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ABSTRACT 

The purposes of this parallel convergent parallel mixed methods study were to (a) 

explore the changes in relationship satisfaction for couples participating in the Real 

Intimacy and Growth Skills (RINGS) Experience; and (b) to explore the individual 

experiences of the participants in this relationship education program related to how 

and why their level of relationship education has changed as a result of participating 

in the program.  For this study, fifteen couples were selected at random to participate 

in the RINGS Experience.  Collection of the quantitative data was done using the 

Couples Satisfaction Index 32-question instrument as a pre-test and post-test.  A 

paired t-test was performed to evaluate changes in relationship satisfaction from the 

pre-test to the post-test.  Semi-structured interviews with four couples were conducted 

to obtain their opinions, perceptions, and feelings about the RINGS Experience.  The 

results of this study suggest that relationship satisfaction changes from before 

participating in the RINGS Experience to after the program was completed.   
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

One of the primary life goals of most individuals is to love and be loved in an 

intimate relationship (Roberts & Robins, 2000).  Relationship satisfaction is one of the 

most influential variables studied in romantic relationships.  Self-reported relationship 

satisfaction is essential to understand the physical, mental, and emotional health of the 

couple (Graham, Diebels, & Barnow, 2011).  There is a need to look at intimate 

relationships and the distress that results from the difficulties with relationship 

satisfaction in married couples and individuals in long-term intimate relationships (Foran, 

Whisman, & Beach, 2015).  Married couples are less stressed and overall happier than 

their unmarried counterparts are.  Although marriage does not always translate into the 

benefits mentioned, the quality of the satisfaction found in the relationship is the essential 

factor in deriving the happy and healthy benefits of the relationship.  In this study, the 

terms relationship satisfaction and marital satisfaction are synonymous.  Relationship 

refers to an intimate involvement between two individuals in either marriage or 

cohabitation.  A relationship for purposes of this study included premarital couples.   

In the Garden of Eden, God saw that Adam was lonely and needed a suitable 

companion, so God created Eve to be Adam's helper and companion.  Marriage began 

with Adam and Eve, and so began intimate human relationships (Gen 2:18-24, New 

American Standard, 1995).  With more countries accepting non-heterosexual unions, the 

definition of a couple has changed.  With the legalization of same-sex marriage in the 

United States, the biblical idea of marriage has been challenged (Obergefell et al. v. 

Hodges, Director, Ohio Department of Health et al., 2015).  Nissley and Nissley (2011) 

did not design the Real Intimacy and Growth Skills (RINGS) program for use with same-
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sex relationships.  This researcher only studied heterosexual premarital, cohabitating, and 

married couples.  In the past, most of the research regarding long-term couples focused 

on the traditional heterosexual couple.  Another form of relationship that has evolved is a 

committed couple, which includes a friend or relative who lives with the couple and has 

influence over them.  This form of relationship has the potential to undermine the 

traditional couple’s relationship satisfaction (Gabb & Singh, 2015).   

Bowling, Hill, and Jencius (2005) defined relationship satisfaction as the 

perceived level of functionality within the relationship.  Ebrahimi and Kimiaei (2014) 

wrote, “The family relationship is the most important factor for enhancing marital 

satisfaction; in fact, a balanced and successful family is dependent on it” (p. 452).  

Researchers and therapists use relationship satisfaction as a measure of the stability of the 

relationship and the amount of happiness the individuals are experiencing.  Several 

factors both internal and external affect the level of satisfaction within the relationship.  

Demographic factors outside of the relationship, such as work and stress from external 

influences such as parents and friends affect the individual’s level of satisfaction 

(Ebrahimi & Kimiaei, 2014).   

Each person in a couple may perceive his or her level of satisfaction differently.  

If the difference between the partners’ perceived level of satisfaction within the 

relationship is too significant, there is likely to be dysfunction in the relationship.  

Dysfunction within the relationship often results in the dissolution of the relationship 

(Ebrahimi & Kimiaei, 2014; Rosowsky, King, Coolidge, Rhoades, & Segal, 2012).  The 

RINGS Experience is an educational program for couples entering into or involved in a 

relationship; it teaches participants to set useful goals and to learn skills necessary to 
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form loving, lasting, and committed relationships.  A central goal of the RINGS 

Experience is to increase relationship satisfaction with an eye towards reducing the 

occurrences of divorce or dissolution. 

For couples married less than ten years, the lower the level of marital satisfaction 

the higher the chance of divorce.  If a couple’s social network or family has experienced 

a high level of divorce, the likelihood they would be willing to divorce is higher than that 

of a couple from a social network where divorce is considered taboo (Amato, 2010; 

Cohn, 2010; McDermott, Fowler, & Christakis, 2009).  In the United States, the divorce 

rate is alarmingly high at 44.8%, which means almost half of all first marriages have the 

potential of ending in divorce (Amato, 2010; Cohn, 2010; United States Department of 

Labor [USDL], 2013).  The “lifetime risk of divorce from the first marriage” is 45% for 

men and 46% for women (Cohn, 2010, para. 5).  Counselors, therapists, pastors, and 

other concerned individuals have looked for ways to improve marital satisfaction to 

reduce the divorce rate. 

Individuals with a higher level of education are more likely to remain in the 

relationship.  Physical age at the time of the first marriage is also a factor in the 

likelihood of relationship dissolution (Cohn, 2010).  The more educated in relationship 

skills a couple is, the higher the likelihood they will be able to work out their problems 

and increase the level of satisfaction in their relationship (Nissley & Nissley, 2011).  

Some scholars have considered relationship education as the most effective and efficient 

method to help a couple improve their level of relationship satisfaction (Hawkins, 

Blanchard, Baldwin, & Fawcett, 2008; Hawkins, Carroll, Doherty, & Willoughby, 2004).  

Next, we look at the background on which this researcher based the need for this study.  
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Problem Background 

“A successful marriage requires falling in love many times, always with the same 

person” (McLaughlin, 1964, p. 119).  When an individual is more attentive to his or her 

partner’s relational needs, the greater the relational outcomes, resulting in improved 

relationship satisfaction, higher levels of communications, more profound commitment, 

and a closer and more secure attachment to each other.  Vanhee, Lemmens, and 

Verhofstadt (2016) wrote that interventions used with couples should focus on 

relationship satisfaction, how to reinforce and improve satisfaction, as well as reducing 

relationship frustration.  Relationship frustration is not the converse of relationship 

satisfaction.  Understanding frustration in the relationship is necessary when identifying 

reasons for the difficulties within the relationship.  In the professional literature, little 

exists regarding relationship frustration.   

Relationship satisfaction is the degree to which the individual is pleased with the 

functionality of his or her relationship.  Relationship frustration is not the opposite of 

relationship satisfaction (Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013); relationship frustration is the 

actions of one partner undermining the needs of the other partner or not passively 

satisfying his or her own relationship needs.  For this study, the researcher specifically 

looked at the concept of relationship satisfaction, not frustration.  In the interviews, 

participants disclosed information about relationship frustration.  Satisfaction and 

frustration in relationships are two separate concepts rather than opposite ends of the 

relationship spectrum.  Empirical evidence supports the idea of the relationship between 

need satisfaction and relationship satisfaction, while conceptually there is a distinction 

between satisfaction and frustration within a relationship (Vanhee et al., 2016). 
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Communications, caring, attachment, social support, and intimacy are necessary 

for creating a higher level of relationship satisfaction (Bar-Kalifa, Hen-Weissberg, & 

Rafaeli, 2015).  When couples do not have a high level of relationship satisfaction, the 

risk of dissolution is higher.  Couples that score less than 104.5 on the Couples 

Satisfaction Index (CSI-32) are in distress, and without some form of intervention, their 

relationship is at an increased risk of dissolution (Funk & Rogge, 2007).  Marital or 

relationship education programs are designed to improve relationship satisfaction with a 

goal of reducing the number of marriages or relationships that end in dissolution (Nissley 

& Nissley, 2011). 

Bramlett and Mosher (2002) found that the probability of a first marriage ending 

in divorce after ten years of marriage for all races was 43% for couples whose family is 

not intact and 29% for couples that come from an intact family.  Age appears to be a 

factor in the probability a first marriage ending in divorce; 48% of all first marriages that 

begin under 18 years of age may end in divorce, compared to 24% for marriages that 

begin after the individuals turn 25 years old (Bramlett & Mosher, 2002).  Aughinbaugh, 

Robles, and Sun (2013) wrote, “Approximately 42 percent of marriages that took place 

between ages 15 and 46 ended in divorce by age 46” (p. 1).  Race and lack of education 

also lead to a higher risk of divorce (Aughinbaugh, et al., 2013).  In the United States, not 

all marital dissolutions end with a formal divorce, which accounts for an additional 6% of 

marital dissolutions (Schoen & Canudas-Romo, 2006). 

Married individuals appear to be healthier physically and mentally than their 

unmarried counterparts.  However, this does not necessarily translate into a higher level 

of marital satisfaction (Bramlett & Mosher, 2002).  A study by Rosowsky et al. (2012) 
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found that many long-term couples with a high level of relationship satisfaction could 

embrace their differences while finding the similarities they have in personality and 

beliefs.  In older couples, there appeared to be some indication that the male’s dominant 

personality traits affected marital satisfaction more than the woman’s personality traits.  

For women, relationship satisfaction was higher in long-term relationships where the 

partner made the woman feel wanted and valued, while the male took a strong leadership 

role but did not exhibit a controlling attitude (Rosowsky et al., 2012).  Per Bramlett and 

Mosher (2002) and Rosowsky et al. (2012), men are happier and healthier both physically 

and mentally when they are involved in a long-term loving relationship. 

To reduce the level of marital dissolution, educational interventions for couples 

have become a popular method of therapy.  Rogge, Cobb, Lawrence, Johnson, and 

Bradbury (2013) found that there is some hesitancy on the part of therapists to use these 

educational interventions due to a lack of “supportive evidence from experiments with 

longer-term follow-up assessments” (p. 957).  Rogge et al. (2013) found that while these 

programs were beneficial and the percentage of couples that did dissolve their 

relationship was less than half of those that did not receive an intervention, the data did 

not support the stated goals of the CARE or PREP programs. 

Pastoral counselors work with couples to improve marital satisfaction by 

recommending participation in an intensive relationship education program.  These 

relationship education programs are designed to enhance marital or relationship 

satisfaction.  The goal is met through training in necessary relationship skills such as 

communications, conflict resolution, caring behaviors, and fair fighting (Day & Acock, 
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2013; Nissley & Nissley, 2011; Ripley & Worthington, 2014; University of Florida 

Counseling & Wellness Center [UF|CWC], n.d.).    

Cobb and Sullivan (2015) discovered that many of the relationship education 

programs offered by local religious institutions, non-profit organizations, and 

governmental agencies had not been researched or evaluated for efficacy.  The level of 

relationship satisfaction for women correlates negatively with the non-researched 

relationship education program (Cobb & Sullivan, 2015).  The results Cobb and 

Sullivan’s (2015) study showed that more research was necessary and that programs put 

together without thorough research may have the opposite effect than those that are not.  

For example, Cobb and Sullivan (2015) found that the relationship satisfaction often 

decreased when the female subjects used a relationship education program that was not 

properly researched or tested for efficacy.  Programs that lack research and efficacy 

testing may be more harmful to the participant's relationship and level of satisfaction than 

not participating in any form of educational intervention at all (Cobb & Sullivan, 2015).  

Successful relationship training programs teach multiple skill sets in various 

methods so that people with different learning styles have an opportunity to engage in the 

exercises.  Motivating one’s partner and the other subjects to take part in the exercise is 

vital for success (Gardner, 2006; Hawkins et al., 2004).  Improved communication skills 

and conflict resolution skills aided in the reduction of stress and resulted in improved 

relationship satisfaction (Askari, Mohed Noah, Bt Hassan, & Bt Baba, 2012; Day & 

Acock, 2013; Leggett, Roberts-Pittman, Byczek, & Morse, 2012).  Some interventions 

may take several weeks or months to complete.  Based on the study by Balswick and 
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Balswick (2007), the more intense one-day programs are more effective in establishing 

long-term results. 

Nissley and Nissley (2013) wrote in the introduction to the participant’s manual 

that the RINGS Experience is a relationship education program that helps build stronger 

and lasting relationships.  The RINGS Experience is an education and skills building 

program, not a counseling program.  For a non-religious group, the RINGS Experience 

can be conducted using the standard written material.  For religious organizations, 

Nissley and Nissley (2013) created a guidebook for use with the workbook to make the 

program more biblically based.  What makes the RINGS Experience different from other 

relationship or marital education programs is that pre-marital couples, dating couples, 

cohabiting couples, and all levels of married couples can receive help.  Nissley and 

Nissley (2016) did not design the RINGS Experience for use with same-sex relationships.  

Some couples that are cohabiting may feel some discomfort in some of the modules 

because the RINGS Experience stresses the ideals of a traditional relationship between 

married or premarital couples.  The developers recommended conducting a one-day 

session, but other formats are acceptable (Nissley & Nissley, 2013). 

Balswick and Balswick (2007) concluded that a relationship education program 

conducted over a concentrated period is more effective than weekly one-hour sessions 

over an extended period.  The skills the couples learned during this concentrated period 

were honed and practiced under supervision to help the couple put the new skills into 

practice.  While these concentrated programs influenced relationship satisfaction, there is 

a need for follow-up programs that use the skills learned and reinforce them through 

group studies over a period of weeks after the program ends (Balswick & Balswick, 
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2007; Kalkan & Ersanli, 2008).  Relationship programs delivered in a lecture format have 

their place (Gardner, 2006). Some individuals are embarrassed to participate in role-

playing exercises during an experiential program and are likely to experience distress 

(Balswick & Balswick, 2007; Bowling et al., 2005; Gangamma, Bartle-Haring, & 

Glebova, 2012). 

Additional research in marital education is necessary related to skills training and 

the development of an experiential relationship training program conducted as a one-day 

intensive education program (Eggerichs, 2009).  Use of the single day format appeared to 

be more effective in gaining longer lasting results from the training (Balswick & 

Balswick, 2007).  While Nissley and Nissley (2013) agreed that the initial education 

program be conducted in a concentrated one-day session or two four and one-half-hour 

sessions, there is a need for follow-up to enhance the training.  Jakubowski, Milne, 

Brunner, and Miller (2004) suggested that when researching marital enrichment 

programs, researchers use standardized and tested survey instruments to improve the 

validity and reliability of the study.  Additionally, the use of more ethnically and 

socioeconomically diverse samples will also improve the quality of the studies and better 

inform the fields of psychology and counseling.   

Purpose of the Study 

The purposes of this convergent parallel mixed methods study (Creswell, 2015) 

were (1) to explore the changes in relationship satisfaction of couples after participating 

in the Real Intimacy and Growth Skills (RINGS) Experience in Central New Mexico, and 

(2) to explore the experiences of participants in the RINGS Experience regarding changes 

in their perceptions of relationship satisfaction.  In this mixed methods approach, this 
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researcher used a pre-test and a post-test survey for the quantitative data gathering.  The 

Couples Satisfaction Index 32 (CSI-32) was used for the pre-test and the post-test, which 

Funk and Rogge (2007) tested for validity and reliability.  This researcher conducted 

semi-structured interviews to gather the qualitative data after completing all five parts of 

the RINGS Experience.  Integration of the data was accomplished through a merging of 

the quantitative and qualitative data. 

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

To look at the individual experiences of the participants in the RINGS Experience 

to gain an understanding of why this program changed relationship satisfaction was the 

goal of this study.  This researcher compared the level of relationship satisfaction of the 

individuals before participation in the RINGS Experience to the level of relationship 

satisfaction after participation in the RINGS Experience.  The focus of this study was to 

determine what participants believed about relationship satisfaction and how these beliefs 

changed due to their participation in the RINGS Experience.  Nissley and Nissley (2016) 

initially developed the RINGS program as a marital education curriculum for traditional 

couples.  The developers of the program expanded it for use with premarital couples 

(Nissley & Nissley, 2011).  The RINGS Experience has been used with couples at all 

stages of relationship from cohabiting to long-term married with success.  The RINGS 

Experience curriculum “is clustered around five major topics: committing, connecting, 

cooperating, confronting and confiding” (Nissley & Nissley, 2011, p. 4).  A one-day 

RINGS Experience was conducted to teach relationship skills.  The research questions 

were based on a desire to find out if relationship satisfaction changed and why it changed. 
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Research Questions 

1. Does relationship satisfaction change from pre-test to post-test as the result of 

participating in the RINGS Experience? 

2. What are the experiences of participating in the RINGS Experience on 

individuals? 

Hypotheses 

H0: Participating in the RINGS Experience will not have an influence on 

relationship satisfaction. 

Ha: Participating in the RINGS Experience will improve relationship satisfaction.  

Research Design 

This researcher recruited subjects for this study from couples in central New 

Mexico.  The subjects completed pre-tests and post-tests about relationship satisfaction.  

IBM’s SPSS Statistics 25 software was used to analyze the results of the pre-tests and 

post-tests.  The statistical analysis consisted of a paired t-test to determine whether 

relationship satisfaction changed from before the RINGS Experience to after the program 

ended.  A sample of four couples from the 15 couples that took part in the RINGS 

Experience were chosen at random to take part in the semi-structured interviews.  

Interviews were conducted to provide data for the qualitative portion of the study, and to 

look at the subject’s opinions, beliefs, feelings, and experiences about the RINGS 

Experience.  The phenomenon this researcher was trying to identify was why the 

subjects’ perception of relationship satisfaction changed.  The databases were merged to 

provide the conclusions about relationship satisfaction changes and why it changed due to 

participation in the RINGS Experience. 
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Definitions 

Divorce Percentage by Cohort (DPC): The number of divorces over a specific period 

from the year of marriage through the time being examined divided by the 

number of marriages that took place in the year of marriage being examined.  The 

DPC is a more accurate predictive percentage than divorce rate or the simple 

divorce percentage (Bramlett & Mosher, 2002).  

Fair Fighting: A process for resolving conflict within a relationship without becoming 

adversarial and the resolution ends up being mutually beneficial (University of 

Florida Counseling & Wellness Center [UF|CWC], n.d.). 

Marital Dissolution: A formal legal divorce or legal separation formalized by a divorce.  

Alternatively, when a couple fails to operate as a couple without taking any legal 

action (Schoen & Canudas-Romo, 2006). 

Marital Enrichment: The improvement of the marital relationship using educational and 

skills training programs.  Enrichment is not adding something from the outside; 

instead, it is the building up of what already exists (Mace, 1977). 

Relationship Educational Encounter: Couples’ education conducted over a concentrated 

period such as eight hours in a single day or over a weekend.  Adapted from 

Eggerichs (2009), the definition of marital retreat. 

Relationship Satisfaction: The individual’s perspective regarding the functionality of 

their relationship (Bowling et al., 2005). 

RINGS Experience: “A practical, life-application approach to marriage education that 

helps willing couples create loving, lasting marriages” (Nissley & Nissley, 2013, 

p. 5). 
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Limitations and Delimitations 

The generalizability of the results of this study may be limited to the population of 

couples in New Mexico in that the sample was drawn from couples located in central 

New Mexico.  Self-reported data from the survey instruments may be a limitation since 

respondents may not answer the questions with complete honesty (Alreck & Settle, 

2003).  While the individuals that were a part of the sample may have come from 

different ethnic, racial, religious backgrounds, and different stages of their relationship, 

they all participated in the RINGS Experience.  Participation in the RINGS Experience is 

what provided the homogeneity of the group that was sampled to identify the 

phenomenon based on their lived experiences (Creswell, 2012). 

To improve sampling for the qualitative portion of this study, a 

confirming/disconfirming sampling method was used to strengthen the explanation of the 

phenomenon.  Also, with this method, couples that did not fit the phenomenon were 

selected to be interviewed to gain an understanding why they did not fit the expected 

pattern.  Use of the non-conforming couples brought a more meaningful understanding to 

the study (Cohen & Crabtree, 2006).  The sample consisted of four couples; this was the 

point at which the data no longer yielded any substantial additional information, i.e., 

codes or themes (Creswell, 2015).  This researcher drew the subjects for the quantitative 

and qualitative samples from the same population.  Creswell (2015) stated that it is not 

necessary to have the same sized samples for the quantitative and qualitative data because 

the data from each sample essentially “tell different stories” (Location Number 1593).  

Quantitative data provided general trends from the sample, while qualitative data 

provided the researcher with the subjects’ perspectives on the RINGS Experience.  
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Sampling was not entirely random in this study.  In this study, the researcher used all of 

the participants to obtain the quantitative data; any randomness to the sample resulted 

from the self-selection process to participate in the RINGS Experience.   

Integration of the data for this study consisted of the merging of the datasets of 

the quantitative and qualitative samples.  A comparison of the data from the pre-tests and 

post-tests using the CSI-32 was made; the changes were quantified and explained.  

Subsequently, themes from the qualitative data analysis were examined for similarities 

and differences to identify the joined experiences that explained the changes in 

relationship satisfaction.  Because this study was a convergent parallel mixed methods 

design, merging of the data was the most appropriate method for integrating the data 

(Creswell, 2015). 

To reduce interview bias in this study, the researcher used open-ended questions 

in semi-structured interviews and used an additional interviewer/observer recording the 

responses to create a form of triangulation of the data.  Audio recordings were made of 

the interviews and transcribed, then reviewed by this researcher and an assistant for 

completeness and accuracy.  In the triangulation of data process, this researcher used the 

quantitative data to support and validate the themes discovered in the analysis of the 

interview results.  This process provides corroboration for the themes (Creswell, 2012).  

This researcher used the group video presentation developed by Nissley and Nissley 

(2016) to reduce bias. 

After writing the interview questions, this researcher acted as the respondent with 

an assistant asking the questions.  All responses were reviewed looking for any bias that 

may be built into the interview questions and to ensure that the questions elicited the 
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appropriate responses for why the people believe that the RINGS Experience is 

responsible for the changes in their level of relationship satisfaction (Chenail, 2011).  

This researcher conducted a pilot test of the interview questions with three couples who 

previously participated in the RINGS Experience to identify any bias in the questions 

based on their responses (Creswell, 2015). 

Bias in qualitative research interviews can be in the questions asked, answers 

given, and the interviewer.  Even the location of the interview can affect the responses to 

the interview questions (Creswell, 2012).  In developing the interview questions, the 

researcher should use generic wording to avoid bias.  General questions open the 

interview, with more specific probing questions to explore the experiences in detail to 

follow.  The wording of all questions is to be in a positive manner if possible.  The 

interviewer should not demonstrate his or her feelings to an interviewee’s response.  

Interviews should be conducted in private to facilitate confidentiality and allow the 

respondent to be more honest in his or her responses (Creswell, 2012). 

Another limitation of the study was that the creators of the RINGS Experience 

have built a short pre-test and post-test questionnaire into the program, and the instrument 

does not measure overall relationship satisfaction; the questions only measure changes on 

the five topics covered in the program.  To overcome this limitation, this researcher used 

the CSI-32, which has been validity tested to measure overall relationship satisfaction for 

all forms of romantic relationships (Funk & Rogge, 2007; Graham et al., 2011).  The 

CSI-32 replaced the pre-test and post-tests that are included in the RINGS Experience as 

designed by Nissley and Nissley (2013).  Since the Nissley’s tests did not measure 

changes in relationship satisfaction, they were not used in this study. 
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Significance of the Study  

Identifying relationship education programs that are successful at improving 

relationship satisfaction is essential for counselors and therapists so they may advise their 

clients to participate in the most appropriate program for their needs.  While there are 

programs available for marital enrichment studied for their effectiveness, there appears to 

be a gap in the research literature as to why these programs work (Balswick & Balswick, 

2007).  In this study, the researcher looked at the individual perceptions of the 

participants in the RINGS Experience and attempted to explain the reasons why 

relationship satisfaction changed. 

Relationship satisfaction changed when a couple practiced the skills they learned 

in a relationship education program.  Experiential programs in which the individuals 

participate in exercises to reinforce the skills they learned are more effective in increasing 

relationship satisfaction as opposed to sitting in a lecture based relationship education 

program.  Some individuals who are shy, or have an aversion to role-play, or will not 

participate in the exercises would benefit from a lecture style program (Aughinbaugh et 

al., 2013; Gudmunson, Beutler, Israelsen, McCoy, & Hill, 2007; Heene, Buysse, & Oost, 

2005). 

In the initial review of the literature, this researcher found gaps in the literature 

regarding how marital or relationship satisfaction can be enhanced or changed through 

participation in an intensive one-day relationship skill building program.  Most of the 

literature on marital education programs dated prior to 2010.  The literature is missing the 

use of certain types of technology in the programs to improve the outcomes.  Based on 

the initial review of the professional literature, this researcher found there was not 
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extensive research in the field of relationship satisfaction related to why education 

programs work at improving relationship satisfaction.  Due to this lack of research, it 

appeared there is a use for this study to inform the profession. 

Identifying the experiences of those who experienced changes in relationship 

satisfaction after participating in the RINGS Experience would aid pastoral counselors to 

understand the exercises used to promote relationship satisfaction.  Nissley and Nissley 

(2011) did not discuss the reasons why their program works; instead, they provide 

statistical data from a pre-test and post-test given at their programs.  The results from 

Nissley and Nissley’s (2011) data analysis indicated that on the five relationship 

foundations in the RINGS Experience, there are significant changes in relationship 

satisfaction for committing, connecting, cooperating, confronting, and confiding.  

Understanding why the program worked would aid in improvements to strengthen the 

RINGS Experience to make it more meaningful for a more extensive population.   

Relationship satisfaction is an important issue for most couples involved in a 

romantic relationship.  To identify ways to improve relationship satisfaction, it is vital for 

pastoral counselors to help their congregants lead happy and fulfilled lives (Cohn, Passel, 

Wang, & Livingston, 2011).  This study will add to the body of literature about 

relationship satisfaction by adding the dimension of the participant’s perspective on why 

they believed the RINGS Experience changed relationship satisfaction. 



 

 

CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Relationship satisfaction has been widely researched and is one of the most 

influential variables in the research of romantic relationships (Graham et al., 2011).  Funk 

and Rogge (2007) described relationship satisfaction as the partner’s personal evaluation 

and worldview of the relationship.  Marital satisfaction is a psychological tool used to 

account for the costs and benefits found in a marital union (Shackleford & Buss, 1997).  

When an individual is experiencing a high level of satisfaction in his or her relationship, 

there is a higher likelihood to stay in the relationship.  People have two options when 

relationship satisfaction is low; seek assistance to amend the relationship or seek another 

more satisfying relationship.  In a heterosexual relationship, when the woman 

demonstrates a high level of conscientiousness towards the man, his level of relationship 

satisfaction appears to be higher.  A woman’s level of relationship satisfaction is higher 

when the man demonstrates care and respect towards her (Shackleford & Buss, 1997).  

Jackson, Miller, Oka, and Henry (2014) found in their study that the differences in 

relationship satisfaction by gender was small and women were slightly less apt to be 

satisfied with their relationship than her male partner (Johnson & Anderson, 2013).  One 

factor that affected relationship satisfaction is stress both internal and external to the 

relationship. 

Stress—both internal and external to the relationship—can contribute to a 

reduction in communication, less time spent interacting with each other, and a reduction 

in physical well-being.  When internal and external stress impacts the relationship 

negatively, the outcome may be a lower level of satisfaction (Johnson & Anderson, 2013; 

Randall & Bodenmann, 2008).  Some stress can lead to alienation between the couple and 
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often leads to a reduction in the quality of the relationship, possibly ending in a breakup.  

Couples that experience much external stress spend less time together.  Spending less 

time together may result in fewer shared positive life experiences (Randall & 

Bodenmann, 2008).  Sharing happy experiences are necessary to sustain a higher level of 

relationship satisfaction. 

In his study, Bodenmann (2005) concluded that couples who share happy or 

rewarding experiences together less often tend to grow apart which increases the 

likelihood of dissolution of the relationship.  External stressors act upon the relationship’s 

internal stress, possibly necessitating an intervention to improve the level of relationship 

satisfaction of the individual.  Relationship education programs in which communications 

skills, commitment, and reaffirming joint experiences are taught resulted in improved 

relationship satisfaction as well as reducing and managing stress in the relationship 

(Allen, Rhoades, Markman, & Stanley, 2015; Bodenmann, 2005; Hawkins, Stanley, 

Blanchard, & Albright, 2012).  To have a satisfying relationship, one must engage in 

activities that are pleasing to oneself and their partner.  Having a satisfying relationship 

often means the couple is not distressed. 

 The non-distressed relationship is the term used to describe relationships in 

which both partners are satisfied.  Distressed relationships are troubled relationships at 

risk of a breakup (Fincham & Rogge, 2010).  Attachment theory provides an 

understanding of the types of needs an individual must have met to be satisfied with his 

or her relationship.  These needs include the feeling that one is loved, cared for, and 

protected to be secure in their own identities within the relationship.  Additionally, the 

individuals need to be engaged in activities that are fun and exciting which fall within the 
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requirements discussed previously (Koski & Shaver, 1997).  Distressed relationships are 

at an increased risk of dissolution.  Relationship education programs or couple’s therapy 

may be helpful if the couple desires to improve the relationship (Bodenmann, 2005).  

Various methods exist to help couples improve and maintain a higher level of 

relationship satisfaction, which is reviewed in the following sections. 

The potential for divorce in the United States is alarmingly high with the divorce 

rate at 48.4% for first marriages (USDL, 2013).  Finding methods that aid in reducing the 

potential for divorce is essential.  Researchers have found that relationship retreats, 

encounters, and educational programs reduce relationship distress and increase 

relationship satisfaction, as well as improve relationship functionality (Burchard et al., 

2003; Ripley & Worthington, 2014).  The research of Burchard et al. (2003) indicated 

that relationship education programs were effective in improving relationship satisfaction 

for both married and unmarried couples.  For a relationship education program to be 

helpful, the activities need to be relevant to the problems couples are facing in the ever-

changing 21
st
 century. 

De La Lama, De La Lama, and Wittgenstein (2012) wrote that many helping 

professionals trying to keep up with the changing needs of their clients due to changes in 

society and the economy had changed the way they practice marriage and family therapy.  

The models of relationship theory developed in the 20
th

 century have become outdated 

and in many cases, irrelevant to couples in the 21
st
 century global, postmodern, 

multicultural, and individualistic society.  While the 20
th

 century models are helpful for 

making short-term changes, there exists a need to update these models to reflect the 

differences in contemporary society to affect long-lasting changes in the functionality of 
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relationships.  Changes in the models used in relationship therapy and relationship 

education will result in relationships that grow and flourish (De La Lama et al., 2012). 

While much research in the areas of marital satisfaction and marital education 

exists, there is a gap in the literature regarding relationship satisfaction and relationship 

education programs.  Missing from the professional literature are answers to the question 

of why these educational programs influence relationship satisfaction.  This study might 

fill the gap by contributing an exploration of how the RINGS Experience program works 

to improve relationship satisfaction.  

Relationship Satisfaction 

Several researchers have defined relationship satisfaction using different terms.  

Relationship satisfaction or marital satisfaction is defined as how favorable one views 

one’s relationship (Cullen, 1985).  Leggett et al. (2012) defined relationship satisfaction 

in Adlerian concepts such as cooperative problem-solving.  Leggett et al. (2012) also 

defined relationship satisfaction as an enormous amount of mutual concern for the well-

being of one another.  Relationship satisfaction is a multi-faceted construct that is 

changed and affected by many influencers.  There are two basic dimensions involved in 

relationship satisfaction; the dyadic element, meaning the couple, and the familial 

element that would involve any children the couple has, the parents, as well as other 

family members that influence the way the couple interacts and relates (Raffagnino & 

Matera, 2015).  For relationship satisfaction to be high, both partners must be equal 

participants in the relationship and demonstrate a high level of caring for one another 

(Leggett et al., 2012; Ripley & Worthington, 2014).  Entering a covenant-type marriage 

may influence the longevity of the relationship.  The longevity of some couples that enter 
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a traditional marriage may be shorter.  Additionally, if the couple undergoes relationship 

skills training, the longevity of the relationship may be influenced (DeMaris, Sanchez, & 

Krivickas, 2012; Ellen Byrd, 2009; Hawkins et al., 2012; Stanley, Markman, St. Peters, 

& Leber, 1995).  A short history of relationship satisfaction follows. 

History of Relationship Satisfaction 

Researchers have used several different terms to describe and explain relationship 

satisfaction.  Terms describing the quality of a romantic relationship have included 

marital or relationship satisfaction, marital happiness, relationship adjustment, and 

marital quality (Heyman, Sayers, & Bellack, 1994).  Vaughn and Baier (1999) wrote that 

researchers have poorly defined the concept of the relationship when describing 

relationship satisfaction.  Relationship satisfaction is a relatively recent phenomenon in 

that much of the studies are about marital satisfaction as it relates to heterosexual 

couples.  Much of the literature about marital satisfaction can be used to understand 

relationship satisfaction for heterosexual couples. 

Theories of Relationship Satisfaction 

DeMaris et al. (2012) found the divorce rate for couples in a covenant marriage 

was 24%, which is less than half of the divorce rate for all marriages.  Covenant 

marriages require extensive premarital education as well as a commitment to participate 

in therapy if there are problems.  No discussion of divorce may take place until after a 

sufficient attempt at therapy is made (DeMaris et al., 2012).  Couples who have attended 

a premarital training program are more likely to have an increased level of relationship 

satisfaction and are less likely to end their relationship (Ellen Byrd, 2009).  Attending 

premarital training and marital enrichment education throughout the life of the 
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relationship increases relationship satisfaction.  In contrast, Bodenmann and Shantinath 

(2004) and DeMaris et al. (2012) stated that just because a couple attended a premarital 

training program and have a more stable relationship without the chance of dissolution, it 

does not mean that there is a higher level of relationship satisfaction.  Improving 

communications and reducing stress are areas that may improve satisfaction in a 

relationship. 

Improving communications within the relationship as well as reducing internal 

stress and controlling for external stress may result in an improvement in relationship 

satisfaction.  Training in problem-solving skills may increase relationship satisfaction and 

decrease relationship distress.  Relationship therapy may also increase relationship 

satisfaction (Askari et al., 2012; Day & Acock, 2013; Leggett et al., 2012).  While 

improving communications and reducing stress may improve relationship satisfaction, 

some personality traits may be predictors of a reduced level of satisfaction. 

Hjemboe and Butcher (1991) concluded that measuring and predicting marital or 

relationship distress and relationship satisfaction is possible based on the personality 

traits of the individuals.  A study was conducted to validate the Minnesota Multiphasic 

Personality Inventory-2 (MMPI-2) as being useful in evaluating relationship distress and 

predicting relationship satisfaction based on the personality traits of the individual.  

Correlations between the relationship measurement instrument and the MMPI-2 were 

found to be statistically significant and supported the hypotheses that relationship distress 

and satisfaction is predictable based on an individual’s personality traits (Hjemboe & 

Butcher, 1991).  An individual’s personality traits may predict whether a couple 
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inherently has relationship distress; the addition of a child can change the predictability 

based on personality traits. 

The traditional thought was if a couple were to bring a child into the relationship, 

they would grow closer and have a more satisfying relationship (Mortensen, Torsheim, 

Melkevik, & Thuen, 2012).  Some couples stated that a desire to be closer to each other 

was the reason they decided to have a baby.  Research by Doss, Rhoads, Stanley, and 

Markman (2009b) found the addition of a child to a relationship often reduced 

relationship satisfaction.  Couples fought more often and had fewer positive interactions 

that resulted in a measurable decline in relationship satisfaction after the birth of their 

first child (Doss et al., 2009b).  Mortensen et al. (2012) found that cohabiting couples 

were more likely to experience a more significant reduction in relationship satisfaction 

than a married couple experienced.  

 Couples who have been together for a shorter period before the birth of a child 

experienced more difficulties with relationship satisfaction than did couples who had 

been together for a significant period before the birth of a child (Mortensen et al., 2012).  

Cohabitation and a short period of involvement with one another appeared to be risk 

factors for a reduced level of relationship satisfaction.  Being married and waiting to have 

a child appeared to reduce relationship satisfaction at a lower rate than experienced by 

cohabiting couples.  Therapists and counselors need to be aware that childbirth often 

resulted in a decreased level of relationship satisfaction.  Being able to identify the actual 

reasons for the decrease in relationship satisfaction is necessary to provide the best 

intervention for the couple (Mortensen et al., 2012).  Therapists who see a reduction in 

relationship satisfaction as the result of childbirth should discuss with the client the need 
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for parenting classes.  If the issue relates to a loss of intimacy the couple is experiencing, 

the therapist should discuss methods to improve intimacy.  A discussion of relationship 

distress follows because there are many more factors besides children that can affect a 

couple’s relationship satisfaction. 

One of the influencers on the couple’s level of relationship satisfaction is the level 

of satisfaction their parents had when the individuals were growing up.  When a child 

grows up in a family fraught with discord, their future relationships and intimate 

connections may be negatively influenced; the level of discord or lack of relationship 

satisfaction severely affected their adult relationships.  Attachment orientations and the 

parents’ level of satisfaction linked directly to the effects they had on the individual’s 

relationship satisfaction, which differed by gender.  A woman’s level of satisfaction is 

less likely to be directly affected by her parent’s satisfaction, but there is a link between 

parental satisfaction levels and the orientation of their attachments in childhood as well as 

their relationships as adults (Jarnecke & South, 2013).  

Communications have been studied and purported to be a predictor of the level of 

satisfaction a couple has.  Lavner, Karney, and Bradbury (2016) wrote that while 

communications are essential in a relationship, it is not a good predictor of the level of 

relationship satisfaction a couple has.  In their study, Lavner et al. (2016) found couples 

with higher levels of satisfaction often had higher levels of quality communications than 

did couples with lower levels of relationship satisfaction.  Doubt exists about the efficacy 

of training programs that purported to improve relationship satisfaction through strictly 

improving communication styles (Lavner et al., 2016).   
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Stressful events and the neuroticism of one or both individuals affect relationship 

satisfaction and may be mediated through a system of mutual problem solving (Woszidlo 

& Segrin, 2013).  Marital satisfaction in the first four years of marriage tends to decline 

because of stress and the transition into parenthood (Karney, Story, & Bradbury, 2005).  

Often individuals that have high trait neuroticism demonstrate lower levels of marital 

satisfaction (Karney & Bradbury, 2000).  Adaptive processes like the proper application 

of mutual problem-solving techniques help to ameliorate the effects of stress and 

neuroticism.  When an individual allows stress to exacerbate their neuroticism, their 

ability to use mutual problem solving is diminished, leading to a lower level or marital 

satisfaction (Woszidlo & Segrin, 2013).   

Relationship Distress 

Several causes exist for relationship distress that reduces relationship satisfaction; 

among these are financial difficulties, housing, parenting skills, difficulties at work, poor 

health, and others.  These stressors can reduce overall life satisfaction as well as 

relationship satisfaction.  The previously mentioned, stressors may result in decreases in 

the physical and mental well-being of the individual (Dakin & Wampler, 2008; Foran et 

al., 2015; Gudmunson et al., 2007; Heller, Watson, & Ilies, 2004; Nelson, Delgadillo, & 

Dew, 2013).  Causes of distress may or may not lead to changes in relationship 

satisfaction. 

Causes of Relationship Distress 

A significant factor in relationship distress leading to a reduction in relationship 

satisfaction is financial strain.  Individuals either fight more or withdraw from one 

another due to financial strain (Dakin & Wampler, 2008; Gudmunson et al., 2007).  
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Factors outside of the home such as job stress may lead to distress within the relationship, 

resulting in physical and emotional problems.  Mental health and physical health 

problems are other sources of stress that may result in relationship dissatisfaction (Heller 

et al., 2004).  Poor parenting skills and disagreements between the partners about 

disciplining the children is another cause of distress in the relationship, which may result 

in a further reduction of relationship satisfaction (Foran et al., 2015).  The cost of housing 

and the threat of losing one’s home was another cause of distress (Nelson et al., 2013).  In 

that stress within the family often leads to relationship distress, a discussion of family 

stress theory follows. 

Theories of Relationship Distress  

Economic hardships can lead to marital dissolution, physical and emotional abuse, 

as well as mental, emotional, and physical health issues.  Conger et al., (1990) developed 

an approach for explaining problems within a relationship known as Family Stress 

Theory.  When the family was in economic distress, some factors affected the stability of 

the relationship, which included a lack of interaction or an increase in negative 

interactions between the individuals.  These negative behavioral interactions were likely 

to result in a decrease in relationship satisfaction as compared to positive behavioral 

interaction, which had little effect in changing relationship satisfaction (Conger et al., 

1990).  Possessing significant assets may lessen the stress of economic strain, which 

often results in positive relationship outcomes (Dew, 2007; Nelson et al., 2013).  Getting 

out of debt often has a positive impact on relationship satisfaction (Conger et al., 1990; 

Dew, 2007; Nelson et al., 2013).  Men are more likely to have feelings of hostility 

towards their spouse due to financial distress and contemplate divorce more than women 
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do because of financial distress (Armenta-Hurtarte, Sanchez-Aragon, and Diaz-Loving, 

2012; Conger et al., 1990).  Based upon these theories, understanding the effects of 

distress and stress on a relationship is essential. 

Effects of Relationship Distress 

Not all relationships are the same and the distress experienced by the individuals 

may not result in the same adverse effects on the individual’s mental, physical, and 

emotional health as these factors may affect another couple in a similar situation (Cotten, 

Burton, & Rushing, 2003).  Relationship satisfaction, when low, results in an increased 

level of stress in the relationship.  Skills training in self-esteem, as well as having a social 

support system, can mediate some of the effects of stress (Cotton et al., 2003).  Simpson 

(1987) found that the dissolution of a significant relationship led to anguish on the part of 

at least one partner.  Emotional distress resulted in physical and psychological problems, 

which is common when a relationship ends.  One of the effects that resulted from distress 

was a loss of personal identity (Cotton et al., 2003).  Losing one’s personal identity 

occurs when one individual overshadows the other individual and diminishes the personal 

being of that individual.  An effect of relationship distress is an increased level of harmful 

communications (Cotton et al., 2003; Oka, Whiting, & Reifman, 2015).  Dissolution of a 

relationship is usually the worst outcome of relationship distress. 

The female partner is more likely to initiate dissolution of the relationship when 

the level of relationship satisfaction is low, and the male partner continues to maintain 

and exhibit attributes that increases the levels of stress on the female partner.  Females 

are more likely to have negative thoughts and reactions towards their male partner.  

Females in relationship therapy are more hostile and maintain a higher level of 
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distressing attributes resulting in the dissolution of the relationship (Oka et al., 2015).  

Harmful communications, reduced satisfaction with the relationship, poor mental, 

emotional, and physical health appear to be the effects of distress in a relationship.  The 

worst outcome that a non-abusive relationship can experience is dissolution due to a lack 

of effective communication skills.  Therapy is one method used to work through these 

difficulties. 

Couples/Relationship Therapy 

The National Healthy Marriage Resource Center [NHMRC] (2014) indicated that 

using the terms couples/relationship therapy and couples/relationship counseling is 

common practice among practitioners and researchers.  Similarities exist between 

therapy, counseling, and education programs.  Education programs take place in a group 

setting, while therapy or counseling usually involves one couple.  Marital education 

programs are short-term programs lasting one-day or several hour-long sessions, with the 

program lasting less than one month.  Significant problems such as substance abuse, 

infidelity, and severe behavioral or emotional problems should be treated using a long-

term approach rather than trying to resolve issues with a one or two-day retreat or 

educational program (NHMRC, 2014).  Couples in distress often wait too long to seek 

assistance or are afraid to admit they have problems with their relationship.   

Many distressed couples do not seek out relationship therapy.  Thirty–seven 

percent of divorcing couples never sought marital therapy.  When an individual 

experiences depression that results in relationship difficulties, the couple should seek 

relationship therapy (Doss et al., 2009a).  The therapist evaluates the couple and observes 

the symptoms, and then he or she concludes how these symptoms affect marital 



30 

 

 

satisfaction.  An evaluation of the level of relationship distress takes place before 

beginning a treatment protocol (Heene et al., 2005).  Some individuals are more open to 

therapy, depending on their religious and cultural beliefs and practices.  

The level of religiosity a couple demonstrates might affect whether they seek 

therapy.  The more religious a couple perceive themselves to be, the higher the likelihood 

is they will seek therapy (Doss et al., 2009a; Stanley, Johnson, Amato, & Markman, 

2006).  Couples seek a form of therapy for different reasons during the lifespan of the 

relationship.  At the beginning of the relationship, the couple uses relationship therapy to 

work through difficulties in the relationship, while some couples seek skills training.  

Enrichment of the relationship is the main reason for seeking relationship therapy after a 

couple has been together more than seven years.  Some couples still need help with 

relationship problems after several years of being committed to the relationship (Doss et 

al., 2009a).  Relationship theories should inform couples/relationship therapy. 

When a therapist evaluates a couple’s interactions, the use of self-assessment 

tools is standard practice.  Use of a self-reporting instrument for relationship satisfaction 

may not be sufficient to gain a complete understanding of the couple (Oka et al., 2015).  

Individuals completing self-reporting questionnaires sometimes think of the past 

interactions that were positive, rather than reflecting on the current negative interactions.  

Other individuals are afraid to answer the questions truthfully and provide responses that 

paint them in a better light.  To gain a better understanding of the communication 

dynamics within a relationship, the therapist should use both self-reporting measures as 

well as personal observations of the couple (Oka et al., 2015).  An examination of the 
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theories supporting relationship therapy is necessary to understand the practices used in 

relationship therapy.  

Theories of Relationship Therapy 

Gangamma et al. (2012) studied Ivan Boszormenyi-Nagy’s contextual therapy 

theory, which focused on relational ethics in couple’s therapy.  Boszormenyi-Nagy’s 

theory integrated individual and systemic approaches to couples’ therapy.  Healing the 

pain individuals are experiencing and changes in the family dynamic are the main goals 

of Boszormenyi-Nagy’s theory.  Gangamma et al. (2012) recommended that additional 

research is necessary to determine how relational ethics affect relationship satisfaction 

while supporting the belief that contextual therapy theory is appropriate for treating 

couples in distress.  Approaches to relationship therapy are almost as diverse as the types 

of therapists in the field. 

There are different theoretical approaches practiced by counselors and therapists 

to treat couples with relationship problems.  In a study by Carlson, Kirkpatrick, Hecker, 

and Killmer (2002), one-hundred fifty-three family therapists responded to a survey about 

the theories that supported their approaches to relationship counseling.  The percentages 

in the study added up to more than 100%, which led this researcher to question the 

procedures used by Carlson et al. (2002) in determining what the prevailing theories 

were.  Sixty-five percent of family therapists indicated that they utilized structural and 

trans-generational approaches in their practices with families in distress.  Another 50% 

stated they used the solution-focused approach with their clientele.  Of the therapists that 

include religious or spiritual approaches in their treatment of couples in relationship 

distress, 17% stated that narrative therapy theory is what influenced their practice 



32 

 

 

(Carlson et al., 2002).  Once the therapist has evaluated the couple and has determined a 

course of treatment, he or she then looks for interventions that he or she believes will be 

helpful in treating the client.  The results may have added up to more than 100% because 

some of the respondents may have answered yes to more than one type of approach used 

in couple’s therapy.  

Practices in Relationship Therapy 

Relationship therapy is the approach most counselors take to treat couples 

experiencing trouble in their relationships.  Relationship therapy is not the same as a 

relationship education program.  Relationship therapy is a structured program in which 

the therapist and the client work together to resolve issues that reduce the functionality of 

the relationship (Gurman, 2015).  Many approaches to intervention exist within 

relationship therapy.  The various approaches to relationship therapy have different goals 

although similarities exist between the different methods.  Interventions vary based on 

the goals of therapy (Gurman, 2015). 

Relationship interventions.  Program facilitators should take into consideration 

gender differences when deciding which interventions to use.  Men and women may react 

differently thereby skewing the results of the post-test.  Reliable data may not be 

available without accounting for gender differences (Heene et al., 2005).  When the 

counselor refers a couple to a specific program, he or she should consider any mental or 

psychological problems that participation in the program may worsen while trying to 

provide the best intervention for the client (Baucom, Whisman, & Paprocki, 2012).  

Theories about interventions.  Balswick and Balswick (2007) concluded that 

conducting relationship education programs over a concentrated period is more effective 
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than a weekly one-hour education program conducted over a period of several weeks.  

The skills the couples learned during this concentrated period were honed and practiced 

under supervision to help the couple put these new skills into practice outside of the 

program.  Sometimes additional education or therapy is necessary. 

While these concentrated programs influenced relationship satisfaction, follow-up 

programs that use the skills learned and reinforce them through group studies over a 

period of weeks may be necessary to help the couple maintain an improved level of 

relationship satisfaction.  Follow-up programs are often a form of relationship therapy 

due to the approaches taken, and are not an extended education program (Balswick & 

Balswick, 2007; Kalkan & Ersanli, 2008).  Relationship therapy can take on different 

forms such as cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) and narrative therapy.  Relationship 

education programs tend to use CBT to refocus the thoughts and actions of the 

participants more than other therapeutic approaches do (Balswick & Balswick, 2007; 

Bowling et al., 2005; Gangamma et al., 2012).  Education programs should be presented 

in a variety of formats in that not all people learn the same way (Gardner, 2006). 

Some individuals are embarrassed to participate in role-playing exercises during 

an experiential education program and are likely to experience distress and possibly 

reflect a reduction in relationship satisfaction (Balswick & Balswick, 2007; Bowling et 

al., 2005; Gangamma et al., 2012).  For the people mentioned previously, a lecture format 

program may be a better fit.  Interventions are the methods used in treating a client; 

relationship education programs are not interventions in the strictest sense of the 

meaning, which is discussed in the next section. 
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Approaches to interventions.  Counselors, particularly pastoral counselors, use 

prayer as an intervention in their marriage counseling session.  Often these counselors do 

not add any religious activities to the counseling sessions (Beach, Fincham, Hurt, 

McNair, & Stanley, 2008; Butler, Stout, & Gardner, 2002; Carlson et al., 2002; Sullivan, 

& Karney, 2009).  The use of prayer when the client is experiencing strong feelings or 

intense emotions has become more acceptable as a tool for therapists to use.  When 

counseling with a couple, there is an increased chance for emotions to intensify when 

discussing certain matters regarding the functionality of the relationship.  When working 

with a couple who are religious or spiritual, prayer often aids in dissipating strong 

negative feelings and aids the couple in refocusing upon the higher goals involved in the 

relationship (Beach et al., 2008; Sullivan & Karney, 2009).  Prayer often removes the 

focus of finger pointing and allows the love of God to flow through and remind the 

couple of the importance of love and compassion as the higher goals of a committed 

heterosexual relationship (Sullivan & Karney, 2009).    

When working with the couple, the counselor must be careful not to impose his or 

her religious beliefs and opinions upon the couple.  For the benefit of prayer to be visible, 

integrating the couple’s beliefs into the therapeutic process is necessary (Sullivan & 

Karney, 2009).  Using prayer as part of an education program or relationship enrichment 

retreat may be beneficial if the facilitator is aware of the beliefs of all the participants.  

Prayer is only valid if the people believe the prayer is for them and is in a form that they 

understand.  Prayer is just one form of intervention, and there are many others available 

to the practitioner should he or she want to use more than prayer. 
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Other useful forms of intervention are available to the therapist such as narrative 

therapy, role-play, CBT, and others.  After evaluating the client, the therapist may 

suggest the couple consider participating in an education program to improve their 

relationship.  Attendance at a relationship education program or relationship retreat is the 

way in which an education-based treatment is accomplished.  Some relationship retreats 

are a more intensive approach to couples’ therapy.  Some relationship retreats are 

education programs in which they teach participants communications and other skills 

helpful in improving relations, while also providing a time to practice these skills.  

Although education programs are not therapies in the strictest sense of the word, a certain 

amount of therapy does occur while engaged in these programs.   

Relationship Education 

Reardon-Anderson, Stagner, Macomber, and Murray (2005) wrote that 

relationship education is a system in which a couple learns skills to facilitate a proper 

functionality in the relationship.  Marital education programs are helpful in creating 

lasting improvements in marriages or relationships (Hook, Worthington, Hook, Miller, & 

Davis, 2011).  Burchard et al. (2003) found that beginning relationship skills training 

before marriage and continuing throughout the marriage would enhance the functionality 

of the marriage and reduces the rate of divorce over the longer term.  Directing the focus 

of the relationship education program is necessary to create a lasting change in 

relationship satisfaction.  Halford and Bodenmann (2013) wrote that relationship 

education is most effective with couples that are only slightly distressed and have a desire 

to improve their relationship. 
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Focusing the education program on reducing a further decline in relationship 

satisfaction is a flawed approach per Bradbury and Lavner (2012); the focus of 

relationship education programs should be on stabilizing the relationship since many 

relationships have a more stable level of satisfaction than previously expected.  

Williamson et al. (2015) found from their study that relationship education programs are 

worthwhile, but the idea that these programs can turn around a declining marriage may 

not be a correct assumption.  Some of the research suggested that practitioners work 

toward maintaining relationships that are experiencing slight distress rather than 

attempting to improve relationships at all levels of distress.  The counselor should take 

into consideration the level of relationship satisfaction a couple has when assessing 

whether a program would be beneficial for a couple.  The previous statements agree to 

some degree with those made in the following paragraphs, although there is a level of 

disagreement with the potential for success of the education program. 

The success of education programs depends on upon the level of commitment of 

the participants (Reardon-Anderson et al., 2005).  The most effective relationship 

education programs take less than nine-hours and no more than twenty-hours to 

complete.  Several of the most successful programs last between eight and twelve hours 

over a single day or the course of a weekend.  There does not appear to be any significant 

improvement in relationship quality and satisfaction for couples that spend more than 

twenty hours in a relationship education program.  The costs of the over twenty-hour 

programs outweighed the benefits that couples derive from the additional hours of 

training (Hawkins et al., 2012).  With the recent changes in what is accepted as a 
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relationship between two adults, practitioners are being forced to reevaluate the way they 

design and present relationship education programs. 

Relationship education in the 21
st
 century should address issues that affect 

couples not experienced in the prior century.  Society is more aware of the global 

environment and therefore, in the United States, socioeconomic factors globally as well 

as the moral influences of other nations, have affected people’s views of marriage and 

relationships in this country (De La Lama et al., 2012).  In 2015, when the United States 

Supreme Court declared same-sex marriage legal (Obergefell et al. v. Hodges, Director, 

Ohio Department of Health et al., 2015) they changed the opinion of what is a marriage.  

The way people view what marriage is resulted in a change in the approach to 

relationship or marital education (Pepping & Halford, 2014).  Education of couples to 

improve relationship satisfaction primarily concentrates on the improvement of 

communications skills (Lavner et al., 2016).  Understanding theories that support 

relationship education programs are necessary in order for programs to meet the needs of 

couples in the 21
st
 century. 

Theories of Relationship Education 

Successful relationship training programs teach multiple skill sets in various 

methods so that people with different learning styles have an opportunity to engage in the 

exercises.  Motivating one's partner and the other individuals to participate in the exercise 

is essential for success (Gardner, 2006; Hawkins et al., 2004).  Improving communication 

skills and conflict resolution skills aided in the reduction of stress, resulting in improved 

relationship satisfaction (Askari et al., 2012; Day & Acock, 2013; Leggett et al., 2012).  

Some interventions are conducted over an extended period such as weeks or months.  
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Balswick and Balswick (2007) determined that intense one-day programs were more 

effective for establishing long-term results.  According to Halford and Bodenmann 

(2013), programs that are nine to twenty hours in length are substantially more effective 

than programs one to eight hours long.   

Several relationship education programs are good at teaching couples how to 

resolve problems in the short term; few programs promote skills and practices that create 

long-term, lasting positive relationships that grow and flourish.  The seven-stage model 

by De La Lama et al. (2012) was built upon the therapeutic frameworks of narrative 

therapy, the Gottman method (Gottman & Schwartz Gottman, 2008), and Jung’s analytic 

psychology and mythopoeia.  The seven stages are: 

 Stage 1: Dating 

 Stage 2: Commitment 

 Stage 3: Intimacy 

 Stage 4: Building a life 

 Stage 5: Integrating the shadow, rising from the square 

 Stage 6: Renewal 

 Stage 7: Soul-mating completion, flourishing, and sustainability 

 

The use of imagery in this approach is similar to the use of genograms in reality 

therapy to identify values, beliefs, and emotional patterns of the couple and their 

extended family and support network (Duba, Graham, Britzman, & Minatrea, 2009).  De 

La Lama et al. (2012) wrote that this model might not be suitable for use by religiously 

conservative therapists or with fundamentalist clients who view an intimate relationship 

as being a heterosexual marriage.  In that this model is oriented around postmodern 

thought and inclusiveness requiring that the couple has a mutual and reciprocal 
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commitment towards the relationship, therapists that work from an attachment theory 

viewpoint may not be able to use this model.   

While there is a need for cost-effective education programs to aid in improving 

relationship satisfaction, there are weaknesses and strengths in each program and 

approach.  One of the issues that Rogge et al. (2013) found in their study was that skill-

based interventions might not be as effective as a preventative approach for relationship 

dysfunction.  The offset of the positive benefits that some couples experiences are that 

other couples become more aware of their deficiencies in particular skills and that 

participation in some education programs that are skill-driven may not avert dissolution 

of the relationship (Rogge et al., 2013).  Next is a discussion of some of the education 

programs that are popular among therapists who refer their clients for further treatment. 

The Prevention and Relationship Education Program (PREP) 

The Prevention and Relationship Education Program (PREP) is one of the most 

widely researched relationship programs offered in the United States and other parts of 

the world (Stanley et al., 1995).  Due to the extensive research of the PREP program, the 

various branches of the U.S. military use this program.  Chaplains conduct PREP 

seminars as the primary relationship education program on military bases worldwide.  

Military couples have a higher than average level of distress in their relationships because 

of the nature of the duties the individual in the military has, as well as stresses from 

deployment and constant moving.  Participants in the study showed a decreased 

propensity towards divorce (Allen et al., 2015). 

The goal of the PREP program is to enhance relationship communications.  In 

their study, Stanley et al. (1995) found that half of the couples recruited for the program 
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refused to participate.  Stanley et al. (1995) found the couples who refused to participate 

had better communication skills before marriage than those who participated in the PREP 

program.  Over time, couples who participated in the PREP program maintained higher 

levels of satisfaction, which are similar to the levels of relationship satisfaction the 

participants in the RINGS Experience had (Nissley & Nissley, 2011; Stanley et al., 

1995).  

Real Intimacy and Growth Skills (RINGS) 

The Real Intimacy and Growth Skills (RINGS) Experience is a marriage 

education program “clustered around five major topics: committing, connecting, 

cooperating, confronting, and confiding” (Nissley & Nissley, 2011, p. 4).  This researcher 

found no published studies about the efficacy of this program, nor any published research 

about why the participants felt that the program improved their relationship.  Lavern 

Nissley (personal communication, March 25, 2016) stated that some of the research used 

in developing and validating the PREP program is foundational to the development of the 

RINGS Experience.  Markman and Stanley developed the PREP program in the 1980s to 

build stronger relationships and help slow the instances of divorce among couples from 

communities that have lower socio-economic status (Stanley et al., 1995).   

Nissley and Nissley (2011) developed the RINGS Experience to be a practical 

approach to relationship education using life-application exercises and illustrations to 

help couples that are willing to create lasting and loving relationships.  The program is 

compatible with any religious belief system and is successful in the secular marriage 

educational offerings.  RINGS is not a counseling approach to relationship satisfaction; 

instead, it is a practical educational approach to relationship satisfaction. 
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The RINGS Experience is not a seminar to cure all of one’s relationship 

problems; it is a starting point for learning how to deal with the everyday struggles of 

relationships.  Nissley and Nissley (2011) do not suggest that the RINGS Experience is a 

replacement for therapy; instead, the RINGS Experience is an adjunct to be used to aid 

couples in improving and strengthening their relationships.   

The physical and emotional well-being of the individual is more important than 

remaining in an unsafe relationship.  A foundation built on mutual respect and truth is 

necessary for the program to be effective.  Unless the couple practices the newly learned 

skills regularly, the program’s effectiveness diminishes over time.  The RINGS 

Experience is a practical, higher-level relationship education program that does not have 

the costs and training requirements of the PREP program.  In addition to the two 

programs previously mentioned, there are other relationship education programs available 

to couples to improve their relationships; in the next section, some of those programs will 

be discussed. 

Other Relationship Education Programs 

Marriage Matters is a relationship education program developed by pastors and 

pastoral counselors at Willow Creek Community Church.  Programs like Marriage 

Matters and the RINGS Experience are popular in church settings.  There is a need for 

more research into the efficacy of these programs and the reasons why these programs are 

successful at improving relationship satisfaction (Hook et al., 2011).  Marriage Matters is 

an education program with eighteen hours of curriculum and is conducted over a period 

of nine weeks.  A rotating curriculum for Marriage Matters allows couples to attend 

workshops for a full year without any overlap in the curriculum.  Hook et al. (2011) 
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found that their testing resulted in high levels of satisfaction.  The researchers were 

hesitant about accepting such high levels of satisfaction because they only used a post-

test and single item measures that have low validity and reliability.  Additional research 

to gain a better understanding of the reasons why a specific education program is 

successful at improving relationship satisfaction is one of the recommendations from the 

Hook et al. (2011) study.   

One study questions whether premarital education helps a couple seek help later 

on in their relationship if they are having trouble.  Williamson, Trail, Bradbury, and 

Karney (2013) found that premarital education programs resulted in a higher likelihood 

that couples having trouble would seek out couples counseling (p. 115).  Premarital 

education programs appear to serve as a gateway for future relationship counseling and 

the researchers determined the reason was that couples were given information regarding 

resources available to them if they were having trouble in their relationship (Williamson 

et al., 2013).  Next, relationship enhancement programs as another method of intervention 

are discussed. 

Relationship Enrichment Programs 

Relationship enrichment programs are offered in different formats such as 

retreats, experiential programs, lecture programs, and video programs.  Each type of 

program has its positive and negative aspects.  The section that follows will discuss some 

of the different programs.   

Relationship Enrichment Retreats 

A retreat is a form of relationship training and education using either a lecture or 

experiential format, and in some instances, a combination of the two formats.  
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Relationship enrichment retreats serve as a method of providing training in relationship 

skills in a concentrated setting that is different from the approach of in traditional 

relationship therapy.  To help the attendees discover information about themselves and 

their partner so that they can make lasting positive changes in the way they interact with 

one another is the goal (Dixon, Gordon, Frousakis, & Schumm, 2012; Hook et al., 2011; 

Worthington, Buston, & Hammonds, 1989).  Couples that participate in relationship 

training on a regular basis before marriage and continuing throughout their relationship 

are more likely to experience a higher level of relationship satisfaction than couples that 

do not attend any premarital program or only attend one program during their relationship 

(Burchard et al. 2003).  

Relationship satisfaction appeared to increase immediately following the retreat, 

and on the six-month follow-up, there appeared to be some contradiction to the original 

results after the retreat (Burchard et al., 2003).  In the case of highly committed couples 

who attended an outdoor experiential retreat, Ackison (2008) found that the level of 

relationship satisfaction changed very little because of their participation in the event.  

Self-esteem, commitment, and sexual functioning are factors in the level of relationship 

satisfaction experienced by a couple.  Burchard et al. (2003) appear to contradict Ackison 

(2008) regarding the change in satisfaction comes from the idea that a well-established 

committed couple already has a higher level of satisfaction and will demonstrate a lower 

level of change resulting from their participation in the retreat.   

Eggerichs (2009) studied participants at a weekend marriage conference held by a 

Christian ministry to determine if there was an observable change in relationship 

satisfaction.  Researchers utilized two different instruments, the Revised Dyadic 
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Adjustment Scale (RDAS) and the Kansas Marital Satisfaction Scale (KMS), to 

determine the level of relationship satisfaction each participant perceived.  Each 

participant was given a pre-test and post-test using the previously mentioned instruments.  

From the post-test results, Eggerichs (2009) concluded that relationship satisfaction 

changed, but in some cases, the changes were negative.  Since Eggerichs (2009) did not 

use a control group, he found it difficult to explain why some of the participants who had 

relatively good relationships before the retreat experienced a decrease in satisfaction, and 

couples with a less than satisfactory relationship experienced improvement in their level 

of relationship satisfaction.  Eggerichs (2009) suggested that in future studies, a control 

group should be used and standardization of data collection be established to better 

explain the results. 

When evaluating a relationship retreat, relationship education program, or another 

form of training designed to improve a relationship, researchers commonly use self-

reporting (Ackison, 2008; Dixon et al., 2012; Eggerichs, 2009).  Dixon et al. (2012) 

utilized disappointment with the effort of one’s partner as a measure of satisfaction with 

the quality of the enrichment seminar.  The amount of effort that one partner expected of 

the other partner in implementing the new skills learned at the retreat had a direct effect 

on the level of change in relationship satisfaction the individual perceived.  This 

perceived level of effort also directly influenced the individual’s evaluation of the 

effectiveness of the enrichment program (Dixon et al., 2012).  There are two basic 

approaches used for presenting the materials used in these programs.  The first method is 

experiential where the participants in the program are actively engaged in exercises to 

improve their skills.  Another approach to presentation is in a lecture format in which the 
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facilitator stands in front of the participants and presents the skills and how to use them 

without having the participants practice the new skills they have been taught.  A short 

discussion of each follows. 

Experiential programs.  An experiential education program is one in which the 

individuals participate in several exercises to build the skills necessary to strengthen their 

relationship (Ackison, 2008; Kalkan & Ernsanli, 2008).  These types of programs include 

physical activities to build trust and learn teamwork (Ackison, 2008).  There is a high 

expectation of commitment and participation by the individuals attending the program.  

Some individuals may not be comfortable participating in these exercises due to anxiety 

or physical disability (Ackison, 2008; Bowling et al., 2005; Eggerichs, 2009; Kalkan & 

Ernsanli, 2008).  For individuals that do not want to participate in activities, a program 

using a lecture format may prove more beneficial. 

Lecture format programs. Gardner’s research (2006) indicated that there was 

support for the use of both lecture and experiential styles of delivery for relationship 

education and enrichment because people have different learning styles.  Some 

individuals may experience anxiety and not do well in an experiential program.  A 

curriculum built upon developing the necessary skills to achieve a fulfilling and lasting 

relationship should lead to a change in relationship satisfaction  (Ackison, 2008; Askari et 

al., 2012; Balswick & Balswick, 2007; Burchard et al., 2003; Dixon et al., 2012).  Some 

lecture programs use breaks in the program to have the individuals complete an activity 

in a workbook to strengthen the skills introduced in the lectures.  A summary of the 

importance of relationship enhancement programs follows. 
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Relationship Enrichment Programs Summary 

Balswick and Balswick (2007) recommended conducting a retreat for a full day or 

a weekend.  The concentration of time is used for improving the skills learned from one 

session to the next.  Balswick and Balswick (2007) found there were more significant 

improvements in relationship satisfaction when additional time is given to practice the 

new skills while under supervision.  Kalkan and Ersanli (2008) stated that the 

disadvantage in a one day or weekend retreat is the couple will reach the “aha” moment 

and not experience the long-lasting changes from a program that spans several weeks. 

Ackison (2008), Balswick and Balswick (2007), Dixon et al. (2012), and 

Eggerichs (2009) indicated that further research is necessary about relationship retreats 

and why they work.  The literature appears to contain several studies about relationship 

satisfaction and training, while there is a lack of studies about why these programs work 

based on the participants’ observations and feelings.  To understand changes in 

relationship satisfaction, one needs to understand the various methods used to measure 

relationship satisfaction. 

Measurement Instruments 

Several different measurement instruments exist for quantifying the level of 

marital/relationship satisfaction at a point in time.  Many of the measurement instruments 

claim to measure relationship/marital satisfaction, but several of the instruments are over 

fifty years old and may no longer be appropriate as a measure of relationship/marital 

satisfaction in society today (Graham et al., 2011).  With the increased number of 

cohabiting heterosexual couples, the development of new measurement instruments is 

slow.  Funk and Rogge (2007) wrote that a new instrument that measures relationship 
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satisfaction is necessary for effective evaluation in the 21
st
 century.  A discussion of the

seven most commonly used measurement instruments for relationship satisfaction 

follows.  Most of the instruments were created for use with heterosexual married couples. 

Measures of Relationship Satisfaction 

In a study conducted by Graham et al. (2011) . . . considers 7 of the arguably most 

commonly used measures of relationship satisfaction, the Locke–Wallace Marital 

Adjustment Test (LWMAT; Locke & Wallace, 1959), the Kansas Marital 

Satisfaction Scale (KMS; Schumm, Nichols, Schectman, & Grinsby, 1983), the 

Quality of Marriage Index (QMI; Norton, 1983), the Relationship Assessment 

Scale (RAS; Hendrick, 1988), the Marital Opinion Questionnaire (MOQ; Huston 

& Vangelisti, 1991), Karney and Bradbury’s (1997) semantic differential scale 

(SMD), and the Couples Satisfaction Index (CSI).  (Funk & Rogge, 2007, p. 40) 

Based on Graham et al.’s (2011) study, the KMS is the strongest overall measure 

or relationship satisfaction, with the LWMAT being the least reliable measure.  Two of 

the instrument—the MOQ and RAS—are adequate instruments for reporting relationship 

satisfaction.  CSI and SMD are promising instruments for measuring relationship 

satisfaction although there is not an extensive amount of research using these 

instruments.  In their study, Raffagnino and Matera (2015) concluded that the KMS, 

DAS, RAS, QMI, and the MAT do not measure the familial and dyadic aspects of 

relationship satisfaction separately and therefore are flawed when measuring the various 

aspects of relationship satisfaction.  A discussion of the measurement instruments 

follows, and why this researcher chose the CSI-32. 

Dyadic adjustment scale (DAS).  The DAS is a 32-item measurement instrument 

using a variety of measurement scales to arrive at a score for relationship adjustment.  

Spanier (1976) wrote that there is widespread criticism of the existing marital adjustment 

measurement instruments, which prompted him to develop a new instrument for use with 

married and non-married couples.  This instrument is a measure of overall dyadic 
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adjustment and was validity tested for content, construct, and criterion relationship; the 

correlation was 0.86.  The Cronbach’s alpha was used to test reliability, arriving at a 0.96, 

indicating the instrument was both valid and reliable for testing dyadic adjustment 

(Spanier, 1976).  While this is a reliable instrument, it is costly to use and has become 

somewhat dated in its wording.  Crane, Busby, and Larson (1991) conducted a factor 

analysis study of the DAS and wrote that researchers should avoid using the satisfaction 

subscale alone and ensure that the interpretation of the results is not taken out of the 

context of the entire instrument.  Crane et al. (1991) further cautioned against using the 

DAS with non-distressed couples because one-third of the items do not correctly 

represent the actual feelings of the non-distressed couples.  Crane et al. (1991) 

recommend that researchers not use the DAS with non-distressed couples.  They believed 

that the subscales were not sufficient for measuring the dimensions of relationship 

satisfaction and that there were too many subscales used in the instrument. 

Busby, Christensen, Crane, and Larson (1995) developed a revised version of the 

instrument consisting of fourteen items; this new instrument became known as the 

RDAS.  The RDAS uses only three of the four subscales from the original DAS.  The 

psychometric properties of the RDAS are vastly improved over the DAS and provide a 

better measurement of relationship satisfaction.  Similar to the DAS, there remains a lack 

of separation of the dyadic and familial measurements that may lead to confounding 

results.  Use of the RDAS requires training and it is expensive to use.  This researcher is 

rejecting the RDAS for use in this study due to the confounding results that Raffagnino 

and Matera (2015) found in their study. 
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Locke-Wallace Marital Adjustment Test (LWMAT).  Locke and Wallace 

(1959) created one of the oldest measurement instruments of marital satisfaction 

available for general use.  The instrument consists of fifteen items scored using different 

Likert type scales ranging from 7 points to 2 points.  Due to several issues, such as the 

wording being based upon concepts of marriage from the 1950s and questioning by other 

researchers regarding the overall reliability of the instrument to measure satisfaction 

(Sabatelli, 1988), this instrument is no longer widely used in research studies about 

marital/relationship satisfaction.  After fifty years of use, other instruments that 

researchers have found to be more reliable at measuring relationship satisfaction are 

replacing the LWMAT.  

Using the LWMAT to measure relationship satisfaction in a research study is not 

a good choice per Graham et al. (2011).  Although the instrument is shorter than other 

measures and available in the public domain does not mean it is a good choice for a 

research study.  Newer measurement instruments that use language appropriate for the 

21
st
-century audience are available.  Due to the lower levels of reliability found by 

Sabatelli (1988), and the recommendations of Graham et al. (2011), this researcher has 

determined that the use of the LWMAT instrument would not provide the appropriate 

data about relationship satisfaction necessary for this study.   

Kansas Marital Satisfaction scale (KMS).  Schumm et al. (1985) developed the 

KMS as a direct measure of relationship satisfaction using only three items.  The 

respondents answer questions using a Likert type scale about satisfaction with their 

spouse, their marriage, and their relationship with their spouse.  Creation of the KMS was 

primarily to develop an instrument to measure marital relationships and may not be as 
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useful with a non-married couple.  There is a strong correlation between the KMS and the 

DAS (Crane, Middleton, & Bean, 2000).  The KMS most strongly correlates with the 

DAS subscale of satisfaction than any of the other DAS subscales (Schumm et al., 1986).  

From the scores derived from this instrument, a therapist can distinguish between 

non-distressed and distressed spouses (Crane et al., 2000; Schumm et al., 1985).  The 

most significant advantage of this instrument is that there are only three items and can be 

administered and scored quickly.  There is a negative skew in the KMS scores like many 

of the other measures of relationship satisfaction (Schumm, Nichols, Schectman, & 

Grinsby, 1983).  The KMS is a good overall measure of relationship satisfaction.  

Because the correlations of the scores run contrary to those expected for measures of 

relationship satisfaction among heterosexual couples or married couples, Graham et al. 

(2011) suggest that this instrument may be better suited for use with same-sex and 

unmarried couples.  While this test is concise and easy to administer, it will not provide 

this researcher with the information necessary to complete the study. 

Quality of Marriage Index (QMI).  Designed as a reaction to the DAS by 

Norton (1983), his opinion was that the DAS was confounding, mixing the determinants 

of relationship satisfaction with the consequences of relationship satisfaction.  Developed 

as a reaction to the inadequacies of both the DAS and the MAT, the QMI contains 

satisfaction items of a more global nature, and the content of the instrument is more 

homogeneous (Raffagnino & Matera, 2015).  The instrument's design facilitates its use 

with married couples only (Graham et al., 2011).  The six items on the QMI use a Likert 

type scale for grading.  Although a high correlation to the DAS exists (Graham et al., 

2011), there is only a single factor from the scores thereby limiting its usefulness in 
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understanding the changes in relationship satisfaction.  The scores from this instrument 

have a negative skew, making this instrument more difficult to score.  The instrument 

requires a transformation program, which Norton provides for normalizing the scores.  

This researcher rejected the use of this instrument as being too complicated to score and 

the marriage-specific wording.  Additionally, this instrument is not readily available for 

use in research. 

Relationship Assessment Scale (RAS).  Hendrick (1988) developed his seven-

item instrument using a sample of university students that were dating and not married.  

Because the original test subjects were non-married, the wording of the questions is 

general enough to use with all types of romantic relationships.  The RAS highly 

correlates to the DAS on the satisfaction subscale (Vaughn & Baier, 1999).  Other 

subscales of the RAS also correlate with the DAS.  The instrument allows the therapist to 

differentiate between couples who will stay together and those couples that will dissolve 

their relationship.  Graham et al. (2011) believed the RAS is better suited for married 

couples, older individuals, and individuals that have been in a long-term relationship as 

opposed to using the instrument with young dating couples.  Graham et al.’s (2011) 

conclusion about not using the RAS with younger non-married couples appears to be 

contradictory to the sample population used to create the instrument.  Based upon the 

information from Graham et al. (2011) about the RAS as not being a genuinely viable 

instrument for measuring relationship satisfaction among different types of relationships, 

this researcher has determined this instrument does not meet the measurement needs of 

this study.   
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Marital Opinion Questionnaire (MOQ).  For their longitudinal study of 

marriages, Houston and Vangelisti (1991) created the MOQ.  This instrument consists of 

ten semantic differential items such as miserable to enjoyable and rewarding to 

disappointing, and a single global measure scored on a seven-point Likert scale.  Houston 

and Vangelisti (1991) took a measurement instrument for life satisfaction and adapted it 

to create a measure of marital satisfaction.  One of the main differences between this 

instrument and the others is that it does not include any measurement of behaviors or 

specific processes.  Subjects only report on their overall relationship.  The MOQ can 

distinguish between divorced and non-divorced individuals (Graham et al., 2011; 

Houston & Vangelisti, 1991).  Based on their study, Graham et al. (2011) recommend the 

use of the MOQ with young relationships as opposed to long-term relationships.  Based 

upon the recommendations for the use of this instrument with young couples by Graham 

et al. (2011), this researcher determined that this instrument would not be useful in this 

study in that the participants may come from long-term relationships as well as young 

relationships. 

Semantic Differential Scale (SMD).  Initially created by Karney and Bradbury 

(1997), this instrument rates the relationship based on fifteen pairs of adjectives using a 

seven-point Likert type scale.  This instrument correlates highly with the KMS, QMI, and 

LWMAT as well as other measures of relationship satisfaction.  Used in a longitudinal 

study of relationships by Karney and Bradbury (1997), the instrument successfully 

measured satisfaction.  Since the original study, the instrument has not been used on a 

large scale for research on relationship satisfaction (Graham et al., 2011).  Based on the 
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lack of use in relationship studies, this researcher determined that this instrument would 

not provide the necessary quantitative data for this study. 

Couples Satisfaction Index (CSI).  The CSI is a thirty-two-item measure of 

relationship satisfaction designed using item response theory from a pool of questions 

from six of the seven instruments mentioned above.  Scores from this instrument 

correlate highly with most of the other measures of relationship satisfaction.  This 

instrument also allows the therapist to distinguish between non-distressed and distressed 

relationships based on the score being above or below 104.5 (Funk & Rogge, 2007; 

Graham et al., 2011).  The reason for such a high correlation between the scores of the 

CSI and the other instruments used to measure relationship satisfaction is that the items 

on the CSI are adaptations of the questions on the other instruments.  Since the CSI-32 

instrument was derived from seven other instruments used to measure marital satisfaction 

and relationship functioning, this researcher believed it to be the most appropriate 

measure to use in this study.   

There are two other versions of the CSI; one consisting of sixteen items and the 

other has four items.  In creating the shorter versions, Rogge selected items from the 

original thirty-two item version of the CSI that would provide similar outcomes in the 

scores (Graham et al., 2011).  The basic scoring and interpretation remain the same 

although the thirty-two item CSI provides a more in-depth analysis of the individual and 

is more predictive of relationship satisfaction.  Graham et al. (2011) suggested that this 

instrument was promising as a measure of relationship satisfaction for use with a wide 

variety of relationships and that the validity of the instrument would increase as more 

studies used the instrument.  This researcher has determined that this instrument would be 
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the best choice to obtain the quantitative data for this study based on the validity testing 

conducted and the availability of the instrument in the public domain. 

Summary of Instruments 

Creation of most of the test instruments was to measure marital satisfaction; 

therefore, there are questions in many of these instruments where the wording is specific 

to a marital relationship.  This marriage-specific wording may be a confounding factor in 

measuring relationship satisfaction in non-married or same-sex romantic relationships.  

Just changing the wording in an instrument may appear to resolve the issue; however, if 

the wording is changed and not validity tested, the quality of the instrument may be 

undermined and correlations and Cronbach’s alpha may be affected (Graham et al., 

2011). 

With this study, using both married and non-married heterosexual couples as 

respondents, this researcher plans to use the CSI as the measurement instrument for the 

quantitative data gathering in that the wording facilitates its use with all types of romantic 

relationships (Funk & Rogge, 2007).  While other instruments are more widely accepted 

as measures of marital satisfaction, this study is about relationship satisfaction.  Using an 

instrument designed to measure relationship satisfaction for all types of relationships will 

provide more appropriate data for this study than the instruments specifically designed to 

measure marital satisfaction.  Redesigning an instrument is time-consuming; to save time 

in design and testing of a new instrument, this researcher has chosen to use the CSI, 

which is the best instrument for relationship satisfaction available that has been reliability 

and validity tested (Funk & Rogge, 2007).  Identifying changes in relationship 

satisfaction require an intervention between the initial measurement of satisfaction and 
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the after-intervention measurement.  Relationship education is one method of providing a 

form of intervention while not considered as a formal intervention by some therapists.  

The literature is summarized in the final section of this chapter. 

Summary of the Literature 

With the divorce rate approaching 50%, it is necessary for counselors and 

therapists to examine ways to stabilize and improve relationships.  Stress is one of the 

leading factors in the erosion of satisfaction within a relationship.  Stress from external 

forces can exacerbate the level of internal stress within the relationship.  These increased 

levels of stress may result in the dissolution of the relationship unless the couple seeks 

some form of intervention.  In the review of the literature for this study, several aspects of 

relationship satisfaction were examined, as well as causes of relationship distress that 

may result in the reduction of the individuals’ perception of their level of satisfaction in 

the relationship. 

An introduction and discussion of several instruments available for measuring 

marital or relationship satisfaction is part of this review of the literature.  Not all the 

instruments discussed would be appropriate for use in this study.  This researcher has 

explained why many of the instruments were not selected and why the CSI was selected 

to be used in this study.  Obtaining a high level of quality quantitative data is essential for 

understanding the changes in relationship satisfaction.  From the literature review, this 

researcher found a gap in the professional literature that this study should fill. 

None of the literature reviewed indicated reasons why the participants felt that a 

particular relationship education program was successful at helping them to improve their 

relationship satisfaction.  A study to understand why participants in a relationship 
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education program perceive it to be successful would be beneficial to the field of 

relationship therapy and education.  
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

Presented in this chapter is the design of this study as well as the procedures this 

researcher used to conduct the study and the plan this researcher used for data analysis.  

Information about sample selection, controlling researcher bias, and instrumentation is 

also presented.  The next section presents the discussion of the research design. 

Research Design 

In this convergent parallel mixed methods study (Creswell, 2015), this 

researcher’s goals were to (1) to explore the changes in relationship satisfaction of 

couples in central New Mexico after participating in the Real Intimacy and Growth Skills 

(RINGS) Experience, and (2) explore the experiences of participants in this relationship 

education program regarding changes in their perceptions of relationship satisfaction.  

This researcher selected a mixed methods approach because the quantitative data would 

only identify whether relationship satisfaction changed.  Creswell (2015) wrote “that 

when an investigator combines statistical trends (quantitative data) with stories and 

personal experiences (qualitative data), this collective strength provides a better 

understanding of the research problem than either form of data alone” (p. 2).  This 

researcher selected the mixed methods approach for this study to provide a better 

understanding of why the education program affects relationship satisfaction.  

As a method to affect the level of relationship satisfaction, this researcher selected 

an education program rather than a traditional therapy because the education program 

takes a shorter period to conduct and obtain meaningful data.  Larson (2004) wrote that 

due to the limitations of traditional therapy, there is a need to explore additional methods 

to help couples in distress.  Relationship education is less likely to result in a couple 
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feeling the stigma of relationship problems than may be experienced if they attended 

traditional therapy.  A lower cost of relationship education compared to the costs of 

traditional therapy often attracts a couple to seek help.  When a couple attends a 

relationship education program early in their relationship, they are more likely to seek 

help in the future if needed (Larson, 2004). 

In this study, this researcher sought to understand the personal experiences of the 

participants.  Additionally, this study explored why the subjects believed that their 

participation in the RINGS Experience resulted in a change in their perceived relationship 

satisfaction.  This researcher used a pre-test and a post-test survey for the quantitative 

data gathering in this mixed methods approach.  In the pre-test and post-tests, the 

measurement instrument used was the Couples Satisfaction Index (CSI-32).  Dr. Rogge 

and others from Rochester University in New York developed the instrument and tested it 

for validity and reliability (Funk & Rogge, 2007).  This researcher conducted semi-

structured interviews with selected couples after the education program to gather the 

qualitative data.  Integration of the data was achieved through a merging of the 

quantitative and qualitative data. 

Research Questions 

1. Does relationship satisfaction change from pre-test to post-test as the result of 

participating in the RINGS Experience? 

2. What are the experiences of participating in the RINGS Experience on 

individuals? 
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Hypotheses 

H0: Participating in the RINGS Experience will not have an influence on 

relationship satisfaction. 

Ha: Participating in the Rings experience will improve relationship satisfaction.  

Sample Selection 

This mixed-methods study required two samples to obtain the quantitative and 

qualitative data necessary to answer the research questions (Creswell, 2015).  For this 

study, couples from central New Mexico were recruited.  Participants were solicited from 

religious organizations in Albuquerque and Rio Rancho, New Mexico, as well as through 

the Foundation for a Better Marriage website www.foundationforabettermarriage.com 

and the Facebook page operated by Foundation Church in Rio Rancho, New Mexico.  

Additional subjects were recruited using posters and newsletters posted and distributed in 

several locations around central New Mexico.  Since there were no personally 

identifiable traits or diagnoses used to assign couples to a group, randomness of the 

sample was based on the self-selection of the subjects to participate.  In this study, this 

researcher only accepted heterosexual couples in the RINGS Experience and the data 

gathering process.  This researcher drew the sample for the qualitative portion of the 

study from the population of individuals who participated in the RINGS Experience.   

Before participation in the study, all prospective subjects received a copy of the 

informed consent document (see Appendix D).  The researcher reviewed the document 

with each subject.  This researcher retained a signed copy of the consent document, and a 

duplicate copy was given to the subject for his or her records.  Potential subjects who did 

not want to sign the informed consent were excluded from the study.  Assistants at the 
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RINGS Experience reminded subjects that their participation was voluntary and at any 

time during this study they could excuse themselves from the study with no penalties.   

No incentives to participate in this study were given to subjects.  Facilitators 

conduct the RINGS Experience at a cost to the participants, and each facilitator 

determines the cost of the session.  Because this researcher served as the facilitator for the 

program, the cost per couple to participate in the RINGS Experience was limited to the 

cost of the books that the facilitator must purchase from the developers of the program.  

The cost for the books was $25.00 per couple.  A limited number of scholarships of 

$25.00 per couple were provided by a church to encourage their members to attend the 

RINGS Experience to improve their relationships; the church also authorized the 

scholarships to be awarded to couples who were not members of the church but needed 

assistance with their relationship.  

Subjects completed both a pre-test and post-test about relationship satisfaction.  

The results of the pre-test and post-test were analyzed using IBM’S SPSS 25 Statistics 

software.  A paired t-test was the statistical analysis method used to determine if 

relationship satisfaction changed from before the RINGS Experience to after it ended.  A 

sample of the participants in the RINGS Experience consisted of thirty people making up 

fifteen couples.   

Structured interviews were conducted to provide the data for the 

phenomenological or qualitative part of the study to explore their experiences with the 

RINGS Experience.  Four couples were selected to take part in the interviews.  The 

decision to select four couples or eight subjects was based on the writings of Creswell 

(2015) and Morse (2000); they suggested the number of individuals used for a 
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phenomenological study should be between five and twenty.  The phenomenon that the 

researcher was trying to understand was why the subjects’ perception of relationship 

satisfaction changed.  The analyses were merged to provide the conclusions regarding 

whether relationship satisfaction changed and why it changed as the result of 

participation in the RINGS Experience. 

Instrumentation 

This researcher used the Couples Satisfaction Index (CSI-32) to obtain the 

quantitative data for the study.  When Funk and Rogge (2007) evaluated the instrument 

and the CSI-16 (the shorter version of the CSI-32), they found that the amount of 

information obtained regarding relationship satisfaction was greater than that provided by 

other better-known measures from which this instrument was created, except in the 

highest levels of satisfaction.  When the Cohen’s D was calculated for effect size 

comparing the groups used in their sample, Funk and Rogge (2007) found that there was 

less noise and higher effect size in the CSI-32 when compared to both the DAS and the 

MAT.  Funk and Rogge (2007) found in their study: 

The CSI has excellent internal consistency.  More important, the CSI scales 

demonstrated strong convergent validity with the existing measures of 

relationship satisfaction, showing appropriately strong correlations with those 

measures, even with the MAT and the DAS, despite only nominal amounts of 

item overlap with those scales.  (p. 579) 

 

Based upon the findings of Funk and Rogge (2007), the CSI-32 was the most 

accurate instrument for measuring relationship satisfaction because the items that were 

related to variables that are easily manipulated, such as communication skills, had been 

removed from the instrument.  Removal of these questions made the CSI-32 a more 

reliable in measuring the actual levels of relationship satisfaction without the 
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confounding noise found in the DAS and the MAT due to questions related to 

communication skills.  The reliability of this instrument measured using Cronbach’s 

alpha yielded a score of 0.88, which indicated a high level of internal validity in the 

instrument (Funk & Rogge, 2007).  A copy of the instrument this researcher used in this 

study can be found in Appendix A. 

Scoring of this instrument was accomplished using the scoring key found in 

Appendix B.  Ten of the items in this instrument are reverse scored; the rest of the 

questions are scored using a standard Likert type scale.  The total score for the instrument 

was determined by adding the numerical value from each question to arrive at a sum.  

Scores from this instrument can range between 0 and 161 (Funk & Rogge, 2007).  A 

score of 161 indicates the highest level of relationship satisfaction.  Individuals scoring 

104.5 have a low level of relationship satisfaction and are at risk of ending the 

relationship.  Couples scoring between 0 and 100 are most likely going to end their 

relationship (Funk & Rogge, 2007). 

In this study, the instrument was given twice; once before the beginning of the 

education program known as the RINGS Experience, then after the conclusion of the 

final session of the RINGS Experience.  Both the pre-test and the post-test were scored 

using a Likert type scale, which facilitated the measurement of the change in relationship 

satisfaction from before participation to after participation in the RINGS Experience.  

The findings identified whether participation in the RINGS Experience affected the 

perceived level of relationship satisfaction of the participants.  Using the instrument in 

multiple administrations on the same population is one method of ensuring reliability 

within the test instrument (Salkind, 2010).   
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Data obtained from both the pre-test and post-test were used to measure the level 

of relationship satisfaction the individual perceives within their relationship and whether 

there was any change from before the RINGS Experience to its completion.  The pre-tests 

and post-tests were coded using a numbering system that only this researcher had access 

to so that this researcher could maintain the anonymity of the participants and maintain 

the level of confidentiality expected by the participants. 

To gather qualitative data, this researcher conducted semi-structured interviews 

with four couples who participated in the RINGS Experience.  Subjects for the interviews 

were selected from couples who volunteered to participate in the interview process.  

Appendix E contains the questions used in the interviews.  Use of a focus group 

consisting of individuals who had participated in a relationship education program 

strengthened the internal validity of the interview questions (Creswell, 2015).  The focus 

group was given the questions to evaluate and provided input on how to improve the 

questions.  Additionally, they were asked to respond to the questions to establish an 

initial coding manual for the final data collected in this study (Salkind, 2010).  These 

interviews were audiotaped and transcribed.  Before the interviews began, the 

interviewees were informed that the interview would be recorded.  If the individuals 

agreed to be recorded, the interviewer began the tape and asked the couple to state their 

name and that they agreed to have the interview recorded.  The interviewer took notes of 

what was said, as well as noting his or her observations of body language and vocal 

inflections to aid in the evaluation of the responses for participants that declined to be 

recorded.  



64 

 

 

All media used to record the qualitative responses from the semi-structured 

interviews were labeled with identification numbers to maintain the confidentiality of the 

individuals participating in the qualitative portion of this study.  The same identifying 

numbers were used to tie the responses on the media and the pre-tests and post-tests 

together to allow this researcher to compare the quantitative data to the qualitative 

responses.  At no time during this study did anyone other than this researcher have access 

to the codes used to identify the responses of the participants.  When this researcher 

presented the qualitative data, the identities of the participants were kept secret using 

pseudonyms, as well as masking some of the qualities of the individual that could be used 

to identify the participants to a reader from the area where the study was conducted. 

All test instruments and media files were stored in a locked container within a 

locked file cabinet in the researcher’s office.  This researcher was the only person that 

handled the documents and files except when the responses and transcripts were reviewed 

by an assistant trained in quantitative and qualitative analytical procedures.  This 

researcher, while maintaining overall control and confidentiality of the documents and 

audio recordings, directly supervised analysis conducted by the assistant.  Assistants were 

not able to access the codebook at any time.  The key to the locked container was only 

available to this researcher.  The codebook that identified the participants and tied the 

identification numbers on the test instruments and media files was in a locked cabinet 

separate from the documents and the media files.  Only this researcher had access to this 

codebook.  Upon completion of this study and final defense of the dissertation, the 

documents, codebook, and media files will be destroyed after a reasonable period not to 

exceed three years to ensure the confidentiality of the participants is always maintained.  
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Methodological Assumptions 

Researchers rely on many factors while attempting to support the validity of their 

study; among these are theoretical validity, interpretive validity, evaluative validity, 

descriptive validity, and generalizability.  One of the more important aspects of a mixed 

methods study is generalizability.  Maxwell (1992) wrote there are two types of 

generalizability that a researcher should consider; internal and external.  For qualitative 

research, the internal generalizability is more important than the ability to project the 

results onto the general population. 

This researcher expected that the participants gave responses to the CSI-32 

questions on both the pre-test and post-test honestly and truthfully.  All participants were 

assumed to be in a committed relationship that was in excellent, good, or poor condition, 

and the participants believed they needed some assistance to make their relationship 

better.  All participants took part of their own free will.  No individual was coerced by his 

or her partner to participate in this study.  While the results of most qualitative studies are 

not generalizable, they may be transferable to other similar populations (Marshall & 

Rossman, 2006, p. 43).  Location of the RINGS Experience, and where the interviews 

were conducted, may have influenced the results.  Facilitators and interviewers may also 

have affected the responses (Creswell, 2015; Marshall & Rossman, 2006). 

Controlling Researcher Bias 

To avoid bias in the selection of the subjects that participated in this study, the 

researcher accepted subjects aged eighteen years old or older.  There was no 

discrimination based on religion, ethnicity, color, or race.  The only limitation on subject 

selection was that the couple must be heterosexual.  Avoiding bias on the part of the 
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researcher was important so there would be no preconceived ideas as to the outcome of 

the study (Creswell, 2012).  This researcher had no preconceived notions regarding the 

effectiveness of the RINGS Experience beyond the claims made by the developers of the 

program as described in the facilitator manual (Nissley & Nissley, 2011).   

A focus group was used to review the interview questions to reduce or eliminate 

bias in the questions used to elicit the qualitative data.  When conducting interviews, this 

researcher avoided influencing or directing the subject’s responses.  Additionally, this 

researcher and the observers tried not to demonstrate our personal feelings regarding their 

responses and behaviors.  To reduce bias in the semi-structured interviews, this 

researcher did not ask leading questions or use wording that would have elicited 

responses that may not be the actual feelings of the respondent.  The responses were not 

restated in this researcher’s words; the responses are the actual words of the respondent 

(Malhotra, Hall, Shaw, & Oppenheim, 2007).   

To reduce researcher bias in the conduct of the RINGS Experience, this 

researcher used the DVD program created by the Nissley’s in 2016 to provide the 

education program.  This researcher and assistants only facilitated the exercises and 

discussion portions of the program.  To avoid the issue of confirmation bias, this 

researcher continually reviewed the responses from the semi-structured interviews.  Part 

of this evaluation was to uncover comments and themes that were contrary to this 

researcher’s beliefs relating to the research questions (Rabin & Schrag, 1999).  

Discussion sections were facilitated by this researcher and assistants; all of the responses 

were from the participants.  This researcher only clarified the questions based on the 

information provided in the manuals written by Nissley & Nissley (2011).  A list of 
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couples that volunteered for interviews was compiled and an identification number 

assigned, and then four couples were selected at random for the semi-structured 

interviews.   

This researcher is an ordained Southern Baptist Minister and considering this, 

there exist a cultural bias that cannot be eliminated, which is the definition of a 

relationship and marriage as being between one man and one woman.  Because of this 

bias, this study did not address the change in relationship satisfaction of same-sex 

couples.  Additionally, this study did not address the personal experiences of same-sex 

couples since they did not participate in the RINGS Experience.  For this study, the only 

preconceived notions that this researcher had were that the subjects or participants are not 

involved in same-sex relationships and that the couples who participated were involved in 

heterosexual relationships. 

Procedures 

Flyers and announcements at churches and other organizations, as well as social 

media and e-mail, were used to solicit the required number of participants for the 

quantitative portion of the study.  After the appropriate number of participants was 

achieved, the RINGS Experience was scheduled.  Upon arrival at the site, everyone was 

given a copy of the informed consent that was reviewed with them before each 

participant signed.  Participants then were given the CSI-32 pre-test to complete.  When 

all participants had completed the CSI-32, the RINGS Experience introductory session 

began.  Five units made up the RINGS Experience, taking approximately nine hours to 

complete.  After completing the fifth unit, participants took the CSI-32 as a post-test.  

Three of the semi-structured interviews were conducted the same day as the RINGS 
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Experience; one interview was conducted a week later.  The four couples interviewed 

were selected at random from the initial sample of couples participating in the RINGS 

Experience.  Each interview took between thirty and sixty minutes.  Each interview was 

recorded on audio tape, and the observer took notes.  All interviews were transcribed for 

coding.   

Quantitative data was entered into an Excel file for uploading into IBM’s SPSS 

Statistics 25 software to perform the t-tests and to generate the histograms for the 

frequency distribution.  The coded results from the qualitative data were entered in the 

QDA Miner qualitative analysis software.  Conclusions were drawn from each type of 

data, and then the data sets were merged to determine whether the null hypothesis was 

supported or if it should be rejected.  The next section explains how the data was 

processed and analyzed. 

Data Processing and Analysis 

The CSI-32, which was the quantitative instrument, was reviewed by this 

researcher and then graded by hand.  Any items that did not have a response were treated 

using the IBM SPSS Statistics 25 data correction protocol for missing scores.  All 

interviews were transcribed, then this researcher read and evaluated the transcripts to 

identify themes used in the coding process.  Data for the quantitative portion of the study 

were input into an Excel worksheet to upload into the IBM’S SPSS Statistics 25 software 

used in the analysis of the quantitative data.  The qualitative data consisting of the 

interview responses were transcribed from audio tape to a Word document and imported 

into a QDA Miner file for coding and analysis before any conclusions were drawn. 
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Quantitative data.  When all the pre-tests and post-tests were scored, the 

responses were put into an Excel file for upload into IBM’s SPSS Statistics 25 software 

program to facilitate the analysis of the quantitative data.  For this study, the quantitative 

tests consisted of a paired t-test to measure the overall change in relationship satisfaction 

between the pre-test and the post-test.  Paired t-tests for the overall scores of the CSI-32 

were performed to identify any changes in relationship satisfaction that were statistically 

significant between the pre-test scores and the post-test scores.  In this statistical test, this 

researcher looked for statistically significant changes in relationship satisfaction based on 

the CSI-32 overall scores from before the RINGS Experience to its conclusion.  Alpha 

was set at α=.05 level; this means that there is a less than 5% chance that a type 1 error 

would occur. 

Qualitative data.  When conducting a mixed methods study, analysis of the data 

may take place at any stage of the data collection process (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2006).  

Upon completion of the initial coding, with the assistance of an individual trained in 

qualitative data analysis, a review of the coding took place and the codes were refined.  

After all interviews were transcribed, this researcher reviewed the transcripts looking for 

themes, statements, and words that appeared to be commonly used by the participants.  

Onwuegbuzie and Leech (2006) wrote that the data analysis in a mixed methods study 

“should not be dictated by the underlying epistemological orientation” (p. 352).  

Content analysis was used to analyze the transcripts of the audiotaped interviews.  

Use of this method allowed this researcher to gain a better understanding of the data and 

to test theoretical constructs (Elo & Kyngas, 2007).  The transcripts were evaluated and 

words classified into several common categories and further analyzed to identify themes 
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that supported or indicated that the results of the quantitative data differed from the 

researcher’s original beliefs about the efficacy of the RINGS Experience.  All transcripts 

were reviewed using the same methods to ensure consistency between interview 

responses to individual questions and between the responses of all subjects to strengthen 

the internal validity of the data analysis. 

To facilitate the coding of the data, the transcripts were coded using various 

colored highlighters to indicate that this word or statement was included in the file for 

further analysis.  A Word document file was created so that the qualitative data could be 

imported into the QDA Miner qualitative analysis software that was designed to analyze 

and identify commonalities within the data to arrive at a preliminary understanding of the 

results.  After the initial analysis, if there was a need for clarification of an interviewee’s 

response, this researcher contacted the interviewee by phone and solicited additional 

information to clarify the response.  This additional data was coded and processed along 

with the original data.  Once this researcher determined that the data had reached the 

saturation point, the results were merged with the quantitative data. 

Integrating the Data 

Integration of the data, which is the bringing together of the quantitative and 

qualitative data (Creswell, 2015), was done manually using the reports created by this 

researcher from the IBM SPSS Statistics 25 software and QDA Miner qualitative analysis 

software programs.  First, this researcher looked at whether there was a statistically 

significant change in relationship satisfaction.  Secondly, using the qualitative data, this 

researcher explored the experiences of the subjects resulting from participation in the 

RINGS Experience.  Creswell (2015) wrote “The quantitative data and the qualitative 
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data can either dissolve into each other or remain separate” (p. 82).  For this study, the 

researcher maintained the results of the data as two separate entities.  Identifying whether 

there was a statistically significant change in relationship satisfaction was the quantitative 

portion of the study.  The lived experiences of the participants were the qualitative 

portion of the study that was analyzed to identify why participants felt that the RINGS 

Experience influenced their level of relationship satisfaction.  Both the qualitative and 

quantitative data were used to explain the results.  This researcher anticipated that 

through the analysis of the data, the research questions would be answered and the 

hypothesis supported.   

Ethical Procedures 

In this study, this researcher directly interacted with the participants in the RINGS 

Experience and the follow-up interviews.  Because there was direct interaction, this 

researcher obtained approval from the Argosy Online IRB; this study required a full 

review by the IRB before any solicitation of subjects or any data gathering could be 

conducted.  With the qualifiers that this researcher used in accepting subjects, no subjects 

from the specifically protected populations per the Belmont Report (United States 

Department of Health & Human Services [USDHHS], 1979) participated in this study. 

If an individual did not wish to continue with the study, the individual and his or 

her partner could leave the study without any negative repercussions.  These individuals 

could complete the RINGS Experience if they desired, these participants were not asked 

to complete the post-test, and their pre-test responses were not be included in the 

quantitative data.  Participants who refused to complete the pre-test were not allowed to 
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participate in the RINGS Experience.  This researcher recruited additional participants to 

achieve the required sample population.  

Summary 

In this convergent parallel mixed-methods study, this researcher’s goal was to 

explain the reasons why the level of relationship satisfaction changed because the 

individual participated in the RINGS Experience.  Use of a mixed methods approach was 

better suited to answer the research questions and explain the phenomenon of change in 

relationship satisfaction.  In the following chapter, we examine the results of the data 

gathering and analysis. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: DATA ANALYSIS AND RESULTS 

Presented in this chapter are the results of the research and the analysis of the 

data.  The quantitative data is presented to answer research question one and whether the 

null hypothesis was accepted or rejected.  The qualitative data is presented to answer 

research question two.  Presentation of the qualitative data includes some discussion and 

tables showing significant themes related to each of the ten interview questions, as well 

as sub-themes, along with comments made by the interview participants.  Following the 

qualitative presentation, the two databases are compared to answer both research 

questions and the rejection of the null hypothesis. 

Restatement of the Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to evaluate whether the RINGS Experience 

relationship education resulted in an increase in the level of relationship satisfaction for 

each of the participants measured using the Couples Satisfaction Instrument (CSI-32).  

Additionally, the purpose of this study was to examine the experiences of selected 

participants and their feelings as to why they believe that the RINGS Experience affected 

their perception of their level of relationship satisfaction.  Presentation of the data 

answers both research questions and this researcher’s decision about the null hypothesis. 

Research Questions 

For this study, this researcher investigated the following research questions: 

1. Does relationship satisfaction change from pre-test to post-test after

participating in the RINGS Experience?

2. What are the experiences of participating in the RINGS Experience on

individuals?
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Hypotheses 

H0: Participating in the RINGS Experience will not have an influence on 

relationship satisfaction. 

Ha: Participating in the Rings experience will improve relationship satisfaction. 

Quantitative Findings 

The quantitative findings are presented below in tables showing the results of the 

paired t-tests for the overall scores and the individual questions.  Following that will be 

the analysis of the results identifying any statistically significant changes from the pre-

test to post-test as well as how that answers the research question.  Presented in the next 

section are the qualifications for inclusion as a subject for this study. 

Descriptive Statistics of Participants 

Thirty individuals, comprised up 15 couples, were considered eligible to 

participate in the RINGS Experience.  The participants had to meet the following 

qualifications for inclusion in this study: 

 Couples must be heterosexual.

 Participants must be over 18 years of age.

 Couples must be in a long-term relationship or committed to forming a long-

term relationship (pre-marital relationship).

 Participants could read, understand, and speak English; the program materials

and videos are in English.

 Willingness to spend eight hours to complete the program and take the pre-test

and post-tests.
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All of the participants met the above qualifications.  Table 1 is a breakdown of the 

individual demographics of the participants in the overall program.  No analysis was 

conducted using the data in Table 1; it is presented for the reader to understand the 

demographic make-up of the sample used in this study. 

Table 1 

Demographics of the Participants 

Ethnicity Age 

Participants Caucasian Hispanic 18-30 31-40 41-50 51-60 61-70 

Male 15 12 3 6 3 3 0 3 

Female 15 9 6 9 0 3 3 0 

Presented in the next section are the actual results of the paired t-tests with a two-

tailed level of significance, along with the findings as they relate to the research question.  

A discussion is presented on how the quantitative analyses answer the hypotheses.   A 

paired samples t-test was conducted to compare the level of relationship satisfaction an 

individual has before attending the RINGS Experience and after their participation in the 

RINGS Experience.  For the pre-test, the distribution was slightly negatively skewed at -

.508 and the kurtosis was -1.069.  Skewness for the post-test was -.622 and the kurtosis 

was -.357.  To be considered a standard distribution, skewness should be ±1.0.  An 

acceptable level of kurtosis to consider a distribution normal is ±2.0.  Based on the levels 

of skewness and kurtosis, the distribution of the scores would be considered normal 

(George & Mallery, 2010).   

Scores on the CSI-32 can range from 0 to 164, with a score less than 104.5 

indicating that the relationship is in trouble.  With the kurtosis on the pre-test being-1.069 
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and the kurtosis on the post-test being -.357, this researcher concluded since the kurtosis 

is between ±2.0, the distribution of the scores appears to be normal.  Based on the 

assumption that a normal distribution should have a skewness of no more than ±1.0 

(George & Mallery, 2010), and the skew of the pre-test is negative at -.508 and the post-

test was also negatively skewed at -.622, the distribution of the scores on both the pre-test 

and post-test were within what would be considered a normal distribution.  From the 

figures presented below, the post-test appears to have a more normal distribution of the 

scores than the pre-test.  In the pre-test, the mode was 144, the minimum score was 84, 

and the maximum score was 149.  The reason for the negative skew was that there were 

more scores above the center point. 

Figure 1. Frequency distribution of the CSI-32 Pre-test 
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Figure 2. Frequency distribution of the CSI-32 Post-test. 

The mode for the post-test scores was 125.  The minimum score on the post-test 

was 80 and the maximum score was 154.  The minimum and maximum scores presented 

in Figures 1 and 2 do not represent the possible scores on the CSI-32.  These minimum 

and maximum scores represent the subjects’ test scores.  According to George and 

Mallery (2011), this is a normal frequency distribution of scores. 

Table 2 

Paired Samples Statistics 

Mean N Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

Pair 1 Pre-Test 126.13 30 19.004 3.470 

Post-Test 129.90 30 20.630 3.767 

Note: M=mean; N=sample population size, SD=Std. Deviation 
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The difference between the pre-test and post-test means is an increase of 3.77 

points.  A change of this amount indicated that there is a statistically significant change in 

the scores between the pre-test and post-test.  

Table 3 

Paired Samples Correlations 

 N Correlation Sig. 

Pair 1 Pre-Test & Post-Test 30 .888 .000 

Note: r=Correlation; p=significance, N=sample population size 

The sample consisted of 30 individuals tested twice; N=30, and the df=29.  The 

pre-test and post-test scores are significantly positively correlated (r=.888, p<0.001).   

Table 4 

Paired Samples Test 

Paired Differences 

Pair 1 Mean Standard 

Deviation 

Standard 

Error of 

the Mean 

95% Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference 

t df Significance 

(2 tailed) 

Lower Upper 

pre-test -

post-test 

-3.767 9.507 1.736 -7.317 -.217 -2.17 29   0.038 

There was a significant difference between the pre-test and post-test scores 

(t29= -2.17, p<0.05).  Post-test scores averaged 3.77 points higher than pre-test scores 

(95% CI [-7.317, -0.217]). 

Analysis of Quantitative Data 

 Does relationship satisfaction change from pre-test to post-test after participating 

in the RINGS Experience?  The CSI-32 was used to gather data for both the pre-test and 
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the post-test from the participants in the RINGS Experience.  Results from Table 2 

indicated there was a significant difference in the scores for the pre-test (M = 126.13,   

SD = 19.00) and the post-test (M = 129.90, SD = 20.63), using the conditions;  

t (29) = -2.17, p = 0.038.  Relationship satisfaction among participants increased from an 

average of 126.13 to 129.90; this is a difference of 3.77 points.  With the level of 

significance p < .05, this showed that there was a statistically significant difference from 

the pre-test to the post-test scores. Therefore, this researcher rejected the null hypothesis:  

H0: Participating in the RINGS Experience will not have an influence on relationship 

satisfaction.  This researcher is 96.2% confident that the changes in the scores are not by 

chance.  Results from Table 3 show a high level of correlation between the pre-test and 

post-test scores, as would be expected in testing the same group twice using the same 

instrument.  These results show that participation in the RINGS Experience changed the 

level of relationship satisfaction of the participants, which was the alternative hypothesis. 

Presented in the next section is the qualitative data and analysis.  Major themes 

along with the sub-themes are presented for each question from the semi-structured 

interviews.  Quotes from the participants are presented.  To protect the confidentiality of 

the participants, their names are not included in the reference list. 

Qualitative Findings 

In the qualitative part of this study, the researcher looked at the individuals’ 

opinions and feelings related to their attendance in the RINGS Experience.  The 

researcher also looked to see if the participants believed the program made a difference in 

their relationship.  Four couples were selected to participate in the semi-structured 

interviews to provide the qualitative.  A series of ten open-ended questions were asked of 
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each participant.  Some of the participants chose not to answer, or answered with a 

response that did not answer the question.  After the interviews, this researcher sought 

responses from the individuals who did not respond to a question.  This researcher 

contacted three of the participants for follow-up regarding their feelings about the RINGS 

Experience.  Responses were recorded even though they did not answer the question; 

responses were reviewed and included in the analysis of other opinions and comments.    

The demographic information is in Table 5.  The sample does not represent a diverse 

demographic.  Therefore, the results may not be representative of the general population.  

Table 5 

Interview Participants’ Demographic Information 

Code Name Gender Age Marital Status 

S F 18 PM 

N M 22 PM 

T F 48 M 

M M 50 M 

E F 22 D-PM

D M 25 PM 

A F 28 LR 

J M 30 LR 

Note. Marital status is coded as follows: PM = Premarital; LR = Long Term Relationship; D-PM = 

Divorced and Premarital; and M = Married 

Qualitative Question One  

Participants were asked, “What were your expectations of the program before 

attending the RINGS Experience?  How did you arrive at those expectations?”  

Participants’ general expectations were that the RINGS Experience was an educational 

venue in which they learned skills to improve or enhance their relationships.  Subjects 

stated they expected that by participating in the program, they would learn new skills to 
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improve and enhance their relationships.  Education is the major theme of question one.  

Sub-themes were; learn/taught, knowledge, help, and relationship.  Relationship is a sub-

theme even though many of the participants mentioned relationship in their responses.  

Table 6 depicts an overview of qualitative question one themes. 

Table 6 

Qualitative Question One 

Major Theme Sub- Themes Participants Quotes 

Education 

Learn S, N, A, J 

Participant S: “Learn to be a better couple.” 

Participant J: “To learn something about 

relationships.” 

Knowledge M, T 

Participant M: “Gain knowledge in how to 

handle my relationship.” 

Participant T: “I wanted to gain insight into my 

relationship.” 

Help D, E, M 

Participant E: “I was not sure what to expect 

from this class.  I figured it was some helping 

program, like a self-help book with exercises.” 

Participant M: “I want to help improve my 

relationship.” 

Relationship 
S, N, A, J, M, 

T, D, E 

Participant A: “Knowing that it was a 

relationship growth class, and I would learn new 

skills.” 

Participant T: “knowing that it was a class that 

could help me with my relationship.” 

Qualitative Question Two  

Participants were asked, “How have your expectations of the program changed 

since attending the RINGS Experience?  Why do you feel they changed?”  Most of the 

participants had no real change in their expectations about what the program was.  
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Education is the main theme for this question.  Change in opinion was related to the class 

as being more exciting and informative than the participants expected.  Sub-themes 

included taught/learned, improve, and relationship.  In the responses to this question, 

relationship is the most commonly used word.  For most of the participants, the video 

entitled “Tale of Two Brains” (Gungor, 2009) was their favorite part of the program.  

Many of the participants were talking about the Gungor video as they left.  Table 7 

depicts the overview of themes for qualitative question two. 

Table 7 

Qualitative Question Two 

Major Theme Sub- Themes Participants Quotes 

Education 

Taught / Learned M, J, E, D 

Participant J: “I learned more skills 

from the videos which were 

interesting and informative.  

Learning men and women think 

differently will help me in 

approaching situations.” 

Improve T, D 

Participant D: “I thought the class 

was going to be dull.  The Mark 

Gungor video made it fun and 

interesting.  The class is a way for 

couples to improve and grow their 

relationships.” 

Relationship S, N, M, T, E, 

D, J, A 

Participant A: “Pretty much what I 

expected from a relationship class.  

More informative than I expected.  

The brain video by Mark Gungor 

clarified how men and women think 

in a relationship.” 

Qualitative Question Three  

Participants were asked, “How satisfied were you with your relationship before 

attending the RINGS Experience?  Please elaborate.”  All the participants indicated that 
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their relationships were okay, but that they could afford to be improved or enhanced.  The 

primary theme for this question was relationship since the question was about their 

relationships.  Sub-themes were; improve, skills, learned/taught, and happiness.  

Comments included grow, which was not coded as a sub-theme.  Most of the participants 

expressed they were happy in their relationships, but things could be better.  Table 8 

depicts the overview of the themes for qualitative question three. 

Table 8 

Qualitative Question Three 

Major Theme Sub- Themes Participants Quotes 

Relationship Improve 
S, T, M, E, D 

Participant M: “We have a good relationship.  If 

you do not work on your relationship, you will 

have problems.  This class has given us good 

information to work on our relationship to improve 

it and help us to communicate better.” 

Relationship 

Skills J, E, D, S, A 

Participant A: “I am pretty satisfied with my 

relationship.  We practice about 1/3 of the 

communications skills taught in the class.  The 

class taught me that we are not as messed up as I 

thought we might be, that we are doing things 

right.” 

Participant D: “I am happy in my relationship, we 

are still in the honeymoon stage, but we can grow 

in our relationship from the skills we learned in the 

class.” 

Learned / 

Taught 

E, J, A, D, 
Participant E: “I am happy in my relationship; I 

think that we can grow closer from what we 

learned in the class.” 

Happiness D, E, S, N 

Participant S: “We have our differences, but 

overall I am happy with my relationship.” 

Participant T: “I am pretty happy with my 

relationship.  We have been working on it before 

the class.” 
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Qualitative Question Four  

Participants were asked, “After attending the RINGS Experience, do you think 

your relationship will change?  How and why do you think there will be a change?”  All 

participants responded to this question in the affirmative.  Skills are the major theme, 

which relates to the skills that were taught by the instructors in the video presentation and 

practiced by the participants during the RINGS Experience.  Participants commented on 

the value of the RINGS workbook.  A consensus of the participants was the skills and 

exercises in the book can be practiced at home and would serve to strengthen their 

relationships.  Sub-themes are; taught/learned, improve, and relationship.  As with many 

of the other questions, the term relationship was commonly used by the participants in 

their responses.  Table 9 depicts an overview of the themes for qualitative question four. 

Table 9 

Qualitative Question Four 

Major Theme Sub- Themes Participants Quotes 

Taught / 

Learned 

S, N, M, T, 

A, E, D 

Participant J: “Yes our relationship will probably 

improve as we use the skills we learned in the class.” 

Participant E: “Since the course focuses on personal 

growth as a couple rather than as an individual I believe 

that we can enhance our relationship using what we 

learned in the class.” 

Skills Improve S, N, A, E, 

D 

Participant D: “To maintain and improve one’s 

relationship you have to work on it together.  This class 

teaches you the skills necessary to improve and enhance 

your relationship.” 

Participant A: “We will be able to improve our 

relationship by incorporating the skills and exercises we 

learned into our daily and weekly activities.” 

Relationship S, N, M, T, 

A, J, E, D 

Participant N: “I think our relationship will get better 

from what we learned in the class.  I am not sure how I 

will use the skills, but I know they can improve my 

relationship.” 
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Qualitative Question Five  

Participants were asked, “Would you recommend the RINGS Experience to your 

friends, relatives, or acquaintances to help with their relationships?  Why or why not?”  

Participants would recommend the program to their friends, family, and acquaintances.  

Some of the participants indicated that they would only recommend the RINGS 

Experience to people they know would attend; otherwise, they would not recommend it.  

Participation is more important than attendance according to most participants.  The 

major theme of this question is participation.  Sub-themes in this question included 

learn/taught, helping, improve, and skills.  One of the goals of the program is to teach the 

participants new skills that they can use to improve their relationships.  Because this is a 

relationship education program, this researcher expected that relationship to be both a 

major theme and a sub-theme.  Table 10 depicts the overview of the themes for 

qualitative question five. 

Table 10 

Qualitative Question Five 

Major Theme Sub- Themes Participants Quotes 

Learn / 

Taught 

S, N, A, J, E, D, 

M, T 

Participant N: “Yes, I would recommend the class.  

The class was informative, and I learned new skills.” 

Participation 

Helping J, A, E 
Participant E: “I would recommend the class.  I think 

people need an open mind to participate and gain 

knowledge so that they can help their relationships.” 

Improve M, T 
Participant M: “I would recommend it because 

there is good information that by participating you 

can learn to improve your relationship.” 

Skills S, N, T 
Participant T: “Yes I think that I would recommend 

the class to people.  I learned a lot of new skills, by 

taking part in the exercises.” 
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Qualitative Question Six  

Participants were asked, “Would you be interested in attending another session of 

the RINGS Experience in the future?  Why or why not?”  The participants expressed 

different views regarding attending another RINGS Experience.  In the interview, this 

researcher indicated that other classes are part of the RINGS Experience, such as 

relationship mentoring training.  Four of the participants were interested in attending 

another class while the other four participants expressed they might be interested 

depending upon the material, the method of presentation, and the cost.  The major theme 

for this question was out of date.  Statistics and learn/taught are the sub-themes in this 

question.  Participants were interested in attending another class if the statistics were up-

to-date.  Table 11 depicts the overview of the themes for qualitative question six. 

Table 11 

Qualitative Question Six 

Major Theme Sub- Themes Participants Quotes 

Out of Date 

Statistics M, T, A, E, 

Participant M: “I would attend another class, but 

I would like to see the statistics updated to no 

more than five years old.” 

Participant E: “Possibly, I would like to see how 

the information has changed and to learn 

additional skills. I also would like to see the 

family dynamic and statistics brought into the 

current time frame.” 

Taught / Learn D, J Participant D: “Possibly because I learned a lot 

and over time I can learn more skills to help my 

relationship and others.” 
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Qualitative Question Seven  

Participants were asked, “What recommendations would you make to improve the 

RINGS Experience?”  In response to question seven, the dominant theme was statistics.  

Six out of the eight participants mentioned issues with the statistics presented in the 

program.  Most of the comments were about how the statistics were more than 12 years 

old and did not reflect current trends or family dynamics of the present day.  A point to 

note is that participants perceived that much of the family data was incorrect or not 

relevant.  Two of the participants found some of the information about family dynamics 

to be insulting.  Participants felt that the program presented children growing up in 

poverty or a broken home being a drain on society as they become adults.  Table 12 

depicts the themes for qualitative question seven. 

Table 12 

Qualitative Question Seven 

Major Theme Sub- Themes Participants Quotes 

Statistics 

Dated S, N, M, T, 

A, J, D, E 

Participant E: “Update the statistics I do not think 

they reflect the current times.” 

Participant S: “The statistics are old and not 

reflective of today.” 

Not Relevant S, N, M, T, 

A, J, D, E 

Participant N: “The statistics are not reflective of 

what is happening in relationships now.” 

Participant M: “The statistics need updating; they 

are not representative of what is happening now.” 

Incorrect D, J, A 

Participant D: “The views are incorrect.  I grew up 

in a broken home, but I did not drop out of school.” 

Participant J: “I grew up in poverty, and I did not 

go to jail, and I am not a criminal.  They are 

incorrect in their assumptions about people.” 
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Qualitative Question Eight  

Participants were asked, “Would you be willing to pay for a program like the 

RINGS Experience?  Why?”  The responses to this question were varied from $40.00 to 

$100.00, while others responded that they would not pay for a class that is just a 

videotaped presentation.  Value was the major theme related to this question.  Sub-

themes included presentation, cost, and value.  Participants were not interested in paying 

for a program that is strictly a video presentation with the facilitator just operating the 

DVD player.  Participants found value in the class and would pay; they wanted the 

facilitator to provide the training with only pertinent video clips included.  According to 

the developers of the RINGS Experience, the cost for a live program would be $90.00 per 

couple.  An online or video presentation would be $50.00 (Nissley & Nissley, 2014).  

Table 13 depicts the overview of the themes for qualitative question eight.   

Table 13 

Qualitative Question Eight 

Major Theme Sub- Themes Participants Quotes 

Value 

Presentation 
A, E, D, M, T 

Participant T: “I would pay for a class if the 

presentation was conducted live and the video 

clips from the movies were used.” 

Cost S, N, M, T, J, 

A, E, D 

Participant S: “Around $50 - $60 per couple.” 

Participant M: “$50 per couple in a group setting 

or $100 in a one on one class.” 

Alternative A, D, J, E 

Participant A: “If I am having a relationship 

problem I would prefer seeing a counselor.” 

Participant E: “Someone should not profit from 

another person’s misery.  Use self-help books.” 
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Qualitative Question Nine  

Participants were asked, “Is there anything else you would like to share regarding 

your feelings, expectations, or opinions about the RINGS Experience and your 

participation?”  The central theme of this question was the structure of the program.  The 

last exercise is one in which everyone has five minutes to express his or her final words 

and thoughts to his or her partner as if that person was dying.  Participants saw this as a 

good exercise, but felt that it should have been placed in the section where aging was 

discussed.  An exercise like this can leave the person depressed and is a sad way to end a 

program that tears you down and then builds you back up only to feel as if you were torn 

down again.   

Several of the participants also expressed an interest in the class conducted by a 

couple in person rather than the entire presentation on disk.  Many of the participants 

expressed that the video clips from the various movies, television shows, and the Mark 

Gungor presentation on the difference between female and male brains were worthwhile 

and that these should be part of a live presentation.  A positive point mentioned in the 

interviews was that the exercises were valuable and made one think.  Exercises were 

designed to make one think about oneself and one's relationship; then you and your 

partner worked to understand how different things affect the relationship.  Using the tools 

and skills taught in the class, according to the participants, will enhance and improve the 

relationship.  Several of the participants expressed that working on the relationship as a 

team is an excellent idea since a relationship is not strictly two individuals.  A 

relationship is two people working together as a team.  Table 14 depicts the overview of 

the themes for qualitative question nine. 
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Table 14 

Qualitative Question Nine 

Major Theme Sub- Themes Participants Quotes 

Structure 

Exercises D, A, J, M, 

T, E 

Participant J: “Don't end on a note where the program 

makes you upset, this death talk would have been better in 

the middle of the program after they have the video that 

shows a couple aging from their twenties to their nineties, I 

think at that spot the exercise would be pertinent and less 

upsetting.” 

Participant A: “Addressing the death of your partner is 

important so that you view life as valuable. Through the 

exercise, you learn about how you feel about your partner 

and learn to value them.  The death talk exercise should not 

be the end of the program.  Relationship counseling tends to 

tear open old wounds and often you are not taught the skills 

on how to heal those wounds.” 

Taught / Learn E, A, N, S 
Participant E: “Sometimes when you do not know any 

better you get into a relationship. After a while, you realize 

you are better friends than partners.  The skills I learned in 

this class will help avoid making the same mistakes I made 

in my past relationships which started physically. With D 

we got to know each before being physical.  I learned that 

D and I started our relationship was the appropriate way of 

approaching a relationship.”     

Relationship S, N, M, J, 

A, E, D 

Participant J: “Young people tend to get into a relationship, 

and when things get tough they dissolve the relationship.  If 

you get into a relationship in your thirties and get married, 

you are more likely to work out your problems and attend a 

class to learn new skills.  I have cousins that got married 

just because they got their girlfriend pregnant and they are 

not happy, if they got to know the person first rather than 

having sex first they would have had a better relationship.” 

Improve S, N, 

Participant S: “No matter how you live there is always 

room for improvement in your relationship.  You can 

always learn new skills and grow as an individual.  I like 

the video presentation and would prefer that to an in-person 

program.  The RINGS Experience was informative and 

interesting.” 

Presentation S, N, D, 

Participant N: “I learned new skills to improve my 

relationship and how to deal with problems in my 

relationship.  I preferred the video presentation since you 

can stop the video and review things you missed.” 
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Qualitative Question Ten  

The researcher asked participants, “Would you prefer the program as it was 

presented on video or would you prefer the presenters be live?”  Participants were 

interested in a live presentation with some video clips instead of a complete video 

presentation.  Some participants preferred an entire video presentation.  The reason 

participants were interested in the video presentation was the video could be stopped to 

review the material.  Participants wanted live presenters along with the video clips 

because they wanted the opportunity to discuss their issues with the presenters.  Some of 

the participants felt that they would be more likely to participate in the exercises if the 

RINGS Experience was live rather than a video program.  Learning style was a reason 

one participant preferred video over a live presentation.  The main theme of question ten 

is presentation.  The youngest participants preferred the video presentation while the 

older individuals preferred a live presentation.  Younger participants are involved in 

digital media, which may explain the preference for a video presentation. Table 15 

depicts the overview of the themes for qualitative question ten. 

Table 15 

Qualitative Question Ten 

Major Theme Sub- Themes Participants Quotes 

Presentation 

Live 
A, J, M, T, E, 

D 

Participant E: “An in-person presentation would 

be better; you are more likely to participate in the 

exercises.” 

Participant T: “A live presenter would be better 

for me.  Maybe the class could be charged to my 

insurance as a therapy session.” 

Video N, S 

Participant S: “I like the video presentation and 

would rather take a course that way rather than 

with a live presenter.  I learn better from videos 

than an in-class live presentation.” 
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Analysis of Qualitative Data 

In the qualitative interviews, the word relationship occurred 240 times that 

equated to 13.2% of the words in the transcription of the interviews.  Learn/taught was 

the second most used terms with 164 uses equating to 10.2% of the words in the 

transcripts.  Class was the third most often used term with 155 occurrences equating to 

8.73% of the words in the interviews.  The fourth word used frequently was skills with 91 

occurrences equating to 5.13% of the total words used in the interviews.  Because this 

was a relationship education program, use of the words relationship, learn/taught, class, 

and skills would be expected in that they relate to themes within the RINGS Experience.  

Group interviews provided more discussion and richer detail about the beliefs, feelings, 

and opinions of the participants in the RINGS Experience.  A group of individuals that 

attended another session of the RINGS Experience reviewed the data interpretation.  

Additional themes and insights were provided by the individual that assisted with the data 

verification.  With themes such as improve and grow often mentioned by the participants, 

this researcher believes rejecting the null hypothesis—participation in the RINGS 

Experience will not change the individual’s level of relationship satisfaction—is 

appropriate.  Acceptance of the alternative hypothesis that the level of relationship 

satisfaction changes as the result of participation in the RINGS Experience is the proper 

conclusion based on the quantitative and qualitative data analyses. 

Presented in Figure 3 are the themes used to code the interview transcripts.  A 

detailed discussion of some sub-themes in response to the qualitative questions is not 

included because they did not represent a significant portion of the responses in the 

transcripts.  Due to their similarities, some sub-themes were combined.  When this 
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researcher was coding and analyzing the responses to the interview questions, one of the 

findings was that a sub-theme in one question could be the major theme for another 

question. 

Figure 3. Words used as themes depicted as percentages of the transcribed interviews 

The 19 sub-themes this researcher coded are tied to the major themes of education 

and relationship used in the analysis of the qualitative data.  Learn and taught were 

merged as a sub-theme due to their similar connotation as a function of the educational 

process.  Essential skills were taught in the RINGS Experience to enhance and improve 

relationships; skills as a sub-theme made sense to this researcher.  Combining themes 

such as skills, learn, and taught under education was essential in that they are underlying 

pillars of the educational process.  Relationship and education are the underlying themes 
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found in this study through the semi-structured interviews.  Because the RINGS 

Experience program used in this study is considered a relationship education program by 

its creators (Nissley & Nissley, 2013), the overarching themes would be relationship and 

education. 

Integration of Data Sets 

Data from the quantitative analysis of the CSI-32 and the data from the qualitative 

interviews were compared for continuity.  Themes were reviewed for consistency and 

whether they are representative of the questions asked.  Data was reviewed separately and 

the results were compared to determine if the qualitative and quantitative data sets led to 

a similar conclusion about the research questions and hypotheses.  Data was reviewed 

several times to ensure that coding remained consistent and the scoring of the CSI-32 was 

accurate for all pre-tests and post-tests.  A convergence of the data was the method used 

to examine whether the RINGS Experience influenced the levels of relationship 

satisfaction of the participants. 

Conclusion 

 Presentation of the results of this study was the purpose of this chapter.  Results 

were presented in two parts; first was the quantitative results that were measured using 

the CSI-32.  The main finding was that relationship satisfaction did change from before 

participation in the RINGS Experience to after the end of the program.  A change in the 

mean scores from the pre-test to the post-test was a 3.77-point increase.  With the p-value 

of .038, there is only a 3.8% chance that the correlation between the pre-test and post-test 

scores is by chance.  This researcher, based on the statistical analysis, is 96.2% sure that a 

correlation exists between the scores from the pre-test to the post-test, as measured by the 
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CSI-32.  These results showed that the null hypothesis should be rejected, and the 

alternative hypothesis was supported.  In the second part of this chapter, the results of the 

qualitative data analysis were presented.  From the data analysis, a change in the level of 

relationship satisfaction appears to be supported.  Responses from the interviews (Tables 

5 through 15) showed that the participants gained something from the program and 

believe that their level of relationship satisfaction has and will continue to increase.  

Based on the interview participants’ beliefs, opinions, and feelings, this researcher 

concluded the null hypothesis should be rejected and the alternative hypothesis be 

accepted.  

When the quantitative results and analysis (Tables 2 through 4) and the analysis 

of the qualitative data (Tables 6 through 15) are combined, there is support for the 

rejection of the null hypothesis.  Because the level of significance from the quantitative 

tests was p < .05, and the participants indicated a perceived increase in relationship 

satisfaction, this researcher concluded there was sufficient support for accepting the 

alternative hypothesis.  In the next chapter, further details about the results of this study 

are presented thereby concluding this study. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Chapter Five presents a summation of the research findings in this study.  A 

discussion of the quantitative and qualitative conclusions is presented.  Implications for 

practice and recommendations for further research follow.  This chapter ends with a 

summary of the conclusions.  The purpose of this study was to examine the differences 

between the pre-test and post-test CSI-32 scores from the participants in the RINGS 

Experience in central New Mexico and to explore the experiences of the participants in 

the RINGS Experience. 

Chapter One presented the purpose of this convergent parallel mixed-methods 

study that examined whether there were statistically significant differences in the pre-test 

and post-test scores as measured by the Couples Satisfaction Index (CSI-32) of the 

participants who took part in the RINGS Experience held in central New Mexico.  A 

mixed-methods study was selected because a simple quantitative study would have only 

given an answer to whether the relationship satisfaction scores changed from the pre-test 

to the post-test because of participation in the RINGS Experience.  Adding the qualitative 

aspect to this study provided an answer as to why the participants believed the RINGS 

Experience worked for them in changing their level of relationship satisfaction.  

Chapter Two presented the review of the literature on the history of relationship 

and marital satisfaction and the diverse types of approaches used to improve the level of 

satisfaction individuals experience.  A discussion of the various instruments available to 

measure relationship/marital satisfaction was presented, showing the reasons why the 

CSI-32 was selected by this researcher.  Relationship education programs were discussed 

to identify the program used in this study. 
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Chapter Three was a discussion of the research design, sample size, and selection, 

the instrument used for quantitative data gathering, reliability and validity of the test 

instrument, assumptions, procedures, and data processing and analysis.  Also discussed 

were the methodological assumptions, limitations of the study, participant confidentiality, 

researcher bias, and ethical considerations. 

Chapter Four presented a restatement of the purpose of the study, how the data 

was organized and presented, the statistical analysis of the pre-test and post-test scores 

from the CSI-32 and their meaning, qualitative results, and the interpretation of the 

findings along with the themes for the study were presented.  A description of how the 

data sets were integrated was presented.  The chapter ended with a summary of the 

conclusions. 

Discussion 

To love and be loved is a primary life goal for most individuals (Roberts & 

Robins, 2000).  Understanding relationship satisfaction is necessary because of its effects 

on the individual’s physical, mental, and emotional health.  Low levels of satisfaction 

lead to physical and mental illness, as wells as reduced functionality (Graham et al., 

2011).  Almost half of all marriages and approximately the same number of intimate 

relationships end in dissolution.  An important thing for pastoral counselors, marriage 

therapists, and other mental health practitioners to consider is how to create loving, 

caring, and lasting relationships.  This is necessary to improve physical, mental and 

emotional health, as well as stemming the tide of divorce and relationship dissolution 

(Amato, 2010; USDL, 2013).   
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For this study, 30 individuals who self-selected to take part in the RINGS 

Experience were given the CSI-32 as a pre-test and post-test.  Scores can range from 0 to 

164, with 104.5 being a sign of relationship distress.  In this study, subject scores ranged 

between 84 and 152 for the pre-test and between 80 and 159 for the post-test.  There were 

more positive changes from the pre-test to post-test scores than negative changes.  The 

positive changes showed that there was a statistically significant difference in 

relationship satisfaction scores between the pre-test and post-test (George & Mallery, 

2010).  The scores, which indicated a negative change from pre-test to post-test, were not 

measured for statistical significance in that they represented a small number of scores and 

there were more positive changes recorded.  Data from both the pre-test and post-test 

follows a normal distribution.  The criteria for normality in the distribution have been met 

(George & Mallery, 2010). 

Data collection for the qualitative part of this study came from a group of four 

couples who took part in the RINGS Experience.  The couples were broken into two 

groups because one couple did not want to be audiotaped; they were interviewed 

separately and ttheir responses were written down by the observer.  The other three 

couples were interviewed in a group setting, and their responses were audiotaped then 

transcribed.  Semi-structured interviews were conducted with follow-up questions asked 

to clarify the responses.  These interviews were conducted to explore the participant's 

opinions, beliefs, and feelings about the RINGS Experience and whether their level of 

relationship satisfaction changed as a result of their participation.  A discussion of the 

results as they relate to each of the research questions and the hypotheses will be 

presented in the next section. 
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Research Question One Discussion 

Does relationship satisfaction change from pre-test to post-test as the result of 

participating in the RINGS Experience?  Based on the analysis of the results of the 

statistical tests using IBM’s SPSS Statistics 25 software, this researcher concluded that 

there was a change in the level of relationship satisfaction.  The change in scores from the 

pre-test to the post-test would be considered statistically significant.  Because the change 

in scores was statistically significant, this researcher answered the first research question 

in the affirmative; relationship satisfaction did change as a result of the subjects taking 

part in the RINGS Experience.  Diligence on the part of the subjects taking the test is 

important so that meaningful data can be gathered.  

This researcher observed that six of the participants rushed through the post-test.  

In the opinion of this researcher, the six participants who rushed through the post-test did 

so for reasons such as they were tired, wanted to go home to eat dinner, or had seen the 

CSI-32 nine hours earlier, believing they were familiar with the test and approached it 

carelessly.  Rushing through the post-test may have affected the scores, possibly resulting 

in a false negative change in relationship satisfaction.  In the opinion of this researcher, 

the CSI-32 as a post-test may have been administered too soon after the end of the 

RINGS Experience.  This researcher believes that the results from the post-test are 

strictly a measure of the short-term change resulting from taking part in the RINGS 

Experience.  

In their study, Balswick and Balswick (2007) found that participation in a 

“strength-based curriculum and skill development (program) will increase a couple’s 

satisfaction with their marriage relationship and working on the major areas of stress and 
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conflict in marriage will alleviate a couple’s dissatisfaction” (p. 12).  Changes in 

relationship satisfaction occur when a couple participates in a relationship education 

program, according to Halford and Bodenmann (2013).  While these programs help 

couples to increase their level of satisfaction, there is some doubt as to whether these 

changes are long-lasting.  

There appears to be a change in relationship satisfaction from participation in the 

RINGS Experience.  This conclusion has support in the literature from studies of efficacy 

and skills training within relationship education programs, as well as studies on 

relationship satisfaction (Cobb & Sullivan, 2015; DeMaris et al., 2012; Dixon et al., 

2012; Hawkins et al., 2012; Lavner et al., 2016; Leggett et al., 2012; Oka et al., 2015).  In 

the next section, the research question related to the qualitative aspect of this study will 

be discussed. 

Research Question Two Discussion 

What are the experiences of taking part in the RINGS Experience on individuals?  

To answer this question, semi-structured interviews were conducted; the questions in 

Appendix E were used along with follow-up questions to gather the data.  Four couples 

were interviewed in two groups.  Three couples were interviewed as a group and agreed 

to be audio taped.  One couple did not want to be audiotaped, and was interviewed 

separately.  The observer made notes of the subject’s responses and body language, as 

well as vocal inflections to identify whether their responses were truthful.  As this 

researcher observed the interviews, some of the females would answer the questions first, 

then the male partner would respond with “what she said” or “I agree with her.”  When 

the male partner did not provide an answer of his own, the question was asked again to 
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elicit his true feelings.  From the group interview, the couples provided additional input 

about their opinions, beliefs, and feelings about the RINGS Experience beyond the 

original ten questions.  Results and responses to the ten questions were presented in the 

form of tables and discussion in Chapter Four, which showed major themes and sub-

themes used in coding the responses. 

The major themes found in the analysis of the interview transcripts were 

education, relationship, skills, participation, out-of-date, statistics, value, and structure.  

Because the RINGS Experience is a relationship education program, this researcher 

expected to find themes such as education, relationships, participation, and skills.  Two of 

the themes that appeared in the analysis came from the more open generic questions 

about recommendations on how to improve the RINGS Experience and their opinions, 

beliefs, and feelings about taking part in the RINGS Experience.  Askari et al. (2012) 

found that in relationship education programs, the goals are based on learning new skills.  

Dixon et al. (2012) found that taking part in exercises to practice the skills learned 

improves relationship satisfaction.  The RINGS Experience teaches skills and has 

exercises in the participant workbook for the couples to practice; the goal is to strengthen 

relationships and increase satisfaction (Nissley & Nissley, 2013).   

The interview questions did not address the specific content of the program; the 

questions were designed to elicit responses about the participant's opinions, beliefs, and 

feelings about the RINGS Experience as a whole.  In the opinion of this researcher, the 

participants in the group interview focused on the details of the program rather than on 

what the RINGS Experience did for them.  Even though the participants discussed the 

details of the program in addition to their opinions, beliefs, and feelings, useful 
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information was provided to make recommendations for improving and strengthening the 

RINGS Experience making it more pertinent to the present day.  After discussing the 

minute details of the RINGS Experience, the subjects were able to refocus their attention 

and discuss their opinions and feelings of the overall program. 

The way a relationship education program is designed and presented must be 

multifaceted.  People have different learning styles, and to be effective, a program needs 

to address the different learning styles of the participants (Gardner, 2006).  While most of 

the participants expressed that they would prefer a live couple to present the program, 

they found that many of the videos used in the RINGS Experience Group Video 

presentation to be entertaining and provided insight into relationship functioning.  

Learning new skills is important in improving relationship satisfaction (Dixon et al., 

2012).   

Participants believed the skills learned in the RINGS Experience were beneficial 

and that they would use the skills to enhance their relationships.  A study by Askari et al. 

(2012) showed that learning new skills in a relationship education program and regularly 

practicing these skills improves relationship satisfaction.   A gap in the literature exists 

about the opinions, beliefs, and feelings about relationship education programs.  Much of 

the literature refers to the efficacy of the various programs studied and the value of skills 

training to improve relationship satisfaction.  This study was designed to fill the gap in 

the literature about whether the RINGS Experience met the needs of the participants and 

their opinions about the program as well as their beliefs and feelings regarding the ability 

of the RINGS Experience to influence their level of relationship satisfaction. 
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In the opinion of this researcher, change in relationship satisfaction can take place 

after participating in an eight-hour education program.  Analysis of the interview 

responses showed that the participants believed the RINGS Experience did influence 

their perceived level of relationship satisfaction.  When looking at the CSI-32 test scores 

and the interview responses, this researcher concluded that the one-day version of the 

RINGS Experience does affect relationship satisfaction.  Results from this study of the 

RINGS Experience appear to agree with those of Eggerichs (2009); that relationship 

satisfaction is affected positively when a couple takes part in a relationship education 

program conducted on a single day or over a weekend.  For a relationship education 

program to be pertinent, all of the information presented should be current. 

Statistical information contained in the RINGS Experience Group Video program 

appeared to be dated, and this researcher believes that by updating the information, the 

program would be improved and more pertinent to future audiences.  Another issue with 

the program this researcher found was the idea of what constitutes a couple, as well as 

other family dynamics are from prior to 2005 and need to be updated so that family 

dynamics for the 21
st
 century are included.  Participants want to hear information that is

current and pertains to their view of the family.  Cost is another factor considered by 

couples when looking for help with their relationship. 

The cost of attending the RINGS Experience with the Nissleys at the Miami 

Valley Marriage Resource Center is $90.00; the participants in this study suggested a cost 

much less than $90.00.  Recommending such a low cost for the program may be due in 

part to the participants’ belief that the video program has a lower value than a live 

presentation.  After analyzing the responses, this researcher believes that people hesitate 
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to pay a reasonable cost for a relationship education program such as the RINGS 

Experience for several reasons such as a lack of knowledge of the program, not knowing 

the presenters, and possibly that they feel that the benefits do not outweigh the cost of 

attendance.  These issues may be a barrier to a couple attending a relationship education 

program.  Another reason people may hesitate to enroll in a relationship education 

program like the RINGS Experience is they are afraid to admit they have a problem.  

This researcher believes that society has adopted a disposable mindset.  When something 

no longer works, it is disposed of; this appears to be true of relationships based on the 

divorce and dissolution rate being around 48% in the United States (USDL, 2013).  Other 

reasons why people may hesitate to enroll in programs like the RINGS Experience are 

location, time constraints, and fear of having to participate in exercises and role-plays 

that would make them feel uncomfortable. 

The RINGS Experience appeared to have a positive effect on the majority of the 

participants in this study.  A small number of participants in this study were not able to 

express whether they felt there was a change in their level of relationship satisfaction.  

Four of the subjects said that they would have a better understanding if there were 

changes in a week or two.  In this researcher’s opinion, trying to measure relationship 

satisfaction immediately after completing the RINGS Experience may not have been the 

best way to determine if there was change.  The interview participants were looking at 

their relationships in a different light after the program was finished.  During the 

interviews and group discussion, the subjects were evaluating themselves and how they 

viewed their relationships.  Being able to reevaluate one’s relationship is part of the 

reason that the Nissleys developed the RINGS Experience (Nissley & Nissley, 2011). 
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In this study, this researcher looked at whether relationship satisfaction changed 

due to participation in the RINGS Experience.  Additionally, the feelings and beliefs of 

the participants about why their level of relationship satisfaction changed were examined.  

This researcher wanted to understand the participants’ opinions, feelings, and beliefs 

about the RINGS Experience.  From the participants’ responses to the interview 

questions, this researcher concluded that a one-day program was the preferred method of 

delivery.  This researcher’s conclusion is consistent with the opinion of Balswick and 

Balswick (2007).  Several of the participants indicated that they were going to use some 

of the exercises in the RINGS Experience Participant Workbook (Nissley & Nissley, 

2013) on a regular basis.  This researcher believes that actively practicing any skill will 

improve an individual’s ability to be successful in achieving their goal.  Active use of the 

skills learned in the RINGS Experience will result in a lasting improvement in 

relationship satisfaction.  Relationship satisfaction increased as the person experienced 

improvements in their relationship (Balswick & Balswick, 2007).  The next section is a 

discussion of the implications this study had for the field. 

Implications for Practice 

Relationship education as a method of improving relationship satisfaction is 

proven to be successful.  In the opinion of this researcher, conducting a relationship 

education program over a nine-hour day is recommended.  In some instances, participants 

cannot set aside a full day and it is acceptable to conduct a program like the RINGS 

Experience over two, four and one-half-hour days.  The idea that the program is 

conducted in the fashion above is supported by the research of Balswick and Balswick 

(2007) who expressed that a one to two-day relationship education program can have 
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short-term effects on a couple’s level of relationship satisfaction.  Nissley and Nissley 

(2011) indicated that the RINGS Experience, when using the group video presentation, 

could be done over four sessions lasting two and one quarter hours each.  This researcher 

does not believe that conducting the RINGS Experience over a prolonged period would 

result in lasting changes.  A one or two-day approach would be the recommendation of 

this researcher.  In the current study, this researcher looked for changes to relationship 

satisfaction in the short term from participating in the RINGS Experience.  Due to time 

constraints and difficulty in recruiting participants, this researcher opted not to conduct a 

longitudinal study of the effects of the RINGS Experience on relationship satisfaction.   

From the analysis of the data, this researcher found there are short-term changes 

to relationship satisfaction.  Changes in relationship satisfaction varied from individual to 

individual, and even within each couple.  In providing a relationship education program, 

the presenter must be aware that not every person will learn the skills being taught and be 

able to put them into use in the same way.  The differences in how the individuals learn 

and practice the skills may be the result of cultural differences, socio-economic factors, 

or the feelings of the individual towards implementing changes in their lifestyle and 

behaviors.   

Changes in relationship satisfaction within a couple were not the same, which 

may be due to the feelings of one member towards the other.  Another reason for the 

difference in change may be that one individual has a better understanding of the skills 

and is better able to use them than their partner can.  In six instances, in this study, one 

member of the couple perceived an improvement in their level of relationship satisfaction 

while their partner perceived a decline.  In the opinion of this researcher, these changes in 
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relationship satisfaction, which go in opposite directions may be due in part to one 

member of the couple rushing through the post-test, while the other partner took the time 

to read the instructions and review their answers.  This researcher would recommend that 

any post-test to measure changes in relationship satisfaction be conducted no sooner than 

one or two weeks after the end of the RINGS Experience.  Giving the post-test a month 

after the end of the program would be preferable as it may show some longer-term 

changes. 

Use of the RINGS Experience as an adjunct to counseling provides the couple 

with a set of useful tools to stabilize and enhance their relationships.  This researcher 

recommends the use of the CSI-32 as a pre-test before participating in the RINGS 

Experience.  Use of the CSI-32 as a post-test would be beneficial if administered one or 

two weeks or a month after completing the RINGS Experience.  The CSI-32 was 

designed to measure relationship satisfaction to decide whether the relationship is in 

distress or if the relationship is functioning in a satisfactory manner (Funk & Rogge, 

2007).  In practice, this researcher would not conduct a post-test right after the conclusion 

of the RINGS Experience.  Conducting a post-test after the participants had an 

opportunity to practice their newly learned skills would be a better method of measuring 

change in relationship satisfaction.  This researcher believes that facilitators of the 

RINGS Experience can use the pre-test and post-test that is provided in the RINGS 

Experience Facilitator’s Guide (Nissley & Nissley, 2011), and use the CSI-32 as a pre-

test alongside the Nissley’s pre-test.  The Nissley’s pre-test and post-test do not measure 

the change in relationship satisfaction but do measure the participant's perception of how 

they experienced change for each of the five sections of the RINGS Experience.  The 



108 

CSI-32 could be a useful tool for measuring changes in relationship satisfaction over an 

extended period.  While other instruments to measure relationship satisfaction exist, none 

of these instruments would be a better post-test if the CSI-32 is used as the pre-test.  

Another option is the use of a shorter version of the CSI-32, such as the CSI-16 or the 

CSI-4, as a pre-test and post-test.  The CSI-32 is better used as an evaluative tool by the 

therapist or counselor to measure the baseline level of relationship satisfaction.  After 

finding the baseline score, the counselor can assess whether the couple is in distress and 

if attending an intensive relationship education program would be beneficial.  How a 

program is presented also determines whether it would be beneficial to the couple. 

Use of the RINGS Experience as an intervention for couples needing to improve 

or enhance their relationships may be done successfully using the group video 

presentation as was done in this study.  This researcher took part in the live facilitator 

training class and believes that a properly trained couple to facilitate the RINGS 

Experience would give the participants a more meaningful experience.  Although 

participants in this study found the RINGS Experience to be helpful, they believed that 

something is missing without the live couple doing the presentation.  In the opinion of 

this researcher, the best way to present the RINGS Experience is live.  Participants will 

have a richer experience and have an opportunity to interact with and question the 

presenters.  For this study, there was a limitation imposed on this researcher as to how the 

program could be presented.  

The IRB stated that this researcher was not to provide the intervention.  Instead, 

they wanted the video presentation to be used.  Results of this study might have been 

different if the RINGS Experience was a live presentation by this researcher and an 
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assistant.   This researcher believes that the live presentation would have offered the 

participants a more meaningful experience.  Relationship education programs are 

beneficial for couples before marriage and throughout their marriages (Ackison, 2008; 

Bowling et al., 2005; Cullen, 1985; Dixon et al., 2012).  Meaningful and beneficial 

relationship education programs need to be researched and tested to ensure that they 

provide the participants with positive outcomes. 

Organizations that have developed a relationship education program need to 

research the methods they are using in the program to ensure that they are benefitting the 

people that participate in the program.  This researcher believes that a well-researched 

relationship education program is a valuable tool for counselors, therapists, and religious 

institutions to help couples who are in their care.  Programs should also be tested for the 

validity of purpose and changed if the researcher finds that the program does not provide 

what it states it does.  As counselors, therapists, and pastors, the goal is to improve the 

lives of the clients and parishioners and to help them to lead a happy and productive life.  

The next section is a discussion of ideas for additional research that should be conducted. 

Recommendations for Research 

This researcher recommends that this study be replicated with a larger sample and 

the shorter CSI-16 or CSI-4 used as the pre-test and post-test.  Use of a larger sample 

would give additional insight into how and why the RINGS Experience changes 

relationship satisfaction.  Using a shorter pre-test and post-test is recommended as the 

shorter test would reduce fatigue from test taking and may provide better results.  

Expanding on the qualitative questions may give a more in-depth evaluation of the 

feelings, beliefs, and opinions of the subjects about the RINGS Experience.  Conducting 
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a similar study using a more diverse population would be recommended to see if their 

beliefs, opinions, and feelings are different from those of this study’s sample.  A study 

conducted using group interviews with open discussion as opposed to semi-structured 

interviews would be recommended to gain more data about feelings, beliefs, and 

opinions.  These studies would further fill the gap in the literature about why subjects feel 

that their level of relationship satisfaction improved because of their taking part in the 

RINGS Experience.  In addition, these studies would inform the profession about the 

opinions and beliefs of individuals as it pertains to the RINGS Experience. 

 From this study, some questions existed about the efficacy of the CSI-32 as a pre-

test and post-test for an eight-hour long relationship education program.  This researcher 

would recommend studies using the CSI-32 as a pre-test with the post-test being given 

one or two weeks or up to a month after completing the RINGS Experience.  From this 

type of study, the researcher may be able to determine whether the use of the CSI-32 is a 

worthwhile post-test to evaluate the success of the RINGS Experience in changing 

relationship satisfaction.  This researcher would recommend studies be conducted to 

evaluate other relationship satisfaction measurement instruments to determine which one 

would be good to use with the RINGS Experience. 

Because there only a small number of longitudinal studies on any aspect of 

relationships and relationship satisfaction, it is recommended that a longitudinal study be 

conducted to measure the success of the RINGS Experience.  A longitudinal study of a 

quantitative nature taking measurements of relationship satisfaction one month, six 

months, one year, two years, and three years would answer the question as to whether the 

program is successful in creating long-lasting committed and happy relationships 
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(Nissley & Nissley, 2013).  A qualitative study conducted over a three-year period would 

answer questions as to why the RINGS Experience has impacted the couple and whether 

the impact was positive or negative.  The qualitative study would also help to explain 

what the subjects believed were the reasons their level of relationship satisfaction 

changed.  Longitudinal studies with a variety of populations are also recommended.   

With the increase in the number of same-sex relationships in the United States, 

another area that should be researched is whether the RINGS Experience can be adapted 

for successful use with the LGBQT community.  Couples in same-sex relationships also 

have issues with relationship satisfaction and could benefit from a relationship education 

program.  This researcher did not find in the literature any relationship education 

programs that have been successfully used with the LGBQT community.  Finding a 

program that would help this population would be beneficial and add to the body of 

literature on relationship satisfaction and relationship education programs for use with 

same-sex couples.  According to Pepping and Halford (2014), there is a need for 

relationship education programs for same-sex couples and that there are more similarities 

between same-sex relationships and heterosexual relationships than there are differences.  

To adapt programs to address the specific differences is further supported by Pepping and 

Halford (2014).  Whitton et al. (2017) identified some of the issues with relationship 

programs that are a barrier to same-sex couples is that much of the illustrations and 

language is based on heterosexual relationships and there exists a need to develop or 

adapt relationship education programs that meet the needs of the LGBTQ community.  

Another study supports the idea that a full study of a culturally sensitive relationship 
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education should be conducted to improve programs for same-sex couples (Whitton, 

Weitbrecht, Kuryluk, & Hutsell, 2016). 

Further research regarding the use of the CSI-32 with same-sex couples is 

indicated, and one study was found in the literature that used the four-question CSI-4 

with same-sex couples.  The study discussed the qualities of the CSI-4 as it was tested 

with heterosexual couples by Funk and Rogee (2007), no discussion took place as to 

whether the instrument was an accurate measure of relationship satisfaction with same-

sex couples (Khaddouma, Norona, & Whitton, 2015).  Graham et al. (2011) 

recommended the use of the KMS with same-sex couples.  A study that compares the 

scores of the CSI-32 to the scores from the KMS for the same sample of same-sex 

couples is recommended to evaluate the efficacy of the CSI-32 with same-sex couples. 

Research into whether the use of relationship education programs with high 

school juniors and seniors would help reduce the number of young couples getting 

married and divorced by their mid-twenties is recommended with longitudinal follow-up.   

This researcher found a lack of research on youth based relationship education programs.  

Much of the literature focused upon the prevention of violence.  According to McElwain, 

McGill, and Suvasuk-Luxton (2017), developing relationship education programs for 

adolescents is essential for preventing future problems in forming meaningful and lasting 

relationships.  Research in this area is necessary to develop a relationship education 

program and test it for efficacy in helping adolescents. 

In this study, the researcher found that some ethnic groups were hesitant to 

participate in relationship education programs.  The population in central New Mexico is 

largely Hispanic and Native American; few Hispanics and no Native Americans wanted 
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to participate in this study.  A study to identify why various ethnic groups are hesitant to 

take part in relationship education programs is recommended.  A study of that nature 

would provide information to help developers and presenters create a program that is 

meaningful to the various ethnic groups, making them more likely to take part.  Studies 

on the effectiveness of the RINGS Experience with minority populations would fill a gap 

that is in the professional literature.  Studying a sample of minorities would inform the 

field on ways to make the RINGS Experience more meaningful to those minority 

populations.  The study would also inform the field on ways to create relationship 

education programs that address the needs of minority populations.     

Further research should be conducted to compare the results of the RINGS 

Experience on relationship satisfaction to that of other relationship education programs.  

This type of study would inform practitioners as to which program may be more 

beneficial to their clients.  Comparing several programs under a meta-analysis would 

provide an in-depth understanding of several programs, identifying the strengths and 

weaknesses of each and whether these programs are successful at influencing the level of 

relationship satisfaction a couple experiences. 

Conclusions 

Relationship satisfaction appeared to change as a result of participation in the 

RINGS Experience.  This researcher believes that the RINGS Experience is a beneficial 

program for couples at all stages of their relationship.  One drawback to this program is 

that there is only one curriculum for couples to study; hence, repeating the program may 

not provide any additional benefits to the couple.  Improving the quality of a relationship 

is important for the couple and their families as well as society as a whole.  Stronger 
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relationships and stronger families create a stronger base for society and improve the 

lives of all people involved.  The results of this study add to the general body of 

knowledge about relationship education and relationship satisfaction.  From this study, 

insights were gained into how a small population of people from central New Mexico felt 

about the RINGS Experience, and why the participants believed their level of relationship 

satisfaction was affected.  Because this researcher was not able to find any published 

studies on the RINGS Experience and why people believed the program was beneficial, 

this study adds to the body of literature about relationship education and satisfaction.  

There appears to be a gap in the literature about why an education program is successful 

based on the views of the participants, and this study will fill that gap. While the rate of 

relationship dissolution is still high in the United States (USDL, 2013), finding programs 

that work to increase relationship satisfaction and reduce relationship dissolution is 

essential, and further research in this area is necessary. 
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APPENDIX A 

 

Couples Satisfaction Index (CSI-32) 
 

Please indicate the degree of happiness, all things considered, of your relationship. 

Extremely 

Unhappy 

0 

Fairly 

Unhappy 

0 

A Little 

Unhappy 

0 

Happy 

0 

Very 

Happy 

0 

Extremely 

Happy 

0 

Perfect 

0 

 

Most people have disagreements in their relationships.  Please indicate below the approximate extent of 

agreement or disagreement between you and your partner for each item on the following list. 

 

 
Always 

Agree 

Almost 

Always 

Agree 

Occasionally 

Disagree 

Frequently 

Disagree 

Almost 

Always 

Disagree 

Always 

Disagree 

 

Amount of time spent together 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Making major decisions 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Demonstrations of affection 0 0 0 0 0 0 

 

 All 

the 

time 

Most of 

the 

time 

More 

often 

than not 

Occasionally Rarely Never 

In general, how often do you 

think that things between you and 

your partner are going well? 

0 0 0 0 0 0 

How often do you wish you 

hadn’t gotten into this 

relationship? 

0 0 0 0 0 0 

 

 Not at 

all 

TRUE 

A little 

TRUE 

Some-

what 

TRUE 

Mostly 

TRUE 

Almost 

Completely 

TRUE 

Completely 

TRUE 

I still feel a strong connection 

with my partner 
0 0 0 0 0 0 

If I had my life to live over, I 

would marry (or live with / 

date) the same person 

0 0 0 0 0 0 

Our relationship is strong 0 0 0 0 0 0 

I sometimes wonder if there is 

someone else out there for me 
0 0 0 0 0 0 

My relationship with my 

partner makes me happy 
0 0 0 0 0 0 

 

Not at 

all 

TRUE 

A little 

TRUE 

Some-

what 

TRUE 

Mostly 

TRUE 

Almost 

Completely 

TRUE 

Completely 

TRUE 

I have a warm and comfortable 

relationship with my partner 
0 0 0 0 0 0 

I can’t imagine ending my 

relationship with my partner 
0 0 0 0 0 0 

I feel that I can confide in my 

partner about virtually anything 
0 0 0 0 0 0 

I have had second thoughts about 

this relationship recently 
0 0 0 0 0 0 
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Not at 

all 

TRUE 

A little 

TRUE 

Some-

what 

TRUE 

Mostly 

TRUE 

Almost 

Completely 

TRUE 

Completely 

TRUE 

For me, my partner is the perfect 

romantic partner 
0 0 0 0 0 0 

I really feel like part of a team 

with my partner 
0 0 0 0 0 0 

I cannot imagine another person 

making me as happy as my 

partner does 

0 0 0 0 0 0 

 

 Not 

at all 

A 

little 
Somewhat Mostly 

Almost 

Completely 
Completely 

How rewarding is your 

relationship with your partner? 
0 0 0 0 0 0 

How well does your partner meet 

your needs? 

 

0 0 0 0 0 0 

To what extent has your 

relationship met your original 

expectations? 

0 0 0 0 0 0 

In general, how satisfied are you 

with your relationship? 
0 0 0 0 0 0 

 

 Worse than all others 

(Extremely bad) 

    Better than all others 

(Extremely good) 

How good is your relationship 

compared to most?    

 

0 0 0 0 0 0 

 

 
Never 

Less than 

once a 

month 

Once or 

twice a 

month 

Once or 

twice a 

week 

Once 

a day 

More 

often 

Do you enjoy your partner’s company? 0 0 0 0 0 0 

How often do you and your partner 

have fun together? 
0 0 0 0 0 0 

 

For each of the following items, select the answer that best describes how you feel about your relationship.  

Base your responses on your first impressions and immediate feelings about the item. 

 

INTERESTING 0 0 0 0 0 0 BORING 

BAD 0 0 0 0 0 0 GOOD 

FULL 0 0 0 0 0 0 EMPTY 

LONELY 0 0 0 0 0 0 FRIENDLY 

STURDY 0 0 0 0 0 0 FRAGILE 

DISCOURAGING 0 0 0 0 0 0 HOPEFUL 

ENJOYABLE 0 0 0 0 0 0 MISERABLE 

 

   

 

 

 

(See Appendix C for permission to use this instrument in research) 
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APPENDIX B  

 

Couples Satisfaction Index (CSI-32): Scoring Key 

 
Please indicate the degree of happiness, all things considered, of your relationship. 

Extremely 

Unhappy 

0 

Fairly 

Unhappy 

1 

A Little 

Unhappy 

2 

Happy 

3 

Very 

Happy 

4 

Extremely 

Happy 

5 

Perfect 

6 

 

Most people have disagreements in their relationships.  Please indicate below the approximate extent of 

agreement or disagreement between you and your partner for each item on the following list. 

 

 

Always 

Agree 

Almost 

Always 

Agree 

Occasionally 

Disagree 

Frequently 

Disagree 

Almost 

Always 

Disagree 

 

Always 

Disagree 

 

Amount of time spent together 5 4 3 2 1 0 

Making major decisions 5 4 3 2 1 0 

Demonstrations of affection 5 4 3 2 1 0 

 

 All 

the 

time 

Most of 

the 

time 

More 

often 

than not 

Occasionally Rarely Never 

In general, how often do you 

think that things between you and 

your partner are going well? 

5 4 3 2 1 0 

How often do you wish you 

hadn’t gotten into this 

relationship? 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

 

 
Not at 

all 

TRUE 

A 

little 

TRUE 

Some-

what 

TRUE 

Mostly 

TRUE 

Almost 

Completely 

TRUE 

 

Completely 

TRUE 

 

I still feel a strong connection 

with my partner 
0 1 2 3 4 5 

If I had my life to live over, I 

would marry (or live with / date) 

the same person 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

Our relationship is strong 0 1 2 3 4 5 

I sometimes wonder if there is 

someone else out there for me 
5 4 3 2 1 0 

My relationship with my partner 

makes me happy 
0 1 2 3 4 5 

 
Not at 

all 

TRUE 

A 

little 

TRUE 

Some-

what 

TRUE 

Mostly 

TRUE 

Almost 

Completely 

TRUE 

 

Completely 

TRUE 

 

I have a warm and comfortable 

relationship with my partner 
0 1 2 3 4 5 

I can’t imagine ending my 

relationship with my partner 
0 1 2 3 4 5 

I feel that I can confide in my 

partner about virtually anything 
0 1 2 3 4 5 
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Not at all TRUE 

A 

little 

TRUE 

Some-

what 

TRUE 

Mostly 

TRUE 

Almost 

Completely 

TRUE 

 

Completely 

TRUE 

 

Not at all 

TRUE 

I have had second thoughts about 

this relationship recently 
5 4 3 2 1 0 

For me, my partner is the perfect 

romantic partner 
0 1 2 3 4 5 

I really feel like part of a team 

with my partner 
0 1 2 3 4 5 

I cannot imagine another person 

making me as happy as my 

partner does 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

 

 
Not 

at all 

A 

little 

Some-

what 
Mostly 

Almost 

Completely 

 

Completely 

 

How rewarding is your relationship 

with your partner? 
0 1 2 3 4 5 

How well does your partner meet 

your needs? 

 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

To what extent has your relationship 

met your original expectations? 
0 1 2 3 4 5 

In general, how satisfied are you 

with your relationship? 
0 1 2 3 4 5 

 

 Worse than all others 

(Extremely bad) 

    Better than all others 

(Extremely good) 

How good is your relationship 

compared to most?    

 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

 

 
Never 

Less than 

once a 

month 

Once or 

twice a 

month 

Once or 

twice a 

week 

Once 

a day 

More 

often 

Do you enjoy your partner’s company? 0 1 2 3 4 5 

How often do you and your partner 

have fun together? 
0 1 2 3 4 5 

 

 

For each of the following items, select the answer that best describes how you feel about your relationship.  

Base your responses on your first impressions and immediate feelings about the item. 

 

INTERESTING 5 4 3 2 1 0 BORING 

BAD 0 1 2 3 4 5 GOOD 

FULL 5 4 3 2 1 0 EMPTY 

LONELY 0 1 2 3 4 5 FRIENDLY 

STURDY 5 4 3 2 1 0 FRAGILE 

DISCOURAGING 0 1 2 3 4 5 HOPEFUL 

ENJOYABLE 5 4 3 2 1 0 MISERABLE 
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PERMISSION FOR USE: We developed the CSI scales to be freely available for 

research and clinical use.  No further permission is required beyond this form, and the 

authors will not generate study-specific permission letters. 

 

SCORING: To score the CSI-32, you simply sum the responses across all of the items. 

The point values of each response of each item are shown above.  NOTE – When we 

present the scale to participants, we do not show them those point values.  We just give 

them circles to fill in (on pen-and-paper versions) or radio buttons to click (in online 

surveys) in place of those point values.  

 

INTERPRETATION: CSI-32 scores can range from 0 to 161.  Higher scores indicate 

higher levels of relationship satisfaction.  CSI-32 scores falling below 104.5 suggest 

notable relationship dissatisfaction (Funk & Rogge, 2007, p. 580). 
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APPENDIX C 

Authorization to use the Couples Satisfaction Index 
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APPENDIX C 

Authorization to Use the Couples Satisfaction Index 

 

This instrument is in the public domain and per the website of the University of 

Rochester, which owns the instrument; anyone may freely use it in research and in 

clinical settings. 
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APPENDIX D 

Authorization to use the RINGS Experience in Research 
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APPENDIX D 

Authorization to use the RINGS Experience in Research 
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APPENDIX E 

Letter of Informed Consent to Participate in Research 
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APPENDIX E 

Letter of Informed Consent to Participate in Research 

This research is being conducted by Peter J Levy who is a student in the College of 

Counseling, Psychology, and Social Sciences at Argosy University Online working on a 

dissertation.  This study is a requirement to fulfill the researcher’s degree and will not be 

used for decision-making by any organization. 

The title of this study is: Does Relationship Satisfaction Change for Couples Taking Part 

in the Rings Experience in central New Mexico: A Mixed Methods Study. 

 The purpose of this study is explore changes in relationship satisfaction, and the 

lived experiences from participating in the RINGS Experience and if relationship 

satisfaction changes as a result of participating in the education program. 

 

 I was asked to be in this study because I am in a committed relationship and 

desire to improve or enhance my level of satisfaction in my relationship. 

 

 A total of 30-46 people have been asked to participate in this study. 

 

 If I agree to be in this study, I will be asked to complete the Couples Satisfaction 

Index a 32-question survey prior to beginning the education program and retake 

the same survey at the conclusion of the program.  Attend an 8-hour education 

program in which I will view five videotapes representing the major sections of 

the education program, and participate in the relationship building exercises for 

each of the sections.  If I am selected, I will participate in an individual interview 

with my partner and the researcher that will last between ½ and 1 hour. 

 

 This study will take 9 hours for the education program including completion of 

the surveys and a break for lunch.  The interview that will take an additional ½ to 

1 hour of time if I am selected to be interviewed. 

 

 The risks associated with this study are minimal, although some emotions will be 

intensified, but the program includes exercises and breaks to return the emotions 

to normal. 

 

 The benefits of participation are helping the field to understand whether the 

RINGS experience aids in improving relationship satisfaction.  Another benefit is 

that the participant may experience an improved level of satisfaction with his or 

her relationship, and a strengthened relationship. 

 

 I will receive no compensation, monetary or otherwise, for participating in this 

study. 
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 The information I provide will be treated confidentially, which means that nobody 

except Peter J Levy will be able to tell who I am. 

 

 The records of this study will be kept private.  No identifiers linking me to the 

study will be included in any sort of report that might be published. 

 

 The records will be stored securely, and only Peter J Levy will have access to the 

records. 

 

 I have the right to get a summary of the results of this study if I would like to have 

them.  I can get the summary by contacting Peter J Levy at 

foundationforabettermarriage@gmail.com. 

 

 I understand that my participation is strictly voluntary.  If I do not participate, it 

will not harm my relationship with Peter J Levy.  If I decide to participate, I can 

refuse to answer any of the questions that may make me uncomfortable.  I can 

withdraw at any time without my relations with Argosy University, Foundation 

for a Better Marriage, or Foundation Church being affected. 

 

 I can contact Peter J Levy (foundationforabettermarriage@gmail.com) and Dr. 

Matthew Capezzuto (mcapezzuto@argosy.edu) with any questions about this 

study. 

 

I understand that this study has been reviewed and certified by the Institutional Review 

Board, Argosy University Online.  For problems or questions regarding participants' 

rights, I can contact the Institutional Review Board Chair, Dr. Nancy Hoover at 

nhoover@argosy.edu. 

I have read and understand the explanation provided to me.  I have had all my questions 

answered to my satisfaction, and I voluntarily agree to participate in this study.  I have 

been given a copy of this consent form.  By signing this document, I consent to 

participate in the study. 

Name of Participant (printed) ____________________________________________ 

Signature: __________________________________    Date: __________________ 

Signature of Principal Investigator: ________________Date: __________________ 

Peter J Levy, Principal Investigator 

812 12
th

 St SW 

Rio Rancho, NM 87124 

(505) 910-5358                               plevy@stu.argosy.ed 
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APPENDIX F 

Semi-Structured Interview Questions 
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APPENDIX F 

Semi-Structured Interview Questions 

Please describe your reasons for choosing to participate in the RINGS Experience. 

1. What were your expectations of the program prior to attending the RINGS 

Experience?  How did you arrive at those expectations?   

2. How have your expectations of the program changed since attending the RINGS 

Experience?  Why do you feel they changed? 

3. How satisfied were you with your relationship prior to attending the RINGS 

Experience?   Please elaborate? 

4. After attending the RINGS Experience do you think your relationship will change?  

How and why do you think there will be a change? 

5. Would you recommend the RINGS Experience to your friends, relatives, or 

acquaintances to help with their relationships?  Why or why not? 

6. Would you be interested in attending another session of the RINGS Experience in 

the future?  Why or why not? 

7. What recommendations would you make to improve the RINGS Experience? 

8. Would you be willing to pay for a program like the RINGS Experience?  Why? 

9. Is there anything else you would like to share about your feelings, expectations, or 

opinions about the RINGS Experience and your participation? 

10. Would you prefer the program as it was presented on video or would you prefer 

the presenters be live? 
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