with African American marriages were studied in Chaney,
Mitchell, and Barker (2014), detailing research on engaged and non-engaged, cohabitating
African Americans according to the four dimensions of relationship quality: love, intimacy,
commitment, and satisfaction. Although love, intimacy, commitment, and satisfaction are
important in both engaged and cohabitating and non-engaged couples, it does not impact either
positively or negatively as African Americans remain less likely than any racial group to marry.
Moreover, economic problems, a desire to complete their education before marriage, children

under the age of eighteen, and cohabitation before the engagement was associated with worse
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marital satisfaction, dedication, and communication scores, increasing the potential for divorce,
particularly when compared to those couples that did not cohabitate.
Conceptual Framework

The research is grounded in a conceptual structure that focuses on the influence of
closeness, attachment, and emotional frameworks that impact marital behaviors, commitment,
and attitudes. The theory guiding this study is Susan Johnson’s Emotionally Focused Couples
Therapy (EFCT). Along with Leslie Greenberg, Susan Johnson (1999), developed Emotionally
Focused Couples Therapy to focus on the importance of dual role emotions play in both
relationship distress and as a motivator for change. A systems theory that incorporates a
humanistic-experiential approach, EFCT, incorporates adult attachment theory and
attachment/bonding to create a more secure bond, develop trusting relationships, and maintain a
healthy, positive marriage for African Americans. Systemic, humanistic-experiential,
attachment, and emotion are the four concepts of EFCT. Systemically, closeness to God as a
proxy for attachment to God and religiosity in African American marriages will be examined on
the individual level.

Bowlby’s Attachment Theory explains the connections established between the primary
caregiver and child that develops cognitive schemas that carry across the lifespan. Maladaptive
schemas result if the caregiver fails to meet the primary needs of the child, creating an insecure
attachment, but if the caregiver adequately responds to the child’s needs or threat, a secure
attachment is produced. Research supports that secure attachment in childhood transitions into
socially competent secure adult relationships with close friends and romantic partners while

insecure attachment may contribute to a heightened level of distress that, when used, is less
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efficient when recovering from negative emotions such as anger during interpersonal interactions
(Schoebi & Randall, 2015). Insecure attachment responses include high anxiety and avoidance,
plagued with insecurity and greater emotional reactions. Schoebi and Randall (2015) assert
high-anxious attachment contributes to emotional reactivity to potential relationship threats,
whereas secure attachment fosters emotional stability. The attachment also influences emotional
connectedness or closeness, in that someone with an insecure attachment will have difficulty
establishing close emotional relationships, while those with secure attachment utilize less
avoidant behavior in interpersonal interactions.

The disparities identified in research between race and attachment styles, and their link is
believed to be directly related to the high divorce or separation rate, differences in family
structure, and socioeconomic status (Whitton, Stanley, Markman, & Johnson, 2013). Managing
destructive and constructive behavior is influenced by the basic humanistic tenants of
unconditional positive regard, empathy, and self-actualization that is processed through
individual experiences and distorted processing of experiences. Dixon (2017) purports that
individual emotional health and trust are indicators of marital satisfaction. As a foundation for
building a sustainable marriage, developing an emotionally close relationship develops
emotionally satisfying couple interactions. The continued variability within emotionally close
relationships requires communication and successful negotiation of differences to navigate the
periods of change, growth, and retreat (Chaney, 2014). Successful navigation of these periods of
flux depends on the relationship dynamics during childhood, including delineation of roles and
responsibilities, the parental relationship, and development (Kumar, 2017), self-acceptance, a

sense of autonomy, and the ability to manage complex environments to suit personal needs and
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values, a sense of purpose in life and continued growth within the relationship (Idemudia &
Ndlovu, 2013). Albeit an important component of a satisfying marriage, the emotional health
and success in African American marriage tend to be the responsibility of the woman (Johnson
& Loscocco, 2015). The legacy of slavery and the degradation and abusive practices used by
slave owners that is believed to increase susceptibility to family instability, low self-esteem
(Gillum & Dodd, 2016), minimizes the possibility of actively and consciously developing
emotional closeness and commitment within the relationship (Chaney, 2014). Therefore,
negative emotional stress leads to hostility, anger, and sadness, with the possibility of anxiety
being displayed within the relationship instead of warmth and support (Bryant, Wickrama,
Bolland, Bryant, Cutrona, & Stanik, 2010).
Religiosity as a Context of Marital Longevity and Satisfaction

The Black Church has served as a haven for African Americans since slavery. Albeit a
physical building, the church serves as the place of worship where religious services take place.
Religion signifies a lifestyle that reflects a particular faith and its beliefs that are influenced not
only by culture but by personal and vicarious experiences, including the impact of slavery.
Historically, enslaved African Americans were forbidden to marry, and those that did marry
were often separated from their families. To survive the separation, African American marriages
focused on building family bonds, addressing family togetherness, couple growth, and more
attendance to religious services than other European American couples (Dew, Anderson,
Skogrand, & Chaney, 2017). African Americans’ survival response is indicative of the diversity
in beliefs and attitudes that yield behaviors and experiences that are separated by culture. King

and Hunt's (1975) original study on religiosity was premised on White, mainstream Protestants,
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and examined the basic dimensions of creedal assent, religious devotion, church attendance,
organizational activity, financial support, religious knowledge, orientation to growth and
striving, extrinsic orientation, salience-behavior, and salience cognition. However, for this
study, religiosity is examined as a factor that influences marital satisfaction yielding longer,
satisfying marriages for African Americans and is illustrated in the conceptual model, Figure 1:
the perceived relationship between religiosity and satisfaction, moderated by race.

Research on three ethnic minority groups: African Americans, Asians, and Hispanics,
consistently shows that spousal religiosity is positively associated with higher marital quality and
stability (Perry, 2016). Religion as a multi-dimensional belief and behavioral system that could
influence satisfaction is often overlooked as a coping mechanism to manage tough times or as a
protective factor for increasing relational strength. For example, Millett, Cook, Skipper, Chaney,
Marks, and Dollahit’s (2018) research on marriage and family among African Americans found
couples that are actively engaged in their faith communities report higher-quality relationships
with religiosity shaping perceptions about marriage, especially for men. Cohesiveness in family

and marital relationships is believed to be an outcome of religious influence.

[ Race (M) J

[ Religiosity (X) } * { Satisfaction (Y) J

Figure 1. A proposed conceptual model explaining the perceived relationship between

religiosity and satisfaction moderated by race.
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Life satisfaction, an unintended outcome of religiosity and love, is determined by the individual
and also positively influences relational bonds. Life satisfaction is a conditional variable that
fluctuates in moments of happiness, sadness, success, failure, or disappointment and is more
responsive to traditional and enduring markers of life quality and well-being (Carr, Freedman,
Cornman, & Schwarz, 2014). Marital satisfaction is specific to the development of a partnership
in the marital relationship that yields life-long, sustaining relationships. Therefore, for this

research, relationship satisfaction instead of life satisfaction will be used as a variable.

[ Race (M) J

Religiosity (X) ] Y J Longevity (Y?) ]
[ ) L

Figure 2. A proposed conceptual model explaining the perceived relationship between
religiosity and marital longevity moderated by race.

For African Americans, religiosity appears to shape perceptions about marriage, and
couples that are actively engaged in their faith communities are believed to report higher-quality
relationships, increasing cohesiveness and marital longevity (Millett, Cook, Skipper, Chaney,
Marks, & Dollahite, 2018). Therefore, the potential positive correlation between religiosity and
marital longevity for African American marriages cannot be ignored. This potential positive
relationship is shown in Figure 2, and further suggests that the strength of the relationship

between religiosity and longevity depends on the race of the individual.
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Closeness to God as a Context of Longevity and Satisfaction

Relationships with God are attachment-based relationships that correspond with one's
parental attachment. Thus securely attached individuals tend to view God as more loving, less
remote from them and gave religion more importance in their relationship (Cirhinlioglu,
Cirhinlioglu, & Tepe, 2018); and insecurely attached individuals have a disinterest in religion
and view God as distant, seeking relationships with God to compensate for the lacking
relationship with their parents (Murunga, Limke-McLean, & Wright, 2017). Prayer, a widely
practiced religious behavior, is perceived to increase closeness to God (Hatch, Marks, Bitah,
Lawrence, Lambert, Dollahite, & Hardy, 2016). God, as an attachment figure, is perceived to be
associated with higher levels of life satisfaction, lower levels of depressed affect, psychological
distress, and feelings of loneliness that can be deleterious to relationships (Ellison, Bradshaw,
Flannelly, & Galek, 2014). Essentially, a secure attachment to God that is established through
prayer and other religious practices further develops faith, and it is the faith that increases
relational bonds. The relationship with God that transcends within the marriage is visible
through shared religious practices and is perceived to increase marital satisfaction. This concept
is signified in Figure 3, the perceived relationship between closeness to God and satisfaction and
believed to be moderated by race. Specifically, the relationship between closeness to God and

satisfaction is stronger for African Americans than Whites.
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[ Race (M) ]

[ Clcgcs)gn(e)sg)to } y { Satisfaction (Y)]

Figure 3. A proposed conceptual model explaining the perceived relationship between closeness

to God and satisfaction moderated by race.

[ Race (M) ]

[ Closeness to ] v (

God (X J =L Longevity (Y1) ]

Figure 4. A proposed conceptual model explaining the perceived relationship between closeness
to God and longevity moderated by race.

The perceived relationship between closeness to God and romantic attachment that leads
to stable, sustaining relationships are characterized by secure bonds that protect against marital
dissolution. Further, if individuals with secure attachments consider God as more loving, less
remote from them, and give religion more importance, then a positive relationship exists between

increased closeness to God and marital longevity. This perceived relationship is illustrated in
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Figure 4 and further suggests the strength of the relationship between closeness to God and
marital longevity is different among races, specifically African American and White individuals.
Related Literature

In a longitudinal study of married couples, Birditt, Brown, Orbuch, and Mcllvane (2010)
examined the destructive and constructive behaviors of 33 Black and White newlywed couples
and their implications for divorce. The word Black is used interchangeably with African
American. Destructive behaviors, which result in negative evaluations of marriage and a decline
in marital satisfaction and stability, were used more often in conflict with African American
couples. Such negative interactions constituting destructive behaviors tend to have a greater
influence on one's perception of marriage. This aligns with research completed by McNulty
(2016) that shows marriages characterized by higher levels of destructive behavior were
negatively associated with satisfaction. For African American marriages, something occurs over
time resulting in a decrease in the use of destructive behaviors, increasing marital satisfaction
and decreasing the possibility of marital dissolution. Rauer, Williams, and Jensen (2017) suggest
that as couples age, their approach to disagreements is replaced with problem-solving. The
active, destructive conflict strategies used by younger adults in marriages are replaced with a
more passive, constructive approach used by older adults. However, since African American
marriages begin with greater risk factors than White American marriages, African Americans’
failure to work through the challenges experienced in the early years of marriage pose as barriers

to achieving long-term, satisfying marital relationships.
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African American Marriage

The fragility of African American marriages has yielded the lowest rate of marriage of
any ethnic or racial group in the United States. Risks, including cohabitation, religion and
spirituality, socioeconomic factors, education, and slavery, that are present at the beginning of
the marriage can become destructive behaviors that lead to a negative evaluation of marriage and
decline in marital satisfaction and stability (Birditt, Brown, Orbuch, & Mcllvane, 2010).
African Americans desire to marry is stronger than any ethnic group (Chaney, Shirishia, &
Skogrand, 2016). The research that supports the perceived benefits of overall emotional and
physical health, decrease in stress, alcohol and drug use, and life longevity for married couples;
the reverse for those who are single. However, in spite of the benefits, African American
marriage rates are lower in comparison to White Americans, and have continually declined over
the past few decades (Dixon, 2009).
Barriers to Marriage

To understand the sociological factors such as cohabitation, educational level, and mate
availability that present as barriers for African American marriages, one must examine them
along with cultural factors, including interdependence and racial and ethnic minority disparities
associated with slavery. Although the right to marry is considered a fundamental right under the
substantive component of the Due Process Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment (May, 2006),
colonial and antebellum legislation and jurisprudence prohibited marriages between bonded
slaves with recognition of marriage between emancipated African slaves with the passage of the
Thirteenth Amendment (Goring, 2006). The African American race was viewed as subordinate

and inferior to White Americans, and the prohibition of the right to marry within the African
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American race increased non-marital cohabitation arrangements. States such as Florida viewed
cohabitation as a form of adultery and imposed severe penalties, further denying protections
under the Constitution (May, 2006). Eventually, enslaved African Americans’ marriages were
deemed lawful and the desire to live together as husband and wife was granted and legally
recognized as marriage, yet the infringement of slavery manifests unresolved issues that limit
equal access to the full range of resources to participate in society on the same level as others
(Walters, 2012).

Psychological factors such as forgiveness, trust, and commitment must also be considered
as barriers, especially as African Americans consider marriage, remarriage and sustaining the
marital union over time. Criminalization confines African Americans in jail for minor offenses,
producing injustices that encourage struggles and limitations for life success and low availability
of marriageable men (Walters, 2012). This adds to the population of singleness as women work
to increase their education to secure sustainable jobs. Whisman and Li (2015), in their study of
the positive and negative relationship adjustment, studied 2,071 married individuals and
identified two dimensions of marital quality: marital happiness and interaction and marital
disagreement problems and instability. Not surprisingly, positive interactions can cause negative
exchanges to dissipate and as a result, serve as a protective factor for marital happiness.

Cohabitation. The increase in cohabitation among African Americans reflects a socially
accepted marriage-like arrangement. This arrangement is motivated by socioeconomic factors,
emotional and tangible support, love and commitment (Chaney, 2014), and the appearance that
through cohabitation, such romantic commitment will strengthen and promote the institution of a

healthy marriage. Much like commitment, emotional closeness cannot be ignored as a
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contributor to the marriage-like cohabitating relationships that for African Americans, often fail
to lead to marriage. However, whether cohabitating, married, with children or without,
relationships can experience emotional closeness and commitment. Moreover, the devotion to
remaining invested in the relationship enhances emotional closeness for married and cohabitating
couples thus creating a form of psychological permanence and mutual behaviors that contribute
to a sustainable relationship (Chaney, 2014). These disparities occur in the way African
Americans conceptualize the behaviors such as sharing time, financial resources, displays of
affection and sexual relationships that sustain emotional closeness experienced in cohabitating
relationships with supportive behaviors, including commitment continues to develop as the
marriage matures (Chaney, 2014).

Research on the benefits, disadvantages, and perception of cohabitation in romantic
relationships vary. In their research, Barr, Simons, and Simons (2015) examined four marital
beliefs: cost, benefits, general importance, and salience as it relates to cohabitation and the
changing perception of marriage among African Americans. Although romantic relationships
can positively impact the perception of marital importance, cohabitation was believed to
highlight the benefits of marriage and positively change beliefs about marriage. Beliefs can,
however, vary among genders with women placing a higher value on cohabitation and its
symbolism to marriage than men. Instead of cohabitation highlighting the benefits of marriage,
Chambers and Kravitz (2017) view cohabitation as merely a stage in relationship development
that for African Americans, serves as an alternative to singleness. Additionally, if pregnant,
cohabitating African American women were not likely to marry their child’s father than pregnant

non-cohabitating African American women (Chamers and Kravits, 2017).
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Slavery. St. Vil (2014), through a secondary analysis of data from the Marriage and

Cohabitating 2010 dataset, examined the impact of work-related conflict and work-family
balance on African American marital satisfaction. Marriage has a tri-fold effect of economic,
physical and mental health for African American couples. As the wife established a balance
between work and family, the marital relationship for the wife improves. Not only does the
definition of marital satisfaction vary within cultures, it is further influenced by the couple's
perception of marital satisfaction which also impacts children present in the relationship. The
gender differences among marital satisfaction could also be explained by considering gender
roles that categorize superior-inferior roles and responsibilities according to cultural or societal
influence.

The racialized unequal marital roles have its roots embedded in slavery beginning when
the husband was removed from his role as husband and provider and the woman was catapulted
to the role of patriarch. Slavery, therefore, caused a change in the gender roles of work and
family for African American marriages. However, the egalitarian division of labor can become a
strength (Johnson & Loscocco, 2014; Marks, Hopkins, Chaney, Monroe, Nesteruk, & Sasser,
2008) or cause spouses to feel gender role conflicts that are likely to lead to relationship tensions
that could result in marital dissolution (Kim, 2012). Additionally, civil rights protections have
fostered new opportunities for African Americans, including the right to vote, obtain decent
employment, attend college, and purchase wants and needs. Such rights have contributed to an
increase of women in the workforce, some of whom are a single parents or low wage-earning

parents depending on government subsidies.
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Socioeconomic Status. Healthy African American marriages promote financial, social,
familial, and psychological well-being and appear to benefit African Americans financially more
than Whites (Chambers & Kravitz, 2017). In contrast, race-related stressors such as poverty can
undermine close relationships among African Americans in general and especially in men
(Kogan, Yu, & Brown, 2016). This includes environmental poverty during childhood and
extends into adult romantic relationships, therefore, the impact of socioeconomic stress is more
than an immediate response to a temporary problem but can create circumstances that prompt a
range of coping strategies and emotional responses that have the potential to impact African
American mens engagement in satisfying committed relationships. Phillips, Wilmoth, and
Marks (2014) identified cultural differences as the factor in the disparity; however,
socioeconomic challenges, social practices and policies, and inequality affect races differently.

Gender differences, socioeconomic status, the number of children, and educational level
are factors that influence the perception of marriage. First, there is a disproportionate number of
African American women to men. In 1995, there were 15.7 million African American men
compared to 17.8 million African American women (Holland, 2009). In 2013, there were 21.5
million African American men compared to 23.5 million African American women (U.S.
Census, 2013). Census projections imply the gap within the male and female African American
population will continue as the African American population grows. The sex-ratio imbalance
among African American men and women creates a shortage of marriageable men and perhaps,
according to King and Allen (2007), has the greatest negative impact on marital behavior among
African Americans. When men are in short supply, their level of commitment to relationships

diminishes and the quality of relationships suffer.
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Cultural Differences

Phillips, Wilmoth, and Marks (2014) identified cultural differences as the factor in the
disparity. However, although race influences scores when measuring marital stability,
socioeconomic challenges, social practices and policies, and inequality affect races differently.
In fact, in African American marriages, the lack of economic opportunities that determine
socioeconomic status are major contributors to marital instability. Owen, Quirk, Bergen, Inch,
and France (2012) also agrees that limited economic resources can harm relationship quality,
stability, and coping resources. The oppression experienced by African American couples is not
addressed in relationship education programs. Therefore, gaps remain in the existence of
program-specific resources that address the distress, socioeconomic factors, relationship
challenges, and oppression specific to the African American population (Quirk, Strokoff, Owen,
France, & Bergen, 2014).

Cultural differences impact not only marital instability but have varying protective
factors that are important