The detrimental effects of divorce (e.g., Bloom, Asher, & White, 1978) and marital distress (e.g., Coie et al., 1993) are well documented. Although many programs have been developed to prevent marital distress, program administrators have not been as enthusiastic in evaluating the effectiveness of their programs as in designing and implementing them. Although researchers and clinicians continue to call for longitudinal follow-up investigations for ethical, as well as theoretical, reasons (e.g., Bagarozzi & Rauen, 1981; Bradbury & Fincham, 1990; Heller, 1996; L'Abate, 1986; Schumm & Denton, 1979), research of this nature is rare. The long-term evaluation of the Prevention and Relationship Enhancement Program (PREP; e.g., Markman, Jamieson, & Floyd, 1983; Markman, Renick, Floyd, Stanley, & Clements, 1993; Stanley et al., 2001) is the most rigorous research of a premarital prevention program to date.

The current study involves a follow-up of a weekend version of PREP (PREP-WK). Burnett (1993) modified the program under investigation in the current study by consolidating the 6-week PREP program into a weekend format so that busy, sometimes geographically separated couples would be able to attend. Burnett demonstrated that PREP-WK couples learned communication skills at least as well as the original PREP couples. Schilling (1999) showed that PREP-WK was as effective in preventing deterioration of average marital satisfaction during the first 3 years of marriage as the original (Markman, Floyd, Stanley, & Storaasli, 1988) and German (Hahlweg, Markman, Thurmaier, Engl, & Eckert, 1998) PREP programs. These findings regarding the utility of a weekend version of PREP are consistent withHahlweg et al.'s (1998) findings in Germany.

The success of PREP in preventing deterioration in marital satisfaction has generally been attributed to the presumed “active ingredients” of the program, such as communication skills training. However, the correlation between increases in relationship skills attributable to the program and later marital satisfaction has not been investigated previously. The original and German PREP studies showed that the intervention group was functioning better at follow-up than the control group, both in terms of marital satisfaction and in terms of communication quality. However, these studies did not investigate whether couples who are communicating better in the PREP group are more satisfied or address whether couples who communicate better at follow-up gained more from the PREP program (Bradbury & Fincham, 1990). To determine why a program is effective, global within-group analyses that investigate the processes theorized to underlie the program's effectiveness are needed; analyses comparing differences between treatment and control groups are not enough (Bradbury & Fincham, 1990; Gottman, 1979). The current investigation focused on the relationship between communication skills acquisition during the PREP-WK program and future marital satisfaction.

In addition, the potential differential effectiveness of PREP for couples at risk for marital distress is especially important to investigate. Some researchers have made calls for increased selective prevention targeted at more vulnerable couples (Markman, 1984; Sullivan & Bradbury, 1996). The empirical evidence regarding the effectiveness of PREP with high-risk couples is mixed. Van Widenfelt (1995) conducted a PREP-type study in the Netherlands in which at risk couples with divorced parents were targeted. The couples who received intervention did not show improvement at the 2-year follow-up compared with similar control couples. However, Halford, Saunders, and Behrens (2001) found that Australian couples who were at high risk (based on experiences of violence and divorce in the family of origin) particularly benefited from PREP.

The current investigation extends previous work demonstrating the average longitudinal efficacy of the PREP program by investigating a change process thought to be responsible for its efficacy. This process involves the influence of changes in positive and negative communication attributed to the PREP-WK program, conceptualized as communication skills acquisition, on follow-up marital satisfaction. In addition, the efficacy of PREP for couples at risk for marital distress based on partners' relatively low levels of premarital satisfaction and relatively high levels of depression (Karney & Bradbury, 1995) was explored.

Method 

Participants

Sixty-five premarital couples marrying between June 1990 and January 1996 at a large Protestant church in a small southeastern university town served as PREP-WK participants. Couples being married in the church were required either (a) to attend PREP-WK or (b) to meet with the minister for individual premarital counseling; each couple decided which of the two options to pursue. Approximately half(N = 65) of these couples chose to participate in the PREP-WK program and provided data for the current study. This program was offered 1 weekend each year to a group of 10–15 couples. The most common reason couples gave for declining to participate in the program was that one or both of the partners lived far enough from the church that they were unable to participate. Demographic characteristics of all PREP-WK participants are listed inTable 1. 


Of the 65 couples, 4 did not marry and 9 did not provide any follow-up data. In addition, videotape equipment failure further reduced the available sample size for the analyses performed in this study to 39 women and 38 men.

Measures

Pre-assessment Measures
Communication Patterns Questionnaire (CPQ)
The CPQ (Christensen, 1988) is a self-report measure of common problem-solving communication styles that couples have. Couples rate 32 items assessing “how you and your partner typically deal with problems in your relationship.” The subscale Mutual Avoidance (MA) was used in this study. MA consists of three items assessing the extent to which the partners avoid problem discussion and withdraw and withhold from each other after discussion. Interspouse correlations for the subscales ranged from .62 to .86 (Christensen & Shenk, 1991) in a sample of 142 couples who were married and living together; heterogeneous in terms of marital distress; and generally young, well-educated, and middle-class.

Dyadic Adjustment Scale (DAS)
The DAS (Spanier, 1976) is the most widely used measure of marital adjustment in marital research and was used as the measure of relationship adjustment in the current investigation. It consists of 32 items, four subscales, and a global scale (Dyadic Adjustment). Internal consistency for Dyadic Adjustment is .96 (Spanier & Filsinger, 1983). The DAS is worded in a manner that makes it applicable to both unmarried and married couples.

Interactional Dimensions Coding System (IDCS)
The IDCS (Julien, Markman, Lindahl, Johnson, & Van Widenfelt, 1989) is a global observational coding system designed to capture the essence of a dyadic interaction on nine dimensions. Each couple completed two 10-min videotaped interaction tasks (described below); each partner was given a global rating on each dimension for his or her behavior during the 10-min task. The five negative dimensions are Conflict, Withdrawal, Denial, Dominance, and Negative Affect. The four positive dimensions are Communication Skills, Support-Validation, Problem Solving, and Positive Affect. Each dimension was rated on a 9-point scale (1 =very low occurrence of the communication behavior, 9 =very high occurrence of the communication behavior). Julien, Markman, and Lindahl (1989) reported an average weighted kappa of .38 for the intercoder agreement (with agreement defined as a rating difference of no more than 1). For the current sample, intercoder agreement was assessed usingCohen's (1968) weighted kappa, with agreement also defined as ratings that differed by no more than 1. The communication samples were coded with the IDCS by senior undergraduate psychology majors who were trained until their ratings were reliable at a kappa of .60. One fourth of the taped segments were rated jointly by two coders to determine intercoder reliabilities. Kappas were calculated separately for positive and negative communication for each gender. For ratings of female communication, the mean and median kappas were .52 and .64, respectively, for positive communication and .65 and .71, respectively, for negative communication. For ratings of male communication, the mean and median kappas were .44 and .64, respectively, for positive communication and .62 and .71, respectively, for negative communication. Alpha reliabilities were calculated separately on male and female data for pre- and post-IDCS assessments. They ranged from .75 to .85 for negative communication and .85 to .88 for positive communication.

Symptom Checklist 90, Revised (SCL-90-R, Derogatis, 1983 )
The SCL-90-R is a 90-item self-report inventory of physical, emotional, and cognitive symptoms, which is widely used as a brief measure of psychological adjustment. Internal consistency reliabilities were reported to range from .77 to .90 with a median of .85, and test-retest reliabilities were reported to range from .78 to .90 with a median of .84 (Derogatis, 1983).

Postassessment Measures
Couples also completed the same measures described above, except the SCL-90-R, following the PREP-WK program. In addition, they again completed two 10-min interactions following instructions identical to those given at pretest (described below).

Follow-up Measures
Couples completed the DAS and CPQ at follow-up assessments through 1997, beginning 11/2 years following their participation in the PREP-WK program. Follow-up assessments were discontinued after 51/2 years.

Procedure

Participant Recruitment
The five cohorts of couples studied in the current investigation participated in PREP-WK from 1991 to 1995. Each of these couples was married (or planned to be married) in the 6 months preceding or following the program in the church. All couples being married in the church during a given year were sent a letter describing the program and inviting them to participate. A detailed description of participant recruitment is found inBurnett (1993).

The PREP-WK Intervention
PREP-WK took place once yearly each spring from 1991 to 1995. Each PREP-WK program followed the same schedule: Saturday from 8:30 a.m. to 5 p.m. and Sunday from 1 p.m. to 4:30 p.m. The structure of the program included lectures lasting 15–30 min alternating with couple-consultant meetings lasting 20–45 min. Following every lecture in the series, each couple met with their consultant in a private room where they were able to practice their communication skills. The PREP-WK lectures were somewhat shorter than those of the PREP program, and homework was not assigned. Otherwise, the PREP-WK content followed the format of the PREP program of the late 1980s (Markman, Blumberg, & Stanley, 1989).

Pre- and Posttest Assessments
Both observational and self-report communication data were collected from the couples before and after the weekend program. The investigators sent a letter to all couples prior to the PREP-WK weekend to describe the research component of the PREP-WK program. Subsequently, they were given an appointment for the week prior to the PREP-WK program. At the appointment, couples completed the DAS, CPQ, SCL-90-R, and the two 10-min communication tasks. The 10-min communication tasks were (a) trying to solve a relationship problem and (b) expressing thoughts and feelings about a relationship issue with each other. After they were seated comfortably in a private room, they were given instructions and then left alone to complete the tasks. Immediately following the weekend (posttest), the couples again completed the communication tasks as well as the DAS and CPQ.

Follow-up Assessments
From 1992 to 1997, 11/2 years to 51/2 years following completion of the PREP-WK program, couples were sent two packets of questionnaires including the DAS and CPQ in one envelope. A cover letter instructed them to complete the questionnaires independently of each other. From 1992 to 1996, data were collected on each cohort yearly. In 1997 a decision was made to send follow-up packets only at the 11/2, 21/2, and 51/2 year follow-ups in order to decrease respondent burden. Thus, because of this decision and because data collection ended in 1997, follow-up data varied in length by cohort. Data were obtained from the 1991 and 1992 cohorts for all five follow-up periods (FU1 through FU5). Data were obtained from the 1993 cohort for FU1, FU2, and FU3. Data were obtained for the 1994 and 1995 cohorts for FU1 and FU2. Thus, in sum, FU1 and FU2 data were obtained for all 5 cohorts, FU3 data were obtained for 3 cohorts, and FU4 and FU5 data were obtained for 2 cohorts. Follow-up return rates were computed separately for men and women and ranged from 51% to 82% with a median of 70%.

Results 

Throughout the analyses, an alpha level of .05 was used for all statistical tests. Two composite communication variables were used: (a) the sum of the four positive IDCS dimensions (Communication Skills, Positive Affect, Problem Solving, and Support-Validation), and (b) the sum of the five negative IDCS dimensions (Conflict, Denial, Dominance, Negative Affect, and Withdrawal).

If couples learned communication skills during the program and these skills were beneficial to their marriage, their communication change scores should be related to positive marital outcomes longitudinally. Average IDCS communication did change from pre- to posttest. Positive communication significantly increased and negative communication significantly decreased from pre- to posttest for both men and women. Means and pairedt test statistics are listed inTable 2. Thus, the next step was to examine the longitudinal effect of pre- to posttest changes in communication (conceptualized as communication skills acquisition) on changes in marital outcomes over time. 
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Means, Standard Deviations, and t Tests for Pre- and Posttest IDCS Variables
Survival analyses model the change in risk over time of an event occurrence. In this study, these analyses were performed to determine how changes in communication behavior affected the risk of becoming maritally distressed. Distress onset was defined as the first follow-up period in which a respondent reliably reported becoming distressed. In order to be considered distressed, a respondent met either of the following criteria: (a) follow-up DAS score at or below 104 (the midpoint between clinical and nonclinical couples; Crane, Allgood, Larson, & Griffin, 1990) and change of at least 7.7 points on the DAS global score from his or her posttest DAS score, a “reliable” amount according to the criteria established byJacobson and Truax (1991), or (b) separated or divorced. Schilling (1999) demonstrated that distress onset as defined by Criterion (a) significantly predicted separation-divorce in this sample. 1
All models were estimated in a manner outlined in detail byWillett and Singer (1995). This method involves performing a logistic regression on data from each valid assessment period, controlling for the time of each assessment. The outcome is distress status at each follow-up period (0 = no distress, 1 = distress onset). Once a respondent became distressed, his or her data for subsequent follow-up periods were not included. 2 For example, a wife assessed at all five follow-up periods who never became distressed would be represented with five observations, all of which would be coded 0 on distress onset. A wife assessed at all five follow-up periods who became distressed on the third follow-up period and separated in the fifth follow-up period would be represented with three observations; the first two would be coded 0 and the third coded 1. This example demonstrates that separation-divorce is used as an indicator of distress onset only if a spouse's satisfaction did not decline reliably earlier. Willet and Singer, citing Allison (1984), concluded that “despite the apparent lack of independence among the observations in the person-period dataset and the seeming sample-size inflation, the obtained standard errors appropriately estimate the sampling variation in the parameter estimates” (p. 232). Consequently, including multiple observations for the same individual does not significantly increase the probability of erroneously obtaining statistically significant parameter estimates.

The pattern of distress onset in the current sample was explored bySchilling (1999) in the 52 couples who provided follow-up data. Briefly, six couples (12 individuals) divorced or separated. In addition to these couples, 14 individuals became distressed according to Criterion (a) above. Thus, overall, 26 individuals (16 female and 10 male) in 18 couples (35% of the 52 couples) became distressed according to the definition of distress onset outlined above.Table 3 includes the pattern of distress onset for the 39 wives and 38 husbands included in the survival analyses. 
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Pattern of Distress Onset for Valid Cases Included in Survival Analyses
The survival analyses were performed to determine whether the risk of distress onset over time was predicted by couples' pre- to post-PREP communication change. The outcome was distress status at each follow-up period, and only cases that had valid data for both pre- and post-PREP assessments were used. The following equations were estimated separately for husband (H) and wife (W) distress onset: [image: image3]

  The symbolh represents the hazard probability (i.e., the probability of distress onset).Futime represents the follow-up period in years (further details are given below).PreCom represents pretest communication. Husbands' communication change scores,ChngCom(H), and wives' communication change scores,ChngCom(W), were residuals from the regression of the posttest IDCS score on the pretest IDCS score. Pre-PREP communication was used as a control. Because of the debate in the literature regarding the best type of change score to use (residualized or simple difference), all models presented in this article were reanalyzed using simple difference scores (e.g., Bradbury & Karney, 1993). The results were virtually identical.

Separate analyses were performed for the positive and negative communication variables. To consider the dyadic interaction between husband's and wife's communication (both pretest and change), we calculated and inspected interaction terms. The interaction of pretest communication was very highly correlated(r > .80) with main effect terms (e.g., the interaction between male and female positive pre-PREP communication was highly correlated with both male and female positive pre-PREP communication). Thus, interactions of husband's and wife's pre-PREP communication were not included in the analyses because they would not add much information and would result in high multicollinearity between predictors. However, husbands' and wives' communication change main effects were not highly correlated with communication change interaction terms(−.10 < r < .57), and interactions were tested for significant contribution to model prediction. Only one of these interactions proved to be statistically significant (see the basic model in the first data column ofTable 4). Models with nonsignificant communication change interaction terms were re-estimated with only main effects included (see the other basic models inTables 4 and5). 
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Summary of Survival Analyses for Observed Communication Variables Predicting Risk of Female Distress Onset 
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Summary of Survival Analyses for Observed Communication Variables Predicting Risk of Male Distress Onset
In the above equation,Futime, the follow-up period in years (1.5 for the first follow-up period, 2.5 for the second follow-up period, etc.), controls for the base rates of distress onset over time. It was substituted for the four follow-up period dummy variables (representing the five follow-up periods in this study) in the model suggested byWillett and Singer (1995). This change was made because the relatively small sample size in the current study resulted in empty cells and hugely inflated coefficient and standard error estimates when the follow-up periods were represented with the dummy variables.Futime appeared to be an adequate substitution for the dummy variables (Schilling, 1999) as determined by the following analyses. Chi-square difference tests were performed to determine whether the set of dummy variables contributed significantly to the model in addition toFutime; these tests were not significant for women,χ2(3, N = 138) = 2.9, p > .30, or men,χ2(3, N = 135) = 6.1, p > .10. 3 Models withFutime2 added were estimated to test whether time was better represented as a quadratic function (e.g., base rates of distress onset might increase for the first 3 years of follow-up and then decrease), but this term was not significant for women,χ2(1, N = 138) = 2.5, p > .10, or men,χ2(1, N = 135) = 0.2, p > .50, as determined by a chi-square difference test. Thus, in this study, base rates of distress onset increased in a linear fashion during the first 51/2 years of follow-up.

Chi-square difference tests were performed to determine whether pre- to posttest communication change contributed significantly to prediction of distress onset above the contribution of pretest communication alone. 4 Change in negative communication significantly improved the prediction of men's distress onset,χ2(2, N = 94) = 6.7, p < .05, above pre-PREP negative communication. Change in negative communication did not significantly improve the prediction of women's probability of distress onset,χ2(2, N = 98) = 1.7, p > .30, however. Positive communication change from pre-PREP to post-PREP also added significantly to pre-PREP positive communication in predicting distress onset for both men,χ2(2, N = 94) = 12.2, p < .05, and women,χ2(2, N = 98) = 7.2, p < .05.Table 4 includes estimated models predicting female distress onset, andTable 5 includes estimated models predicting male distress onset. In these models, negative coefficients indicate a decreased risk of distress onset, and positive coefficients indicate an increased risk of distress onset. Increases in male positive communication significantly decreased men's risk of distress onset. However, an increase in male positive communication, by itself, did not significantly predict women's risk of distress onset. Decreases in male negative communication significantly decreased male risk of distress onset. However, decreases in male negative communication did not significantly decrease female risk of distress onset.

Pre- to posttest increases in female positive communication predicted a significant increase in male distress onset and in female distress onset. In addition, as can be seen inTable 4, the interaction between male and female positive communication change was significant, indicating that the preceding effect of female positive communication change on female distress onset strengthened with increases in male positive communication from pre- to posttest. Decrease in female negative communication did not significantly affect the risk of male distress onset or female distress onset. 5
Risk Factors

It was of interest to explore whether the relationship between communication skills acquisition during the PREP program and marital outcomes depended on the initial level of known risk variables for marital distress (relatively high depression and low premarital satisfaction). Depression was measured using the SCL-90-R depression scale, and premarital satisfaction was measured using the DAS global scale. Individuals with a score in the top 25% of PREP-WK participants of the same gender on the SCL-90-R depression scale were considered to be at risk with respect to depression. Individuals with a score in the bottom 25% of PREP-WK participants of the same gender on the DAS global scale were considered to be at risk with respect to premarital satisfaction. Descriptors and cutoff points are outlined inTable 6. A dummy risk variable was created by coding respondents scoring in the top 25% as 1 and those in the lower 75% as 0 for depression, and a second dummy risk variable was created by coding the bottom 25% as 1 and the top 75% as 0 for premarital satisfaction. The depression means and standard deviations were comparable to those in a sample of mothers(M = .6, SD = .7) and fathers(M = .3, SD = .4) of community children (data from Cheryl, Segal, Naylor, & Evans, 1993, as cited inKendall and Sheldrick, 2000). Phi coefficients between depression and low DAS were .17(N = 62, p = .19) for female participants and .22(N = 63, p = .08) for male participants. 
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Descriptors for Premarital Scales Used to Create Risk Variables
To test whether the relationship between communication skills acquisition during the PREP program and distress onset depended on the initial level of individual risk, we again performed survival analyses. The main effect of each respondent's risk factor and its interaction with that respondent's communication change variable were added to the main effect models inTables 4 and5. Thus, the following equations predicting husband and wife distress onset were estimated: [image: image7]
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  whereRisk is a dummy variable indicating whether a respondent was at risk or not. As can be seen inEquations 2, and3, this risk variable was multiplied by that respondent's communication change score to create the interaction variable.

Two tests were applied to risk models inEquations 2, and3 in order to consider the contribution of the risk variables as significant. In the first test, risk models were compared with the reduced communication main effect models to determine from chi-square difference tests whether, as a group, the risk dummy variable and interaction significantly improved the prediction of the reduced model. As a second test, chi-square difference tests of the interaction alone were performed to determine whether the interaction itself added significant predictive power. Models passing both of these tests are included inTables 4 and5.

Male Risk
The effect of male negative communication change on the prediction of distress onset did not depend on any of the risk factors. The effect of male positive communication change was very dependent on these factors, however. As shown inTables 4 and5, pre- to posttest positive male communication increase was associated with favorable marital outcomes in couples in which the male participants were categorized as at risk by their relatively high premarital scores on depression and relatively low premarital relationship satisfaction. For couples in which the male participants were higher in depression, a higher pre- to posttest increase in male positive communication was associated with decreased risk of female and male distress onset. For couples in which the male participants were lower in premarital satisfaction, a higher pre- to posttest increase in male positive communication was associated with a decreased risk of female distress onset. Finally, for couples in which the male participants were higher in premarital relationship satisfaction (an exploratory analysis), a higher pre- to posttest increase in male positive communication was associated with an increase in risk for female distress onset.

Female Risk
Female risk factors of relatively high depression and relatively low premarital satisfaction did not influence the effect of pre- to posttest increases in positive or negative communication on distress onset. However, the effect of female negative communication decrease on the probability of male distress onset depended on female premarital satisfaction level. Inspection ofTable 5 reveals that decreases in negative communication from pre- to post-PREP in female participants higher on premarital relationship satisfaction predicted increased risk in male distress onset.

CPQ-MA

We suspected that conflict avoidance behavior might explain the relationship between distress onset and increased-positive/decreased-negative IDCS scores in women. Thus, post hoc analyses with pretest and follow-up CPQ-MA scores were performed. Because CPQ data were not available for most follow-up assessments in which a couple separated or divorced, two types of analyses were performed. The first set of analyses (hereafter referred to asnonimputed) was performed with existing data only. These involved couples whose distress onset involved a reliable decrease in marital satisfaction as opposed to separation-divorce. In the second set of analyses (hereafter referred to asimputed), a missing CPQ score was imputed with the participant's score from the previous follow-up assessment. All models including CPQ-MA were statistically significant. Controlling for follow-up period in years(Futime), female CPQ-MA significantly predicted female distress onset in the nonimputed(B = .78, p < .05) and imputed(B = .64, p < .05) models. Male CPQ-MA significantly predicted male distress onset in the nonimputed model(B = .82, p < .05) but not the imputed(b = .47, p > .10) model.

To determine whether CPQ-MA helped to explain the relationship between the IDCS variables and distress onset, we added CPQ-MA to models with sets of positive and negative IDCS variables (basic models). Female CPQ-MA did not add significantly to the basic positive IDCS model predicting female distress onset in the nonimputed,χ2(1, N = 80) = 1.2, p > .20, or imputed,χ2(1, N = 98) = 1.7, p > .10, models. Male CPQ-MA did not add significantly to the positive basic model predicting male distress onset in the nonimputed,χ2(1, N = 82) = 3.7, p > .05, or imputed,χ2(1, N = 94) = 0.8, p > .30, models. In all of these models including CPQ-MA, none of the coefficients for female change in positive IDCS was significant at the .05 alpha level. These results indicate that CPQ-MA accounts for some of the same variance in distress onset as female change in positive IDCS communication. This is consistent with a conceptual model in which women in conflict-avoidant couples, destined to become distressed, exhibit increased positive communication behavior following the PREP-WK weekend.

Contrasted with its effect on the positive basic models, CPQ-MA acted as a suppressor (Cohen & Cohen, 1983) when added to the negative IDCS variables because it enhanced the association between the negative IDCS variables and distress onset. CPQ-MA added significantly to the negative basic model predicting female distress onset in the nonimputed,χ2(1, N = 80) = 14.3, p < .05, and imputed,χ2(1, N = 98) = 13.9, p < .05, models. In addition, the female pretest negative IDCS coefficient became significant while remaining negative in sign. In fact, the set of negative IDCS variables significantly explained female distress onset once female CPQ-MA was controlled in the nonimputed,χ2(4, N = 80) = 10.2, p < .05, and imputed,χ2(4, N = 98) = 10.3, p < .05, models. Male CPQ-MA also added significantly to the basic negative model predicting male distress onset in the nonimputed,χ2(1, N = 82) = 6.9, p < .05, and imputed,χ2(1, N = 94) = 5.2, p < .05, models. The direction and significance of the negative IDCS variables remained consistent with the basic model. These results are consistent with the interpretation that the addition of CPQ-MA to the basic negative IDCS models sharpened the relationship between assertive pretest negative IDCS and distress onset by controlling for the role of avoidance. Thus, it appears that higher assertive female negative IDCS communication, as opposed to passive negative communication, was instrumental in predicting lower rates of distress onset.

Discussion 

Overall, couples participating in PREP-WK significantly altered their communication in the expected directions, with both genders increasing their positive communication and decreasing their negative communication. Also, as demonstrated elsewhere (Schilling, 1999), PREP-WK couples maintained average premarital satisfaction levels during the first 3 years of marriage as well as couples in the original (Markman et al., 1988) and German (Hahlweg et al., 1998) programs. However, the overall effectiveness of PREP-WK must be understood within the context of the current within-study analyses.

Three sets of findings in the current investigation are particularly noteworthy. First, changes in communication from pretest to posttest predicted future distress onset differently for the two genders, controlling for the communication of the spouse. Changes in male communication behavior predicted distress onset in the expected manner. That is, pretest to posttest increases in male positive communication and decreases in negative communication decreased the likelihood of distress onset in future years. However, contrary to expectation, pretest to posttest increases in female positive communication predicted an increased risk of distress onset for both genders. Second, self-reported mutual avoidance of problem discussion helped to explain the effect of female positive communication on distress onset. Third, the findings indicate that couples including high-risk men particularly benefited when the men acquired positive communication skills.

Although the findings regarding women were unexpected, results from other studies also suggest that increased levels of positive female communication might be deleterious to the couple over time. In an attempt to investigate whether the findings from the current investigation could be replicated in a similar prevention trial, Baucom, Hahlweg, Engl, Thurmaier, and Schilling (2002) reanalyzed the German data to address similar questions. The German study used the KPI Kategoriensystem für Partnerschaftliche Interaktion (KPI: Coding System for Marital/Family Interaction; Hahlweg et al., 1984), a microanalytic coding system, to assess communication. These analyses, conducted in a different country with a different observational coding system on a different data set, showed similar findings. Increases in positive female communication predicted an increase in distress onset in subsequent years, whereas male changes in communication were in the predicted direction.

The current study also is not the first treatment study to relate increases in positive communication following a behavioral marital intervention with poorer longitudinal marital outcomes, or negative communication behavior with better longitudinal outcomes. Baucom and Mehlman (1984) reported results of a 6-month follow-up investigation into the efficacy of behavioral marital therapy (BMT) in assisting maritally distressed couples. In this study, positive posttreatment communication, but not pretreatment communication, was related to higher rates of separation. In that investigation, BMT overall was efficacious in lowering marital distress and producing communication changes in the expected direction. However, the correlation between communication change and future marital separation was opposite to what was expected.

In addition to these results from treatment interventions, longitudinal studies of marriage without intervention demonstrate similar effects. For example, Gottman and Krokoff (1989) found that wives' positive verbal behavior was related positively to concurrent marital satisfaction but negatively to marital satisfaction after 3 years. Levenson and Gottman (1985) found that more positive affect in the wife and less positive affect in the husband were negatively correlated with marital satisfaction 3 years later. Also, Heavey, Layne, and Christensen (1993) found that wives' positive communication behavior was correlated with higher concurrent marital satisfaction but was not related to satisfaction measured 1 year later. The reverse correlation was found for husbands' positive communication behavior.

Particularly relevant to the results of the current study, Karney and Bradbury (1997) reported a similar relationship between newlywed wives' positive communication behavior and subsequent changes in marital satisfaction during the first 4 years of marriage based on growth curve analyses. In analyzing communication findings, they collapsed positive and negative communication into a single score. They found that more negative (and/or less positive) newlywed communication by husbands was associated with greater declines in wives' satisfaction over time. However, they reported that more negative and/or less positive behavior from wives predicted slower declines in husbands' and wives' marital satisfaction. These differences between the husbands' and wives' effects were significant. Thus, consistent with our results, Karney and Bradbury's findings demonstrate that communication predicted satisfaction as might be predicted for men, but oppositely for women.

In our results, wives' higher premarital positive communication and lower negative communication were associated with self-reported avoidance of problem discussion by the couple, consistent with the findings ofGottman, Coan, Carrere, and Swanson (1998). They found that anger, an assertive negative emotion, expressed by newlyweds, did not predict unhappiness or divorce 3 years later. Also, they found that husbands', but not wives', de-escalation of negative affect predicted marital stability. In a discussion of their results, Karney and Bradbury (1997) stated that higher negative communication behaviors in wives may represent wives' willingness to grapple with difficult relationship issues. That is, they are willing to assert themselves and address problems. Although these interactions might be unpleasant at the time, they are likely to be part of a communication process that is important and beneficial for couples in the long term. It is certainly not the intent of the PREP program to convey to couples a message that either partner should avoid discussing relationship difficulties. Instead, PREP emphasizes the importance of communicating about disagreements but doing so in a constructive manner. However, it is possible that the emphasis on approaching conflict positively may send some premarital women an unintended message to be avoidant. They might then refrain from participating with their husbands in theconstructive engagement of addressing relationship problems (Gottman & Krokoff, 1989). The strong effect of husbands' increase in positive communication behavior could be related functionally to supporting constructive engagement in their wives. Couples comprising wives with decreases, and husbands with increases, in positive communication would have the best marital outcomes. This would be consistent withGottman et al.'s (1998) finding that couples in which husbandsaccepted influence from their wives—did not escalate their wives' low-intensity negative affect—were more likely to have positive marital outcomes.

Our results suggest that higher female assertive negative communication is associated with better marital outcomes longitudinally. In certain premarital women, avoidance of conflict may be exhibited in positive communication behavior, instead of passive negative behavior such as withdrawal or denial. These women might avoid a topic of conflict altogether, or they might broach a topic of conflict but approach the discussion with little negative communication behavior. Increased wives' negativity in conflict discussion may play a constructive role by conveying to husbands the importance of the topic. It is important to remember that negativity expressed by premarital women in this study rarely approached the destructive levels seen in distressed married couples.

Before discussing the implications of the above findings and interpretations for intervention, the impact of PREP-WK for high-risk men should be discussed. The findings demonstrated that, in general, the more that men altered their communication in the direction taught by the program (increasing positives and decreasing negatives), the lower the risk of marital distress onset in the future. In addition, the intervention appears to be particularly beneficial to couples with high-risk men. Couples with men who had relatively low premarital satisfaction and relatively high depression scores benefited from positive communication increases more than did other couples. Positive communication increases in these men may represent increased engagement with their partners following the program and/or increases in relationship efficacy. It appears that couples with higher risk men (albeit in reasonably low-risk couples as a whole, based on demographics) are especially good candidates for PREP. In fact, among the most low-risk men (relatively high on marital satisfaction prior to intervention), increases in male positive communication predicted increased future risk of female distress. This latter finding is similar to the overall finding for women; men who are especially happy initially do not help the couple in the long term by becoming more positive in their communication. Consistent withHalford et al. (2001), our results suggest that higher risk couples may have more to gain from PREP than lower risk couples. These findings regarding high-risk men deserve replication and further investigation.

The communication effects discussed above relate to one spouse's effect on a couple controlling for the other's effects. How the communication changes discussed above affect couples as a unit is unclear. Further investigation is needed to determine whether all combinations of communication change in the two spouses occur in participating couples or whether some combinations are more likely. Couples appear to benefit, on average, from participation in the program. However, are the net positive effects for some couples offset by net negative effects for other couples? Might these effects be related to couple “types,” such as those described byFitzpatrick (1988) andGottman (1994)? The couple-level effect should be explored in future investigations.

This study has limitations that affect the generalizability of its conclusions, and replication of these results is vital to confidence in the conclusions. First, the participants in PREP studies likely differ from general-population couples, and the current findings may not generalize to a sample of randomly selected couples from the community. However, because this study investigates processes leading to change in PREP couples, generalizing to couples seeking premarital intervention in similar settings seems reasonable. Second, data are incomplete during follow-up. However, the current follow-up rates were comparable to those of most longitudinal studies. Third, although we were able to rule out the effects of pregnancy, income change, and job status change for both spouses, this study did not investigate other changes in the lives of the couple that might account for the findings presented here. Individual development would be important to assess in future studies, so that we can better relate spouses' communication styles to tangible aspects of their lives as individuals.

A further limitation is that this PREP study did not include a control group. However, it is extremely unlikely that consistent significant changes in communication occurred in the PREP group over the weekend as a function of the passage of time. Furthermore, as noted above, communication changes in the current PREP-WK sample are comparable to changes in the original PREP study (Burnett, 1993), and premarital satisfaction was maintained in PREP-WK couples through 3 years of follow-up at significantly greater levels than among control couples in other PREP studies (Schilling, 1999). However, a control group would be needed to eliminate a spurious cause of this study's findings. It is possible that sustained exposure to relationship issues during the PREP program, instead of communication training, might result in pre- to post-PREP communication changes that predict future distress onset. It would be important to design future PREP studies to include such a control group.

Finally, the results of this study are limited by the comprehensiveness of the assessment instruments used. First, the SCL-90-R is a relatively brief and transparent measurement of symptomatology. Further research using more detailed assessments of psychopathology would help clarify the results related to male psychopathology risk. Second, the IDCS is a global coding system with typically low interrater reliability. In this study, interrater reliability of positive IDCS communication was lower than for negative IDCS communication. However, replication research using a microanalytic coding system supports the conclusions presented here (Baucom et al., 2002). Third, follow-up assessment with an observational coding system would enable exploration of observed communication change in relation to distress onset. For example, we were unable to test whether a female premarital positive increase in communication was related to observed withdrawal and/or denial at follow-up. Our conclusions predict such an association.

Finally, some of the effects found in this study could be related to the specific format of PREP-WK. The elimination of homework, in particular, could eliminate the chance for PREP coaches to push their couples to discuss an issue. In addition, PREP is an evolving program, and the version of PREP evaluated in this study is a weekend version of PREP that has since been modified (for a description of the most recent version, seeStanley, Blumberg, & Markman, 1999). Thus, the results presented here are not necessarily applicable to the current version of PREP.

Implications for Application and Public Policy 

The findings of the current study are provocative, but given the unexpected nature of the results and the limitations discussed above, they should not be overinterpreted. They add more data to the ongoing debates regarding appropriate and effective intervention strategies for premarital couples and regarding PREP itself (Gottman, Carrere, Swanson, & Coan, 2000; Stanley, Bradbury, & Markman, 2000). We want to reiterate that, on average, PREP-WK couples maintained premarital levels of relationship satisfaction and thus appeared to benefit from the program as much as couples in the original and German PREP programs. Our results have to be understood in that context. Overall, they suggest that PREP generally had the longitudinal effects that would be expected for male communication but that the effects are somewhat opposite to what was expected for female communication. These findings are part of a growing body of results that indicate that we still have a great deal to learn about the communication process and what is meant bypositive andnegative communication. Findings regarding the efficacy of PREP across studies have been positive and noteworthy, and the current findings do not alter that general conclusion. Instead, the current results suggest that not all couples respond similarly to the same intervention, and a goal of future investigations is to continue to clarify who does and does not benefit from this intervention program that is of assistance to many couples.

Replications and extensions of this research are necessary before recommendations for how to alter the intervention can be made with confidence. However, these findings do suggest that some modification to the current intervention strategies for women in premarital couples may be necessary. For men as a group, the communication skills as they are presented seem to be quite helpful. Overall, it appears that men are able to learn the skills and that the more they learn the skills, the less likely it is that they will become distressed in the future. This is particularly true for men who are at high risk. For women, the situation appears to be different. First, some women could be misinterpreting the recommendations and using the communication skills in a manner that leads to avoidance of raising concerns or expressing appropriate negative feelings. If this is the case, then the importance of constructive engagement must be strengthened in the intervention. Women might need to be taught to be more assertive in interacting with their male partners, differentiating between assertion and aggression. Second, some women in this kind of sample might enter the intervention with a good understanding of how to communicate with their partners, and the intervention might interfere with the skills they have developed over the years. If this is so, then interventionists must be cautioned, “If it ain't broke, don't fix it,” at least with women. Third, some female agreement coded as positive communication in observational coding systems may actually be an indication of submission by the woman (Gottman, 1994). Thus, female increase in positive communication may be a marker for unequal power dynamics that put the marriage at risk. Fourth, changes in spouses' lives as individuals might mediate the association of positive premarital communication style in women with later marital difficulties.

The global communication change effects in this study are important in themselves because they add further evidence that skills taught in the PREP program influence marital outcome. They also suggest that modifications to PREP may improve the program's effectiveness in preventing marital distress. For example, this study suggests that it might be helpful for PREP presenters to emphasize the importance of constructive engagement, contrasting constructive engagement with destructive conflict. However, before confident recommendations regarding major changes to intervention strategy can be made, the communication processes underlying the current results must be more clearly understood. Analyses performed on data coded with a microanalytic coding system are needed to investigate the functional relationships involved in the possibilities outlined above. For example, is PREP helping husbands stay engaged with their wives in problem discussions? The research presented here is a first step in the process of evaluating the specific effects of the PREP program's content.

Finally, in addition to implications for PREP, this study has implications for treatment outcome investigations in general. In this study, the average maintenance of marital satisfaction masks individual increases and decreases predicted by differential communication skills acquisition. Thus, our results indicate that important individual variation in PREP treatment effects appears to exist. Of the two positions presented inPersons and Silberschatz (1998), this result empirically supports Silberschatz's position that average improvements in treatment groups, compared with control groups, are not enough to demonstrate a program's global effectiveness. Our results also reinforce the importance and utility of investigating the longitudinal impact of specific components of an intervention. In general, it is essential that we continue to fine-tune our interventions, clarify who will benefit from them, and make them flexible enough to be of assistance to different types of participants.

Footnotes 

1 Because the outcome (distress onset) is a combination of two types of marital experience—(a) reliable decrease in satisfaction and (b) separation-divorce—all models predicting distress onset from observed communication (presented later in the article) were reestimated twice with (a) and (b) as the outcomes. The fewer adverse events in these models resulted in fewer statistically significant coefficients in estimable models, and some models were not estimable. All statistically significant coefficients were consistent in sign to those coefficients in analogous models. In the basic models, changes in negative communication were stronger predictors of separation-divorce, and changes in positive communication were stronger predictors of satisfaction decrease. Interaction models predicting male satisfaction decrease were not estimable. Two of the three interaction models predicting female satisfaction decrease were estimable, and the variables in these models predicted Outcomes (a) and (b) with comparable strength to those in the analyses presented later in this article.

2 Couples who “rebound” in satisfaction—report a reliable decrease in satisfaction at one follow-up period and then rebound in satisfaction in a later follow-up period—are not comparable to nonrebounding couples. Our data set included only one male and one female participant whose data reflected this experience. Because neither of these persons had valid communication data, their data were not included in the analyses presented in this article.

3 Throughout this article, chi-square difference tests are reported to assist in model comparison. They were performed in order to determine whether the fuller model (the model with added variables) predicts distress onset significantly better than the more parsimonious model with which it is compared. A chi-square difference test is calculated by subtracting the model chi-square of a more parsimonious model from that of a fuller model to get a chi-square difference value. The difference in the degrees of freedom between the two models provides the degrees of freedom for the chi-square difference test. For example, if for Model A, χ2 = 10 with 4 degrees of freedom, and for Model B, χ2 = 17 with 6 degrees of freedom, the chi-square difference statistic would be significant, χ2(2) = 7,p < .05.
4 Post-PREP communication would also be expected to predict longitudinal marital outcomes, and models analogous to those presented in this section were estimated to check this. The results were consistent with those in this section. A gender difference existed for the effect of positive post-PREP communication on the probability of later distress onset. The more positive post-PREP female communication was, the higher the probability of distress onset for both male and female participants. The more positive post-PREP male communication was, the lower the probability of later distress onset for both male and female participants. Higher male post-PREP negative communication predicted higher probability of distress onset for men and women. However, female post-PREP negative communication did not significantly alter probability of distress onset for male or female participants.

5 The possibility that female positive increase-negative decrease in communication might be related to changes in the spouses' lives other than their marital satisfaction was tested with the limited data available in this study. These data included pregnancy, income-level change, and job status-level change in each spouse. None of these “ecological” variables explained the effect of communication on marital distress.
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