Louisiana State University

LSU Digital Commons

LSU Doctoral Dissertations Graduate School

2007

"Yes they're out there": a qualitative study on strong African
American marriages

Katrina D. Hopkins-Williams
Louisiana State University and Agricultural and Mechanical College

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.Isu.edu/gradschool_dissertations

6‘ Part of the Human Ecology Commons

Recommended Citation

Hopkins-Williams, Katrina D., "Yes they're out there": a qualitative study on strong African American
marriages” (2007). LSU Doctoral Dissertations. 3258.
https://digitalcommons.lsu.edu/gradschool_dissertations/3258

This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by the Graduate School at LSU Digital Commons. It
has been accepted for inclusion in LSU Doctoral Dissertations by an authorized graduate school editor of LSU
Digital Commons. For more information, please contactgradetd@Isu.edu.


https://digitalcommons.lsu.edu/
https://digitalcommons.lsu.edu/gradschool_dissertations
https://digitalcommons.lsu.edu/gradschool
https://digitalcommons.lsu.edu/gradschool_dissertations?utm_source=digitalcommons.lsu.edu%2Fgradschool_dissertations%2F3258&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1335?utm_source=digitalcommons.lsu.edu%2Fgradschool_dissertations%2F3258&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalcommons.lsu.edu/gradschool_dissertations/3258?utm_source=digitalcommons.lsu.edu%2Fgradschool_dissertations%2F3258&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:gradetd@lsu.edu

“YES, THEY'RE OUT THERE™:
A QUALITATIVE STUDY ON
STRONG AFRICAN AMERICAN MARRIAGES

A Dissertation

Submitted to the Graduate Faculty of the
Louisiana State University and
Agricultural and Mechanical College
In partial fulfillment of the
Requirements for the degree of
Doctor of Philosophy

in

The School of Human Ecology

by
Katrina D. Hopkins-Williams
B.S., Oregon State University, 2000
M.S., Louisiana State University, 2003
August 2007



Acknowledgements

| would like to thank my major professor, Dr. Loren Mafdsshis commitment and
resourcefulness.

| would like to thank my major professor, Dr. Pamela ké@nfor her direction and commitment.
| would like to thank my committee members for theirdiemd constructive suggestions.

| am grateful to my parents, my friends and my familytfeeir consistent support and
encouragement.

| praise God for always inspiring me to do my best.



Table of Contents

ACKNOWIEAQEMENLS ... e e el
IS 0 ] = 1] T
ADSIIACT ... e Vi
10 o 18 o 1o o I 1
ReVIEW Of LILEIatUre ... e e e e e e e 5
2.1 Decline iN U.S. MAITIAgES ... .oviinitiitee et et e et e e 5
2.2 Factors Contributing to the Decline in Marriage ............ e eeveenen.. 6
2.3 Family Household RolesS ... v e B
2.4 Decline in Black Marriages .......ocovviieiii i e 9
2.5 Change in Black Family Roles ..., 15
2.6 Black Marriages and Families .............oo oo 17
2.7 Strengths of Black Marriages and Families .........coeeviiiiiiiiniiin. 23
2.8 Long-term Strong Marriages .......o.veuiieiie it e e eea e 31
2.9 Lack of Attention to Ethnicity in Strong Marriages ...cee..c.vcvvevveenen.. 38
2.10 Weaknesses of Current Long-term Marriage Studies ...................... 39
2.10 CONCIUSION .ot e e 39
Methods . . 41
3.1 Qualltatlve Research W|th Famllles 41
3.2 Validity and Reliability in Qualitative Research 42
3.3 Qualitative Research ...But What Kind? ... 45
B4 SAMPIE .o 48
3.5 Interview ProCedUIES ..ot e e e e 51
3.6 Coding and ANAlYSIS ......ccoiiii i e, D2
FINAINGS o e 55
4.1 Introduction . PRI < 1o
4.2 Theme 1: The Influence of Chlldren on Marrlage UTURUUPUUPRURII -1 ¢
4.3 Theme 2: The Influence of Religion on Marriage ............ o evee.. 63
4.4 Theme 3: Sources of Strength for Marriage .......ccccoiviiiiiiiiiiinnn. 71
4.5 Theme 4: Characteristics of a Strong Marriage ............cccooeivtvvines 75
4.6 Theme 5: The Impact of the Black Community on Mgeia................ 79
4.7 Theme 6: The Impact of Racism on Marriage ............ocoveiiiiiiiinncenen. 84
I YU 101 0T YU 92
(@] o111 153 o o PP © 7
REfEreNCES ....vee e e, 103
Appendix A: DemographiC FOrM ... e e e e 116



Appendix B: CONSENE FOIM .....ui it e e e e e e e e

Appendix C: Sample QUESLIONNAIIE ..o e e e e e



List of Tables

Table 3.1 Summary of PartiCipants ...........ccoooiiiii e e,

Table 3.2 Initial List of Categories and Codes

Table 3.3 Central TREMES ... ..o e e e e e e e e



Abstract

Much of the research that exists on Black marriagsuslly from a deficit perspective
and focuses on the decline of marriages among Black Aamsti€ven so, many Black families
are marriage based and it is unfortunate that little rebeaxdsts that focuses on understanding
these families from a strength-based approach. Itpsitant that we learn what constitutes the
characteristics of strong Black marriages and famdlieslearn how Black U.S. families differ
from and are similar to Euro U.S. families. This stumykied at the hows, whys, and processes
of enduring and sustaining marriages in Black families. Blaciples were interviewed to
examine strengths and characteristics that contributappy, strong, long-term marriage for
Black Americans. A purposive sample of Black married (oranrgied) couples were interviewed
to identify factors and characteristics that contriliota strong, long-term marriage. Participants
in this study were 12 heterosexual Black couples (24 particptrdt were married for at least
20 years. The average length of marriage for the couple88vgears. Participants’ ages ranged
from 45 years to 75 years old. The findings revealedairnt themes discussed by participants.
The first four themes were relational and maritaldope. They were: (a) the influence of
children on marriage, (b) the influence of faith on naayei, (c) the sources of strength for
marriage, and (d) the characteristics for a strongiagg. The final two themes were more
societal in scope. They were: (e) the impact of Blemmmunity on marriage, and (f) the impact
of racism on marriage. These findings highlight thengfies of strong, enduring Black
marriages and families. This qualitative study provided msignd understandings from the
participants’ points of view, including findings that corcated on experiences, processes,

meaning and understandings of Black persons and families.
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Introduction

From 1980 to 1990 only 17% of articles published in the Journdhofiage and
Family (JMF), the premier journal for family studi@s;luded Black families (Demos,
1990). Of the articles appearing in JIMF from 1939 to 1990, onlp#e articles used
data collected solely from Black subjects (Demos, 1990).

Since that time, the number of studies on Black famhias increased
substantially. Still, much of the research that examBlack families is limited to low-
income or single-mother families (Clayton, MinceyBfankenhorn, 2003; Taylor,
Tucker, Chatters & Jayakody, 1997). Further, much of theareh that exists on Black
marriage is from a deficit perspective and focuses enléeline of marriages among
Blacks (Cherlin, 1998; Nobles, 2007). Even so, many Black fasaite marriage based
and it is unfortunate that little research exists thatises on understanding these families
from a strengths-based approach. Some scholars hase frallresearchers to notice
strengths that have empowered Black families, insteatspécting Black families from
a pathology perspective (Allen & Conner, 1997; Royse & Trk@80). Daly and
colleagues (1995) specifically call for “more researahBtacks] from a non-deficit
model” (p.246).

Many high-quality studies on Blacks have been done ande&villiscussed later
in the literature review (e.g., Billingsley, 1992; Hill, 192399; McAdoo, 1997, 2007).
Also, many high-quality studies have been done on marridgse studies sometimes
include a few marriage-based Black families in their daput detailed attention to the
hows, whys, and processes of successful long-termagasiamong Blacks is scarce

(Marks, Nesteruk, Hopkins-Williams, Swanson & Davis, 2006)ré&/specifically,



gualitative research looking at the processes and chasticis that make long-term
Black marriages last is almost non-existent. In sungmmauch more work that
recognizes and explains strengths within Black familiesrgdgeand in marriage-based
Black families in particular, is needed.

Married couples with children are still quite prevalamtong Black families;
however, there has been a sharp decline in their ngmbére recent past. In 1968, the
majority of Black Americans were self supporting and hatllstmarriages (Billingsley,
1968); 74% of Black families included two parents. Today, only 18Blaxk families
are married-couple families with children (2005 Census Burdéng) above figure
accounts for Black two-parent families with birthed dopted children. Although these
percentages look bleak, dramatic changes in family steuotter the last 30 to 50 years
are not limited to Black families. Only 24% of all U.Smiiies were married couples
with (birthed or adopted) children in 2000 (McClendon & Chad#w2005).
Encouragingly, between 1995 and 2000, the proportion of Blaadtrehiliving in two-
parent married coupled homes increased from 34.8% to 38.9%¢@®&dPrimus, 2001).
This figure accounts for Black two-parent families that raising their biological
children and children through informal and formal adoptiaes, (non-biological
children, family members, friends). This is especiafiportant given that in Black
families informal adoptions outweigh formal adoptionstie one (Coles, 2006).

The literature on marriage and family frequently refléao distinct categories of
beliefs regarding family function and family structur@nGervatives have criticized the
loss of traditional families and tend to promote themithat the traditional “ideal” family

is in decline (Popenoe, 1996; Waite & Gallagher, 2000; Wdlier,s2000). They



attribute the decline of family to four factors: 1) rapdtifity decline, 2) the sexual
revolution, 3) mothers entering the labor force, andhd)divorce revolution (Popenoe,
1996). Conservatives hold the view that divorce threatensiage-based families and
creates fragile and unreliable families (Wallerst@®00). Family conservatives’ greatest
concern is the negative effect family decline has aiiccantinue to have on children

and society (Popenoe, 1996; Wallerstein, 2000).

Liberals tend to emphasize many of the changes inyfasipotentially positive.
They hold the perspective that the family is not deudjnjust changing; they believe the
effects of change in family are due to: 1) modernizatibtihe family, 2) change in
societal views on work, class, and gender relationsais3) a product of historical
transformations (Hareven, 2000; Stacey, 1997). For themlyfesvan evolving and
changing concept. Many liberals challenge the image hkeatnarried, heterosexual
couple with children is superior to other family structwoesrms (Stacey, 1996).

Unfortunately, neither group of scholars, conservativéberdl, has adequately
addressed traditional, nuclear Black families. They héseaverlooked strong Black
marriages.

The proposed research is needed due to the minimal aoion@search on Black
families from a strengths-based approach. Much of tlstimx research on Black
families has emphasized the dysfunction of the famihile the nuclear, traditional
Black family has not been studied in terms of itsrejties.

A need to develop an understanding of Black familial gtfenis critical.
Previous research done on Black families typically usedtjatve data. However

numbers are often not adequate to convey process, meardngderstanding of family



function or family strengths. Qualitative researchvides a basis for understanding from
the participants’ point of view and allows for the disegvof new ideas. Qualitative
research concentrates on the processes, meaning)derdtanding of families (Gilgun,
Daly & Handel, 1992). It is important to know the strengihBlack families, because an
orientation toward building on strengths can prove tmbee important in the long term
than repeatedly addressing problems as crises (Littlejtdke B Darling, 1993).

It is important that we learn what constitutes¢haracteristics of strong Black
marriages and families and learn how Black famili#&dfrom and are similar to Euro
U.S. families. It is likely, for example, that amoBck Americans, marriage and family
life are carried out in a context of greater contath extended families than most Euro
U.S. families. Black family function exists within tieatended family and is shared by
nuclear, extended and metaphorical kin (Littlejohn-BlakBaling, 1993).

As researchers, it is important that we do not pgrér skewed perspective of
Black families and their functioning. Research findings samwe as a means to
intervention, education, and prevention. Cultural valuelsasssumptions about Black
families should be made explicit when evaluating fantgysity. It is important to move
in the direction of theory construction for evaluatihg functioning of Black family

strengths (Schumm, 1985).



Review of Literature

In this review, ten topics will be addressed: 2.1) Declné.5. Marriages, 2.2)
Factors Contributing to the Decline in Marriage, 2.3) Fafousehold Roles, 2.4)
Decline in Black Marriages, 2.5) Change in Black Fanolgs, 2.6) Black Marriage and
Families, 2.7) Strengths of Black Marriages and Famifle€®) Long-term Strong
Marriages, 2.9) Lack of Attention to Ethnicity in Stronguvlage Studies, and 2.10)
Weaknesses of Current Long-term Marriages Studiestéteys and definitions will also
be presented.
2.1) Decline in U.S. Marriages

In the United States society, marriage is valued, anthiny ways, serves as the
basis of our society. Marriage is a socializing faébohoth men and women (Palkovitz,
2002) and provides an environment to create family (WaitealaGher, 2000). The
place of marriage in family life has changed overgast several decades (Cherlin, 1998;
Coltrane, 1996). Since the 1960's, there has been a dedivelength of first
marriages; rate of marriage has decreased (Natiazetihy Marriages Resource Center,
2004), rates of separation have increased; divorcehratesdropped after a peak in
1979, but remain high compared with the eras precedingtéh&9é0’s; and
cohabitation has become common-place (Cherlin, 1998a0el 1996). Total marriages
showed a sharp drop in 1998 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2005). The dindrogarriage
figures | have included may appear a bit dated; howeverctiiagide with the strong
marriage literature boom that ended in 1996 and will baidssd later in this chapter.

The population of unmarried women will soon surpass tingen of married women



(U.S. Census Bureau, 2005). This shows that the U.S. pmpuisitregarding the
institution of marriage as less popular.

The decline of marriage is a concern to many becausarodsdata indicate that
partners in marriage receive many benefits comparedntonaoried people (Gottman &
Notarius, 2000; Heatherington, 2002; Waite & Gallagher, 2000).iddlpeople are
healthier and live longer (Gottman & Notarius, 2000). Marpedple report being
happier, wealthier, and having better sex lives (Heattienm 2002; Waite & Gallagher,
2000). Marriage also provides great stability and benefit {drelm: Children from
marriage-based, never divorced families are sodadty emotionally better developed
(Popenoe, 1996; Waite & Gallagher, 2000). Marriage also propiadesction for
children, leading to less deviant behavior (Wallerstein, 2006i))dren with married
parents are less likely to grow up in poverty (Wait&&llagher, 2000).

2.2) Factors Contributing to the Decline in Marriage

From a social exchange perspective, men and womemnly if the gains of
marriage are positive (Ingoldshy, et al., 2004). Women hageme more like men in
their skills and abilities in the labor force markégrefore able to better provide for
themselves (Coltrane, 1996). Many scholars view the d#tjeof public assistance as a
factor in the decline of marriage, because it guarafitegascial compensation to single-
parent families, thereby reducing the advantages of marriage

Modernization is another factor hypothesized to contitboithe decline in
marriage (Browning, 2003). Roles of the traditional farallg no longer necessary to

function in the 21 century society. Roles of husband as breadwinner,asifearetaker



and nurturer, and children as non-deviant and obedient doager expected to be
fulfilled.

The decline in marriage may have serious results fosaciety. The vast
majority of Unites States Americans still marry. Budrriages are undertaken at a later
age and are more likely to result in divorce than att tao®s in history (Coltrane, 1998).

Non-marital Childbearing and Single Parenting. In 1955, theepé of out-of-
wedlock births was 4.5%; fifty years later 35.6% of birttes@ut of wedlock (Hamilton,
2005). The number of single-parent-headed households hasl toyer the last four
decades (U.S. Census Bureau, 2005). In 1986, one out of fiveechilere born into
single parent households (Espenshade, 1986). In 2000, onktlngeochildren were
born into single parent households (Waite & Gallagh@00). For Black families, two
out of three children are born into single parent houdsh{®J.S. Census Bureau, 2002).

Fatherlessness. Fatherlessness creates economigipgfds many families.
Families headed by women are living at the lowest leMe¢ésonomic income compared
with other family forms (Waite & Gallagher, 2000). Lekan half of all fathers pay child
support after divorce (Seccombe, 1999). Mothers are ofteaddo take on both roles of
provider and nurturer (Gilligan, 1992). Children being raiseatinefrless homes are
being exposed to physical violence and sexual abuse at a nydeln rate than children
from married families (Waite & Gallagher, 2000, Wallemst 2000). Waite and
Gallagher (2000) state that young girls growing up in féksrhomes are 27 times more
likely to be subject to violent abuse from their mothbog/friends than children growing
up in married couple families. For girls, fatherlessnes®rrelated with an increased risk

of promiscuity (Waite & Gallagher, 2000; Wallerstein, 2000)sum, “High divorce



rates, increase in out-of-wedlock births, and declimearriage reflect and contribute to
a perceived deterioration in values in post-industriaeAca” (Burbridge, 1995, p. 325).

Decline in Fatherhood. The decline in marriage in tH& dorresponds with a
decline in fatherhood. Men tend to view marriage ancefattod as a package deal
(Palkovitz, 2002). Factors including lack of education, ecoo@uaiversity and racism are
challenges for men who want to provide for their childvahcannot (Allen & Conner,
1997). Some fathers provide financially for their childrendretabsent emotionally and
socially (Horn, 2001). There is a lack of a father’s suppbchildren emotionally,
physically and financially (Palkovitz, 2002; Popenoe, 1996; Seccol98). A father’s
absence can have harmful effects on children (Mars|i§lay, Amato, & Lamb, 2000),
but a growing number of men choose to be involved walcthidren they bring into the
world (Popenoe, 1996). This leaves society with the questicagult manhood [is] no
longer to be defined by marriage and fatherhood, whathelfuture American male do,
aspire to and ultimately become?” (Marks & Palkovitz, 2@0423).

2.3) Family Household Roles

In general, married women do twice as much household agonkarried men
(Coltrane, 1996). Among couples who both work full-tittes household labor gap is the
smallest (Coltrane, 1996).

Coltrane (1996) argues that when men and women share bttbgehk, society
may benefit. When fathers involve themselves in everyasks, it creates emotional and
intellectual security and development in their childi@oltrane, 1996). When more
fathers begin to share in routine housework and patgritie gender-inequality balance

will substantially decrease (Coltrane, 1996). Theredatinct advantages to families



when fathers are actively involved in everyday routinase work and parenting
(Coltrane, 1996). Women who are employed longer hoursedyispend less time on
housework and men living with them do a greater shareedighisehold labor (Demo &
Acock, 1993; Greenstein, 1996; Heath & Bourne, 1995).
2.4) Decline in Black Marriages
In this section, factors that specifically influertbe decline in Black marriage
will be addressed. These include: a) Black non-maritadickdring, b) male employment
and economic stress, ¢) mate availability, d) incatmaeraand e) violence and death.
I will briefly highlight the little research that ests on Black marriages. In the
1980's, Epenshade (1986) compared Black marriages to whitegearri@ncluding
that Black Americans stayed married for a shorter,toinerced more often, and had
more out-of-wedlock births than whites.
In the 1990's Cherlin (1998) highlighted that the declinearfiage among
Blacks was steeper than among Whites. Blacks had lewelslof marital quality
compared to Whites (Bowman, 1993). Unmarried women headed 5B aif families
(Cherlin, 1998) and rates of separation and divorce wersiderably higher for Black
marriages. In 1995, the divorce rate for Black marriaggstwice as high as the divorce
rate for White marriages (Tucker & Mitchell-Kernan, 1995).
Recent literature shows that marital quality diffacsoss race. Black Americans
characterize their spouses more negatively than WHigasicterize their spouses
(Broman, 2005). Blacks are more likely to feel their spsuggste money, hit or push

them and have affairs (Broman, 2005). Pinderhughes noteuh @00, only 16% of



Black males were married compared to 60% of White males34% of Black females
were married compared to 57% of White females (Pinderlsu@082).

There is still debate on the differences in Black arfdt&\marriages, whether
Black marriages are deviant compared to White marriagegh&sis on studying Black
marriage and family is encouraged (McAd@688). The little research that exists on
Black marriage is from a deficit perspective. Black rages have been portrayed
negatively as weak, deviant, and problem-ridden in previodisament literature
(Cherlin, 1998; Noble, 2007). Although the centrality and pened of marriage in
family life has declined in U.S. society as a whdbe, decline has been greater for Black
Americans (Chapman, 2007; Cherlin, 1998). The divorce oatBlacks is 23 per 100
couples per year compared with 19 per 100 couples for whit8s Q¢nsus Bureau,
2003).

The factors influencing the steep decline among Black Amesiconcerning
marriage according to Cherlin (1998) are unemployment, edacatit race. Although
these factors do contribute, they cannot be held faliponsible for all of the decline
(Cherlin, 1998).

Black non-marital Childbearing. For most Black Americanarriage has become
separate from childbearing (Cherlin, 1998). Seventy-fourgpeiaf first births among
Black women are out of wedlock, roughly triple the @t&/hite women (Cherlin,
1998).

Keicolt and Fossett (1995) found that uneven ratios ofsrialéemales are
predicted to result in lower rates of marriage for Blaomen. A higher proportion of

children born to unmarried mothers and the greater pegenfdemale-headed

10



households are also linked to low sex ratios within tlaekBpopulation (Kiecolt &
Fossett, 1995). Their results found that sex ratio &ffie likelihood that Black women
have ever been married and that Black women who haveneeied are separated or
divorced. “The effects of sex ratio on individual ni@routcomes translates into dramatic
consequences for Black family formation and family streee’ (Kiecolt & Fossett, 1995,
p.133). This is a challenge because the availability afntati mates affects not only
premarital behavior, resulting in children born to unnearmothers, but the propensity
to marry, as well as willingness to maintain marriaget{€tag & Seccord, 1983).
Male Employment and Economics. Unemployment is a segamf factor in Black
families (Broman, 1997). Testa and Krogh’s (1995) findings siha#vBlack male
employment is positively related to marriage rates. lBtaen in stable employment are
twice as likely to marry as Black men who are not exygd, in school, or in the military.
A major factor in marital stress among Black Americesrtte anxiety and
discouragement felt by Black men related to financiallyjoliag for their families
(Tucker & Mithcell-Kernan, 1995). Black males are less iclamit then White males
about their ability to support a family (Chapman, 2007; D&ityyers, 1987; Wilson,
1987). Some Black men have intense concerns aboutdhesras adequate providers,
which is not the case for White men (Hatchett, VegoBouvan, 1995). Trying to
assume traditional familial roles in Black familiendbe a challenge. They live in a
society where traditionally and ideally men are supposéve financial power and
women are to be protected and provided for. Yet this halyraeen their reality. For
many years, Black women have worked because it was éasibem to get a job than it

was for Black men (Hatchett, Veroff & Douvan, 1995). bligtally, Black women have
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usually had more economic power in the home comparechite Women. Economic
power in the home is thus a very important issue faclBmen and women (Hatchett,
Veroff & Douvan, 1995). Still, in 2002, Black women had a raadhcome of $16, 282
and Black men had a median income of $21, 466. These figuwestisat neither gender
is faring very well in U.S. society (Chapman, 2007).

Declining male economic power and increasing femaleaoenpower may also
play a role in family formation. Economic incentivesmarry and stay married have
shifted over time in the U.S. (Tucker & Mitchell-Kernd®95). A decline in marriage
among Blacks has been perceived as a symptom and caesmEofic hardship
(Burbridge, 1995). Studies show that “employment plays a paiveie in the
development and maintenance of Black families” (Tucké&di&hell-Kernan, 1995, p.
349). The unemployed also show lower levels of satisiaetith life (Broman, 1997).
None the less, socioeconomic factors are not theceokeibutor in the decline of Black
marriages. Economics does not fully explain maritalide (Mare & Winship, 1991).

Research shows there are three trends that areaissowith the decline in
marriage: 1) employment and economic challenges, 2 aatilability, and 3) change in
views of family roles. During the economic recessibh390-1991, Black Amerians
were disproportionately laid off and suffered great jas.|d his can be tremendously
important because research shows that Black womemganjiweigh economic
considerations more heavily preceding marriage than do wbiteen and men (Cherlin,
1998). Wilson (1987) shows that the employment problems ckBfen are an
important factor in marriage. In sum, less employmenBfack men means less Black

marriage, although there are other factors to condideddition to employment and

12



economic challenges, researchers have focused on tefofathors in the decline in
Black marriages. They are: 1) mate availability, and 2pgk in the view of family
roles.

Mate Availability. Many researchers have argued that &ishihe availability of
marriage partners affects family formation pattearity & Myers, 1995; Guttentag &
Seccord, 1983; Kiecolt & Fossett, 1995). There has beerdagrdecline in the Black
American sex ratio since the 1920s (Taylor, Tucker, €& Jayakody, 1997). Some
believe that sex ratio imbalance is a significantdagt Black marital decline (Guttentag
& Seccord, 1983). Tucker and Mitchell-Krunan’s (1995) study fahat both Black
men and women perceive a substantial shortage of mengatine Black community.
Seventy percent of Black women perceived a shortaganfageable Black men. Black
men supported this perception; 60 percent of them believethdra are more than
enough women to marry. Where are the Black men? Maegnmdsers hypothesize that
the alarming figures of Black men incarcerated and murderedebife age of 45 shed
some light on this situation.

Incarceration. Based on the US census rate in 2000, 12.8% population is
Black, 68.1% is White, 12.5% is Hispanic, and 4.5% is of otheomty groups. In 2002,
prison census figures indicated that 47.5% of incarcepsesibns were Black and 24.3%
were white. The incarceration rate for Blacks is@dtiwice as high for whites and is not

representative of the U.S. general population. Amongsvage 25 to 39, 12.6% of

Blacks compared to 1.7% of whites are in jainv.drugwarfacts.org/racepris.htm,
2005). Incarceration rates drop with age: males age 85 it prison was estimated at

4.5% for Black males, almost twice that of 1.7% of Whitdas (McVay, 2004). In

13



2004, 17% of Black men in the U.S. had served time in p(iseth Boykin Racial
Index, 2004).

The incarceration rate for young Black men from tiveer city is growing. In
1995, 16% of Black men in their 20s who did not attend cotegeork were in jail. In
2004, the percentage grew to 21%. In 2004, Black men who had drogpEdsolool
and were jobless constituted an astonishing 72% of the grigmuriation, compared to
34% of White males and 19% of Hispanics (Western, 2006). Bedyent of Black men
living in cities had spent time in prison (Eckholm, 2006)ug for Black urban, inner city
males, experiencing time in prison is almost a norméiferevent (Eckholm, 2006).

Violence and Death. Another factor that contributethe availability of
marriageable Black males is the continuing violencedfiatts the male Black
community. Black males in the U.S. are dying at an ataymate (David & Muhlhausen,
2000). While violent crime has decreased since the early 1®@0still higher than
levels experienced before the 1960s. A 15-year-old Black hvaig in urban U.S.A. has
anywhere from a 2.2% percent chance to a 8.5% chanengf imurdered before his
45" birthday, depending on the level of violent activity ie tity (Davis & Mulhausen,
2000). A Black male teenager is 7 times more likely thamvhite peers to be killed by a
gun (Edelman, 2007). In another comparison, a Black marglimithe U.S. hasa 1 in
185 chance of being murdered before age 45, while a white mamnhan 345 chance of
being murdered before the age of 45 (Davis & Mulhausen, 2008\nh, Black men
have twice the likelihood of white men to be murderedeetioe age of 45, regardless of
where they live (Davis & Muhlhausen, 2000). “The continuirghhmnortality and

incarceration rates of Black men are having a very prafaumpact on Black families”
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(Tucker & Mitchell-Kernan, 1995, p. 347). “Black men are inrslsopply due to high
rates of morality, incarceration in prison or memaspitals, and drug addiction, as well
as military service overseas and homosexuality. Aéhfactors reduce the eligible pool,
which means there are more women who desire partharsage when fewer exist”
(Chapman, 2007, p. 291).
2.5) Change in Black Family Roles

Currently there has been an increase in the numlmerhatbitating couples, out-
of-wedlock childbirths, and acceptance of contraceptiorthesein the past (Chapman,
2007; U.S. Census Bureau, 2005). The effects of these chdfegtdaamily formation,
values, and the status of marriage as an institutionté\&aGallagher, 2000).

The Challenge of Kin Involvement in Black Marriageso$d kin involvement
has been cited as a support to Black families (Tayloksda & Chatters, 1997).
However, it can also play a negative role in Blackriage. Close kin involvement can
be problematic because it can hamper the developmém cbuple and their integration
of individual networks (Hatchet, Veroff, & Douvan, 1995). Tdmallenge of caring for
family members across generations, including grandparentsitgasdlings, cousins,
children, grandchildren, and “temporary” children can baadiff. An excerpt from the
gualitative study by Marks et a(2006) gives an example of how close kin involvement
can place significant demands on a Black married couple:

Sheila and Rashaad had been married for several yedradbeen unable to

have children. Sheila was asked by a pregnant cousirhadhbeen struggling

with substance abuse if Sheila would take her to theitadsFollowing the

delivery, Sheila’s cousin asked Sheila and Rashaad tahek®mby home with

her—the “temporary” child never left. Sheila and Rashaaateially adopted the

baby, as well as two other children from another extramily member who
was abusing drugs and was an unsatisfactory parent. ShetiRaghaad offered
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an initial safehaven that became a long-term homehitaren of extended family
or kin who were not prepared or willing to be responsibleqar(p. 218).

In many Black families where similar circumstancesuocit seems that married
life is comprised not only of a commitment to love aade for each other but also of
commitments to care for children (biological, step-chid@dopted, or “temporary”),
other family members in need (often financial need), amijguarents. Such challenges
are often met by relying heavily on a committed spouse.édery in many ways the
complexity and strains of the demands outlined aboveoated in a relational
connectedness that—although financially, physically, andienadly taxing—supplies a
meaning and purpose for these families that is bigger beanselves (Marks et al.,
2006).

The Desire for Marriage Among Blacks. Despite theelthallenges associated
with decline in Black marriage (mate availability, enywent and economic strains, and
change in family roles and values), most Blacks stiithngly desire to be married
(Staples, 2007; Taylor, Jackson & Chatters, 1997). In the wi@dl the obstacles faced,
some Black men and women do establish long-term marr{adles & Connor, 1997;
Cherlin, 1992). Black Americans, both men and women, sgand not married, tend to
hold a positive view of marriage (McAdoo, 1993). In 1987, Zdlad Williams found
that Blacks who were married expressed greater lifefaetion then Blacks who were
not married. Thomas'’s (1990) results showed that 98% of Hisipants were somewhat
happy or very happy with their marriages. This is rdsaale given the stressors most
Black couples face on a daily basis. McAdoo’s (1993) studglack American’s marital
satisfaction found that the overwhelming majority oi&d husbands and wives showed

that cooperation, mutual support, communication, mutual respaat trust were key
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positive aspects of their relationships. Only 6% ofabeples reported being unhappy in
their marriage. McAdoo (1993) further found that among Bfachkilies, cooperation is
the most essential element in decision making forlf@sni

2.6) Black Marriages and Families

Many researchers contend that families are the cstore that holds our nation
together (Popenoe, 1996; Waite & Gallagher, 2000; Waller&téially, 2004). With
the focus of the available literature centering ondégeine of Black families and
marriages, | would like to investigate the Black marrgathat are strong and remain
strong. What is it about these marriages that all@mtto be resilient? In the midst of
concern over family values and decline, we must not faogakso ask, “Why do things
sometimes go well?”

Andrew Billingsley highlights the strengths and weaknes$&ack families,
focusing on the power that comes from strengths withaciBfamilies, in his book
Climbing Jacob’s Laddef1992), a sequel tBlack Families in White Ameriqd 968),
where he discussed Black family life from a holispp@ach reflecting the basic values
and hopes of traditional Black families. Billingsley dis@sss detail the functions of
marriage in Black families and the traditional valuéBlack marriages. Billingsley also
describes six major self-reported functions of coupladriiages among Black families.
Marriage is considered very important for raising childeempanionship, sustained
love life (sex), safety (especially for women), hefiph the housework, and financial
security. These findings came from his second analydistiet data from the national
survey of Black Americans collected 1979 - 1980. For exarapteng Black families,

egalitarian work values are more common than among vdntédies. Men, women, and
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children interchange roles and tasks within their fan@lyoperation and collaboration
are critical in Black families. Women in Black faresi play a much bigger role in
economic provision and Black men play a greater rofharing housework compared to
White, married couple families (Billingsley, 1992). Marriagevides economic benefits
of earned income and accrued wealth to the family, comparetther types of family
relationships. Marriage and family still serve impottamctions and offer vitality to the
Black community. Despite the many strains on marriag@ntinues to hold its place in
the Black community and society at large.

Black Life Satisfaction. Married men in America refagher levels of
satisfaction with their life than non-married memlanarried women, as well as higher
levels of self worth (Waite & Gallagher, 2000). Thiddsotrue for Blacks as well
(Billingsley, 1992). Billingsley (1992) concludes that Black mbove a higher level of
satisfaction because marriage stands as a buffeebetiiemselves and society. Black
Americans make a distinction between how society $eaa and how they view
themselves. It requires balance and stability which ediBlack men seem to maintain
better than non-married Black men. According to Billlegsbecause married Black men
may receive an extra level of support, acceptance, amat lhotheir marriage, they
report higher levels of life satisfaction.

Role Performance in Black Marriages. Billingsley (199Xedsmarried Black
adults to assess how they perform certain key roledyahsework, and who gets most
out of the relationship. Having someone to share househods$ dvds a function of
marriage that was rated highly by both men and wometh Busband and wives

reported that the wives do most of the cooking, cleaningleamdiry. Black husbands do
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help with housework more than white husbands but thmrssbility is varied depending
on who is reporting the amount of shared housework (Bnpaf01; Padgett, 1997).
Employed Black women do fewer hours of housework thharemployed women
(Orbuch & Eyster, 1997) and employed Black men do more holtsalork compared to
employed White men (Shelton & John, 1993).

Who Wins in Marriage? Who gets more out of the mgetaBillingsley’s (1992)
finding shows that 62 percent of Black Americans staelibth partners benefit equally
from the relationship. Givers in the relationship repdthat they give more emotionally
to their partners, give more support financially, and offerenservices to their spouses.
Hill's (1999) work showed that Black families self repegalitarian values and patterns.
When wives hold more egalitarian values of housewoghtiusework is more likely to
be shared with husbands. Some studies also show thategalitarian men share more
housework and child care (Greenstein, 1995; Orbuch & Eyi817). In general, most
women still do more housework than men (Coltrane, 1999pldymd women feel that
the division of labor is fairer and they enjoy highetels of marital satisfaction when
men perform more routine house work, such as cookingpicig and laundry (Coltrane,
1999).

Hill (1999) discusses the flexibility of family roles astrength and value to
Black families. In Black families, mothers perform soof the roles of fathers, fathers
perform some of the tasks of mothers, and children perdomre of the role of parents
(Jarrett, 1994). This role adaptability has allowed Blackilfas to remain secure and
move forward in the face of challenges. Hatchetthan and Jackson’s (1991) findings

showed that 88% of Black women and men agreed thastimyd share child care
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responsibilities and 98% agreed that Blacks should spenel tinte raising their
children. Seventy-five percent of Blacks felt that boim and women should have jobs
to support the family (Hatchett et al., 1991).

The research of Hill and colleagues (1993) on married cdapidies showed
that they are a strong feature of Black communitiess&Hamilies are better able to
resist the negative pressures of society compared tofathdy types. It is vital to note
the great majority of Black families living outside of oty are marriage-based.

Black Family Values. Billingsley (1992) discusses sevaditional Black family
values. Love of learning is the first traditional valtalowed by strong work orientation.
A third value he highlights is politics and how it is mteven throughout the lives of
Black people. Political involvement has always been aauaiyand a way up for
providing a sense of belonging to the whole. The fourlievis service to others. The
fifth value, cooperation is working with others towardm®amic, political, and social
goals. Sixth, pride in race, which comes through aswevalkely studied but inherent
through generations. Lastly, economic independence thqeergbnally owned
businesses and corporations are a value to the Blaakgoiy because they provide an
environment for strong Black families to thrive.

Hill's (1972, 1999) work mentions the values of spiritualégipycational
achievement, family ties, kin networks, and economic indegece as being core to
Black families. Other researchers note that Black Acaes have historically had a
strong achievement orientation. Blacks have made odistanontributions in our
society through their creativity. Most research onat@&demic orientation of youth

highlights the cultural deficits and the low value placeceducation by some parents.
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Yet academic orientation of Black parents seem to dgpeeithan that of White parents
(Bachman, 1970; Coleman, 1966; Slaughter-Defoe, et al., 199@nStmn et al., 1990).

Why the disparity in achievement between Black studemt3\dmte students if
Black parents’ academic orientation is higher thanahathite parents? The work of
Marks et al. (2006) offers one perspective and explanation.

In [his state of Louisiana], desegregation laws argeskipy private schools with

costs that exclude most minorities. In most casesdlilsely not intentional, but

whether intentional or otherwise, the effects asesdime. Namely, large portions
of the middle- and upper-class voting contingency who areg®rivate school
tuition have little incentive to offer supporting votes public education tax
bases. Subsequently, public education is often terriblyriumtied as a result,
and the likelihood of a child from the low- to middle-ino® bracket (which is
disproportionately Black) receiving an education that aiiw him or her to
improve the standard of living for their rising African Anoan generation is
remote; in fact, many will not make it through high sah®&ich struggles to find
adequate textbooks for his students while predominantly @usxely) white
classes in the private schools enjoy access to newutens and a much lower

student-to-teacher ratio (Marks et al., 2006, p. 211).

Unfortunately this is common picture in most inner sithools, located in Black
neighborhoods nationwide (Truscott & Truscott, 2005).

The phenomenon of racism is complex because it ismvidenultiple areas of
life, not just educational opportunities (Stewart, 2004). “®ads a perennially piercing
needle and thread in Black life that weaves the @gether in a shared experience that
sets these individuals and their families apart fronrseéhesho have not experienced it”
(Marks et al., 2006, p. 211).

It is imperative to note that despite the many advessitiat Black people face
daily, they still make it a priority to encourage thehildren to strive for excellence and

to teach their children the importance and value of educafihe “love of learning” as a

Black cultural value is also shown in the presencasiftutions like Historically Black
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Colleges and Universities that reinforce the strong achewe orientation among Black
people. Creating an institution that takes young Black ameilwomen and produces
doctors, lawyers, and scientists shows the importadaeation and achievement hold
within the Black culture (Hill, 1999). Today, there are 108téfically Black Colleges
and Universities in the United States (U.S. DepartmeBEdaotation, 2007).

Royce and Turner (1980) found that Black families place ¥adire on teaching
their children self-respect, discipline, being happy, angeraion with family. Gary
and associates (1983) found that among strong Black fantiiesalues they rely most
upon to facilitate their achievement are the famhg, ¢hurch, the school, and the
workplace. These findings agree with Hill's earlier fimgs of strong achievement
orientation, strong family ties, strong religious pi@es and beliefs, and strong work
orientation among Black families (Hill, 1999). When Gairak (1983) asked the
participants to self-report the values they thought west important, these results
showed that within their own families, family unityyping strategies, mutual support,
and sharing responsibilities were of most value.

The second value Hill addresses is strong work orientaaplan and Tausky’s
(1972) study reveals a strong work ethic among Blacks. Masincome Blacks prefer
to work over receiving welfare (Kaplan & Tausky, 1972). GooddBB83) and Rank’s
(1994) research also supports this finding. Kim’s (1996) finding® shat this choice is
typical among many poor Black families in that they préderely on self and have a
disapproving attitude towards government assistance. Maioiggdle Black families

benefit from economic stability because the wife tgycworks. In 1990, the income for
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Black families with working wives was twice that ofa8k families with non-working
wives (Hill, 1999).

Hill (1999) discusses strong family bonds as a valuengrtize Black community.
Aschenbrenner (1975) goes into more detail in describing gpealties that make up
strong kinship bonds: (a) “a high value placed on childi@the approval of a strong
protective mother, (c) emphasis on strict discipliag s(rength of family bonds, and (e)
the ideal of the independent spirit. These valuesediected in social practices among
African Americans” (Aschenbrenner 1975, p.137).

The last value of strong Black families that Hill (1989#cusses is strong
religious orientation. According to the National Undzeague (NUL) Black Pulse
survey, Black Americans from middle-income were mordyike belong to and attend
church regularly than low-income Black Americans (Hi#99). Taylor (1988) found
that married Blacks’ participation in church was highantthat of never-married or
formerly married Blacks. Indeed, religious beliefs, hatva, and commitment are a
valuable and fundamental part of the Black culture and agmignin general, but
religious faith appears to be especially important to iaggrbased Black families, a
point we will return to later.

2.7) Strengths of Black Marriages and Families

Strengths of Black families are often ignored or maded (Cherlin, 1998). In
the bookBlack Families edited by Harriette McAdoo (1997), she highlights the enduring
legacy of Black families and the importance of famllige book looks at the diversity
within Black families, showing that all Black familiase not alike. Although the book

does address some of the poverty issues plaguing Blackefgmstrengths such as
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supportive kin networks are highlighted. The book providespeeful, yet realistic, view
of the current state and future of Black families in Aicee

Kin networks and social support have always been a streh@iack families:
cooperation and sharing among a large network (Cherlin, 1988y. fave also been
viewed as an important resource for family coping (Hettc& Jackson, 1993). “The
thread that kept the Black community together was akexthange network embedded
in a value system and belief system based upon the afaeniprocity- a commitment to
collective cooperation that permeated all the instinaictructures within African
American communities” (Hatchett & Jackson, 1993, p.110&n@s, church members,
and community have all been critical in the survival fumdtioning of Black American
families and marriages for centuries and social supgtarks in Black families have
been studied for many years. Billingsley’s book (1988ck Families in White
Americg Robert Hill's (1972)The Strength of Black Familiemsnd Carol Stacks’all
Our Kin (1974) paved the way for the current research on undenstatigi importance
of support networks within Black families. In short, mangdgis feel high obligations to
extended kin, aunts, uncles, and cousins (Cherlin 1998).

Taylor, Chatters and Jackson’s research (1997) showeBldtk Americans use
the extended family to pool resources, alleviate econdeprivation, and create a better
financial living situation for the family. Kin systemmang Black Americans are
characterized by close living proximity, strong sense wilfaobligation, flexible
boundaries within the household, frequent communicatiom nelatives, frequent get-
togethers with family, and availability of aid to helpecanother (Hatchett & Jackson,

1993).
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Another strength of Black culture is fictive kin (8ta1974). “Fictive kin” is
defined as “unrelated individuals who often provide mongilfasupport services than
blood kin” (Hill, 1999, p.129). There are costs and benefitemdepending on kin for
support (Cherlin, 1998). Research shows that family mendo&stitute a primary source
of help during hard times. Neighbors and LaVeist’s (1989) dhdigated that less than
46% of those experiencing economic hardships sought profaskelp, while 89%
contacted members of their informal network. Black fasilhnd kin serve as a vital
resource for the survival and progress of Blacks, but fasniiat provide resources often
can be strained if they are repeatedly asked for hedpfidtt, Cochran, & Jackson,
1991). Neighbors (1997) explains informal social support withacBfamilies as a
“double edged sword” (p. 293). The assistance these famibggiprcan also be the
source of challenges. As a colleague has stated: “Tine ig@ws is that no one
starves...the bad news is that no one gets ahead” (Mazks 2006).

Marks et al. (2006) describe that “when a dual-earner caupleommitted
marriage has a large network of close family relatiggshiand a majority of those
family members have lower income levels and no spauah on in trying times
(emotionally or financially)—the marriegvealthy poorcouple often become a primary
source of assistance” (p. 216). Marks et al., furtheragxgil

Knocks of needre an aspect of African American culture that cakemt

difficult for a married Black couple to “get ahead” (i.ere-pay loans, invest

significant portions of income, save a nest egg, or folaretirement) because the

possibility of financial emergencies rests not only witimediate family but in
their extended family and kin networks as well, thasgforming the

“possibility” of financial emergency into a “probabilityEven so, Black families

rarely explicitly complain or seem embittered by thialtdnge. It seems this is a

sacrifice that has become an accepted part of lifegbbd news is that no one

goes hungry...the bad news is that no one gets ahead. Whaotlisgle this
culture often fail to see is that while one may eduacatly and financially “pull
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themselvesip by the bootstraps,” it is difficult (perhaps impossjldbr a single
marriage to “pull up” an entire extended family netwof’217).

Family members tend to support material needs, yetdfsisupport emotional
needs (Taylor & Chatters, 1986) and provide more companiosspjport (Taylor,
Chatters & Jackson, 1997) among Black Americans. Gibson (1982 that Blacks in
middle age depend on friends for psychological support.dAddo’s work on support
networks, 25% of Black mothers reported that friends peavithore support than
family (1980). Taylor and Chatters found that 80% of eldettadound support and
assistance from friends (1986).

Role of Family. The most frequently written about aspencerning the Black
community is the role Black extended families play i shrvival of Black families
(Taylor, Chatters, Tucker, & Lewis, 1990; Taylor, Chattéiscker, & Jayakody, 1997).
Black Americans keep in frequent contact with family mersiblore than 66% of
participants report contacting relatives at least oneeek (Hatchett & Jackson, 1993;
Hatchett, Cochran & Jackson, 1991). Among Black famitiese than half of them
reported that their immediate family members live indame city as themselves
(Hatchett & Jackson, 1993; Hatchet, et al., 1991). More 90gmercent of respondents
in this study reported that they are very close onfaidse to their family members
(Hatchett & Jackson, 1993; Hatchett, Cochran, & Jackk®®1l). Also, closeness of
family members predicted the frequency of interactionaaddeceived from family
members (Hatchett & Jackson, 1993). Frequency of interawtitth family and the
family life cycle predicts aid received from family (tdhett & Jackson, 1993). Results
from Neighbors’ (1997) study show that family members vmeoee likely to provide

total support, for example “whatever | need” or instrumeadaistance defined as
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financial support, goods or services, and transportatioyldil &Chatters, & Jackson,
1997).

Child Care. Findings show that 40% of working mothers depemdlatives for
day care services, with most of the child care being provagiegtandmothers (Jarret,
1985; Jayakody, Chatters, & Taylor, 1993). Black Americapardents from the NUL
Black Pulse Survey reported that 27% offered childcare s=v&83% lent money to
relatives, and 26% provided transportation to a family mergidé, 1999). Because
extended kin and fictive kin are so important in thecBleommunity, inner cities have
created programs such as Big Brother and Big Sister taderthis support and have
developed surrogate extended families to service the né&discl families (Hill,
1999).

Role of Religion. One of the greatest strengths anBlack Americans is their
strong commitment to religion (Hill, 1999). The church basn called to fulfill many
roles and provide multiple services within the Black comtyu(irazier, 1974). A 1994
Gallup poll showed that 82 percent of Black Americans repldtiat religion was very
important to them (Hill, 1999). An overwhelming majority®laicks attend church
regularly, according to the NUL Black Pulse survey (Hi199). Indeed, religious
involvement among Black Americans is not just commois,tigpical (Ellison, 1997,
Taylor, Chatters, & Levin, 2004). Much research has beaducted on religious
participation and the positive link it has with mariti@kslity and duration (Dollahite,
Marks, & Goodman, 2004). However, such studies have focusedrpyimn white

families (Marks, Nesteruk, Swanson, Garrison, & DaR@)5).
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Due to the high level of religious participation andesade of religions for Black
Americans, future research in this area needs to inckidgon when Black families are
studied (Taylor & Chatters, 1991; Jarrett, 1995). DollahiteMarks (2005) emphasize
three dimensions of religion that should be considesfious practices, religious
beliefs, and faith communities.

Although more data are needed, available studies showetizggous Blacks
report a higher level of life satisfaction than nohgieus Blacks (Ball, Armistead, &
Austin, 2003). Ellison’s (1997) results showed that Blacks péuticipated in religious
activity or self-reported as highly religious had a higingality of family life. This in
turn is related to emotional, physical, and psycholdgiedl-being and functioning,
therefore improving the likelihood of marital successli@ute & Marks, 2005; Marks,
2006). Taylor and Chatters’ (1991) research showed that Bigieye in religious
activity on a regular basis, several times a montip98ay, 82% listen or watch
religious programs, and 74% read religious material. Ratstevotional time may play
a role in the positive perceptions of Black Americdagiily life (Ellison, 1997).

On a social level, church members often serve asdikin as defined and
described earlier. Strong emotional and spiritual ties fgltow church members make
church a central source for fictive kin relationshipgorm and be sustained (Marks &
Chaney, 2006). Sympathy, empathy, deep concern, and love @aépteenough in
many Black congregations that many refer to their featmmunity as “church” families
(Marks et al., 2005; Marks & Chaney, 2006). Due to its persepaitual, social, and
practical power, church is a primary coping resourcenasecond only to family

(Marks & Chaney, 2006). Church members play a vital rofanmly support in the
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form of advice and encouragement, and prayer and assidtaelderly Blacks (Taylor
& Chatters, 1986). In sum, “Historically and currenthg Black church sustains the
physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual needs ofitsach and community members”
(Marks & Chaney, 2006).

Black Marriage, Health and Longevity. Ross and collea@l@30) conclude in
their Journal of Marriage and Familliterature review that “compared to married
people, the non-married...have higher rates of mortlday the married: about 50%
higher among women and 250% higher among men” (p. 1B6t)mer, Rogers, Nam,
and Ellison (1999) demonstrated that high levels of religidtenndance are a potent
factor in longevity among the general population but thatnfluence of religious
attendance is nearly twice as potent among the Black pampuldnh fact, Hummer and
colleagues (1999) found nearly a 14-year advantage in londe~viBlacks who attend
worship services more than once a week compared wisie thho never attend.

A follow-up study by Marks and colleagues (2005) illuminatesegported
reasons for this influence as explained by Blacks. Thad&ipants reported that
particularly among Blacks: (a) non-religious persomsmaore likely to use unhealthy
coping strategies, especially alcohol and drugs, (b) oekgpersons have quantitatively
and qualitatively superior social support networks via thehufch family,” and (c)
prayer is a meaningful and valuable coping resource. Althprgghous research has
identified these factors, this study’s depth offers sermanationf why and how
these factors interface with Black life, especiatiyan inner-city context.

Marks et al. (2005) also offer three additional therhas dre underdeveloped in

the research on Blacks: (a) that active religiouslirement during the advanced years
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promotes longevity by offering respect, veneration, anchingdo the participant, (b)
that drug and alcohol abuse (which religions generally agpust only involve direct
health risks, but worsen danger through opening the door togheibk urban “street
life,” and (c) that “giving up on faith” igirtually equated with “giving up on life” in
faith-based Black culture. In sum, these experienceebassider hypotheses” offer
some important new considerations for religion-hellttyevity researchers. Because
research has shown a positive link between religiouspation and marital stability
and duration, the high levels of religious participatiooag Blacks should affect
marriage in a positive way. Due to the many negative dritgtressors specific to Black
families, religion serves as a positive stressondirtlives.

Key Terms and Definitions. Before reviewing literaturestnong marriages, we
must outline and define strong marriages. Stinett and iD&frE 985) study laid the
foundation for conducting family research from a stresgiased approach. Stinett and
Defrain’s family-strengths model shows six major chaeastics of strong marriages:
Commitment, appreciation, communication, time, spitiaweareness, and coping ability.
Their study included 130 families within and throughout the BWd#n different races,
classes, ethnicities, and religious and educational backgrounds

Olson and DeFrain (1994) list three overall dimensafrfamily strengths:
cohesion, flexibility, and communication. Cohesiodedined as the degree of emotional
bonding that family members have toward one anothetrendegree of individual
autonomy they experience or the degree an individuakearated from or connected to
his or her family system or “togetherness” (p. 72). Adaipta or flexibility is defined as

“the ability of a marital or family system to chantgepower structure, role relationships
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and relationship rules in response to situational and dawelofal stress” or the extent to
which the family system was flexible and able to chgson & DeFrain, 1994, p. 75).
Another characteristic of strong marriages is themmnection to extended family and
their willingness to seek help from extended family metiof need (Olson & DeFrain,
1994).

Many of the characteristics outlined by DeFrain anceegllies are included in the
notion of family resiliency. Resiliency is defined by \8faks the ability to “withstand
and rebound from crisis and adversity” (1996, p. 261). In mays, for these strong
families, challenges define them (Marks, Nesteruk, HopRiilBams, Swanson &

Davis, 2006). For purposes of this study, strong marriagdireedeas heterosexual Black
couples, in their first or second marriage, with othait children, who have been
married for 20 years or longer, and both self-report tinarriage as happy and strong.
2.8) Long-term Strong Marriages

An abundance of literature focuses on divorce anddhsequences of divorce
in our society. The future emphasis in producing satisfyiagiages and strong
families should be focused on strengthening relationshipsiak as preventing
relationship breakdown (Markham, Halford, & Cordova, 1997; ©&deFrain, 1994).
Only within the past few decades has the literature begtotus on marriages that
remain intact.

Strong Marriage Literature 1965-1996. Of the literatureft@aises on enduring
and long-term marriages, the majority of the reseatnatlies were conducted between
1986 and 1996 (Kaslow & Robinson 1996; Wallerstein & Blakeslee 1995sKurn

1995; Levenson, Carstensen & Gottman, 1993). In 1965, Cuber aofl ¢id a
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qualitative study on long-term marriages with over 400 caudlgeir findings divided
marriages into two categories, instrumental marriagkiatrinsic marriage.
Instrumental marriage regarded the benefits of marriagel®eing single. Intrinsic
marriage celebrates the commitment to the individoajust the entity of marriage.
Weishaus and Field (1988) studied couples who had been mamrigd years or
longer. Their results showed that acceptance and conemitwere characteristics of a
long-duration marriage. Lauer, Lauer, and Kerr did a quaiatudy in 1990 to
determine what factors explained a stable marriage frerpdfticipants’ perspective.
They gathered data from 100 couples who had been marreasafdrty-five years.
Their findings showed that engaging in activities witmsone they liked, being
committed to the marriage, and humor were charadtsrist a stable marriage. It was
also important to agree on the same goals in life, asdhends, parenting, and decision
making. The husband and wives’ results were similanyvstgpthat characteristics for a
successful marriage did not vary greatly among thessgoerier, Lauer & Kerr, 1990).
Three-fourths of the couples had agreeing responses sartigeitems. The previous
study was done in an attempt to gain more detailed infiwmabout long-term
marriages and was designed after the first study doneumsr laad Lauer in 1986. This
study included 351 couples who had a median length of marti&$eSayears. The
respondents listed liking their spouse, being committedeio shouse, and seeing their
spouse as a best friend as important factors to thaiessitil marriage. Benefits of an
enduring marriage were intimacy, happiness, and mental astcphlgealth (Lauer &

Lauer, 1986).
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Kaslow and Hammerschmidt completed a quantitative stud992 with
couples who had been married for at least 25 years. flicig was a pilot test for a
larger international, five-country study of long-termrneges. Kaslow and
Hammerschmidt interviewed 20 American couples asking them-epeed questions to
determine the satisfaction of the couples’ marriage.a@labuples in the study were
equally satisfied. The greatest consistency was withiples who scored highest on
satisfaction levels.

Fenell (1993) investigated 147 couples who indicated througlytdic
adjustment scale measurement that they were sdtisfibeir marriage. The goal of this
study was to determine the characteristics that contydotat the longevity of the
marriage relationship by interviewing these couples whegat@o be satisfied in their
marriage by the dyadic adjustment scale (DAS). Felonld that there was a high level
of congruence among husbands and wives about the keytehestars that lead to a
successful and stable marriage. This main finding is suppoyteduer, Lauer and
Kerr’s earlier (1990) work that congruence is a factat dontributes to satisfaction in
marriage. The top five factors or characteristieg fennel found to influence stable
long-term marriages were lifetime commitment, loyadtyspouse, strong moral values,
respect for spouse, and commitment to sexual fidelitgirBéo be a good parent, and
faith in God and spiritual commitment followed.

Kaslow, Hansson, and Lundblad (1994) conducted a study in &vasdée first
phase of the international study on long-term marriaglesy asked 95 couples who had
been married or cohabitating for 20 years or longer topdete a questionnaire.

Findings from the study showed that Swedish couples guifted high levels of
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marital satisfaction and high levels of coherence séhesults were similar to Kaslow
and Hammershmidt’'s (1992) earlier findings with studying long-t@arried couples in
that Kaslow, Hansson, and Lundblad (1994) also found thatrepamted greater levels
of marital satisfaction than women. Further, trusbme’s partner was of most
importance in enduring marriages.

Robinson and Blanton’s (1993) study of 15 couples married 30 ge&sger
gave key qualities of enduring marriages. Each spouse was gione-hour
unstructured interview where they were encouraged tetteles and discuss the
gualities that helped sustain their marriage. The fiwedklities that resulted were: (a)
intimacy, balanced with autonomy. This quality was are¢ceoncept for the couple’s
marriage, (b) commitment, meaning that divorce wasanaiption for the couple, (c)
communication: sharing thoughts and feelings with oneh@n@nd discussing problems
together, (d) congruence: the couples had similar percepiiostrengths of their
relationship, and finally, (e) religious faith, the Fa@ind belief of the couples and their
involvement in their faith community. The researcheck these qualities and created a
theoretical model to capture the relationship betweemtdrital qualities (concepts) that
helped sustain the marriage, shared from the particigaarspective.

Kaslow and Robinson’s 1996 (a second-phase study of Robinddslarton’s
1993 piece) showed that religion, children, and fidelityenexy factors in successful
long-term marriages. Couples were asked to fill out a queestice, the DAS, a problem
rating list, and general demographic information. The neg@ots’ results showed that
the importance of commitment to the marriage angploeises’ commitment to one

another was key to a satisfying long-term marriage. Goathwnication skills were
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necessary for a healthy and satisfying marriage. Flexibdooperation, and good
problem-solving skills helped the family to deal with @&familial difficulties. Shared
values among couples was referred to as “the spiritoamBion” by many respondents.
And finally “fun” was listed as an essential ingredienmarital satisfaction (Kaslow &
Robinson, 1996).

Sharlin (1996) conducted a similar study on long-term nehaoeiples in Israel
as part of a larger on-going international researcleptopf which the above Kaslow
and Robinson (1996) study was a part. Findings showed that &s/éhe primary key
for couples staying together and enjoying their lifestytgetber. Mutual trust, loyalty
and fidelity, love, mutual support and mutual appreciation \isted as the top five
characteristics for a successful and satisfying marrifige women and men showed no
significant differences in their reports of the masportant characteristics to a
satisfying marriage. In Israel, family life is highlplued, and the divorce rate is among
the lowest in the world.

Levenson, Castenson, and Gottman (1993) questioned 156 cotplegeve
both satisfied and dissatisfied in their marriage. ol of their study was to compare
older-aged married couples (60 to 70 years) to middle-agedethaouples (40 to 50
years). Their finding showed that older-aged married coupfested less conflict,
equal levels of mental and physical health, and fewer gefiifierences in their sources
of pleasure as compared to middle-aged married couples.fifgengs also showed
that in dissatisfied marriages, wives reported more ahanid physical health problems

than their husbands.
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Mackey and O’Brien’s (1996) findings resulted in three charatics of a long-
term marriage: adaptability, resilience, and commitmené. study included 60 couples
who had been married 20 years or more. In-depth intengewducted over a four-year
period revealed that couples were able to adapt to sodak&tional changes, and that
commitment to one another was solid and would hold thairiage together.
Commitment, love, friendship, and companionship wereaciaristics of these
marriages. Their findings suggest that stable marriagedvimperseverance through
challenging times and developing marital skills. Mastalls were acquired through the
years, not initially brought into the marriage (Mackep&rien, 1996).

Wallerstein and Blakeslee’s (1995) bobke Good Marriagdists some key
characteristics of a happy marriage: respect, intedriendship, and trust were key
points. Wallerstein and Blakeslee conducted in-depth, seostured interviews with
50 married couples whose average married length was 21 eatsindividual
interviews were administered, followed by one joinemtew. The concluding findings
were that marriage is transformative. Flexibility andiéingness to reshape the
marriage when needed is an important aspect to a sudaessfiage. Participants
reported that creating their marriage has been theirrmmajomitment in life and their
greatest achievement.

Strong Marriage Literature 1999-Present. In 1999, Gottman \arbt@k
discussing strengths of enduring and long-term marriagles, $&ven Principles to
Making Marriage WorkThis book was a review of existing literature on loeig¥t

marriage.
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Parker (2000) found that commitment and companionship wenaadist strongly
relayed characteristics of a strong and stable long temiage. Responses elicited the
concept of “coupleness,” doing things together, sharimgnerk, and the concept of
desired qualities of tolerance, support and communicatio®.ofhe aspect of her study
that was unique was the idea of “public marriage,” the s¥isin and celebration of the
marriage relationship. However, Gottman (1999) concluded liemeview that the key
to a lasting marriage is “mutual respect for and enjoyroeeach other's company,”
which allows positive thoughts about one's partner tav@igh negative thoughts.

Bachand and Caron’s (2001) study used qualitative methods ttugaier
insight into happy long-term marriages. They studied 1&rbséxual couples in their
first marriage who had been married for 35 years or loagérself-reported their
marriage as happy. Their findings showed that love,dship, and having similar
backgrounds were the most beneficial factors to a hagyring marriage. Their study
also showed congruence in the couple’s responses, simfladings in previous
research (Fennel, 1993; Kaslow & Hammerschmidt, 1992; Laaeager & Kerr, 1990).

These researchers identified the following attributdseafthy couples:
friendship and love, respect and feeling appreciated, trddigality, good
communication, good sexual relations, shared values, ctapeand mutual support,
enjoyment of shared time, the ability to be flexible wkenfronted with change, and a
sense of spirituality. A belief in the institution mfarriage and “assumption of
permanence” also characterizes long-lasting marriages.

Of the four most influential models of strong familissyen characteristics are

shared by at least two of the models. These charawsm@se: (a) Time and
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involvement, planned activities, and time together to fdsigetherness; (b) Decision-
making and rules, every member of the family has a pakecision making. Flexibility
and limits are well balanced; (c) Loyalty and unitye family’s members are committed
to one another’s well-being; (d) Values and religiousmidtion, moral values and goals
are shared among family members as to what is impogadt(e) Emotional closeness
and support. Caring about one another and expressing apprefaatone another is
essential. Affirmation, support, respect, and trust m @mother are key in fostering
closeness; (f) Communication, open communicationdés@mged in strong families.
Each member speaks for themselves and for their feelitigsut putting blame on
others; (g) Coping and problem solving. Developed resourceskalscaiow for strong
families to face and solve problems. (Curran, 1983; Olsdfc&ubbin, 1983; Otto,
1963; Stinett & Defrain, 1985; Stinett & Saucer, 1977). Othem thottman’s (1999)
book and the Parker et al. (2000) study, little signifisemtk on strong marriages has
been done since 1996. What happened to the concern and foendwing marriage?
Why has there been a shift in research concerning longrarriages?
2.9) Lack of Attention to Ethnicity in Strong Marriages

Of the 12 studies | reviewed on long-term marriage, amby<tudies reported
Black couples as participants. Lauer and Lauer (1986) repbaed.5% of the couples
in their study were minorities consisting of Blackisspanics and Asians. Of those
6.5%, it was unclear if both spouses were of the sacee haLevenson et al.’s (1993)
study of 156 married couples, only 2.6% were Black. Due to trenabof Black
couples in studies of long-term marriage and the lackenfgbence of Black couples in

family and marriage literature, additional researctesded that focuses specifically on
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Black marriages. My study aimed to understand and highliglekBlauples in long-
term marriages from a strength-based approach lookin@eg¢gses, coping strategies,
strengths and challenges of marriage from the coupérspective.

2.10) Weaknesses of Current Long-term Marriage Studies

The existing qualitative studies on long-term marriages&ly include lists of
characteristics of strong, enduring marriages. In thiy lod strong-marriage literature
there is a need for more in-depth studies that examateothis, whysandprocessesf
couples who have long-term marriages.

Studies on long term-marriage have been neglectedlug@ast six to ten years.
Researchers have failed to pass on the torch, oremearchers have failed to pick it up,
or both. Investigation of long-term marriages and stfanglies ceased. A list of
characteristics or keys is not enough to underdtamebr why strong enduring
marriages succeed.

2.11) Conclusion

We know little about strong marriages in general, édxsut Black marriages,
and even less about strong Black marriages. My purposefolucting this study was
to add strength-based research to the literature on Blaakages and families.

I did this by examining happy, strong long-term Black mgasa The purpose of
this phenomenological study is to describe and captereneaning of long-term
marriage for Black couples. Further, | want to lookhathows, whys, and processes of
enduring and sustaining marriages in Black families. | foocuhe meaning of
experiences of the couples and found their individual ésmpess central (Creswell,

1998; Shank, 2002). The purpose of this study is to examine $tseanyd characteristics
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that contribute to strong, long-term marriage for Blatkiscuss the methods of my

study in the following chapter.
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Methods

The research methddr this study was qualitative. Qualitative research is
typically based on collected data comprising of words idstéamumbers (Gilligan,
1992). These data are conceptualized, collected, analyzbahtarpreted qualitatively
(Gilgun, 1992).

Quialitative research typically includes four main distions. First, qualitative
research seeks depth rather than breadth. Second, tigealiesearch tends to focus on
how and why people think and behave they way they do, amdhey make meaning of
their lives and experiences (Ambert, Adler, Adler & fredr, 1995). Distinction three is
that qualitative research often examines multiple gewethe family (i.e., individual,
marital, parental), as opposed to focusing on one (@&vebert et al., 1995). A final
distinction of qualitative research is that it tenol®¢ discovery-oriented rather than
focusing on verification of pre-existing theories and idéaerefore, most qualitative
research is not directed by theory-driven questions or hgges, at least not to the
extent that most quantitative research is, becauséajival research is typically carried
out from an inductive, theory-building perspective (Ambeelg 1995; Becker & Geer,
1960; Strauss & Corbin, 1990).

3.1) Qualitative Research with Families

Qualitative research may fit especially well in studyfeugpilies because this
approach can serve as a “window...through which we carabpatterns of interaction”
between family members (Daly, 1992a, p. 4). In this stuthed an in-depth, semi-
structured, qualitative interview based on open-ended questi@xamine strengths and

characteristics that contribute to strong, long-teracBImarriages. Interview-based,
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gualitative approaches to studying families can “give us wusd@Daly, 1992a, p. 4)
and “lift the veils” (Blumer, 1969, p. 32) to meanings, preessand relationships that
are difficult to obtain through other approaches (GilgualyD& Handel, 1992).

Qualitative research relies on the participants’ pelsepaesentations and
constructions of their experiences and realities, whielcampared and contrasted across
individuals or familiesthereby offering a rich view of life from multiple peetives.
This approach stands in contrast with quantitative rekefat tends to focus on
averages, while trimming outliers, and minimizing the int@ioce of the individual or
family experience.
3.2) Validity and Reliability in Qualitative Research

Validity and reliability have important parallels in djtative research but are
obtained and expressed differently than they are in qaawvi research (Marks &
Dollahite, 2001). Four key qualitative standards are cretyibidependability,
triangulation, and confirmability (Denzin, 1994). | wilkduss each standard briefly,
followed by a brief discussion of reflexivity and itdat@nship to the proposed project.

Credibility. Credibility refers to the fit betweehnet intended meaning of the
participant and the researcher’s interpretation optrécipants’ statements and
narratives. The central question is, “Am | accuratelnmunicating what my participant
is telling me?” (Gilgun, 1992). Credibility can be enhanceseweral ways. To improve
the credibility of the proposed study, | personally condlieleof the in-depth
gualitative interviews. This effort provided at least teay advantages. First, | was able
to (first hand) pick up on non-verbal cues and communicatioet are easily lost in

transcription. Another advantage of meeting and interwiguwhe participants face-to-
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face is that doing so provided me with the constant dppiby to ask participants to
clarify the meanings of what they were saying, reporting,ralating in their interviews.
After analysis of the data and creating themes, | “benshecked” my themes (Denzin
& Lincoln, 2003). Specifically, | returned to the participatd ask them if the themes |
found reflected the message they were trying to retaghoért, | asked them, “Do these
themes make sense?” This allowed me another check tosmakéhat my data were
credible. A final key to increasing credibility is thgtérsonally transcribed all of the
interviews, in an effort to insure maximum accuracy efghrticipants’ statements
(Deinhart, 1998).

Dependability. Another key to enhancing reliability in dgfadive research is
dependability. Dependability involves the consistency, kiygband accuracy of the
research instrument over time. The 15-question, semgtsted interview questionnaire
served as a “dependable” base for the study. Although theafliexibility to explore
unique issues that arose, the carefully designed instrunsemed that all participants
addressed issues, topics, problems, and challenges thatem&ia to the study.

Confirmability. Confirmability is where the researchesintains objectivity and
produces a study that is not idiosyncratic (Slife & \@ithis, 1995). In connection with
the principle of confirmability, all data should be &able to the original source. | was
able to substantiate reported themes by referring back farithhary data interviews (cf.
Marks & Dollahite, 2001) which | transcribed personally. | kegper and audio copies
of all the interviews so that any data presented in isgedtation will be confirmable.
Relevant additional data not presented in my dissentatith be saved. Further, | kept

paper copies of my open coding and analyses to documenéepaipysstep efforts. In
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sum, | established a data audit trail that showed howdtoacted each theme through
coding and analysis (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000).

Triangulation. Multiple informants and multiple metisoof data collection, also
known as triangulation, provide a significant and notewactigck for validity and
reliability (Brewer & Hunter, 1989). In this study, thréata points, the husband’s report,
the wife’s report, and my observation(s) and field netsed as multiple informant
sources: A demographic sheet and a short questionnairawgas@ participants. In
addition, open ended questions were asked by me, the imervidsing multiple
methods of data collection in this way helped me checkdagruence across persons
and methods.

Handel (1996) argued that most “family research” is ndy family research
because it focuses exclusively on one relationship (ustihelynother-child or marital
relationships). Handel further emphasizes, “No membany family is a sufficient
source of information for that family” (p. 346). Considtesith these views, |
interviewed 12 wives and 12 husbands (n = 24 individuals; 12edacouples).

Reflexivity. Miles and Huberman (1994) discuss reflexiuttyualitative
research as an alternative to objectivity in quantgatesearch. Reflexivity refers to
carefully identifying and considering biases the reseatubidis that might impact the
collecting, interpreting, or reporting of the data. Bmare especially important to
consider and disclose when the researcher is an irtditlee group that is being studied
(Daly, 1992). As a researcher, | question whether it $sipte to be truly objective but
believe that a suitable alternative is to be openesipand forthright with personal

biases that may influence the study.
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| was raised in a strong, marriage-based Black fantily $elected focus of this
study). Growing up, my family served as a rock for extendedly members, close
friends, and the community. Because of the strengthyofamily, we were able to meet
many emotional, financial, and housing needs of thosedeuimy nuclear family. At a
young age, | was quite aware that my family experierece umique as a Black
American. Because of my personal experiences throudjffgutchose to learn more
about strong Black families, beginning with enduring marsage

In sum, | am an insider and a member of the informanigrThe strength of
this approach is that it affords me advantages suclistsaimd access into the
participants’ world that other researchers might nagiteen. My goal was to provide a
detailed and tangible insider’s view rather than a marefglobjective” representation
of the couples that were interviewed. The disadvantabeity an insider is that | may
be better able to relate to and understand the particigsarsective or concern(s)
without their clearly explaining themselves. This sela®sa disadvantage to the larger
population of “outsiders” who may need a thorough expiandab understand the
meaning of the participants’ viewpoints. | sought to addressséakness by being
conscious of my audience and, when necessary, askingents to answer the
guestion as if | were an “outsider”.
3.3) Qualitative Research...But What Kind?

There are over 40 approaches to qualitative researcizifD& Lincoln, 2003).
For the proposed study, | combined elements of two apprqoaatiegsomenologgnd
grounded theoryThese two approaches are discussed next, respectolieiyed by a

brief discussion in the importance of narrativemnstudy.
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Phenomenology. This study took a phenomenological apptoagpimalitative
research. Phenomenology focuses on the lived expesearigpeople experiencing a
certain phenomenon. The phenomenon studied was succéssfuierm, Black
American marriages.

In a phenomenological study, the researcher exartiieemeaning of
experiences for the individuals who experienced the phenon. The core ideas of
phenomenology are based on the premise that humanengemakes sense to those
who live it, prior to all outside interpretations anddteing. Objective understanding is
mediated by subjective experience (Dukes, 1984). Moustakas (2§84ine that
phenomonolgy’s task is “to determine what an experiemeans for the persons who
have had the experience and are able to provide a compgkehéascription of it”
(p.13).

Ontology, or conceptualizations about the nature dityeare important in
gualitative research generally and phenomenology iicpéar. In phenomenology,
“reality” is constructed by the participants involvedhe research (Creswell, 1998). In
the proposed study | examined the reality constructed8ldigk Americans as they
considered their long-term marriages and personal andiyfaveis.

Grounded Theory. A grounded theory approach to qualitativanesallows for
researchers to develop theory through analysis, olig@rsaabstractions from the
observations, previous research, and previous theory (Gil@®2; Strauss & Corbin,
1990). Theory is central to many qualitative research sumliethe role of theory is
different than it is in most quantitative researchni¢ly, many qualitative studies,

including this one, are interested in the process of dewvejdheory as opposed to
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testing theory (Gilgun, 1992; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Phras#tealifferently, the
grounded theory approach is a hypothesis-generating reseatichichversus a
hypothesis-testing research method (Auerbach & Silvers2608).

The grounded theory method employs open-ended and semustdict
guestioning and exploration (followed by analysis, open gpdirial coding, and
identification of concepts) as opposed to close-ende@gsiand scales (Trochim,
2000). The theory-building approach to collecting and analydatg allows the
researcher to develop and “ground” hypotheses in what theipants say, hence the
term “grounded theory” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Having addresstéckibe
phenomenological and grounded-theory-based approachegtated, | now turn to a
brief discussion on the role of narratives in mydst

Narratives. People make sense of experience and comiteumeaning through
narration. Therefore, in-depth interviewers that aeksg meaning would do well to
seek narratives (Chase, 1995). However, what makesglmochnarrative? Josselson
(1993) suggests thateadth, coherencendaesthetic appeare important
characteristics for a researcher to consider inciilig and presenting a meaningful
narrative. Breadth wrestles with thaestion of how much the reader needs to know
about the interviewee for the reader to understand teeviewee. Coherence of the
material relates to the different ways in which tteysparts add up to create and
complete a meaningful picture. Aesthetic appeal invateeseying meaning-making
and is necessary for the narrative explanation tkersanse while engaging the reader.

The most difficult challenge of narrative analysisasnake narrative “scientific” to fit
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into a logical positivistic framework. Good narrativeadysis should make sense in
intuitive and holistic ways (Josselson, 1993).

Despite the significance of narratives, most saeiséarchers pay little attention
to eliciting stories in the interview context (Chase, 19883hler (1986) suggests that
telling stories is such an integral part of human expeeehat interviewees are likely to
tell stories if they are not discouraged. When this dichappen, | asked participants for
a story, for example, “Tell me a specific story abdoav your children influenced your
marriage?”

3.4) Sample

In this study, two complementary sampling approaches wssd. First, a
purposive sample was generated through networking. The dheftimding participants
was through the snowball or chain technique, which idedtiarticipants of interest
from people who knew people, who knew what cases weaseniation-rich (Shank,
2002). At the end of each interview, | asked for the naiho@@ couple that: 1) had been
married for at least 20 years, 2) self reported as hapyly3) were Black. | then
contacted the referred couple by phone explaining to thantéy were recommended
as a couple in a happy long-term marriage and askedtthpanticipate in the study. If
the couple was interested, | mailed each couple (in depamaelopes) demographic
forms with a letter asking them to fill out the formdamail it back to me in the pre-
stamped, self-addressed envelopes. The demographic forms thltaenation
regarding occupation, education, age, and income. Wheeiveel both forms from the
couple, the husband and wife had to self-report as happgsastdong in their marriage

to be interviewed for this study. An advantage to usingtiesvball/chain method was

48



that it reduces time and effort in the search to seekauples who met the specific
criteria of the study. The disadvantage of using thevbatl or chain technique as a
means to gather participants is that | may have endedtligwample of participants

that were too similar and the sample was not randors. Was not the case for this study.
This limitation brings us to the second sampling approach.

In addition to snowballing, the “gatekeeper approach” wgasl in sampling (cf.
Dollahite & Marks, 2005). | chose a gatekeeper or two witdpelaocial networks in the
city of Portland, Oregon, to provide references of couples were different from one
another. | then contacted these couples. Use of theKggper approach” helped reduce
the problem of participant likeness in this study.

A purposive sample of Black married (or remarried) couptes interviewed to
identify factors and characteristics that contribota strong, long-term marriage and to
explore the phenomenon in other respects. More spabifi&0% of the participants
were from Oregon, 16% from Louisiana, 16% from Florida, 5606 from Washington.
Eight couples were from urban neighborhoods, three cofrplessuburban
neighborhoods, and one couple was from a rural neighboridedadvantage of having
many states and settings represented is that it gawadds, more complete
representation of long-term marriages from differegions. A disadvantage is that the
study was not generalizable. The participants rangedlarmiddle to middle socio-
economic status (SES) and their educational levelsd/émom GED certification to
Ph.D.-level degrees. Forty-two percent of the coupldsahdeast one spouse that was an
educator. Twenty-five percent of the couples were workiagsc Sixteen percent of the

couples were ministers. Sixteen percent of the couypdes in the military. Participants’
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ages ranged from 45 years to 75 years old. The average agerfavas 58. The average

age for women was 56. The average length of marriagbdarouples was 33 years. For

a more complete summary of participants, see Table 3.1.

Table 3.1

Summary of Participants

Participant’s| Number| Age at | Number | Number | Education| Family Self-
Pseudoname of Marriage| of of Levef Incomé | reported
Years Children| Children as
Married Before Religious
Marriage Y =Yes
N = No

Charles and 24 H=21 4 0 H =18+ 70K+ H=Y
Diane Ww=21 W =18 Ww=Y
Larry and 34 H=20 5 1 H=18+ | 50K-70K | H=N
Gwen W =19 | *1lgrandchild W=16 W =N
Frank and 26 H=29 3 0 H=16 50K-70K | H=Y
Lucy W =25 1 adopted W=16 W=Y
Ronald and 30 H= 30 6 0 H=16 70K+ H=Y
Prescilla W =29 4 adopted W=12 W=Y
Steven and 25 H=23 2 1 H=16 70K+ H=Y
Adrienne W =28 W=16 w=Y
Maurice and| 28 H=27 2 0 H=12 70K+ H=Y
Ella W =25 W=12 W=Y
Earl and 29 H=23 2 0 H=18+ | ----—--—-- H=Y
Sherry W =23 W =16 W=Y
Sean and 33 H=20 4 0 H=12 50K-70K | H=Y
Wilma W =20 aidnfgézd W=12 W=Y
Harold and 44 H=231 0 N/A H=12 Retired | H=Y
Eola W =24 W=12 W=Y
Fred and 38 H=20 2 1 H=12 50K-70K | H=N
Cheryl W =19 | 1stepchid W=12 W=Y
Kenneth 38 H=21 2 H=18+ 70K+ H=N
and Pauline W =19 W =18 W=Y
James and 50 H=25 5 1 H=12 Retired |[H=Y
Michelle W =20 | 1stepchid W=16 70K+ |W=Y

®Education levels completed: 12 = High school, 16 = Collé§e= Masters Level.

K = Thousands, in U.S. Dollars.
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Participants in this study were 12 heterosexual Blackles (24 participants)
that were married for at least 20 years. Eleven opé#ncipant couples were in their first
marriage. Eleven of the participant couples had childDee couple did not have
children.

3.5) Interview Procedures

After | obtained written informed consent, particigawere asked 15 open-ended
guestions relating to themselves, their spouses, anddhdlres, thereby providing three
data points (wives’ reports, husbands’ reports, andlmsgrvations and field notes)
consistent with Patton’s (1996) call for increased figialation to correct for fallibilities”
(p. xxii). A qualitative, narrative-based approach (eagsélson & Lieblich, 1993) was
used in hopes of uncovering richer information about expes®faced by participant
couples. Interviews were conducted in the participantsidsoand lasted about one and a
half to two hours. The wives and husbands were int®edeogether. Both participants
had the opportunity to respond to each question, but the oppgiio respond first
alternated with each question. While the approach ofvietging spouses together
arguably has its costs, the benefits included spouses encgynagninding, and
prompting each other to offer additional narratives, nmegmiand explanations that may
ultimately yield richer data (cf. Marks, 2004).

To restate, this study had multiple informants througeruntwing both husband
and wifeand using the interviewer’s observations. The study had nheltigethods of
data collection by using demographic surveys, qualitativevietgs, and researcher’s

observations to collect data. These features of tly stere significant because experts
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say triangulation is valuable as a validity check fetimds, sources, and instruments
used in qualitative research studies (Brewer & Hunter, 198&3R41996).
3.6) Coding and Analysis

| performed open coding (identifying themes and conceptwimterview data)
on an interview-by-interview basis, see Table 3.2 fastaf codes. | did line-by-line
analysis, paying close attention to each phrase or,\atsa known as micro analysis
(Strauss & Corbin, 1990). This was helpful because it alibme to generate categories
or themes. Data were broken down into discrete paitsdaoncepts, the concepts were
named, and closely examined, then compared for simelsuatnd differences (Strauss &
Corbin, 1998). | also performed numerical content analytd®e open coding for each
interview on single note cards, allowing me to see hreguiently certain concepts were
mentioned. | tallied the number of times each codeme#ioned in every interview
until I had a summary of how frequently each conceptdiszissed by the participants.

At the conclusion of the coding, my numeric contamtlysis on a note card for
each interview was collected and compared. Eventsnaciiteractions, or objects were
grouped together under more abstract concepts into th&alésnt and recurring themes
expressed in each of the interviews emerged, also kngwarial coding (Creswell, 1989;
Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Central themes were chosemfolipfinal analysis. For a list
of themes, see Table 3.3. Data (participant quotes) rdétathtral themes were

organized into a list for each theme.
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Table 3.2

Initial List of Categories and Codes

Category Code | Category Code

Advice ADV | Fellowship FLS

Bachelor Mindset BMS Generational GEN
Relationship

Black Support BS Love LVE

Challenges CHA| Marriageasa |MB
Business

Child(ren) CHD | Parenting PAR

Commitment CMT| Prayer PRY

Communication COM Processes PRO

Community CTY | Scripture SCR

Coping COP | Sources of SOS
Strength

Employment EMP| Spousal Support SPST

Extended Family EXF| Strengths of SSP
Spouse

Faith FTH | Strong Marriage | SMD
Definition

Faith Community FC Values and VB
Beliefs

Table 3.3

Central Themes

The Influence of Children on Marriage

Expressions of Love

The Influence of Faith on Marriage

Marital Advicedther Black Couples

Sources of Strength for Marriage

Household Roles irrisige

Characteristics of a Strong Marriage

The Bachelor BBhah Marriage

The Impact of the Black Community on

Knocks of Kneed in Relation to the

Marriage Marriage
The Processes of Personal Change throughotihe Influence of Employment on
Marriage Marriage

Challenges of Marriage

The Generational Influence orriltge

The Impact of Racism on Marriage

Strengths of Spouse
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After analysis of the data and creating central tisgriesturned to the
participants to ask them if the themes | found refledtedniessage they were trying to
relay. In short, | asked them, “Do these themes makee®” This allowed me another
check to make sure that my data were credible and relibiida, | created and assigned
pseudonyms to the participants to keep them anonymous.

Data were reassembled through statements, also knothgpgheses,” which
gave light to the relationships among themes. The thereesthen linked to form
explanations (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) and produced major théhdsthis by choosing
the central themes most related to my research topstrong marriage. All the central
themes that emerged were important, but the themestigilaidy focused on strong
marriage were named major themes and discussed in f@s pa

| presented major themes by integrating major themesgipant statements and
narratives, to present a model that creates meaningtfiromarratives for the reader. |
then created a “hit list”, a list of data (participgaobtes) organized by codes for each
major theme. The major themes presented in the findinggter were the most salient
and frequently mentioned concepts by the participant couftesdata was substantiated
by the numeric content analyses (frequencies) and libesaof the themes. From my
“hit list of quotes”, | chose data (quotes) that werercdaal representative to include in
the findings chapter. Each major theme is supported by matarultiple participants
confirming the verifiability of the data. My aim waspoovide a detailed description of

the participants’ experience to the reader(s).
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Findings

4.1) Introduction

The couples I interviewed discussed many topics. The tdpatsvere most
frequently recurring were categorized into themes. Théhsemes are: (a) The influence
of children on marriage, (b) The influence of faithrmarriage, (c) Sources of strength
for marriage, (d) Characteristics of a strong marrigégeT he impact of the Black
community on marriage, and (f) The impact of racisnm@mriage. These themes are
constant influences in the couples’ marital relationshijpgs section is outlined below
with themes and sub-themes:
The influence of children on marriage

Sub-theme 1, Children as a “staying” force

Sub-theme 2, Children provide stability in the marriage icelahip

Sub-theme 3, Children serve as a changing agent foreghanen

Sub-theme 4, Children as a source of stress
The influence of religion on marriage

Sub-theme 1, The influence of beliefs and values on Hié¢ahrelationship

Sub-theme 2, The influence of prayer on the maritaticglship

Sub-theme 3, The influence of the religious communitthermarital relationship

Sub-theme 4, Religious faith as a challenge for ceupléheir marital

relationship
Sources of strength for marriage

Sub-theme 1, Faith in God

Sub-theme 2, Commitment to spouse
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Characteristics of a strong marriage
Sub-theme 1, Communication
Sub-theme 2, Commitment
The impact of the Black community on marriage
Sub-theme 1, Negative perceptions of Black families
Sub-theme 2, The importance of Black families staying tegetnd being
supportive of one another
The impact of racism on marriage
Sub-theme 1, Racism experienced as a daily event
Sub-theme 2, The difference in communication stylésden the sexes
Sub-theme 3, Being an agent for change
4.2) Theme 1: The Influence of Children on Marriage

The first theme | will discuss is the influence ofldten on the marital

relationship. Eleven of the twelve couples | talked gl children. Children reportedly

influenced these parents, as well as the maritaioathip between them. Children not

only influenced the marriages, but also served as an egdagtor that helped the

parents to stay in the marriage relationship. Children gealvcouples with a reason to

stay married.

Sub-theme 1, Children as a “Staying” Force. Diane expldie staying force that

children provide:

| think that sometimes the children, during the tough seasweere the reason to
think about remaining some more. | think without them weld/dave still been

together. But | think there would have been separabipportunities for
separation.
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Lucy similarly adds:

Honestly, if we had no children we wouldn’t be togetiBsrcause it is such a
struggle. | think we would be what | consider a somewhagant couple [if we
had not had children].

The fathers also shared how they think children sereesésying force. Steven gives a
broad overview of how children can help their parentg tetgether:

If you think about it, your kids help you stay together.yrhelp you form a
bond; you always have the kids together.

Frank, a father of four, shares a more personal experidescribing how his children

influenced him to stay in his marriage relationship:
My children influence my marriage every day. One Christjmgswife and []
were separated, | was living somewhere else at the smé.came over, dropped
my pride a little bit and came over. My daughters stillgetsomething for
Christmas. | felt really awkward, good, but awkward. Wéle whole
experience] made me want to come back. It had that kimdloénce [on me].
When | realized what | was messing up here in termiseofitarriage. [I thought]

maybe everything | have and need is right here. | kneil tied to get back here
somehow.

As we see from these parents’ excerpts, children soeeplay an important
role in influencing the parents’ decisions to stay inrth@rriage relationship. When
times became difficult, the children prompted couplesittktabout their decisions in
greater depth.

Sub-theme 2, Children Provide Stability in the Marriageaf@hship. Having
children changes the family dynamic. It can provide stgii the family unit. The
wives in this study discuss how having children createdlityabitheir marriage that
was not present before children. Adrienne said:

| think [without kids our marriage] would have been leablst because we would

have been less inclined to stay in one place as lpmgedhave. The decision[s]

we made, we made because of the kids, from whereva@ dind the school we
sent them to and all that. [Our children] influencedwiag we lived.
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Wilma, another mother with four children shares:

Our focus changed from individual to a family unit. Becatisee didn’'t have

kids then we’d probably be going off somewhere, flying hityeng there,

visiting here, visiting there and the lifestyle that weehasould be more

haphazard.

For Wilma and others having children helps the familytonf“roots” and keeps
them grounded. This allows for members of the familyudistrong ties and
relationships with others outside their immediate fgrarid become involved in their
community. This change in the family unit is importémtthe couple but just as
important for the community. The couples’ unchanging, salid, steady presence serves
as a model and security to their extended family and comtynonembers. | will discuss
this concept in more detail later in the paper.

Prescilla, a wife and mother of five, states:

A lot of your relationship is centered around kids inosthkids out of school,

kids with extracurricular activities, helping them to abeut good sportsmanship

and things like that... | think there would be a real voidhaoting kids. I've
always wanted them.
The above quote also shows how children bring routine scleeguj@ur life as parents.
Steven similarly discusses how having children “nails gown”:

[Without children] it would have been hard to set down gduodch roots.

Adopting probably would have happened, | think. | just thinkdaxould have

come into the picture. But yeah, [having children] probatsgngithened [the

marriage]. Because it nails you down and forces yatiap tight knit.

Like Steve, many of the parents discuss their desinave children, even if they
were unable to have biological children. Not having childras mever an option for

many of the couples in this study. | think it is importiagte to note that for many Black

families, they define family bonds through relationship erttwan through genetics. This
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concept reflects the “community” or “village upbringingjiat is very present within the
Black culture. Many of the couples in this study alluded tgtng, caring for, or raising
children that were not biologically theirs. This is a fiesistrength that should be
recognized more often in Black family literature. Framdcdsses the richness his
children brought to his marriage:

| don't think [our marriage] would have been as rich olivedy because a lot of

the things that we discuss involved the kids. Whetheas something we agreed

on or something we disagreed on. It was “we want thighlefamily; we want
that house for the family”. We started out [withifeient rules, with family
meeting times, and adjusting all kind of stuff. So evencdrs we drove were
geared around our Kids.
Earl shares how having children influenced the marital ciommemt level between him
and his wife:

| think that having [kids] just deepened the commitmertt\weamade to each

other through getting married. And it was a responsibiigy t feel we both took

very seriously.

Children can create stability and they also servecmstant reminder of the
commitment the couple made to one another. | have gldiadussed how children
influence their parents by serving as a staying factdr@marriage. Having children
also provides stability in the marriage union. Children infagetheir parents on many
levels. In this study, the fathers expressed more abeunfluence their children had on
their marriage than the mothers. This could be forreasons: 1) fathers, especially
Black fathers, are rarely asked about their parentirgg fobm a strengths-based
perspective. Many fathers interviewed in this study seemedjby the rare opportunity
to share in detail about their experience and joystbéfang. Mothers, however, might

have more opportunities and outlets to discuss their fiagenole on a consistent basis.

Another reason may be that for men, marriage and fwagego hand in hand. Popenoe

59



(1996) has stated, “For men, more than for women, maraad parenthood are strongly
interlinked. Men need cultural pressure to stay engagedhathchildren and that
cultural pressure has long been called marriage” (p. 198auBe of this, men naturally
discuss children and parenting when discussing marriages whihen tend to discuss
parenting and marriage as two separate concepts. Palkedi2) states that men tend to
view marriage and fatherhood as a package deal.

Sub-theme 3, Children Serving as a Changing Agent for Malken. Many
fathers discuss the joy parenting brings them. Eatévated father and husband, shares:

My kids influenced my marriage in so many ways. | just cotilseé anybody

else raising them. | thank God for my kids and | thank @@ my family.

They've been my strength, they’'ve been my joy. Theygen my happiness.

And they've been my life. I'm just really happy thatdve them.

Ronald explains his excitement in becoming a fatherefitst time:

| wanted a little girl first [to] just kind of hang owtith. But why | wanted a girl

first [is] beyond [my] imagination. Well Kamiya andwe would go to the

grocery store and | got her all wrapped up and people thougds & single
parent. | just decided we would go out shopping. There watace that | could
go that she couldn’t go with me. So | just took her alofigrdint places. It was
fun. | had a party matter [of] fact. Here’s the mostresting story, when Kamiya
had her 6 week check up, | took her in. And the doctor saltbt\@re you

doing?” | said, “What do you mean what am | doing hetesgid, “She’s my

baby”. He said, “Well, normally, the mothers tell ale..” | said, “There’s

nothing you can ask me about this child [that] | won't knBw.go ahead, ask

me”.

For men, having children often serves as a social fextmature them and allow
them to be less selfish. The stories below providenpi@s of why and how having
children has influenced them to change and grow. Childreserae as a changing agent
for parents both personally and in their marital refeghip. Below, fathers express how

having children changed them personally. Maurice reflettsoov he thinks his marriage

would be different if he and his wife did not have children
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Our marriage would be different because | would be @iffer experienced a lot
of change as a result of being a parent that | don’t thmbuld have experienced
had we not agreed to have children. It allowed me to greause as | look back
on it | would have become my father, very easily. iSelfme the center of the
universe type of thing. She would have had to take care ahohenake sure that
all my little selfish needs were taken care of am@uld have never been allowed
to grow. I'm sure God had his hand in that. You have totaglap have to
become something for someone else who’s not an aduthati[s] a whole new
dynamic. It changes everything. I'm blessed in thetfzat I'm a parent and |
took pride in not being a cookie cutter dad. | wanted tkensare my kids had all
those things that we didn’t have coming up. It was a safragremendous
amount of growth on my part because | just know, lookancklon it now, those
areas would be so undeveloped in me, had it not been fohildesn.

Frank gratefully adds how becoming a father served aarggoiy agent for him. He
concludes if he didn’'t have children:

I'd probably be more selfish. | wouldn’'t be as matuirgouldn’t be as

understanding of other people either. You work with theiparid people have

issues. You have to have experience what sacrifieehest, people are going
through. People tell me they're sleepy. | know why. [[itteem], “You don’t have
to explain, you have kids. You don't have to tell meuYe sleepy all day!”... |
would not be happier [without children]. I'd just have mareney to spend and
waste. It's why you are a man. You get married so younaak and provide for
your family.

As we see from Ronald, Maurice and Frank, having childnenbecoming
fathers matured them. We also see how deeply inteztitimeir masculinity, marriage,
and fatherhood are.

Sub-theme 4, Children as a Source of Stress. Earlisupttheme 3, | shared
excerpts from the husbands explaining how becoming fatireught them unspeakable
joy. Children can be a source of happiness, but theglsarbe a source of stress. Larry
discusses a stressful parenting time with raising Idissb daughter:

Just the phase that | was going through and the phadenthdaughter] was

going through caused us stress because of what she was ccatmg to [my

wife] and what she was communicating to me. Taneshgdthe most vivid

stress, then [my son] would probably be second. The sithe of that coin [is]
there have been things that they’ve done that [haaglernfus] gleeful and happy
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and [we’ve] felt like we did a good job with this. It mgades] feel closer too [as a
couple], so it goes both ways.

He continues to add:

You know, [kids] do things sometimes, [like] when thegypboth sides of the
parents, they know you and they push your buttons ancdffl§yf us]... | think
kids can impact marriage positively or negatively, just ddjmg on what they
have going on in their own lives. Then sometimedjbrings out the
dysfunction, if there are any holes in the relatiopdigtween the parents. So |
think kids can definitely impact a marriage.

Larry, who is also a grandfather, continues to disthesstress that comes when raising
children and grandchildren:

| think the test of a marriage and whether you got smlobmmon or whether
there’s really a love bond there, [that] comes whandon't have kids. Because
things get camouflaged when you have children. And so | wamldatr it would
be like if we didn’t have children cause we’ve nevembeethat spot. Now we
have children, grandchildren, and other children who aréiatatgically
connected. Our daughters and sons are all a blessingj, Wwanhfer how we
would coexist (without children) when that time comes. &people are married
35 and 40 [years], the kids [leave], then they split upi §at so much energy
into doing things for them, you never find that balatacdo things for the
relationship or for you and by the time all the kids ameeggou’ve lost it. So it's
a blessing on one hand, we’ll find out if it was a curséherother.

Adrienne, a wife and mother of two, describes sombesétresses of parenting
children in terms of the marriage relationships asie“@ichotomy. They divide you
[and] they bring you together.”

Regardless of the stress levels that having childreodates, the couples loved
being parents. Having children brought something to the couplegranided a richness
to the marriage that may not have otherwise beeroutitthildren. Cheryl, a wife and
mother of two sons shares:

Without the children it wouldn’t have been as fun. And®that’s the key part

of being married is to have children. Because | feltllikeproduced [my

husband]. I just feel like if you're married the child@e just your pride and joy,
that just put the icing on the cake.
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Ella expresses her love for being a mother in this way:
| absolutely love being a mother. It has been the fmoshing for me to be their
mother and we have the best children in the world. &gfiite saying is “those
poor other mothers, they didn’t get you. | know theyad’s
Lucy remembers and shares a wonderful time in her lifenwaising her children:
The happiest times | remember, we were not doing weltlyfinancially. |
remember this guy calling talking about something he wantgd[raband] to get
into. I think Gabby was two and Jonelle was a baby. Ilod“This is the
happiest I've ever been in my life, we don'’t eat ywetk don’t eat out but | am a
stay-at-home mom and I've got these little girls, anslwonderful”.
| conclude this theme with a joyous quote from a dedicateldoving father Frank who
describes his role as father as the best job he’shaxer
It's another job. It's a great job. It's a job I'edways wanted to have. Without
kids it wouldn’t be as much fun for me. | like the idddeing a father. | think
it's the best thing a man can do. | think it's the bhelst more important than your
friends. There is no greater ego trip than [to] walihedoor and [see] three little
young girls. Even if you're poor. You don’t have to behriThat makes you rich.
In review, the first theme | discussed was how childnénence the marriage
relationship. Children influence the marital relationshigsesving as a staying force for
the couples. Children provide stability in the maritaltieteship. Children also serve as a
changing agent for parents, particularly for married rhespite of these three positive
elements, children can also provide a lot of strefiseanarital relationship. These
couples expressed the stresses and joys of parenting antiu@ece parenting plays in
relation to their marriage. Moving to the next recurtimgme, | will discuss faith and
how faith influences the marital relationship.
4.3) Theme 2: The Influence of Religion on Marriage.

For these couples, religious faith had a substantialenie on their marital

relationships. The participants used the word “faithdtighout the interviews. The word
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“faith” was introduced by these couples before | askedjaegtions regarding religion.
In some instances, couples used the word faith to dedoriinal, organized, and
structured religion, for example, faith community.oliher instances, couples used the
word “faith” to refer to their personal relationship ev&od which I've called
“spirituality”. In this study | use the word religion tosduss institutionalized, formal
religion. Not all participating couples self reportechaghly religious, but all couples did
express elements of “spirituality.” Faith in termsspfrituality will be discussed in a later
theme. The religion theme includes four sub-theme$elinfluence of beliefs and
values on the marital relationship, 2) the influencesbfious practices, specifically
prayer, 3) the influence of the religious community andhéllenges to the marriage
relationship as a result of religion.

Sub-theme 1, The influence of Beliefs and Values on thatd Relationship.
Couples share how their personal religious beliefs ahesaffect their marital
relationship. Steven, a devoted loving husband of 25 yeawsiloles his beliefs, values,
and relationship with the Lord as a compass.

The Lord is pretty much like a compass, He kind of keepssyraight if you [are]

going. | don’'t know, maybe it's almost like you understagttrirom wrong and

you kind of know which way to go ‘cause if your daily wadkai certain way

[and] the Lord is with you, it's hard for you to get tfe path. We’ve been pretty

much in church together ever since we’ve been marriesh a\little before [that],

so that’s been pretty much a compass for me.
Having a strong value system helps show Steven how to navigaugh tough life
decisions. His faith in the Lord provides an anchothiar to rely on. Adrienne, a

devoted wife of 25 years, also shares how her belrefs/alues provide a source of

strength she can depend on.
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There are certain things that your spouse can’t help yibu Mhink that’s the
problem with a lot of marriages. People depend on the ptdreon too much, and
they don’t depend on God for their needs. We have anatberesto go to, a
higher power, then we don’'t have to look outside tlaeriage for [other things].
Earl, a husband and father of two boys, recently iraratpd religion back into
his life as an important part of his marriage and faififdy He describes his beliefs and
values as the foundation for his marriage and family.
I'd say a strong marriage is built upon a religious foundatyour faith in God
and your shared values with your mate. And having similalsgo life, similar
aspirations and understanding each other’s temperamegetrastnal
idiosyncrasies and love.

Earl continues to add that his beliefs and values proviadeitine for his role as husband
and father.

My religious faith has really increased and enlarged inas$ieyears. So, the more
that | study about my creator it really kind of outlimeg role as the head of the
family, and what my responsibilities are. Becausewlodd tries to pull people
apart, but through my religious faith I'm able to hold raynfly and the people |
love together. In my own power | couldn’t, | didn’t have strength. But | know
that | have a creator that gives me strength oncayl o Him and let Him know
what help | need. And He provides that for me.
These persons describe their belief and value systerguadato help them live their life
with strength, love, and security. Their strong comraittio their beliefs and values is
expressed through their religious involvement and preactiCiee next sub-theme to be
discussed is prayer. Prayer was the most salientongdigpractice discussed by these
couples.
Sub-theme 2, The Influence of Prayer on the Marigdafonship. Couples
discussed prayer as sustaining, as a habit. They also mezhtize need to pray out of
conviction, and viewed prayer as so necessary they cothpaoebreathing. Couples in

this study referred to prayer as a part of every day3iean, a committed husband,

explains how prayer serves as a daily ritual for himtasavife.
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We start off most every day praying in the morning befareday starts [about]
the decisions we [have to make] daily [and] the thingswleahave to do. [It]
helps in decision making [and] things that you are fadingugh the day. Starting
the day off with prayer makes it a lot more easier.

Diane talks specifically about the influence prayer haBeymarriage.

Early in our marriage the Lord taught me to pray out of cdiowviand not out of
crisis. One of the things | would do is to put up prayersitoiations that weren’t
happening yet, not necessarily call a situation to mew®lgone argue so”... it
was just so | knew that with us coming from two différeackgrounds, and two
different lifestyles and being two separate people, andder to come to
agreement we have to figure out where we were not agréean]... But the great
thing was when | prayed, | never looked at that situdi@ng bigger than God.
Ever. | think that | have become more of a praying worecause of this man....
| was watching my husband and observing my husband in pragene could
spend so much time with God and | would watch him and ihivast, “I'm
praying before God” it was more like “I'm so excited toviiéh you God, | get to
be with God!” That's what it looked like and | wantedtthad | actually
remember going before God and [saying]. “| want that't khemger he has in
prayer, “l want that”.

Two mothers, both describe prayer as essential inlifeeiPauline shares:

Prayer sustains me. It’s [that] those valleys aseedo handle and those peaks
are just glorious because of prayer in the marriage.

Ella states:
My mother-in-law, she used to laugh at me and say, “Yawkwhy God
answers your prayers?” [It's] just so He can have a emrof silence, because
you pray about everything.” So for me prayer is, it’s thrieg. You can't stop
doing it for long, otherwise you’ll die. You know, it iké breath.
Prayer, by far, was the most discussed religious pratitateeportedly influenced the
marital relationship for couples. Another common practiscussed among couples was
the influence of their involvement in their religiousnamunity in their personal lives and
in their marriage.

Sub-theme 3, The Influence of the Religious Commumtthe Marital

Relationship. The influence of the religious communityedédd substantially for men and
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women. Both men and women were influenced through involaeara interaction with
members in their religious community. But men benefitettheir marriage and family
much more than the women. For men, the religioushwomnity served as a source of
accountability and provided a sense of structure and suppahieftlusbands and fathers.
Charles shares how his involvement in a couples’ Biiléysgroup provided a
comfortable and safe place for him to grow spiritually.

We had a Bible study group some years ago with my wifes whs a real
strength for me. It was a men’s and women'’s bible studymand it was
married couples only. The women met on one night ok and then the men
met on one night of the week. It was very healthynfier | really enjoyed it. | felt
like | got a lot out of it, growing spiritually, especialig a married man, since it
was a directive toward married men. Growing spirituafya married man was
always one of those [hard] things. To find men who understard] fhat can sit
where | sit. So that was a real strength for me.

Steven explains how certain members of his religionsnaonity whom he’s accountable
to encourage him to make right choices and decisions.

[Our pastor] has been like a rock and he’s been good asdéeh in our life a
lot and he’s always told us “I've been praying for y'dlbat this”. Sometimes we
may go through some tough times with different things aadtpr] is going to be
there praying for us. | go down to Georgia and there’s angalist down there
and whenever I'm down there | see him and | talk with. ltins dad is very good
for me; he’s been very good for me. He’s been moredikéend cause we're
about the same age and sometime[s] when you have geetgafe in your life if
you think you might do wrong, you think about those peopiey] come to mind
and you say “Well, | can’t do [that]". | just think abatibse people that have
been rocks in [my] life and [I] just say “Naah, | cadd this. | can’t do that.”

Being involved in their religious community and buildingat®nships with
others of like faith provides a higher standard for these imraising their children and
loving their wife. Earl, a loving husband and committeddatf two sons, expresses:

[My faith community] reinforces that | have a greatde and responsibility than

| ever thought. There is a higher standard; there ia@rhigher standard I've

learned about. And what that standard means is thahfmlife | must give my
life for my family. And then to instill [those] valueis my sons. Question them on
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things. Demonstrate things to them. Hope that they becotter been as a result
of the high standards I've placed upon myself, or that @g creator has placed
upon me. [l try to be] an example, by being not afraishtow them love rather
than always trying to be the tough guy. It's only through @adl | would even
understand how to express that kind of love. Becausedhd tries to define me
totally different. So | thank the Lord for His lightat He shined on me.
Frank discusses the importance and value of spending duraktywvith men of like faith
and similar moral values. He says:

One thing I've found that’s good [is a] support group of men areoin like

terms, [like] faith. You can’t hang around with youryboinning the street([s].

You need men who are mature [that] see beyond thaghartaey made mistakes

in the past. But you need a group of men who are, | dmwtv how many, but

you need that backing. | think that’s vital. Other men gwe strength, other
men. All [my] life [I] grew up with guys hanging out andw&now [those]
numbers make strength. So faith, male bonding [can briaggth].

Men express involvement with their religious commuagypositive, as an
opportunity to build solid relationships with other merowtold their same beliefs and
values. The relationships they create and time theydsggwes as a support, comfort, a
strength, and opportunity to grow spiritually.

The expressions from women about their involvemetheir religious
communities are mixed. Women share the benefits anceogal of being involved in
relationship with other women in their religious commty. Existing research states that
the bonds Black women form with other women in thdigieus community may be as
primary and salient as relationships with their biologiaatily (Marks & Chaney, 2006).
For many Black women, being involved in their religiousmocaunity provides spiritual,
social, and personal benefits. The women in this studgflted, in terms of marriage,
through involvement and interaction in their religioosnmunity. Yet, the women

reported far more challenges with being involved in theigicels community than the

men. They discussed challenges in general such as berugoweitted and challenges
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that specifically affected their marriage and familygtsas “messy” fellowship. Ella, a
self-reported highly religious Christian woman, sharedognefit of meeting with
women in her faith community.

It changes once you verbalize it, once somebody lyearand says, “I know
what you mean girl.” It changes for women, automdgicaldon’t think it
changes as much for men. But for us it changes, thiragggelthe minute you
have that ability. So when women go to Bible studies [ammihen go to retreats
with other women, suddenly what you have at home is notdldoTo me, that is
one thing that women need to do because there is antgnbdecause of gossip
that they don't talk to each other. And in the churdfajppens more than | would
like to even know about. Women’s Bible study and womestieeats are just one
of the best things | think women can do for each other.

As Ella discusses, the tendency to gossip when gatherinig doe
interconnection of the Black community and the religioosymunity often stops women
from interacting in their religious community with thtimacy they would like. Their
“messy” fellowship as Charles named it and will disduslew affects couples’
marriages and their involvement within their religi@asnmunity. “Messy” fellowship
creates a sense of competition among women and couoptead of creating a safe and
secure place for believers to fellowship. Charles sharas effort to explain and
elaborate on his wife Diane’s statement about fedlupy between women:

Because of the convolutedness of gathering with peopldilsito be “messy”, it
destroys the relationships, big time. And gossiping. It'sheatithy fellowship.
And when we didn’'t see healthy fellowship, it just waswhere our hearts were
turned. So we turned our hearts a different direction angat labeled, looked
[at] and labeled differently. It was never that oeatts did not want the
fellowship. We didn’t want the messy fellowship. So ytay®ut of those circles.
When church ends you go home. You take the two or the theg want to go
home with you and you take them with you. The rest ybddewhat they want to
do. And you keep your marriage intact. You don’t get yourseihected with
these people whose marriages are (I use the wordefiagiveak (or you know
he aint about much because you already heard his stonfdist week what he
did against his wife). What I’'m trying to suggest is thathad to be real careful
and we didn't allow that seed [of “messy” fellowship]get inside of us.
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This convolutedness of relationships within the religicoisimunity may be due
to the large historical overlap of the Black communitghvihe religious community. The
challenge for these couples is to keep religious fellgwgbsitive and gossip free. They
must work towards this goal on a constant basis. Foe tt@sples, involvement in their
religious community brings multiple challenges. Couplesulis additional challenges
that religion might bring.

Sub-theme 4, Religious Faith as a Challenge for Coupkbeir Marital
Relationship. The final sub-theme is religious faith akallenge in marital relationships.
The recurring challenge discussed by couples was havingrepeaith a different
religious belief than your own. Ronald, a husband anerfathfive, sums up this
challenge by saying:

| think it would be a challenge if you have one [persba} is a stated believer

and one who’s not...those are the kind of things you hal@ok at from the

standpoint that those are huge obstacles to overcome.

Kenneth, a husband and father of two, agrees with theopiestatement by saying:
[Religion] can be a challenge in two ways. [t is allgmge when] one of one
partner’s has a belief that the other partner doeani.hOr if one partner tries to
get [the] other partner to go their way. | think you hovee accepting if there’s a
difference in commitment you have to be accepting ofdligrence. As long as
that difference is not so drastic that it influencearywalues.

Another way religion could be damaging is mentioned bgigkne who discusses
how too much commitment and involvement in your faith lsa a challenge in your
marriage. She says:

| think when one person gets too involved outside of maritaggn be a huge

issue. So | try to temper my involvement at church becausrelationship with

Steven is so important to me that | just wouldn’t do tbdtim. [I don’t want to]
be so involved in church that I'm never here for him.
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Lastly, religious faith can be a challenge to both hushbaddvife personally. As
a person of faith, the high moral standards to follaw cause an internal struggle and
challenge for some. The challenge of living life riggisly can be difficult. Frank, a
husband and father, shares from his personal experiences:

Well, it's a challenge because [religion] goes againsgtha. Most religions go

against the grain of society. That means giving up whatiked about before.

Giving up a lot of things. You can’t go both ways and do wimay are telling you

to do outside of these doors. It just doesn’'t work, Egtis not the same[as

faith]...So how do you balance the two? It's not edtg.a challenge every
single day when you wake up in the morning it's a challeRgdéigion goes
counter to everything I've grown up thinking guys should be &bt®o.

To summarize theme 2, these couples place a high valtre religious belief
system. Their belief system served as the foundatiothéir marriage. This holds true
for most highly religious couples and with less religicouples as well. The couples
discussed the importance of prayer in their persona avel marital relationship. They
discussed the importance of receiving encouragement freinrétigious community to
build them up and hold them accountable. The influenceagligad on these married
couples was mostly positive, but not always. The couplasesexamples of how religion
can be a challenge and possibly destroy a marriage. ttustom, similar/shared
religious values between spouses typically served as eesostrength for the couples.
Next we will discuss theme 3, sources of strengtheénmarriage.

4.4) Theme 3: Sources of Strength for Marriage.

The resounding two sub-themes both equally important toesware 1) faith in

God and 2) commitment to spouse. Commitment is definecobjnBon and Blanton

(1993) as “the ability to renegotiate the relationship asggwmnoccur’ (p.43). A majority

of these couples discuss these two sub-themes asssagcsource of strength in their
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marriage. The couples typically express their sourtegength in a vertical order: faith

in God is mentioned first, then commitment to spousesapg@ort from their spouse.
Sub-theme 1, Faith in God. Here | discuss the subeHeith in God differently

than the previous addressed theme of more formal, orgamizgdn. Faith in God
describes the very personal relationship these partisipawe with their God as opposed
to an organized religious community. For clarificatidiké to think of this sub-theme as
spirituality. This sub-theme serves as a reflectiothefrelationship that is most
important to them.

Frank, a husband and father, expresses the importafaiéhcds a source of strength:
Your faith is important, it helps develop a strengtiiaar relationship. | learned
that faith is important. Learning to really live thetlfaiather than say that you are
participating. [Faith] bonds everything. It helps you totomrall outside
influences that are going to attack [your marriage}h@lit that, your marriage
can’t work, I’'m totally convinced.

Diane shares why she believes faith in God is the mygxirtant source of strength:
| think faith in God is the most important thing to makstrong marriage.
Because the covenant isn’t between you and your husbaesisagity, it's
between you and God.

Adrienne discusses how her relationship with God anddtetionship with her husband

are connected. She describes her faith in God and ¢amantito her spouse with this

analogy.
God is foremost in my life. | heard an example osicgeeing marriage like a
triangle, with God at the top and the closer you geétito the closer you get to
each other. | think that once you start to drift awaynfi®od you start to drift
away from each other.

These couples all relay a similar message, thelr faiGod is most important in

having a strong marriage. As | explained earlier, the mgsbaere very clear about the
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order of sources of strength, God as a source fmdttleeir wife as a source to them
secondly. Two husbands share below. Maurice, a fatieehusband, shares:

[My source of strength is] centrally God. Secondathg church. [The church]
would be in parentheses | guess. Learning over the counsarogf years how
God looks at marriage and how God looks at manhood and thethatome are
involved in as a couple just gives me strength. Evenyilgmorance of what true
marriage was about, | knew [marriage] was right beeaf my relationship with
God. Secondly, of course, would be my wife, she makesr[age] easy, because
of her love for me and her love for God.

Charles, a husband and father of four, similarly shares:

For my marriage, our faith in God is no doubt a cleareand that’s a given.

My wife has [also] been a source of strength for Infad a grand mal seizure and
it came out of nowhere and | think it was the true ¢ésbmmitment and true test
of strength for her to step up to the plate. We had foildren at the time in our
lives and for a mother who was going to school and [meéhbebeen

hospitalized, on life support for 16 hours and hangingerbtdance between life
and death .....She withstood all that and nursed me bddatit. If it wasn't for
her stepping in to keep us together- she could have abandenedimt moment,
but she didn’t. She trusted God and I'm sitting here todagduse of] her
commitment to walk through that [situation] with me.

Ella expresses her most important source of strength:

Everything is centered around God so that would be my[$bsirce]. My second
is family and | have a strong commitment to family. hMysbands my family.

Gwen adds:
Work was a sore thing for me the last 7 years. I'd cbhome, complain and
complain and | knew [my husband] would get tired of it. i | had to realize
there had to be a reason why [this] was happening. So thisasomething
inside, something deeper, and knowing that [I] can trust and ooymy] mate
[is a source of strength for me].
The wives express their sources of strength as Gidafid their husbands
second. The order of the sources is important to nosubemot all of the couples self

reported as highly religious. For the couples who did net; shill expressed their

sources of strength in this order. Let's now discuss seim¢ 2, commitment to spouse.
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Sub-theme 2, Commitment to One Another. Many of theptes gave narratives
of how their spouses provided a source of strength thrsugbort. Providing and
receiving support and love from their spouse is central aithesg couples. Following
are two excerpts from the couple’s interviews: Larryetdhe importance of support
from his wife in their marriage:

A source of strength [for] me would be [the love] cognfrom [my] spouse.
When things are tough or maybe you are ill or somethingsgeuhe love
coming from [them] internally. It just jumps out at ydthat feels really good. To
know that someone is deeply concerned because ofdkeifor you, that's a
source of strength to me. Also a source of strengtlstimaportant to me is
character. Character and integrity in a marriage esyeling and that has to be
the most important source of strength. If you don’'tehéhat, you don't really
have a relationship. When you have character and integt relationship, then
you’re trustworthy. Then your spouse has no worried)arg-ups about where
you’re at, what you're doing, why you’re doing that. diuyhave impeccable
character and integrity then you're usually going to bersgmethat can be
trusted.

Diane shares the importance of support from her husbahdirmarriage:
[l have appreciated my husband] allowing me to be me anavo\gith me as
our marriage has grown. [Him] not expecting me to benthvman he married
originally... but being where | am each time that | grbveally appreciate that.
When we first got married | was very independent and dited to rely on him
to support me, but after we had children my heart began tmehzecause |
wanted to be home with the [kids] and | had to shift flmamg that [independent]
woman, which | think he appreciated, to totally relying on himancially.

Finally, Wilma sums up the importance of supporting yourenramarriage.
Being able to come beside your mate and encouraging treegivamg them due
honor [is vital]. It takes knowledge and wisdom to know towe able to do that,
[to] build your mate up instead of tear them down.

For majority of these couples, their partner’s supp@ai wery important to them.

Showing and giving support was a critical part of their wament to one another.

Support was a characteristic used to show the deep lesehwhitment the spouses had

for one another.
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These couples were very clear about what sourcessthemgth came from. They
run to these sources when encountering difficultieshatlenges throughout their
marriage. | discussed the two main sources of strdagthese couples as: 1) faith in
God, also defined as a personal relationship with God2podmmitment to spouse. Not
only did these two sources matter, they mattered maksese couples. With these
sources of strength explained, | will next discuss impbihared characteristics in the
couples’ everyday lives that build and maintain a stroagiage.

4.5) Theme 4: Characteristics of a Strong Marriage.

There were two salient sub-themes in regard to thecteaistics of a strong
enduring marriage, communication and commitment. Thesseptsrecurred in answers
from multiple questions, regardless of the topic beingudised. Couples referred to these
characteristics as most important in building and ragiitig a strong marriage.

Sub-theme 1, Communication. Ronald, a husband of 30 gedra father of five,
shares:

| think the most important thing that makes a strongiage is communication.

[The] communication factor is important, because itstitamatter what a person

[is], [or how] economically advantaged, shall | sagn@nunication is key in

making a strong marriage.

Prescilla, Ronald’s wife, discusses her personal experie/ith communication.

| also think that communication is very, very impottaknd as for my husband,

[he] know([s] about the scrambler that women have, gdexpressed this to

him,... the filter that women have. We hear through pgsteences, how we

grew up, things like that. So when [men] say somethingstib goes through the
scrambler and we get a readout and sometimes the resgided. So he has
learned to say “What did you hear me say?” which helpsrarwnicate.

The above quotes explain the importance of effectivelgroanicating with your spouse

in marriage. The following excerpts relay the importasiceommunication to the overall
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functioning of a healthy and strong marriage. Frank, a Imgsbearried for 26 years,
gives his advice for making a marriage strong:
Learn to listen and communicate openly all the timék a[your wife] all the
time about your feelings, what you need. Communicate, conuate,
communicate, all the time. Let her talk. [It is im@ottto have a] free flow of
information all the time.

Eola, a wife of 44 years, simply states the importarf@mmunication in marriage:

Staying in contact with each other, that’s the mogbrtant [thing in] marriage.
Staying in contact with each other.

Finally, Larry a husband of 34 years, discusses the iapogtof communicating with his
spouse, even when it is uncomfortable.

| just think the willingness to discuss things that are unoasable will make the

marriage stronger. Sometimes you avoid the things tagtb@ uncomfortable

[but] you have to communicate about the things that arerafortable.
Communication between spouses is necessary. Couplesl shat in order to keep a
marriage strong they had to be willing to communicatensitely to understand one
another and constantly to keep the communication lines. ope

Sub-theme 2, Commitment. While communication was th&t fnequently
discussed characteristic of a strong marriage, commitmas a recurring characteristic
as well. Other couples agreed that commitment washidnacteristic that contributed to
the longevity of the marriage. Being committed to yourmsggorovides staying power in
the marriage. A few of the couples share their meaninighughts about the value of
commitment. Commitment to God, commitment to spousg pansonal commitment
were all talked about by the couples. Maurice, a devotedahdsind father of two,

shares:

| think foundationally [having a strong marriage is] jushater of commitment.
Just being committed to the institution of marriage &edvhole ideal of
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marriage gives a marriage staying power, if you belibae [tnarriage is] the
right thing to do and a good thing. Of course, trust andidleditf [are necessary].
| just think that being sold out to the concept of onéemaakes marriage happen.
| believe compatibility has a lot to do with a strongrnmage. The idea that “it
can’t get any better than this” gives you staying power anthlfriends and just
feeling that you've made the right choice makes for@ngt marriage.

Maurice describes his commitment to his spouse in many \Wwaysy compatible, being

friends, and feeling he made the right decision. Mawalse highlights being committed

to the institution of marriage. Charles shares a sirdégcription of commitment and

expresses it as following through with your vows.
The strength of a marriage is based not only [onjvarant between yourself and
God but also a commitment between yourself and your spplise covenant]
centers around the fact that nothing is going to sepgoatérom the person you
are committed to. Nothing is going to come between you atdg#rson. From
the gate, you are committed to follow through with wyai said you were going
to do as far as your vows.

Thus far, commitment to God and commitment to theturtgtn of marriage have been

discussed. Many couples also expressed the importanoenafitment to each other.

Sean believes:
A strong marriage consists [of] trust, commitment, kyand loyalty to each
other... never allowing anything to come in between (you) beaaiube strong
faith that [you both] have in God. [You have] trusGnd and belief in each
other.

Wilma adds her beliefs on the importance of spousal aomant in marriage:

First of all, [strong marriage] is a commitment taleanother and holding that
[other] person [in] high esteem.

Being committed to your spouse in a marriage is key.oRat€ommitment to stay
married is also important. Steven discusses his pdreomamitment to marriage in this

way:
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When | decided to get married | [said], “Okay, I'm goinggiee this the best shot

| can and if it don’t work, it don’t work.” So thatthe way | approached it. There

was always a solid commitment.
Steven carries an all-or-nothing approach to marriageeSoay view this as approach
as haphazard, but it shows his true deep personal comriton@arriage and to his
spouse. In effect he is saying that he is going to trgyévag in his power to have a
successful marriage, he will give it his all. And ie #avent that his marriage fails, he has
given it his all. Fortunately for him, his all-or-nothiagproach has worked.

There are many reasons couples choose to be comankiestay married. The
couples relay that above all else that commitmethteikey. Ella’s statement sums up the
main reasons couples commit:

In order to have a good marriage, a strong marriagea émet marriage, | think

that you have to be willing to be yourself totally. Stromgrriages are built on a

commitment to God, or a commitment to one anothes, @ymmitment to your

children that you are going to stay together.

Although this study did not explore the difference imoatment types, the
excerpts from the couples suggest gtetngcommitment is needed to build a strong
marriage. For many couples, the commitment they ahawkes for a strong marriage,
but not necessarily happy marriage. It is important yaisat the couples in this study
self-reported as happy and strong in their marriage, wmfately this is not always the
case. Still, commitment proved to be a key charackemstreating a strong marriage.
Other characteristics were discussed by the couplespbunhunication and commitment
were by far the two most salient characteristicsctheles discussed relating to building
and keeping a strong marriage.

Making communication a priority is important to thesegles. Open and

constant communication are attributes that these couaplatinually work toward.

78



Commitment to one another and a personal commitmenaking the marriage
relationship successful were meaningful to these coupieese characteristics provide a
foundation to building a strong marriage. The next thdiseusses important societal
concepts and their impact on marriage and family. Tlemehis entitled the impact of the
Black Community on marriage.

4.6) Theme 5: The Impact of the Black Community on Mggia

Throughout my conversations with these 12 couples frof@rdift geographical
regions in the United States, the importance and vdlBé&ok couples staying together,
working together as a team, supporting one another, ardinguip the community were
repeatedly addressed. For the purposes of this disserfaBogrouped these ideas
together into one theme and refer to these forc&8lask Community.” It was important
to include this theme because it was discussed by myligpteipants with passion,
seriousness, and focus. It is necessary to note tl@Er@aevquestionnaire item that
specifically addressed the theme “Black Community,” getdoncepts recurred
throughout the interviews.

Most of the themes | have discussed in this paper thdsdas on the marital
aspect or personal aspect of these couples’ relation3hipsiext two themes | will
discuss are broader in scope. They focus on marriagedrsocietal perspective. These
societal factors are important to include as impacbfaan marriages. Societal factors
are often as important as personal and marital facadsrelevant to strong, enduring
Black marriages.

There are several themes | could have included in therpget | felt compelled

to include this one because the information shared by toegdes provides some
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explanation on how the Black community impacts stremgluring Black marriages. |
believe it is of utmost importance to include the commehtared and expressed by these
couples, specifically from the husbands and fathersy Tileit was necessary and
important to express their deepest feelings and concerns thiear Black community
with me. Below | will share their advice and stories.
Sub-theme 1, Negative Perceptions of Black Familiestl€a father of four,
discusses the media’s negative image of Black families:
We live in a white [neighborhood] and we’re an African é&man family and I'm
sure they know the media like we do. And the first impicesis “all Black
families do is have divorces. Their children all growmigingle parent families.”
But they don’t see that across the street when thetyqeer here. They see a
Black couple who has children and it sends another mebsa§do them that not
all Black families are separated, not all Black couplastwdivorces. Not all
Black couples are living apart and [the father is] vigitiim not just a visiting
father here, | live here.
Charles shares the important difference his life makesdevoted husband and father as
opposed to the media’s portrayal of Black familiess Important to him to make sure he
sets a “better” example of what a Black man and fatheuld look like. He feels it is his
duty and responsibility to present his life, marriage, andilf positively to his friends,
colleagues and neighbors. Charles continues to explatrbecause his family lives in a
predominately white neighborhood, he is somewhat distefnoen the Black
neighborhood and community. He shares:
[1] guess partly because we’ve been geographically away déiam
[neighborhood] for nearly 25 years, we’ve been accusthes of being
different or being kind of isolated. We don’t do thiteimtionally, isolate
ourselves from [our neighborhood]. [People say], we niiisk twe are better
than they are. [No], we want to [be involved]. We jusinivbetter for ourselves
and we want to put our children in a different environnaamt raise them in a
different environment. Some of the stuff, granted, we tdeaht to be a part of.

There’s no health and there’s no strength in [thoseg@ments] as a married
couple. To be truthful, part of the reason we are logtayt[is] because we didn’t
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hang out with some of [those people] back in the 80’s and ®6me may argue,

“It has nothing to do with the community”. We have thepportunities, we have

these places, these venues, and you've just never takaentage of it. Maybe

that’s the truth. And maybe it is where | am spirigipand] | don’t gain

anything, so | don’t go. It's not because | don’'t waset fdlowship, [but] | don't

need it. That sounds kind of harsh. But | don’t needftitwship anymore.

Charles gave an explanation as to why he and his wiflen@into interact with the
Black community like they are expected. It is a fine,liyeu are to interact with the
community without getting into other’s business. Few caipte able to find that
balance. The balance of investing in other people’s Wighin the Black community,
while protecting your family from over-identification Wwithe Black community is used
to maximize safety. For example, if the family is towalved in the community, family
members may begin to associate with some negative bedavid risk factors involved
in the Black community, such as abuse of alcohol, dugstreet life” behavior. If the
family is too independent of the Black community, theifpisends a message of
superiority to the Black community as to say they doedchthe communities support or
protection, when in actuality they may. Both of thesnacios are associated with the
family’s safety and reputation (cf. Brodsky, 1996).

Couples deal with finding a balance in a multitude of waiey learn to deal
with the negativity and destructive elements of the IB@mmunity and participate
anyway, or they remove themselves completely fronBlhek community, or involve
themselves in the Black community and allow their fgrol be persecuted for the sake
of involvement. Some families participate minimallydaget stereotyped as a sell-out,

flaky or uninvolved. Many families follow a pattern okfeng a need to isolate

themselves from the Black community in order to striveat@ success.
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It can be difficult for families to fight negatiemmunity influences. Many
times, families feel pressured to remain independentotdmmunity because their
reliance on others (in the community) forms relatiops. And in order to maintain these
community relationships, families may compromise thelues, jeopardizing their
family’s future. The families in this study, as many fiesi living in Black
neighborhoods and communities, are more focused onngeaiccessful outcomes for
their children than being an involved member of their camity, as Charles expressed
in his previous quote.

As a father, Charles wants to provide a different enwrent for his kids; he
wants to keep his marriage strong. The negative infludme@say have faced living in
the Black neighborhood and community could have threatertachizomarriage and his
family. Survival of family for him is critical. He comtiles to share:

The important things that come to mind are, one, recognibherg is a need to

stay together for the sake of the community and fos#tke of the family. For the

family is the community and its wholeness. We hawesaonsibility to our
children; we have a responsibility to our communityemain together. We have
to be an example to our children. We have to show thene tare parents out
there who don't give up. When we go to the activitieswfchildren, we see
single parents; we don’t know all the reasons behiri8uit.| feel good when me
and my wife walk in there [together]. It just kind ofrys a sense of wholeness

for me when we can come in together. And we can regrasemcouple as a

married couple to our children.

Charles and others discuss that staying together isatifibr the children. It is important
for the children to see their parents together and gishportant for the media to see
strong happy Black couples together.

Sub-theme 2, The Importance of Black Families Stayingeifer and Being

Supportive of One Another. Ronald shares some relatedt® about the importance of

Black couples working together in marriage to stay together
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| want to specialize this; | think the advice would be |daow to work together
as a team. Because basically that’s one of the thinagsinfortunately we as
African American people do not do well. We are very petitive. | mean
especially with people that are young and upwardly moyule, know, she has a
good job, he has a good job, she has a good education, agbad education,
they find themselves competing with each other rathertwaking together.
You should be her number one fan and he should be your nemééan and
that’s one of the things my wife learned. I'm her nuntdoge supporter; she’s my
number one supporter. Another piece of advice is never,say anything
negatively about your spouse to anyone else.

Sean ends by agreeing with the above statement thek &laiples and families need to
be more supportive of one another. He shares:
[What] we need to do is be more supportive of each otitewva need to go back
to the basics. Go back to where we depend on oursetwesas a family. Go
back to the values| of] teaching [kids] what is right amdvg to survive,
encouraging them to grow. It doesn'’t take a lot to livi) gon’t need a whole
bunch of [unnecessary] things to live. We need to have mang orore time
together. Sunday dinner has dissolved. We need to encourdsje [&ur] house
should be open. Those are the basics I'm talking abbtwise are the things that
will get you through anytime. Depending on [one] anotheindthere for each
other, [showing] courtesy and being polite.
The underlying message is that within the Black commugyfdthers and husbands
believe that Black couples need to make it a prioritst&y together, to be committed to
work together for the future of their children and comruriihese Black couples
believe they have a responsibility not only to theitdren but to the larger Black
community. It is a responsibility and priority to provideetter image of positive Black
family life in every community in the United States i an example, a symbol to show
that Black families are not all pathological. Igbes with each committed couple
supporting each other and working together as families.
In summarizing this theme, it is important to note tha specific theme was

discussed mostly by the husbands and fathers. This istampto observe because their

expressions seem to reach to the core of their visiothéir community, to create a more
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functional, healthy, Black community. Their quotes exprdgbeir desire to be faithful
husbands, loving fathers, and involved leaders- a very ditf@ieture than what we see
in the media. These husbands and fathers expressedulneirability and frustration in
working so hard and being unappreciated, in not being respaatenot encouraged for
the positive choices they’'ve made. Through these int@syithey opened themselves to
share the heartache they feel when they often s@efdlthers, sons, brothers, cousins,
and friends in the community working against one another these husbands’ and
fathers’ request that readers understand the importangetypf collectivity, and
functionality for our Black families, our Black commupnitand our nation.

After the brief but significant peek into the Black coomty highlighting
positive strengths and strong leaders within the Blacknoamity, it is important to note
that there are still many barriers to overcome in oanraunity and nation. One is
racism, which is the last theme we will discuss. desighare their frustrations with
experiencing racism and how it impacts their daily livesirtmarriages and their
families.

4.7) Theme 6: The Impact of Racism on Marriage.

Racism is the final theme | will discuss in my résglection. Racism appeared
throughout the conversations of couples while discushig telationship with God,
their marriage, and their family. Racism for Black Aroans living in the United States
is evident in every area of their life. Yet, racisi dot have a substantial influence on
these couples’ marital relationship. One father, Lauyns it up nicely by saying:

Oh, we talk about [racism]. It doesn’t affect us negdy ‘cause we know. When

you know who you are inside, spiritually, then no exaéfarces, no crap is going
to make you sudden[ly] disenfranchise emotionally.
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But racism did impact other areas of the couples’ liGesiples described
experiencing racism as an everyday event. While analyaenddta, it was difficult at
times to tease out the theme of racism, while at diimers it was blatant, mirroring the
couples’ descriptions of how they encounter racism i thaly lives. | thought it was
necessary and important to share the couples’ expesenc¢heir own words,
experiences that express their struggles and their steengtthe following passages |
will use their words to explain the impact racism bdagheir marriage and family.

Sub-theme 1, Racism Experienced as a Daily Event.ifidtesdib-theme, racism
is experienced as a daily event, refers to the fattraleesm was described by the couples
as common. Larry shares his opinions about experienaaignn.

Well, I've experienced it so much and so often over time,and my friends used

to talk about it all the time. | fight that now, 1kab the kids [and say], “Don’t

you ever take no back seat to nobody. God created dogvyElwer better than
the red one? He created them all equal.” | can say g#racounter [racism] daily
in some form or fashion.
Larry discusses his impulse to fight against racism,Usecdeep inside, he knows it is
wrong. Diane shares her daily experiences with racism:
There have been several times, daily times in natiogiships, where I've
experienced racism. My response to that rejection avéesatn to reject the
rejection. | had to study racism and institutional oppresaial systemic
oppression as a whole and | had to really delve intaditt@nme [it helped]
learning exactly what racism is. And with any systentigté for the “ism” are
the ones who benefit from [the “ism’s”] being in plaged | know that I’'m not
racist because | don’'t benefit.
Diane’s experiences with racism, coupled with her edowakibackground in
understanding the definition of racism, provides her witlaaility to cope with the

negativity that racism brings by depersonalizing it. Wikhares:

Because I've dealt with racism all my life, | dorét it bother me. | feel like it is
their problem and they need to deal with it. [At work] lukbjust do the best that
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| could and do my job the best that | could and through fhdtecame a very
excellent dental assistant. So, [racism] challengetbrde beyond what
everybody else would do because | wanted to be suctassfliwanted them to
see that | could do it and that | was just as good [asdkeassistant]. We don't
really talk a lot about that kind of stuff because we kmdwat we have to do. We
just talk about what may have happened, then realizé thatot our problem, its
theirs and we’re going to have to give it up and praise Godangwd just pray
about it and encourage each other to do our best, andkesthose things to the

Lord.

Like Diane, many couples alluded to allowing God to dedl thie people who
are racist in their actions and behaviors. For thesgples it was a way of coping with the
daily reality of racism. Religion served as a copiegpurce for dealing with racism. Still,
couples expressed that because humans are imperfecathéiraes when racism and
faith collide. Understanding that religious communites made up of imperfect people
and racism will be experienced in the church is diffitmlaccept. This is usually the case
when Black families attend a congregation that is ned@minately Black. Couples
specifically allude to their frustration with experi@mgracism in the church. Primarily
because church members are like family members to mahgsd couples (Marks &
Chaney, 2006). For highly religious Blacks, religious comnyumémbers may be as
important as biological family members (Marks & Char806). When the couples’
religious community fails them, it is disappointing andnytimes more hurtful than
experiencing failure from a non-religious community (a& Dollahite, 2001). Charles
shares his discontent with experiencing racism in thecth

In the churches we’ve been in, that's been the haod@smunity to experience

racism. And to know that your white pastor didn’t get iteiftho have to see the

consequences of it, which could have led you up to anothmrdiation or
opportunity. To know that [the opportunity is] shut off,tthecism evolved and it
also shut off that opportunity because they use tlsa¢syc power to do that.

[Church] is a very hard place to have those discussiutswve’ve done well;
we’'ve always done well.
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Ronald, a pastor, shares his experiences with racisme ichurch:

Some people are racist and don’t even know it. Theseasrally white people,

[they ask me], ‘Um, do you, | don’'t know how to ask this, lmo you have any

Caucasian people in your church?’ | say, “Yes, we do, aitenof fact we have

quite a few of them. The majority of our church is pediie you. But we are

praying that God will have the affirmative action goargd we are hoping that

God will bring more color into [the church]”. | makeeim feel like fools. So I'll

work [them]. | have a lot of fun with it, quite fralyk

| was grateful for the honesty and candor the partitgpased in sharing their
experience with racism in the church. This is a subfettdften times does not get
discussed, let alone researched. But is a reality folyrBé&ck Americans. From the
excerpts above you can see that the participantssistilnly coped with experiencing
racism in the church. These experiences can be afipetisappointing when your
church or faith community is, at times, your sourcetogngth and support and at times
your source of frustration. It would be an interesting stodpvestigate how coping
strategies differ for Black Americans experiencingsacin the church compared to
experience racism outside of the church.

Sub-theme 2, The Difference in Communication StylasvBen the Sexes.
Because racism was described by couples as an everydafgeanchondane event, it did
not impact the marriage significantly. However it dedeal a lot about communication
styles of the spouses. Women and men expressed thaioemnd frustration with their
spouses differently. The second sub-theme addressexeddt in communication styles
between sexes. Women seemed to be more expressharidiscussions of difficult
events. They “unloaded their rage and frustration” wigirtspouse. A few women

discuss how they dealt with it. Diane, a wife and migteeplains:

I've always talked to him about things. The advantage isnderstands it. | think
if | was married to a white man he would really havéget” systemic
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oppression. | think that the advantage of having an Africaerican husband is

that when | come home and say it, | don’t have faa® what it is or what it

looked like. | don't have to get into that detail. fiesd] it is how am | going to
get to day number two and how is he going to help me getz[drat’'s the
advantage of my spouse experiencing [racism] as well.

Lucy shares how she deals with racism in a passictde

We used to be militant and belligerent in college. Webata more laid back

now, so we won't blow up. Unless it has to do with mydreih or my mother.

But we do talk about [racism] a lot, we process it anchaxee a lot of “those”

discussions (discussions about racism). | tend to be passionate in my style,

so he’ll talk me down.

The two quotes above are examples of how many afidimeen in this study
express their frustration with racism to their spousésy need to unload their
frustration and be secure that they have a listeningpesferably someone who can
relate to them and understand. This may pose a challenB&ék women married to
men who have never experienced racist behavior. Howkyeyggest that if the woman
has an integral support circle, the challenge may Iseresl. Although all the couples in
this study were Black Americans, it would be interestongxplore the phenomenon of
marriage where one spouse experiences racism dailyhamditer one never has.

Prescilla was very honest with her frustrationsxpegiencing racism and how
she deals with it.

How | dealt with it when | got home was | unloaded ithim as to express just

what had happened. | have to realize that they’re the witk the problem. |

can’t become bitter about it or anything.
Cheryl describes her response to racism like this:
I’'m very, very strong towards racism and I'm very @atisen about it. I'm

outspoken to the ones that offend me. | don't cursedarall that but | do let
them know that | don’t appreciate things. Not [in] thiy dad time.
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Ella shares:

[My husband] doesn’t see racism as easy as | seanill. so he doesn’t see it as

much or perceive it or want to get in someone’s face abotbu know, he

doesn't feel it like I feel it.
She goes on to add:

It's something that we (Black people) have to talk alamat have to encourage

each other to get through. I think it's more focused towaen. They have the

tendency to be a little [less] overt when it comewadonen. Or they’ll allow
women to do more things than they would men.

Ella’s above statement sheds light into the intuitigéure of many women. In
difficult situations like experiencing racism, womeayroften times pick up on the
negative behavior and or actions easier and fastethbarhusbands. Especially in
regions and cultures where Black Americans experiemieect racism, women may
perceive racism when their husbands do not. Indirecbowgrt racism can be even harder
to cope with because of the surreptitious behavior disdlawhen husbands do
experience racism, they cope with the difficult oessful events in a more intrinsic
manner. Charles describes his frustration with racistinignway:

| probably don't share it openly. She probably saw it inisojation or my lack of

conversation. [My wife] probably understood it in my eegsion in my face [that]

something happened at work.
Earl shares his viewpoint on experiencing racism and #yeinwvhich he chooses to
handle it:

Well, you know, being a Black man | can always recograzesm in full

panoramic view. You get angry. You come home, and érewo allow the world

to tell me how | was supposed to act then | would have ¢eme, | would have
kicked the dog. | would have argued with my wife, | would hawked out my
belt and beat my kids. But | wasn’t going to let socghtgate how | was going to

respond to situations. Because so often that’s whattgdaes to [do], write a

script which certain racist behavior is supposed to trigigad.that’s where | hold

on to God because | know God gives me peace. And throud’s Geace and
through God’s love | am able to pray for that person wies to make me
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unhappy because they’re more unhappy than I am. Dirgetdy,racism has
always [played] a part in my life. How [do] | respondtf@®| don’t bring it home

to my wife. I'll tell my wife, “You know what this foodlid today?” I’'m not going
to come home and let some idiot out there cause me tnltmppy here. So
[there’s] racism every day. It's not what they do toiyi's how you respond to

it. | try to set the example not to respond to it. Ytan't go there. | can't go there.

Fred sums it up by stating life is too short to allowsiacto impact your life negatively:

| try not to let it bother me. | kind of roll alongtwithe flow because if you get
[angry] every time, before you know it [you’ve] leftrieg(this earth).

Most men discussed handling racism and dealing withaih ieffective manner. A
few discussed how through experiencing racism they toakeoadditional challenge of
becoming an agent for change.

Sub-theme 3, Being an agent for change. Steven shares:

I’'m pretty good dealing with anything that might happen wette. | used to just

[say] “Yea, let me tell her what happened today”. Butvar got bitter. | accepted

that [this] is the way it is and | just had to keep goingAs long as | could come

through that’s all | cared about. And | felt [that iftduld [excel in my position], |
could help Black people or help someone else’s opiniontdback people.
Sean shares how he was encouraged like Steven to iasghenge in people:

When | came home, | had to talk to my wife about it afedtllike | had been

singled out... You want to make a stand you want to be alaleaioge [racist

behavior]. So being able to come home and speak to myalafet it, to have

[her] encouragement saying, “This may be a moment wmarean change

people.” It is a challenge. It's a hard challenge.nts easy. We have those

challenges every day of our life. We are going to haevaep up and meet those
challenges every day of our life, because it’s théfe.are not going to be able to
come from around it.

The men share that ultimately racism is outside @f #ontrol. They are
responsible to control their own actions but theyadse responsible to give it to God and
let God deal with it.

Harold, a senior man married for 44 years, sums themdoistration up well. He states:

| was just raised up that way. | can’t forget it. Bat hot mad at the white man
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or anything like that. The Bible says, “Vengeance is nlimell repay,” says the
Lord. He'll take care of all that.

The phenomenon of racism is complex because it ismvidenultiple areas of
life (Stewart, 2004). As a Black American, | offer thglkanation that in some respects,
the phenomenon of racism is similar to the phenomehdve in that a person who has
experienced love, has felt it, and sensed it, knowsdaigts, and holds it to be real. Yet
the phenomenon of love is difficult to explain to some who has never experienced it.
Although this comparison may be arguable, in that racisiricam®e are on opposite sides
of the spectrum, they are similar in that experiencitigee phenomenon affects every
area of a person’s life. Similarly, racism is a peraltypiercing needle and thread in
Black life that weaves the race together in a sharpdreace that sets these individuals
and their families apart from those who have not egpeed it.

In conclusion, although these couples coped with rasisty marriages are
impacted by societal factors such as racism. Racisrbearsource of ongoing stress and
a contributor to problems, serving as a destructive fdost@ome marriages. But for
these strong marriages, experiencing life-long racisnmbagorn their families apart.
They make it through these challenges together. The wivesad on their husbands,
while the husbands tend to deal with the racism by keefpimgbut both feel understood.
Ultimately, they deal with the challenges by cregipportunities to grow closer
together as a couple and family. It is a challenge the&g lworn both well and nobly.
This theme highlights the couples’ strength and endurance.

The couples try not to let racism dictate the way theeract with their families,
even though the majority of them experience racisra oonsistent basis. They struggle

to control the manner in which they respond to racisarder to set positive examples
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for their children. In some respects, the burden ofnaechay be felt more heavily by
men. They feel a responsibility to protect and support thié when she experiences
racism, to set a good example for their children in kmwespond to racism, and to
combat stereotypes associated with their communityy Tded a responsibility to be a
changing agent for their colleagues at work through pagieanriple and by progressing
professionally. The men | interviewed are men of intggcourage, and persistence in
wanting to create a better nation. Too few times @g tiave the opportunity to share
their everyday stories and experiences that shapeitherthe strong fathers and
husbands that they are. | feel honored that | was dgheppportunity to hear and share
their stories.
4.8) Summary

In summary, six themes were discussed. The fitsttteemes were relational and
marital in scope. They were: (a) the influence of ckitdon marriage, (b) the influence
of faith on marriage, (c) the sources of strengthrfarriage, and (d) the characteristics
for a strong marriage. The final two themes were rsometal in scope. They were: (e)
the impact of Black community on marriage, and (f)ithpact of racism on marriage.
These findings highlight the strengths of strong, enduriagkBmarriages and families.

One might ask, “In the midst of concern over fandiécline, why do things
sometimes go well?” These couples shed light on whyhamdsome Black families
remain strong in the midst of challenges. Their faitd commitment to their family
values and to one another keeps them strong against geallsmch as stress, community

responsibilities, and societal racism. We should loatkese couples as examples when
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asking the question, “What does a strong marriage looK'like® families involved in

this study provide insight into a piece of the overallype of a strong marriage model.
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Conclusion

Existing research has shown that both Black men andewaemd to hold a
positive view of marriage (McAdoo, 1993). Despite the maraflehges associated with
the decline in Black marriages, most Black Americariissstongly desire to be married
(Taylor & Chatters, 1997). Unfortunately little reseaochstrong enduring Black
marriages exists (Cherlin, 1998). This dissertation addieagth-based study to the
existing research on Black families and marriages. iHakenys from this study give an
encouraging, positive view of strong, enduring Black marsage family life.

Many high quality studies on Black Americans have beeae d@illingsley,
1992; Hill, 1972; McAdoo, 1997, 2007). Still, much of the researahdkamines Black
families is limited to low-income or single-mothenfaies (Taylor, Tucker, Chatters &
Jayakody, 1997). There exist many marriage-based Blackdarnut there is little
research that focuses on understanding these famoiesaf strength-based approach.

It was with this in mind that | planned a dissertationgut to focus on the
strengths of Black families. The findings from this studgmorted existing strengths
found in Black family literature such as the importaoté&ith to Black Americans
(Ellison, 1997; Taylor, Chatters, & Levin, 2004) and the imgalent of extended family
and kin involvement as a support to Black families (Taylackson & Chatters, 1997).
The present study added to the existing literature by recagrarid explaining the
strengths in more detail.

| was able to look at how and why faith is of such imgraee to Black
Americans, and specifically to marriage. Research shioatBlacks who participate in

religious activity or self-report as highly religious deto have a higher quality of family
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life (Ellison, 1997), emotionally, physically and psychgiéally, therefore improving the
likelihood of marital success (Dollahite & Marks, 2005). Tétigdy’s findings showed

that faith was an important source of strength fes¢hcouples in their marriages because
faith provides a positive outlet and coping resource ®ctuples to turn to. Faith served
as a compass to guide the couples in the right diredi@th also clearly defined the
husbands’ and wives’ roles and gave them strength td fakir roles successfully,
especially for men, with same-gendered marriage support.

The couples in this study listed their personal relatgmwith God (spirituality)
as a source of strength as well. Their personal o@lstiip with their creator helped them
to control outside forces that might destroy theirmages. These outside forces may be
categorized as addictions, infidelity, or “street lif&fany of the couples explained that
their personal commitment to God helped make their agegrsuccessful.

Though most of the discussion about faith was positiegymof the couples
explained that faith can be a challenge in marriageedis Still, overall, faith positively
influenced the marriage relationship, supporting previdesaliure on the importance of
faith and religion in the lives of Black Americansl{&in, 1997; Hill, 1999; Taylor,

1998; Taylor, Chatters & Levin, 2004)

The findings from my study continued to highlight strengthBlack marriages
and families that have not been adequately exploreckiaxisting literature. The
existing literature focuses on true, but “morbid” rateBlatck men being unemployed,
incarcerated, or dead. The Black men in my study demoedtasid expressed the
importance of being a positive example for their fagsilichildren, and community-

representing themselves and their family as healthytamags The findings from this
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study portrayed Black men who are responsible fathers aadtpaThis is a very
different picture than that painted by much of the exgsliterature that suggests that
Black fathers are not present (for discussion, see@o& White, 2006).

Scholars have called for researchers to notice stremagid empower Black
families (Daly et al., 1995). Strengths of Black famili®n do not get recognized in
literature. The Black husbands and fathers in this styposessed a strong desire for
Black couples to stay together and work together for ttteripeent of the community.

By painting a picture of Black men as leaders in tlamifies and community, this study
offers hope to many and gives researchers permissgindg Black men from a positive
strengths-based perspective. It also serves as a rerthatl@&lack families are not
monolithic.

Married life among Black Americans not only consistsahmitment to love and
care for one another but also of commitment to childbélogical, step-children,
adopted, or “temporary” (Marks et al., 2006). The coupleseshieir desire to have
children from the beginning of their marriage and howthair lives have been because
of having children. The husbands discussed the procesamgelhey experienced when
becoming fathers. Both parents discussed the unspeakablegoyhmed brought them.
In many instances, they also discussed caring for noaga@l children whom they
raised or helped to raise. | name this concept “village ngiog.” It has been adequately
discussed in existing research (Marks et al., 2006) anctiese relationship with the
strength of strong kin networks among Black families (@met998; Taylor, Jackson &
Chatters, 1997). It is a concept that reaches back intugtery of Black culture and is

still a very present concept and practice in the life8lack families today.
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A central question behind my study was, “What keeps ttmseles’ marriages
strong and lasting?” The findings from this study provide answy looking at detailed
attention to the hows, whys, and processes of suctdesigrterm Black marriages.

In this study, the characteristics that make long-t8lak marriages successful
were also investigated. Existing research on long-termiaga shows that commitment
is a key characteristic in successful marriages (Feh88B; Lauer, Lauer & Kerr, 1990;
Mackey & O’Brien, 1996; Parker 2000; Robinson & Blanton, 1993;sW&iss & Field,
1988). The couples in this study supported the existing resmaacknowledging that
commitment was a necessary and important charaatenigshe longevity of marriage.
The couples discussed the various reasons for their ¢oranti their feelings about
commitment, and the importance of commitment in therriage. The couples
explained that their commitment to God, their commiitiie their spouse, and their
personal commitment work together to make a strong aggri

The other recurring characteristic for a strong marréigeussed by couples was
communication. The couples encouraged communication acuisded the need to
constantly keep communication lines open. Communicatianeta salient and
pervasive characteristic in the existing researchromgtmarriage, but it was present in
some of the studies (Kaslow & Robinson, 1996; Parker, 2000). €ourpthis study may
have stressed the importance of communication bedasseveéd as an important coping
mechanism for them to make it through difficult and lemaging times. For example, the
importance of communication arose just as often irdibeussion on racism as in the

discussion on strong marriage.
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This study is qualitative and allows for the discovdrgew ideas from the
participants’ perspective. Previous research on BlacKi&as typically used
guantitative data. However, numbers are not adequatat@y processes and meaning
to help in understanding the function of family stresgifherefore, the qualitative
approach makes this study unique and offers insight intoaitmparison and contrasting
of Black families with other U.S. Families. Of the iemes generated, | found two
themes to be similar with existing literature, compaskestudies with mostly white
samples.

As discussed above, the Black couples in this study distessemitment and
communication as the two most important charactesisti a strong marriage. These
finding resonate with the majority of studies in tkeseng literature on long-term
enduring marriage that list commitment as a key chaistiterSimilarly, many of the
strong family models listed communication as an impuactor.

The other similarity my study addresses is that havingre influences the
marriage relationship. Existing research, with mostijtevsamples shows that children
influence the marriage relationship (Cowan & Cowan, 20R@%search shows that for
most Black Americans, marriage has become separatecfibaivearing (Cherlin, 1998).
While this is true for the majority of Blacks, it is rtatie for all of them. The couples in
this study gave a different representation of family gwaverfully connects marriage and
child rearing together. More specifically, the husbandifathers in this study provided
a positive view of engaged, involved fatherhood. Fontke in this study, marriage and
parenthood were strongly linked. This is supported by previmuk done by Popenoe

(1996) stating that men need cultural pressure, often talkesl marriage, to stay
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engaged with their children. Although marriageable Black migt be in short supply
due to other factors, such as unemployment, incarceratiohdeath, Black men wiawe
committed to their wives and children do exist (Marks, Hoplkk Chaney, in press).

With many similarities between Black couples and Wodeples concerning
strong enduring marriages noted, there were some impaiifearences as well. The two
latter themes from this study, the impact of the Ble@mmunity on marriage and the
impact of racism on marriage indicate some of thrg@atian. These themes are specific to
Black marriages and families.

This study offers a unique richness, meaning, depth and etiptan&how the
Black community impacts strong, enduring Black marriagés. fiew information
provided by these couples is especially important becaissshired from their
perspective and literally, in their words. The majoofyhe discussion on Black
community came from the fathers and husbands, thereftering a new angle.
Typically, we hear insiders’ perspectives from Blackegiand mothers about social
networks, kin networks, and the responsibility they fe¢heir community (Stack, 1974).
Rarely do we hear the voice of Black men (Connor & ¥/I#006). By presenting stories
of these women and men, this study begins to addressws Whys, and processes
involved in strong, marriage based families from a motestic and multidimensional
perspective than most previous studies.

Turning to the racism theme, Cherlin (1998) suggests raadaasor influencing
the steep decline in Black marriage. He continues to adctien though race is a
contributing factor, it cannot be held fully responsiloethe decline of marriage

(Cherlin, 1998). The couples in my study agree that rakésra societal impact on Black
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marriages, but does not influence their marriagegrofundly negative way because
they have learned how to cope with it. The couples disxyssriencing racism as an
everyday event. Although their discussions about raaistnhow it personally affects
their marriage and family is shared inclusively with thizily familial challenges, their
stories provide detailed insight into how and why racisgeicts marriage and family life
for Blacks. Through the couples’ descriptive and engagimigestave are able to feel the
challenges and frustrations they face on a consibtsis and to see how they deal with
these challenges. This study gives light to the reafityow societal racism impacts
Black marriages by clearly stating the case. “Racisangsrennially piercing needle and
thread in Black life that weaves the race togetharshared experience that sets these
individuals and their families apart from those who hastexperienced it” (Marks et
al., 2006, p. 211).
Implications

We know much about failure as it pertains to Black iage;, but we need to
know more about success. The implications for futurearebebelow are suggestions to
increase the amount and depth of strength-based Blackales&éhe bottom line is that
positive research on Black marriages and familiesrg neich needed.

Research has shown a positive link between religpattcipation and marital
stability and duration (Dollahite, Marks & Goodman, 2004). idesv, the previous
studies were conducted with all or mostly white sam@esnsequently, a study should
be conducted looking at the relationship between religiodgpation and marital
stability and duration composed of an all Black samples $tudy is a qualitative step in

that direction.
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Given the findings from this study, a more detailed quadésstudy looking
specifically at the role and impact Black community ha8tack marriages would be of
interest. This type of study would offer richness and degpththe body of scant existing
literature focusing on positive perceptions of Black nfiesearch should focus on Black
fathers’ expression of their communities from an ofstiim perspective.

Finally, the couples in this study brought to light mawgrtaps between their
faith community and the Black community. Perhaps an tmyegson into how both of
these communities impact and influence Black marriagdanilies in positive and
negative ways would be of interest. Researchers shoultbaxplore possible
relationships between Black community and faith commu(fatyexample, experiencing
racism in the church, or “messy” fellowship). We knottldiabout either of these themes
and a study specifically highlighting them both togetheuld be of great value to the
field of Black family studies.

Summary

The purpose of this study was to add strength-based reseaBlack marriages
to the existing literature on marriage. The study offersesanswers regarding what
makes enduring Black marriages so resilient. This qualitativdy provided insights and
understandings from the participants’ points of view,udelg findings that concentrated
on experiences, processes, meanings and understandingslopBrsons and families.
These findings help to fill the goal of this paper, to empdlack families and to aid in
a more complete understanding of them.

Three to four years ago | took a graduate-level contemptamanilies class which

included reading a 400-page volume on Black families. Aftetingahe book, | posed
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the question, “Why is there no literature that addrefssagies like mine a strong,
marriage-based family?” That is the hole | have chaosédill through my dissertation
project. That is the gap that this study addresses a quali@ok into strong, long-term
Black marriages. | conclude my graduate study and Ph.D. progtarthe satisfaction
of knowing that the next student who raises that samg&igue“Where is the literature
on strong, long-term Black marriages?” will receiveféedent response. Although the
existing literature on strong Black marriages is scaheze will be one paper that

addresses that question by demonstrating: “Yes, theytrtnere!”
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Appendix A
Demographic Form
Name:
Address:
How many years have you been married:

Age:

Please circle the highest education level you havenattai

8 12 16 18 18+

Please circle the category your annual income falls into.

Below $20,000 $20,000 to $30,000 $30,000 to $40,000

$40,000 to $50,000 $50,000 to $70,000 Above $70,000

On a scale of 1 to 5, how happy are you in your marfiage

1 2 3 4
Very Moderately Neutral Modergtel
Unhappy Unhappy Happy

On a scale of 1 to 5, how strong would you define your iageP

1 2 3 4
Very Moderately Neutral Modergtel
fragile fragile Strong
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Appendix B
Consent Form
Part 4. Consent Form for Participants
Study Title: A qualitative evaluation of strong, long-tefdfnican American marriages.

Performance Sites: Homes of participants

Contacts: Loren Marks, Ph.D. Phone: 225-578-2405
Pam Monroe, Ph.D. Phone: 225-578-1351
Katrina Hopkins-Williams Phone: 503-288-1952

Graduate Student

Purpose of the Study: The purpose of this study is to gaia kmmwledge on the
characteristics and process, the “hows” and “whys” sif@ng, enduring marriage among
African Americans couples.

Subjects: The participants will include married heterose&Xfradan American couples,
married 20 years or longer.

Study Procedures: The researcher will conduct semi-strdcintexviews with each
participant couple.

Benefits: The researcher will have a greater undenstguad long-term African
American marriages.

Risks/Discomforts: There are no known risks.

Measures taken to reduce risk: A trained researcheramtlct interviews on a
consistent basis. All participation is voluntary dhe information the participants share
will be anonymous.

| understand that participation in this research is cetapl voluntary and that | may
refuse to participate in or may withdraw from this studgrey time without being
penalized in any way.

| understand that my name and the name of any othecipartis nor any information
identifying me will not be used under any circumstances.

| understand that this form does not authorize thesele&dany identifying information

to any party under any circumstances. | agree that tisnation may be used by the
researchers with the stipulation that my name natttaehed to this information.

117



| understand that the results of this research may bespedlior otherwise disseminated
but that these results will not contain any identiyinformation.

The study has been discussed with me and all my quebkioesbeen answered. | may
direct additional questions regarding study specifics tantresstigators. If | have any
guestions about subjects’ rights or other concerns, teatact Robert C. Mathews,
Chairman, LSU Institutional Review Board, (225) 578-8692. | agr@articipate in the
study described above and acknowledge the researchegstabis to provide me with a
copy of this consent form if signed by me.

Signature of Participant Date
Signature of Participant Date
Signature of Researcher Date
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Appendix C
Sample Questionnaire
Semi-structured Interview Questionnaire
1. Can you describe to me what makes a strong marriagkee a story about someone

you know that illustrates a strong marriage.

2. What sources of strength are important for your iege? Give me an example.

3. Have your religious beliefs and values influenced ttength and life of your

marriage? If so, tell me how.

4. Have your religious practices influenced the strengtihlitenof your marriage? If so,

tell me how?

5. Has your religious faith community influenced therggta and life of your marriage?

Tell me a story.

6. How might the issue of religion or faith be a tdvade in marriage?

7. My parents provided me with an excellent examplesif@ang marriage. On the
contrary there are members of my family that didndvide good examples of a strong

marriage. How did the example of your parent’s relatigmaffect your marriage?

8. How would your marriage be different if you had no chil@re

9. Tell me a specific story about how your children influeingeur marriage?

10. What changes have you seen in your spouse acrossitaughout your marriage?

What about in terms of how much they give or contriltatéhe marriage?
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11. What changes have you made from your perspective?

12. Think to a time when you have experienced racism. Werame home, how did

you express it, specifically with your family?

13. Think back to a difficult time in your marriage wheoaiyspouse helped you get

through it? Can you share with me about that.

14. What are some of the strengths of your spouse? €dl story that illustrates those

strengths?

15. What advice would you give to other (younger) Africanetican couples about

marriage?
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