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Abstract

Relationship education such as self-help and group interventions may be helpful for couples seek-
ing to improve their relationships. This outcome study sought to provide preliminary data on the
effectiveness of two interventions for couples, comparing the self-help book Hold Me Tight: Seven
Conversations for a Lifetime of Love, to the 8-week relationship course, The Hold Me Tight Program:
Conversations for Connection, which includes reading the book at home. Results suggest that read-
ing the book alone may lead to positive change, attending the course in addition to reading the
book may not result in as much change, and that participation in the course may have a potentially
negative effect for less happy couples in the area of dyadic consensus. Results signify the impor-
tance of further research to understand the potential benefits as well as iatrogenic effects of rela-
tionship education.
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1. Introduction

Emotionally focused couple therapy (EFT), has been found through repeated studies to be effective for moving
couples out of distress (Johnson, Hunsley, Greenberg, & Schindler, 1999). In comparison with behavioral mari-
tal therapy (BMT), EFT may be more effective for treating moderate levels of marital distress (\Wood, Crane,
Schaaljie, & Law, 2005). Chambless and Ollendick (2001) have designated EFT as a “probably efficacious” em-
pirically supported treatment for moderate levels of marital discord. However, couples may not always have ac-
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cess to clinicians trained in EFT or other evidence-based practices. Even when treatment options are available,
only 36% of couples seek outside help within the first five years of marriage, typically through books and psy-
chotherapy (Doss, Rhoades, Stanley, & Markman, 2009). Self-help and psychoeducation may be a useful tool
for couples to improve their relationships, and to address related concerns such as anxiety and depression (Mains
& Scogin, 2003), particularly when access to psychotherapy is limited due to financial concerns or a lack of ser-
vices (Ellis, 1993).

Although consumers may hope that the books will help, there is little evidence supporting the effectiveness of
most self-help books (Norcross et al., 2003). With relationship education programs being more accessible to re-
ligious (Doss et al., 2009) and middle-class couples (Ooms & Wilson, 2004), underserved populations may not
have access to the help they seek (Wetzler, Frame, & Litzinger, 2011). Sue Johnson, one of the originators of
EFT, created educational versions of EFT that could be used by the general public (Johnson, 2008). Specifically,
Johnson promotes the book Hold Me Tight: Seven Conversations for a Lifetime of Love, as intended for couples,
whether they are happy or distressed, with the exceptions being relationships involving abuse, ongoing extrady-
adic relationships, and serious addictions. Although over 95% of the thousands of new self-help literature that
are published every year have no empirical support (Rosen, 1993), findings do suggest that some self-help pro-
grams are effective (Norcross et al., 2003). Given that self-help literature may be useful, and that some find it
easier to work on personal issues through books rather than through interactions with groups (Ellis, 1993),
would relationship self-help such as Hold Me Tight be effective in improving relationships?

1.1. When Education Helps

Self-help books may be helpful for some people (Halliday, 1991), especially from the perspective of clinicians,
who were found to view about one-fifth of popular self-help books as “very helpful” (Norcross et al., 2000,
2003). Although many self-help books have little research support and make exaggerated claims, a study of over
a thousand psychologists found that most feel self-help is at least somewhat helpful for clients more than 70% of
the time (Norcross et al., 2003). Psychoeducational interventions for couples, such as a group for couples that
focuses on issues such as conflict resolution, may also be helpful for improving relationships (Cummings, Fair-
cloth, Mitchell, Cummings, & Schermerhorn, 2008). A meta-analysis of 117 studies on marital and relationship
education psychoeducation suggests that these programs often result in moderate positive effects (Hawkins,
Blanchard, Baldwin, & Fawcett, 2008). Four marital enrichment programs were considered by Jakubowski et al.
(2004) to be efficacious.

Group interventions for couples may also serve to increase satisfaction in relationships (Halford, Moore, Wil-
son, Farrugia, & Dyer, 2004; Bodenmann & Shantinath, 2004; Long, Angera, Carter, Nakamoto, & Kalso, 1999),
reduce symptoms of depression and anxiety (Pomeroy, Green, & Laningham, 2002), improve relationships for
couples in which one partner has been diagnosed with a personality disorder (Bout, Sytema, & Rankin, 2008),
effectively help couples in inpatient settings (Sytema & Bout, 2006), and decrease dating violence (Gardner,
Giese, & Parrott, 2004). Daire et al. (2012) also found that Hispanic couples perceived relationship education to
be beneficial for themselves and their families. Despite these apparent benefits of group interventions for cou-
ples, improvements in areas such as communication and forgiveness may be diminished at follow-up (Sells,
Giordano, & King, 2002).

1.2. When Education Hurts

Self-help and psychoeducation may also be harmful (Crawford, 2004), and the possible negative effects of many
of these interventions have not been studied (Ellis, 1993), and those that have tend to be less effective for more
severe issues (Mains & Scogin, 2003). Crawford (2004) reported that many “best-selling” self-help interventions
for relationships promote rigid gender stereotypes, and offer potentially damaging advice to women. Ellis (1993)
adds that the idea that fixing problems is a quick and easy process, which is commonly promoted by some self-
help books, may result in a worsening of problems. Due to a lack of specificity regarding what types of people
and problems they are meant to address, self-help interventions may also be incorrectly applied by many con-
sumers (Rosen, 1987), and are not equally effective for every problem (Wilson & Cash, 2000).

Additional outcome research on psychoeducation and self-help for couples in is needed. The current study
seeks to add to the existing research on self-help and psychoeducation for couples by providing preliminary data
on the effectiveness of the book, Hold Me Tight: Seven Conversations for a Lifetime of Love, and the related re-

©



A. R. Fisher et al.

lationship class, The Hold Me Tight Program: Conversations for Connection, as well as by outlining areas for
future research on relationship education.

2. Method
2.1. Participants

20 adults (10 couples) in a small Midwestern city participated in the study, after responding to flyers placed
around the city and at a local counseling center, and newspaper advertisements. Most of the participants identi-
fied themselves as White, with a few identifying as either multiracial or European. Their average age was 33.3
years. All of the participants reported that they were in monogamous, heterosexual relationships. 18 of the par-
ticipants indicated that they were married. Although participants were not paid for their participation in the study,
each couple was provided with one copy of the book free of charge.

2.2. Materials

Materials used in the study included the relationship self-help book, Hold Me Tight: Seven Conversations for a
Lifetime of Love (Johnson, 2008), and facilitator’s guide and other materials for the relationship course, The
Hold Me Tight Program: Conversations for Connection (Johnson, 2010), which supplements the book with di-
dactic presentations and group discussion, video, in-session worksheets, and homework assignments.

2.3. Measures

The measures used in the study were the Dyadic Adjustment Scale (Spanier, 1976), and the Trust Scale (Rempel,
Holmes, & Zanna, 1985). The Dyadic Adjustment Scale (DAS) consists of 32 items, which are added together to
provide a scoring range from 0 to 151, with higher scores reflecting a higher quality of marriage (Spanier, 1976).
The mean score for married couples is 114.8, and 70.7 for divorced couples. The DAS also includes four sub-
scales: consensus, which measures the level of agreement on areas important to couple functioning, relationship
satisfaction, cohesion, and affectional expression (Spanier). The DAS was also used in this study, given that it
has used in previous studies on EFT (Makinen & Johnson, 2006), and a Cronbach’s alpha of .96. The Trust Scale
measures three elements that make up trust in a relationship: faith, dependability, and predictability, and has an
overall Cronbach’s alpha of .81. Although the three elements of the Trust Scale can be used as subscales, the
current study focused on the overall score.

2.4. Procedure

After responding to the flyers and newspaper advertisements, all participants were screened to participate in the
study, which involved a brief interview and risk assessment, as well as completion of written assessments. Par-
ticipation required scoring 80 or above on the Dyadic Adjustment Scale, indicating the couple is not severely
distressed (Makinen & Johnson, 2006). Each participant also completed the Trust Scale. Exclusion criteria also
included all participants denying any past or present emotional, sexual, or physical abuse in their relationships,
and denying any current suicidal or homicidal gestures, ideation, or intent for themselves or their partners. None
of the participants were excluded based on those factors. One couple was screened out due to having previously
received couple therapy from the facilitator of the relationship class.

Every participant who remained after the screening process above was then given a choice to either attend the
relationship class and read the book, or read the book at home without participation in the class, which consisted
of eight two-hour sessions completed over the course of ten weeks. Class participants also read the book and
completed homework assignments between the sessions. Each week covered a different aspect of couple func-
tioning, and followed the content and structure described in the facilitator’s guide (Johnson, 2010). At the begin-
ning of each session, there was a short didactic presentation by the facilitator, class discussion, and a review of
the homework. This was followed by group viewing of videotaped couples engaging in the conversations out-
lined in the book, as well as a group discussion about the video clips. Each couple in the class then engaged in
dyadic exercises related to the topics for that session, which were then discussed with the other class members.
Participants who chose to only read the book at home completed it over the same ten-week period. Participants
then completed the Dyadic Adjustment Scale and the Trust Scale again.
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2.5. Design and Analysis

The study was a non-random two-group pre-post design. The independent variables were time and the groups. 2
x 2 repeated ANOVAs were completed for each DV, which consisted of dyadic adjustment and trust. The four
sub-scales of the Dyadic Adjustment Scale were also included. Between-subjects factors were the class versus
the book only. These were compared to each other in order to discover possible additional effects of attending a
class in addition to reading a book at home. Data from an additional couple was also removed as an outlier due
to extremely high pre-test scores on the DAS, giving them little to no room for improvement.

3. Results

The main results of the study are presented in Table 1.

Due to the difference in the pre-test means between the groups, a post-hoc analysis was conducted. Restricting
the range of pre-test scores to make the means more comparable led to the book group mean changing to 111.57,
and the class group mean changing to 110.71. Post-test scores remained consistent with the original analysis,
with the book group mean improving to 122.71, and the class group mean to 112.0.

4. Discussion

This study initially asked whether or not attending a relationship course, in addition reading a self-help book,
would result in more positive change for couples than reading the book alone. The null hypothesis was that there
would be no difference between the two interventions, and that any effects would be due to time. At pre-test,
participants who chose to participate in the class had on average a lower dyadic adjustment than the book group
(106.8 compared to 116.8). According to Spanier (1976), the national average for married couples is 114.8,
which suggests that couples who chose to read the book at home without coming to the class were at about an
average level of adjustment, and those who came to the class were at a somewhat below average level. At
post-test, the class group had not changed significantly in either direction, with a score of 105.7, and the book
group improved to 125.1, which is near the cutoff for reliable change (Jacobson & Truax, 1991). Given that both
groups read the book, and that those who did not attend the class improved more, results demand further discus-
sion and questions.

Looking at one of the subscales of the DAS, the class group experienced a slight decrease in the area of con-
sensus, or level of agreement on various issues in the relationship, from 47.8 to 46.2, and the book group in-
creased from 51.4 to 54.2. Although neither of these changes is great enough to be clinically reliable, the differ-
ence is worth noting for future studies. Perhaps talking about relationship challenges around other couples leads
to comparison with other couples and greater disagreement in relationships. Issues that the couple has “shelved”
in their relationship may be brought up, which the class format cannot effectively address. Reading the book
alone may not “stir the pot” in the same manner.

Notably, the class group also came in with a slightly lower level of trust in their relationships (M = 1.88) than
the book group (M = 2.05). At post-test, there was slightly more trust in the book group (M = 2.36) than the
class group (M = 1.81), although the difference is not statistically or clinically significant for either group. To
further address this issue, the first post-hoc analysis involved restricting the range of the pre-test DAS to make
them more comparable. As discussed above, the book group still improved much more than the class group.

Table 1. Pre- and post-test results of class and book-group interventions.

Pre-test Post-test
DAS: Class 106.8 (SD = 8.78) 105.7 (SD = 15.0)
DAS: Book only 116.8 (SD =8.8) 125.1 (SD =10.16)
Trust: Class 1.88 (SD =0.73) 1.81(SD =0.84)
Trust: Book only 2.05 (SD = 0.62) 2.36 (SD = 0.58)
Consensus’: Class 47.8 (SD =4.37) 46.2 (SD = 4.47)
Consensus: Book only 51.4 (SD = 4.35) 54.2 (SD =5.47)

Note: Sig. at p = .03. "Consensus subscale of the DAS measures the degree of agreement on various issues in the relationship.
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The findings suggest that couples who are not as satisfied may not benefit as much from relationship en-
hancement education, and in some cases may even be harmed by it. This issue is a crucial one, given that John-
son (2008) states that the book meant for all couples, whether they are satisfied or not, and at least one study has
found that contrary to popular belief, highly distressed couples often seek out marital education, along with
more satisfied couples (DeMaria, 2005). It is possible that although the book Hold Me Tight may be useful for
improving relationships outside of therapy (Dorian, 2009), it may not produce positive change for couples who
are not very satisfied with their relationships. This reasoning is also supported by Gottman (1999), who sug-
gested that unhappy couples may use communication skills and “process-talk” to escalate during conflict, rather
than repair. In a sense, education may give them more to disagree about. Perhaps these couples who desire to
participate in the Hold Me Tight Program would be better suited in seeing an emotionally focused couple thera-
pist, leaving relationship enhancement education to those who are already experiencing a relatively satisfied
marriage.

5. Conclusion

Due to the small sample size, and the lack of random assignment, the findings are limited to preliminary status.
It is also possible that the dependent variables did not capture the experience of the participants. For example,
many of the class participants commented on how the class had helped their relationships, and expressed desire
for similar classes in the future. Future quantitative research may clarify the current findings on the effectiveness
of the interventions, and qualitative research may uncover participants’ experiences. Results of present study,
however, provide clear direction and a base from which to build future evaluations of relationship education.
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