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Divorce proportions are currently high in the US and they are even higher among those
who are incarcerated with substance abuse problems. Although much research has
examined marital interventions, only two studies have examined marital interventions
with prison populations. There is some empirical evidence that incarcerated couples benefit
from traditional marital therapy (O’Farrell and Fals-Stewart, 1999, Addictions: A compre-
hensive guidebook, New York, Oxford University Press). An adaptation of the evidence-
based Creating Lasting Family Connections program was implemented with 144 married
couples, where one spouse was incarcerated, in a southern state with particularly high
divorce and incarceration proportions. Results suggested that married men exposed to the
program had larger improvements in some relationship skills relative to a convenience
sample of men not so exposed. Both husbands and wives exposed to the program exhibited
similar and significant increases in relationship skills. The results were comparable to a
Prevention and Relationship Enhancement Program adaptation for inmates. The implica-
tions of the findings for prevention practitioners are discussed.
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Recent estimates suggest that 85% of the U.S. population will marry; however, 40–50%
of all marriages will end in divorce (Popenoe & Whitehead, 2010). These high rates of

marital dissolution are significantly higher in the U.S. South, where this study was
conducted (Elliot & Simmons, 2011). Marital dissolution is higher in populations with
stressful life situations, such as incarceration or separation from a spouse (Massoglia,
Remster, & King, 2011). Dissolution is also more likely among those who have previously
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been incarcerated (Apel, Blokland, Nieuwbeerta, & Schellen, 2010). As noted by Einhorn
and her colleagues (Einhorn et al., 2008), prevention interventions are needed for these
populations with a high level of marital distress.

Although most marriages face challenges, those that have been affected by incarcer-
ation and/or substance abuse issues are challenged with multiple stressors. Therapeu-
tic efforts have had some success in addressing the marital problems of those recently
incarcerated or those with substance abuse problems (Center for Substance Abuse
Treatment [CSAT], 2005; O’Farrell & Fals-Stewart, 1999; Slaght, 1999). For those in
recovery, participating in traditional couple therapy was more likely to be absti-
nent; they had better relationships, they had a decrease in the incidence of separation
and divorce, and they had a reduction in domestic violence. In this same study, the
benefits for those in recovery were also larger than for those in a comparison group
who were only exposed to individual therapy (O’Farrell & Fals-Stewart, 1999). Family
members who do not participate in treatment/education programs can be a negative
influence on substance-abusing criminal offenders upon reentry to the community
(CSAT, 2005). Furthermore, Slaght (1999) found that the only significant predictor of
relapse at 3 months after release was whether the offender was getting along with
family members. These findings in concert underscore the conclusion from several
studies (Jeffries, Menghraj, & Hairston, 2001; Slaght, 1999; Wright & Wright,
1992) that more extensive efforts to involve family members in drug treatment are
needed.

Relationship Skills Needed for a Healthy Marriage

Communication, conflict resolution, inter-personal skills, and relationship management
skills are extremely important in relationships. Gottman’s (1994; Gottman & Levenson,
2000) research has demonstrated that escalating negative communication patterns among
spouses are strong predictors of marital dissolution. Nevertheless, early perceived
negative communication may be more predictive of dissolution than actual behavior
(Markman, Rhoades, Stanley, Ragan, & Whitton, 2010). Across the course of relation-
ships, negative communication decreases for all couples; however, there is less of a
decrease for couples on the road to dissolution (Markman, Rhoades et al., 2010).

Relationship characteristics such as emotional awareness, emotional expression, and
intra-personal skills are also important in relationships. A lack of positive social support
in the beginning of a relationship has been shown to be related to negative communication
patterns (Sullivan, Pasch, Johnson, & Bradbury, 2010). Negative attributions for partner
behavior are also related to more negative and less positive behavior by the partner
making negative attributions (Osterhout, Frame, & Johnson, 2011).

Relationship commitment has been demonstrated as a necessary component of suc-
cessful relationships, as it frames someone’s intentions to stay in the relationship, as
well as one’s psychological attachment to the relationship. Commitment can also be
conceptualized as perceived constraints to ending the relationship (e.g., a shared loan),
where these constraints are related to a lower perceived likelihood of relationship
dissolution (Rhoades, Stanley, & Markman, 2012), and satisfaction is positively related
to favorable constraints and negatively related to unfavorable constraints (Kurdek,
2006). Partners who actively monitor the health of their relationship are more likely to
have higher levels of commitment (Kurdek, 2009). Relationship satisfaction is related
to commitment (Agnew, Martz, & Rusbult, 1998; Le & Agnew, 2003; Rhoades et al.,
2012; Rusbult, 1980) and changes in relationship satisfaction/adjustment are related to
more global assessments of life satisfaction (Stanley, Ragan, Rhoades, & Markman,
2012).
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Improving Marital Skills in High-Risk Populations

A review of the literature uncovered only two prevention efforts to improve the
marriages of inmates returning to the community. Accordino and Guerney (1998) imple-
mented the Relationship Enhancement Program (REP) with Jewish prisoners and their
wives. The REP (Accordino & Guerney, 1998) consists of two sessions, each lasting
8 hours. The prevention material focuses on developing the following skills: empathic,
expressive, discussion/negation, problem/conflict resolution, self-change, other-change,
facilitation (i.e., continuing the use of learned skills), generalization (i.e., how to use devel-
oped skills outside of the marriage), and maintenance (i.e., maintaining skills learned).
Unfortunately, the authors did not report any data on changes in relationship outcomes
and processes as a result of the program (Accordino & Guerney, 1998).

The Prevention and Relationship Enhancement Program (PREP; Markman, Stanley, &
Blumberg, 2010) developed by Howard Markman and his colleagues was adapted (PREP:
PREP Inside and Out-Marriage Education for Inmates) for implementation with inmate
populations (Einhorn et al., 2008). Curriculum adaptations included additional communi-
cation skills training, modeling how to complete homework assignments, capturing
inmates’ attention quickly, and providing examples, videos, and movies that are specific to
inmates’ lives and current situations (Einhorn et al., 2008). This program consists of six
weekly sessions lasting 2 hours per session delivered by prison staff and chaplains. The
topical content of the program focuses on problem-solving skills, ground rules for relation-
ships, unrealistic expectations, protection of friendship, and negative communication
patterns. The study reported involved an intervention group only design, where the inter-
vention occurred while individuals were still incarcerated. Attrition was particularly high
in this study between pretest and posttest prior to reentry, as data from only 57% of the
original sample of 448 participants were available for analysis. The study reported
improved outcomes and relationship processes for all variables examined: satisfaction,
commitment, confidence, communication skills, friendship, negative interaction, and
loneliness (Einhorn et al., 2008). These studies suggest the need for a program that (1)
can be implemented with inmates upon reentry to reduce program attrition, which (2)
offers the added benefit of these skills being taught more proximal to when the learned
skills can be enacted.

Creating Lasting Family Connections (CLFC) Marriage Enhancement Program

The Council on Prevention and Education: Substances (COPES), Inc., developed a
collaborative, community-based effort to strengthen the marriages of individuals and their
spouses recently reentering the community after incarceration. The project was designed
specifically to (1) increase the likelihood of marital stability and (2) promote marriage and
relationship skills with this high-risk population. This program is an adaptation of the
Creating Lasting Family Connections program (Strader, Collins, & Noe, 2000; Strader, &
Noe, 1998a,b,c,d; Strader, Noe, & Crawford-Mann, 1998), which is listed on the Substance
Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration’s National Registry of Evidence-based
Programs and Practices. The adapted version is called the Creating Lasting Family
Connections Marriage Enhancement Program (CLFCMEP).

The substantive topics addressed in program sessions include marriage enrichment,
effective communication, refusal and conflict resolution skills, using positive parenting
techniques, and encouraging responsible and healthy attitudes and behaviors regarding
substance abuse. This approach was specifically designed to cultivate an atmosphere of
inclusion, respect, and cultural sensitivity for a high-risk audience traditionally consid-
ered resistant and difficult to recruit and retain in a program of significant scope and
duration.
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The larger body of literature of relationship education research categorizes programs
into four types of strategies used by programs: awareness, feedback, cognitive change, and
skills training (Halford, Markman, Kline, & Stanley, 2003). Awareness activities focus on
teaching and making relationship partners aware of relationship processes that can lead
to negative relationship outcomes. Feedback education provides formal information to
partners on the areas of their relationship where there may be deficits that will lead to
negative relationship outcomes (e.g., through feedback from a validated inventory).
Cognitive change activities get partners to talk about aspects of their relationship that
promote commitment and get partners to not make negative attributions about partner
behaviors. Skills training is largely didactic in nature, where couples are taught about
skills to improve their relationship and they may be given exercises to enact these learned
skills.

CLFCMEP largely uses cognitive change and skills training as the methods to educate
couples and improve relationship quality. Like most relationship education programs,
CLFCMEP consists of a core set of didactic lessons where relationship partners are largely
taught relationship communication skills and self-awareness skills (e.g., how their behav-
ior affects their partner). The former are particularly amenable to change with treatment
programs of this duration (Hawkins, Stanley, Blanchard, & Albright, 2012). There are also
exercises accompanying most lessons where couples can enact the learned skills. Some
exercises focus on cognitive change, as several exercises (1) ask relationship partners to
reflect upon how their past relationships and behavior in their current relationship have
brought them to the present state of their relationship; (2) ask couples to envision and
discuss a positive future for their relationship; and (3) teach partners to have empathy by
taking on the perspective of the partner (i.e., discouraging negative attributions for
partner behavior).

A key factor in our theoretical approach to effective treatment and prevention is human
“connectedness” (Strader et al., 2000). Research on adolescence identifies family connect-
edness as one of the most important factors for psychological well-being and positive
outcomes (Blum & Rinehart, 1997; Doll & Lyon, 1998; Field, Diego, & Sanders, 2001);
however, studies relating connectedness to adult marital outcomes are lacking. Social
support systems represent a proxy for connectedness among adults, and they are an
important predictor of substance abuse treatment compliance and outcomes (Booth,
Russell, Soucek, & Laughlin, 1992). Similarly, improved personal relationships during
substance abuse treatment are associated with reduced drug use and greater program
compliance (Hiller, Knight, & Simpson, 1996).

We define connectedness in this context as feeling emotionally close, cared about, and
listened to in one’s family and with others in the broader community. Furthermore, when
“connected,” one is able to express personal thoughts and feelings, and to discover that
one’s self and one’s family are rooted in—and are connected to—a community of “others”
in significant and meaningful ways. Feeling or perceiving one’s self to be connected (to
self, family, and community) appears to create a protective shield of resiliency and
strength to resist problem behaviors. From this reference, the term “Connect-Immunity”
was developed. Being able to reflect upon and reconnect to one’s past pain or abuse
(including pains/abuse from childhood) can open the door to many new insights into how
to heal one’s self and their partner in their current marriage relationship. This informa-
tion can be helpful in avoiding future, recurring wounds in the relationship, and can
ultimately lead to peace and mutual comfort.

The CLFC model proposes that connectedness is a critical protective and healing force
in human beings—young or old, rich or poor, male or female. Deep, healthy human
connections build strong protective shields (or immunity) to prevent harm and provide
both nurturing and healing support even when challenges penetrate this shield. A more
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thorough review of the theoretical framework underlying the CLFC model appears
elsewhere (see Strader et al., 2000).

The CLFC model is a good fit to reentry marital relationships, because it focuses on
positive relational changes for the entire family system, which will enhance and support
the reentry process for the offender. Conversely, in the absence of such support for both
the family and offender, the offender will likely revert to his/her prior antisocial behavior
(Slaght, 1999). Furthermore, when the reentering inmate recognizes that the community
is invested in their future, he or she often has the potential for positive, long-term change.

Overview

Toward these ends, data were collected from prison residents recently released.
Participants in the CLFCMEP program participated with their spouses. Participants
completed surveys containing study measures prior to program implementation, imme-
diately after program implementation, and 3 months after program implementation. A
convenience sample of reentry husbands similar to the male program participants also
completed the same surveys at the same time intervals. This represents nonrandom
assignment to condition, making this a quasi-experimental design. As such, this analy-
sis should only be considered a preliminary approximation to what would be found in a
randomized controlled trial. On the basis of the CLFC fostering a sense of connected-
ness in family relationships, we predicted that (1) CLFCMEP husbands would exhibit
improved relationship skills (i.e., communication skills, conflict resolution skills, intra-
personal skills, emotional awareness, emotional expression, inter-personal skills,
relationship management skills, relationship satisfaction, and relationship commitment)
relative to our comparison sample and (2) both husbands and wives participating in the
CLFCMEP program would exhibit an increase in relationship skills. The CLFCMEP
program (typically 10 once-a-week sessions) was implemented in two formats with one
specifically designed to be more amenable to completion by high-risk participants (i.e.,
an intensive weekend retreat format). The latter is more amenable to completion, as
reentry populations often have competing pressures to get a job, see their parole officer,
and attend Alcoholics/Narcotics Anonymous meetings. We predicted that (3) we would
not find any evidence of differences in the outcomes experienced by those participating
in either program format.

METHOD

Participants

The participants for this study were 250 married individuals who voluntarily partici-
pated in the COPES, Inc., Jefferson County Healthy Marriage Initiative (i.e., intervention
group) or one of the programs typically offered for those being released from prison (i.e.,
the comparison group). All participants were recruited through local social services orga-
nizations or the Kentucky Department of Corrections. Data were collected from interven-
tion group participants between October 2007 and February 2011 and data were collected
from the comparison group between February 2008 and January 2011. Of the 250 individ-
uals, 230 participated in the intervention condition and 20 participated in the comparison
condition. As can be seen in Table 1, the individuals were in their mid-thirties (M = 33.72)
and predominantly African American (57%) or Caucasian (40%) with very few Hispanics
(3%) being represented in the sample. Close to half lived with their spouse at the time
of the study (45%), which is lower than might be expected for married couples. This is due
to participants fulfilling requirements of their parole (e.g., living in a halfway house).
Examining the background characteristics of these individuals, the majority of the

Fam. Proc., Vol. 52, September, 2013

SHAMBLEN, ARNOLD, MCKIERNAN, COLLINS, & STRADER / 481



participants had children (83%) and about two thirds of the clients reported living with
their children (62%) and being independently housed (67%). Most clients had a high school
diploma or a GED (98%) and about half (54%) were employed. There were two separate
subsets of these cases examined in our analysis.

Intervention analysis

The first subset was used to examine whether there was differential change in rela-
tionship skills between the intervention and comparison group for men only (hypothesis 1).
This subset consists of 115 husbands participating in the Jefferson County Healthy Mar-
riage Initiative, which implemented the CLFCMEP as previously adapted for couples
and 20 husbands participating in other programs typically offered to prisoners upon
release.

Couples analysis

The second subset was used to examine whether there were positive changes in rela-
tionship skills in CLFCMEP husbands and wives (hypothesis 2) and whether treatment
format moderated positive changes (hypothesis 3). The second subset consists of 115 mar-
ried couples (i.e., 230 persons) participating in the CLFCMEP. The husband was previ-
ously incarcerated and the wife participated with them in the program. Couples
identifying asmarried were eligible to receive services.

We also explored the background characteristics for these two subsets of data, which
also appear in Table 1. The sample subsets were generally similar with one exception.
More specifically, the intervention analysis sample subset had fewer participants who
were independently housed than the couple analysis sample subset (52% vs. 68%). The
recruiting methods for intervention and comparison participants both highlighted that
the program was for recent reentry husbands, and program staff highlighted this in the
initial screening of participants (i.e., collecting basic background information). Data were
not collected on the number of months participants were in reentry; however, due to the
nearly identical recruitment methods used for both groups, we have no reason to suspect
that the length of time in reentry was different for intervention and comparison
husbands.

TABLE 1

Sample Sizes and Percents for Sample Characteristics

N
All cases Intervention analysis Couple analysis

250 135 230 (or 115 couples)

Pretest participants 250 (100%) 135 (100%) 230 (100%)
Posttest participants 208 (83%) 114 (84%) 189 (82%)
Follow-up participants 204 (82%) 111 (82%) 186 (81%)
Dropped out post or follow-up 46 (18%) 24 (18%) 44 (19%)
Male 135 (54%) 135 (100%) 115 (50%)
Hispanic 8 (3%) 6 (4%) 7 (3%)
Caucasian 101 (40%) 51 (38%) 95 (41%)
African American 143 (57%) 81 (60%) 129 (56%)
Live with relationship partner 113 (45%) 72 (53%) 101 (44%)
Has child 207 (83%) 111 (82%) 188 (82%)
Lives with <18 year old child 153 (62%) 70 (53%) 141 (62%)
Independently housed 165 (67%) 69 (52%) 155 (68%)
High school grad or GED 243 (98%) 132 (99%) 223 (98%)
Employed 134 (54%) 61 (46%) 122 (53%)
Age (average) 33.72 34.80 33.21
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Selectivity Biases

Two alternative explanations for putative study findings are that (1) intervention
effects could be due to nonrandom assignment of individuals to the intervention and
comparison groups (i.e., a quasi-experimental design), and (2) effects could be due to
participants who are likely to exhibit negative outcomes being more likely to drop out of
the study, especially among those exposed to CLFCMEP. With respect to the latter,
attrition from the study was relatively low and all participants who completed the posttest
survey completed the program. Of the 115 husbands participating in the intervention
group, 95 (or 83%) completed the intervention and posttest survey and 93 (or 81%)
completed the follow-up survey. Of the 20 husbands participating in the comparison
group, 19 (or 95%) completed the posttest survey and 18 (or 90%) completed the follow-up
survey. Both of these potential sources of selectivity biases were addressed using a
Heckman two-step procedure (Heckman, 1976, 1979). This approach involves regressing
either (1) intervention group or (2) attrition status on participant background characteris-
tics in the first step using a probit regression model. Intervention status was also included
as a predictor when examining attrition as the dependent measure. The second step
involves producing predicted scores, where these scores are transformed to an inverse
Mill’s ratio (IMR), and the IMR is included as a predictor in all inferential analyses.

Prior to performing the first step probit models, missing background characteristic data
were imputed using the Expectation Maximization algorithm (Dempster, Laird, & Rubin,
1977), as implemented in PASW 18.0. Due to the necessity of eliminating any case with
any missing background characteristic, we felt that imputation posed fewer inferential
risks than eliminating entire cases, as less than 4% of observations were missing for any
variable. It is important to note that data imputation was not used for our dependent
measures of interest. Our selectivity bias analyses were conducted separately for the two
sample subsets, where we examined attrition and assignment biases in the intervention
versus comparison sample subset and only attrition biases in the couples sample subset.

Examining selectivity biases in the intervention comparison sample subset, there was
evidence to suggest that participants in the comparison group were likely to be slightly
older, z = �2.35, p = .02; however, the overall model did not significantly predict assign-
ment to condition, v2(126) = 127.58, p = .44. There were no significant predictors of attri-
tion for this sample subset, and the overall model was not significant, v2(125) = 133.58,
p = .28. Examining selectivity biases due to attrition in our couple sample subset, His-
panic participants, z = 2.08, p = .04, and those who lived with their partner, z = 2.18,
p = .03, were more likely to drop out of the study; however, the overall model did not pre-
dict attrition, v2(602) = 636.44, p = .16. On the basis of these results, we created an IMR
representing biases due to assignment for the intervention comparison sample subset and
an IMR representing biases due to attrition in the couple sample subset.

Measures

Questionnaire

Clients completed a questionnaire at each of the three waves of the study that included
71 items inquiring about various relationship skills using a 1 (strongly disagree) to 5
(strongly agree) Likert scale. Some of the relationship skill items, developed by McGuire
and Associates, were adapted from scales by Olson and colleagues (Barnes & Olson, 2003;
Olson, 2006; Olson, Fournier, & Druckman, 1986; Olson & Schaefer, 2000) to more closely
align with the content and principles of CLFC. Scale scores were calculated by taking the
average of responses to items comprising each scale. The nine scales measured in the data
with example item content were as follows:
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● Communication Skills (a = .80, n items = 8). Example item: I am able to express my
true feelings to those whom I trust.

● Conflict Resolution Skills (a = .53, n items = 6). Example item: Even when in a conflict
with someone I trust, I can respectfully share my thoughts and feelings.

● Intra-Personal Skills (a = .65, n items = 9). Example item: I am honest with myself
about what I feel and need.

● Emotional Awareness (a = .77, n items = 9). Example item: Those I trust can really
understand my hurts and joys.

● Emotional Expression (a = .81, n items = 9). Example item: I often let others know what
I am feeling.

● Inter-Personal Skills (a = .81, n items = 8). Example item: I’m open and honest with
what I say to those I trust.

● Relationship Management Skills (a = .66, n items = 8). Example item: I know I can
count on some of the people in my life.

● Relationship Satisfaction (a = .89, n items = 7). Example item: I am happy with how
conflict is resolved in my relationships.

● Relationship Commitment (a = .79, n items = 7). Example item: I trust my partner
enough to stay with them.

Alphas were acceptable for all of the scales, except for the Conflict Resolution Skills scale.
The alpha for the Conflict Resolution Skills scale was not easily remedied, as it was not
substantially improved by dropping a small number of items. As such, findings for the
Conflict Resolution Skills scale should be interpreted with caution.

Preliminary examination of the data indicated that these nine relationship skills were
highly correlated at each wave. We performed a principal component at each wave to
determine whether all of these relationship skills loaded on a single relationship skills
component. This was indeed the case, as all loadings on the first principal component were
greater than .60 at each time period. Furthermore, alphas were high at pretest (.88), post-
test (.92), and follow-up (.93) for this aggregate scale. As such, we created a relationship
skills aggregate, which serves as a summary measure for all of the relationship skills
examined.

Procedure

No studies have directly examined the deficits in relationship skills among reentry pop-
ulations to our knowledge. Toward this end, an informal needs assessment prior to the
implementation of the program was conducted to guide program adaptations. The needs
assessment was conducted via focus groups with key informants, such as Department of
Corrections’ personnel, probation/parole officers, and social service clinicians, as well as
members of the reentry population. Although this only serves as preliminary and unvali-
dated evidence, it was noted in these groups that reentry populations tend to struggle in
most of their relationships (e.g., parents, siblings, spouses, relationship partners, children,
employers). Common themes were that reentry populations experience problems with
delayed gratification, impulse control, traumatic stress, and low self-awareness. Further-
more, as is well known, these problems are likely compounded by frequent substance abuse
or dependency in prison populations (Winterfield & Castro, 2005). Although not estab-
lished through a quantitative empirical study for this population, marital distress likely
occurs through common mechanisms, such as communication problems, poor conflict reso-
lution, inter-personal skill deficits, and relationship management skill deficits.

The southern state of Kentucky, where this study was conducted, has seen vast growth
in prison populations in the past decade, where the prison population has more than
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doubled in size (2.6 times larger: Pew Center on the States, 2009, 2010). These problems
are compounded by 38% of these inmates being drug offenders, as substance abuse
problems are often associated with marital distress (Whishman, 1999). A large proportion
of this population in the Jefferson County metropolitan area (where the city of Louisville
is located) indicates that they are married or that they were previously married (and
currently divorced) after release from prison (39%; Allen, Nicholson, Kruzich, & Hardison,
2005).

Due to the large number of married inmates reentering the local community and our
mandate to serve a large proportion of this population, a comparison group was not readily
available; however, another initiative with a comparison group of reentry men was being
conducted within the same time frame. These men only participated in other programs
typically required upon prison release (i.e., treatment as usual). The services to which
these comparison men were exposed depended on their needs, but the services typically
received by this population are exposure to parole staff (i.e., officers and social service
staff) and after-care programming, such as residential reentry centers, training and job
assistance, substance abuse treatment, and group-based substance abuse support (e.g.,
Alcoholics/Narcotics Anonymous). Although this comparison group serves as a sample of
convenience, it does allow us to conduct a more meaningful and rigorous analysis of the
data.

Participants in both groups were recruited through the use of brochures in locations
that would be seen by reentry populations and referrals (e.g., friends or family aware of
the program). The brochures recruiting intervention participants highlighted that the
program was a relationship skills training/education for couples, where one couple
member was recently released from prison. The brochures recruiting the comparison
group focused on relationship skills training/education for fathers. The 20 married fathers
examined as a comparison group in this study were those who were randomly assigned to
the comparison group for the purposes of another study (McKiernan, Shamblen, Collins,
Strader, & Kokoski, in press).

The CLFCMEP was offered in a weekend retreat format (two 8-hour sessions) or a
10-session format (2 hours per session) to which participants were assigned nonrandomly,
based on their availability. Although this does introduce variability into the intervention
being administered, this was necessary to accommodate the schedules of the target popu-
lation. Twelve guided exercises were employed to strengthen marriage through learning
open, nondefensive communication skills. The specific topical content and lessons of the
CLFCMEP intervention were as follows: (1) job descriptions of parents and children in
families; (2) a shared vision for a happy marriage; (3) roles in a marriage and raising
children based on family experiences; (4) expressing and validating emotions and discuss
differing beliefs; (6) learning to appreciate a partner’s strengths and weaknesses; (6) how
your past family experiences may impact your current relationships; (7) how to listen and
respond to your partner; (8) recognizing defenses in relationships; (9) recognizing your
and your partner’s needs; (10) listening and validation skills; (11) practicing skills and
conflict management; and (12) rediscovering romance. These skills are gained through the
couple developing a shared vision, understanding positive and negative traits, personal
and others’ past wounds and needs, active listening, expectations, compassion, romance,
and learning to “fight fairly” by employing conflict resolution skills including mutual
validation and respect. The group setting allowed for couples to learn from others by shar-
ing hope and practice skills in a safe environment. Two trainers (typically one male and
one female) led all sessions. All trainers were certified prevention specialists and certified
in CLFC (the latter certification requires completion of a 5-day, 40-hour training).

The survey used to collect data for this report was administered to all participants at
pretest (i.e., prior to any intervention activities), posttest, and 3-month follow-up. Pretest
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and posttest surveys were administered by program staff using a set of standard survey
protocols. Informed consent was obtained from all participants before completing the
survey. All participants were informed that their participation in the survey was
voluntary and their decision to not complete the survey would not affect their participa-
tion in the program. Participants were also informed that their responses were confiden-
tial and would not be shared, except in aggregate form for reporting purposes. Full
proctoring (i.e., staff reading the survey to participants) was offered to those participants
who had difficulty reading, but this was used by less than 3% of participants. Completed
surveys were placed in a sealed envelope and sent to the evaluator for data entry and anal-
ysis. Follow-up surveys were largely collected through surveys mailed to participants.
CLFCMEP participants were offered a $50 gift card as an incentive for completion of both
the posttest and follow-up surveys.

Analysis

All analyses performed were concerned with whether there were changes over time
among those who participated in the intervention group. A convenience sample of compa-
rable husbands being released from prison allowed us to examine this change for male
intervention participants to male comparison participants. Thus, the former design
reflects a purely correlational research design and the latter design reflects a quasi-experi-
mental (and correlational) research design.

Hierarchical Linear Modeling (HLM) was conducted to address multiple observations
being nested within each participant (i.e., multiple wave repeated observations) for all
analyses and this approach is more consistent with an intent-to-treat approach
(Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002). All models were posed as random intercept models, which
assume that variability may arise among individuals due to nesting. Analyses for couples
examined both husbands and wives in the same equation using the form suggested by
Raudenbush and his colleagues (Raudenbush, Brennan, & Barnett, 1995). These analyses
included separate slopes and intercepts for husbands and wives in the same equation.
Both linear and quadratic contrasts were included in our models, as linear 9 intervention
interactions represent sustained intervention effects, and quadratic 9 intervention
interactions represent immediate intervention effects that decayed over time. Stated
differently, the latter quadratic effect tests whether initial gains due to the intervention
are lost.

In our model examining differential change for intervention men and comparison men
(hypothesis 1), at level one (i.e., the repeated observation level), all outcomes were seen as
being predicted by orthogonally coded linear (�1, 0, 1) and quadratic contrasts (1, �2, 1;
i.e., “u”-shaped) time contrasts:

Outcome ¼ p0 þ p1ðLinearÞ þ p2ðQuadraticÞ

At level two (i.e., the individual level), the level one intercept was seen as being pre-
dicted by a coded contrast (�1 vs. 1) representing the intervention group, our correction
for selectivity due to assignment, and our estimate of random variability:

p0 ¼ b00 þ b01ðInterventionÞ þ b02ðSelection IMRÞ þ r0

The remaining level two equations represented the cross-level interactions between
time and intervention group:

p1 ¼ b10 þ b11ðInterventionÞ
p2 ¼ b20 þ b21ðInterventionÞ
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In our models examining change only for intervention group couples (hypothesis 2), at
level one (i.e., the repeated observation level), all outcomes were seen as being predicted
by orthogonally coded linear (�1, 0, 1) and quadratic contrasts (1, �2, 1; i.e., “u”-shaped)
time contrasts for husbands and wives separately:

Outcome ¼ p0ðHusband ConstantÞ þ p1ðWife ConstantÞ þ p2ðHusband LinearÞ
þ p3ðWife LinearÞ þ p4ðHusband QuadraticÞ þ p5ðWife QuadraticÞ

At level two (i.e., the individual level), the level one intercepts were seen as being pre-
dicted by our correction for selectivity due to attrition and our estimates of random vari-
ability:

p0 ¼ b00 þ b01ðSelection IMRÞ þ r0

p0 ¼ b10 þ b11ðSelection IMRÞ þ r1

The remainder of the level two equations simply represented an intercept with no pre-
dictors:

p ¼ b

We also performed a series of models that were nearly identical to the prior model; how-
ever, we also explored whether attending the weekend retreat implementation moderated
intervention effects (hypothesis 3). More specifically, at level two, we included a predictor for
husbands and wives representing whether they attended the weekend retreat (�1 =
attended 10 week sessions [ncouples = 93] or 1 = attended weekend retreat [ncouples = 51]):

p0 ¼ b00 þ b01ðSelection IMRÞ þ b02ðretreatÞ þ r0

p1 ¼ b10 þ b11ðSelection IMRÞ þ b12ðretreatÞ þ r1

We also entered the cross-level interactions for husband and wife linear and quadratic
effects, which represent whether there were differential changes over time for husbands
and wives who attended the 10-week sessions or the weekend retreat:

p2 ¼ b20 þ b21ðretreatÞ
p3 ¼ b30 þ b31ðretreatÞ
p4 ¼ b40 þ b41ðretreatÞ
p5 ¼ b50 þ b51ðretreatÞ

All models were run using SPSS 18.0.

RESULTS

Changes in Relationship Skills for Men Exposed and Not Exposed to the
Intervention

Hypothesis one predicted that we would see more positive relationship skill change for
husbands in the intervention group relative to husbands in the comparison group. We first
examined the pattern of means for relationship skills by condition and wave, which
appears in Table 2. As can be seen in the table, the pattern of changes in means by condi-
tion for most scales is similar. The contrast of changes in the intervention and comparison
groups appears in Table 3. Statistically significant effects of particular interest appear in
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columns five and six (i.e., Intervention 9 Linear and Intervention 9 Quadratic) of
Table 3. The findings for the individual scales and the aggregate relationship skills scale
appear in both tables. Findings were in the same direction for all scales; however, the
Intervention 9 Linear and Intervention 9 Quadratic interactions failed to reach a
conventional level of significance for some of the scales. Specifically, the changes in the
intervention group were more positive than those in the comparison group only for
communication skills, conflict resolution skills, emotional awareness (marginal), and
inter-personal skills. Relationships commitment exhibited an initial increase that was
larger in the intervention group relative to the comparison group, but this effect decayed
over time. As suggested by the significant effect for our aggregate relationship skills scale,
and as can be seen in Figure 1, the general pattern of results suggested that relationship
skills remained relatively constant for the comparison group; however, relationship skills
improved for the intervention group. More specifically, relationship skills exhibited a large
increase between pre and posttest for the intervention group and the level of relationship
skills remained high and increased slightly between post-test and follow-up for the
intervention group.

Change Over Time in Relationship Skills for CLFCMEP Husbands and Wives

Hypothesis two predicted that there would be positive relationship skill change for both
husbands and wives (i.e., couple members) exposed to CLFCMEP. For these analyses, we
first examined the pattern of means for relationship skills by spouse gender and wave,
which appears in Table 4. The examination of changes over time for husbands and wives
appears in Table 5. Statistically significant effects of particular interest appear in
columns two and three for wives and seven and eight for husbands (i.e., Interven-
tion 9 Linear and Intervention 9 Quadratic) of Table 5. The pattern of findings for the
aggregate relationship skills scale and the pattern of changes over time for each individual
scale (except for relationship commitment), as well as statistical significance decisions,
were similar, so we only interpreted the Relationship Skills aggregate here in the interest
of brevity. As can be seen in Figure 2, results suggested that the pattern of changes in
relationship skills was nearly identical for husbands and wives. Also, relationship skills
exhibited a large increase between pre and posttest and these skills remained high and
increased slightly between posttest and follow-up.

TABLE 2

Intervention and Comparison Unadjusted Cell Means for Study Outcomes

N

Intervention Comparison

Pre Post Follow-up Pre Post Follow-up
115 98 96 20 19 18

Communication skills 3.84 4.07 4.13 4.00 4.11 3.95
Conflict resolution skills 2.99 3.19 3.31 2.95 2.96 2.96
Intra-personal skills 3.23 3.40 3.41 3.18 3.28 3.20
Emotional awareness 3.42 3.62 3.70 3.50 3.64 3.54
Emotional expression 3.65 3.87 3.98 3.69 3.71 3.78
Inter-personal skills 3.54 3.82 3.87 3.66 3.66 3.66
Relationship management skills 3.65 3.82 3.82 3.61 3.56 3.60
Relationship satisfaction 3.50 3.92 3.91 3.43 3.51 3.67
Relationship commitment 4.27 4.39 4.35 4.32 4.14 4.31
Relationship skills (avg. of 9 prior skills) 3.57 3.79 3.83 3.59 3.62 3.63
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Change Over Time in Relationship Skills by CLFCMEP Implementation Type

Hypothesis three predicted that there would be no difference in positive relationship
skill outcomes as a result of program implementation type. Again, we first explored the
scale means for husbands and wives separately for those who attended the 10-week ses-
sion implementation and those who attended the weekend retreat implementation, which
appears in Table 6. The examination of differential change over time as a result of imple-
mentation type appears in Table 7. Statistically significant effects of particular interest
appear in columns five and six (i.e., Retreat 9 Linear and Retreat 9 Quadratic) of
Table 7, as a significant difference suggests differential change over time as a result of
program implementation type. There was no evidence to suggest an effect of program

1.00

1.50

2.00

2.50

3.00

3.50

4.00

Pre Post Follow-Up

A
ve

ra
ge

 S
ca

le
 S

co
re

 (1
-5

)

Interven on

Comparison

FIGURE 1. Average relationship skills as a function of intervention group and time.

TABLE 4

Couple Unadjusted Cell Means for Study Outcomes

N

Wives Husbands

Pre Post Follow-up Pre Post Follow-up
115 95 94 115 98 96

Communication skills 3.73 4.08 4.10 3.84 4.07 4.13
Conflict resolution skills 3.08 3.30 3.38 2.99 3.19 3.31
Intra-personal skills 3.27 3.45 3.48 3.23 3.40 3.41
Emotional awareness 3.44 3.66 3.77 3.42 3.62 3.70
Emotional expression 3.63 3.97 4.02 3.65 3.87 3.98
Inter-personal skills 3.54 3.86 3.94 3.54 3.82 3.87
Relationship management skills 3.69 3.94 3.94 3.65 3.82 3.82
Relationship satisfaction 3.34 3.83 3.86 3.50 3.92 3.91
Relationship commitment 4.32 4.41 4.43 4.27 4.39 4.35
Relationship skills (avg. of 9 prior skills) 3.56 3.83 3.88 3.57 3.79 3.83
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FIGURE 2. Couple average relationship skills as a function of gender and time.

TABLE 6

Couple Unadjusted Cell Means for Study Outcomes by Intervention Type and Retreat Attendance

N

Wives Husbands

Pre Post Follow-up Pre Post Follow-up

10-Week Session Souples

72 56 55 72 58 57

Communication skills 3.69 4.12 4.11 3.86 4.12 4.16
Conflict resolution skills 3.09 3.35 3.34 3.01 3.16 3.25
Intra-personal skills 3.22 3.47 3.45 3.28 3.45 3.44
Emotional awareness 3.35 3.69 3.75 3.41 3.66 3.72
Emotional expression 3.57 4.01 4.00 3.65 3.89 3.98
Inter-personal skills 3.52 3.87 3.98 3.56 3.86 3.91
Relationship management skills 3.66 3.94 3.95 3.66 3.83 3.82
Relationship satisfaction 3.32 3.84 3.83 3.49 3.90 3.88
Relationship commitment 4.28 4.39 4.43 4.26 4.41 4.35
Relationship skills (avg. of 9 prior skills) 3.52 3.85 3.87 3.58 3.81 3.84

N Weekend retreat couples

43 39 39 43 40 39
Communication skills 3.80 4.03 4.09 3.82 4.01 4.07
Conflict resolution skills 3.06 3.22 3.44 2.96 3.22 3.40
Intra-personal skills 3.36 3.42 3.52 3.14 3.33 3.36
Emotional awareness 3.58 3.62 3.81 3.44 3.56 3.67
Emotional expression 3.73 3.91 4.05 3.65 3.84 3.96
Inter-personal skills 3.58 3.84 3.89 3.51 3.77 3.80
Relationship management skills 3.75 3.93 3.92 3.64 3.81 3.81
Relationship satisfaction 3.38 3.82 3.89 3.53 3.94 3.96
Relationship Commitment 4.37 4.45 4.45 4.28 4.35 4.34
Relationship skills (avg. of 9 prior skills) 3.62 3.81 3.90 3.55 3.76 3.82
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implementation type on differential change over time for husbands, but there were two
significant quadratic interactions for wives suggesting differential change for emotional
awareness and emotional expression. An examination of the pattern of means is displayed
in Table 6 and is graphically depicted in Figure 3 for emotional awareness, which was the
stronger of the two effects. These findings suggest that whereas wives participating in the
10-week session format have a larger and more immediate increase in emotional aware-
ness and expression by posttest that then remains constant until follow-up, the wives
participating in the weekend retreat format have a more gradual straight-line increase in
emotional awareness and expression. Thus, this suggests that time may be required for
wives to actually enact the learned material in their relationships, which does not occur
immediately for those in the more intensive weekend retreat format. Nevertheless, these
differences do not appear consequential, as wives in either implementation format are
nearly indistinguishable by follow-up.

DISCUSSION

This study used correlational designs to examine whether an implementation of CLFC
promoting healthy marriages (1) produced better outcomes in men exposed to the program
relative to those not so exposed, and (2) produced positive changes in both husbands and
wives exposed to the program. The results of the analyses produced small-to-medium sized
effects suggesting that the program: (a) improved the relationship skills of husbands
exposed relative to a sample of men not so exposed; (b) improved the relationship skills of
both husbands and wives; and (c) created improvements in relationship skills that
persisted at follow-up. Furthermore, the program offers two implementation options that
appear to produce equivalent outcomes. As such, the program can be implemented in a
2-day format for this hard to reach population.

A key difference between implementing the CLFCMEP and the implementations of the
REP (Accordino & Guerney, 1998) and PREP Inside and Out (Einhorn et al., 2008)
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FIGURE 3. Wife emotional awareness as a function of retreat attendance and time.
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discussed previously is that the latter programs were implemented while the participants
were still incarcerated, whereas the CLFCMEP was implemented after participants were
released from prison. Both implementation modes have their unique benefits and
challenges. Implementing programs in the prisons confers the benefit of dosage being high
for program implementation; however, as was observed in the PREP Inside and Out
(Einhorn et al., 2008) implementation, attrition was extremely high due to transfers to
different facilities and releases and there is likely less control over who is chosen as the
trainers for the program (e.g., prison staff and chaplains were used as trainers).

Implementing programs after release, like the CLFCMEP, presents the challenges of
keeping dosage high and obtaining data from participants to assess their long-term
outcomes; however, it offers the benefits of lower study attrition and skills being taught
more proximally to when learned skills can be enacted. We feel these challenges were
dealt with effectively in the CLFCMEP, as 77% of the initial participants were exposed to
the intervention (i.e., at least 16 hours of the program) and we obtained data from 76% of
participants at 3-month follow-up, respectively. These challenges were dealt with
effectively through attempts to make the program maximally convenient (e.g., offering a
weekend retreat format) for this difficult to reach population with multiple demands for
their time and by the use of highly skilled trainers.

The necessary data were not reported to compare the results of our program to the REP
(Accordino & Guerney, 1998); however, we can assess the degree to with which our
program is comparable to PREP Inside and Out (Einhorn et al., 2008). Both programs
targeted a very similar set of outcomes and the curricula attempt to impart similar skill
sets, despite the PREP (Markman, Stanley et al., 2010) having a more inter-personal
communication theoretical focus and the CLFCMEP having a focus on connectedness to
the community and family. The CLFCMEP and PREP Inside and Out (Einhorn et al.,
2008) were both found to improve relationship satisfaction, commitment, communication,
conflict resolution, and friendship/emotional expression. The only differences in outcomes
between the two programs were likely a function of the measures used in each study,
where the CLFCMEP also found improvements in intra-personal skills and the PREP
Inside and Out (Einhorn et al., 2008) also found decreases in loneliness. Nevertheless, as
a major goal of the CLFCMEP is to foster a sense of inclusion and community connected-
ness, we suspect that feelings of loneliness would have improved if they were measured.

One benefit of the CLFCMEP and the CLFC model more generally is that there is a
focus on the broader social context of families, as opposed to only marriages. Future
research must determine whether there is a positive impact on children as a result of
parent participation in CLFCMEP. We suspect there may be, as there is an abundance of
research supporting the idea that when parents are not in high-conflict relationships,
children often perform better socially and emotionally (e.g., Amato & Booth, 1997; Cowan,
Cowan, Pruett, Pruett, & Wong, 2009; Cummings & Davies, 2002; Katz & Gottman, 1993).
The couples who participated in CLFCMEP were provided with the opportunity to reduce
conflict in their relationship, increase their commitment to one another, and reestablish
(or establish for the first time) trust with one another. This likely creates an environment
for their children to feel safer and more secure. In addition, benefits are conferred upon
the nonreentry partner through participation in the program.

The findings reported here come from correlational research with an extremely small
comparison group, so they must be interpreted with caution. More specifically, differences
between husbands exposed to CLFC and a similar sample of men not so exposed may be
an artifact of the comparison group representing a nonrandomly assigned convenience
sample, which was small in size. Firm conclusions about the effects of CLFCMEP on
marital outcomes await further replications with a randomized controlled trial. Neverthe-
less, it should be noted that similar findings emerged when using the CLFC intervention
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to improve fatherhood/family skills among a sample more closely approximating random
assignment to condition (McKiernan et al., in press). Furthermore, although there was no
comparison group sample of wives, we suspect that we would find similar positive findings
if we had such a sample, as wives participating in the CLFCMEP program had a trajectory
of increasing relationship skills that was nearly identical to the trajectory of their hus-
bands. Although the program appears to offer two implementation options with equivalent
outcomes, it should be noted that our small sample size and nonrandom assignment to
implementation necessitate replicating these results in a sample where the possibility of
refuting the null hypothesis is more likely. Future studies should also examine recidivism
as an outcome from these programs, as evidence from a study examining a similar inter-
vention to improve fatherhood/family skills clearly suggested that the likelihood of recidi-
vism was reduced as a result of program exposure (McKiernan et al., in press). Most
importantly, the operationalization and measurement of connectedness is needed to
further explicate the mechanisms by which the CLFCMEP program works in future
studies.

This study suggests that the CLFCMEP had a robust positive effect on relationship
communication skills, investment in the relationship (i.e., satisfaction and commitment),
and social support. These findings replicate similar, recent findings for more general
implementation of the CLFC program with fathers (McKiernan et al., in press). The
CLFCMEP program also produced marital outcomes similar to the PREP Inside and Out
(Einhorn et al., 2008) program when implemented with inmates. A key difference between
the CLFCMEP and other program offerings is that the CLFCMEP is designed to be imple-
mented upon reentry, which is more proximal to when learned relationship skills can
actually be enacted. Possibly, the most important difference is that CLFCMEP has a more
global focus on feeling connected to the community, family, and the marriage, as opposed
to a more specific focus on the marriage. This is particularly relevant for the outcomes of
reentry populations, as these populations will often return to their prior patterns of anti-
social behavior without a change in their broader social context.
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