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ABSTRACT
While African American couples are less likely to seek formal resources, such as couples therapy, that does not mean they do

not seek relationship support. The literature suggests that informal or community resources play a large role in supporting

African American couples. Yet, up to this point, quantitative research has yet to identify specific factors that increase informal

couple help‐seeking for African Americans. To address this gap, we examine how discrimination, racial identity, and religiosity

are associated with informal couple help‐seeking. We use two distinct types of common informal couple help‐seeking (1)

seeking help from a religious community and (2) seeking help from family and friends. Our study also attends to a meaningful

aspect of couple help‐seeking—relationship interdependence—via an actor‐partner interdependence model (APIM). Our

findings highlight the importance of informal resources in supporting African American relationships and the interdependent

nature of couple help‐seeking.

Romantic relationships play a significant role in supporting in-
dividuals, as evidenced by existing research indicating that couples
therapy improves individuals' depression (Beach and Whis-
man 2012; Carr 2019). Supporting romantic relationships is
important, and its importance might be even greater for African
American couples facing race‐related stressors, which can nega-
tively impact their relationships. Research suggests that African
American couples might be unaware of the detrimental effects race‐
related stress can have on their physical, mental, and relational
health (Hardy and Awosan 2019). Consequently, exploring ways of
alleviating the negative impacts of racial discrimination for African
American couples is essential. For instance, support from formal
services, such as mental health providers, can mitigate the negative
consequences of discrimination on individual mental health
(McNeil Smith et al. 2020; Kaslow et al. 2023). However, African
American couples face unique barriers in seeking formal support
services (i.e., couples therapy) for their relationships, and therefore,
often rely on informal networks, such as family, friends, and clergy
(Hubbard et al. 2024; Vaterlaus et al. 2015). Unfortunately, factors
influencing the preference for different types of informal support

over formal support among African American couples remain lar-
gely understudied.

While there are a variety of ways to seek informal support for a
relationship, this study specifically examines two informal resources
that African American couples utilize—family/friends and religious
resources (Vaterlaus et al. 2015; Hubbard et al. 2024). Earlier work
indicated that African American couples are more likely to seek
religious resources than therapy to support their relationships
(Allen et al. 2010; Vaterlaus et al. 2015). While higher rates of
religiosity among African Americans could contribute to a higher
level of religious help‐seeking, there is also a cultural tendency in
African American communities to favor friends and family in
support of their relationship (Yeager and Williams 2022). Up to this
point, researchers have not been able to identify factors that drive
African Americans to intentionally seek out family/friends com-
pared to religious resources. This study will address this important
gap in the literature, as it will be the first to identify factors that
drive specific types of informal couple help‐seeking behaviors
among African American couples.
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Race is an important factor to consider in African American
help‐seeking behaviors. African Americans are less likely than
other racial/ethnic groups to seek formal help (Woodward
et al. 2010). Hence, race‐related factors are likely associated
with African Americans choosing to rely more heavily on kin-
ship resources (i.e., friends/family) instead of mental health
professionals. While research demonstrates that discrimination
negatively impacts African American individuals (Williams and
Mohammed 2009) and couples (Lavner et al. 2018), less is
known about whether experiences with discrimination dis-
courage formal couple help‐seeking or if there are other race‐
related factors driving these behaviors.

Race‐related factors, such as racial identity and discrimination,
may impact African American couple help‐seeking (AACHS).
Racial identity can act as a protective factor, creating a positive
self‐concept, community, and can help individuals cope with
racism (Hopkins and Shook 2017). It can also be a mechanism
for increasing African American engagement with formal
resources (i.e., therapist) when Black counselors are available
(Townes et al. 2009); with the findings suggesting individuals
with strong racial identities might feel counselors who share
their racial background are more likely to understand their
cultural experiences and provide relevant support (Townes
et al. 2009). That lack of understanding also relates to dis-
crimination as a possible factor in the help‐seeking process.
African Americans report concerns about not being understood
or discriminated against as a barrier to seeking out formal
services (Hubbard et al. 2024; Vaterlaus et al. 2015). Race clearly
influences the help‐seeking process, but it has yet to be ex-
plicitly explored in the AACHS process. This study will address
this gap by addressing both racial identity and discrimination.

Another commonly overlooked factor in understanding the
couple's help‐seeking process at large, and AAHCA, is inter-
dependence. Interdependence in a relationship means looking
at how the traits and behaviors of each person impact how the
other behaves. For example, women's higher empathy is linked
to men's relationship quality (Ulloa et al. 2017), and men's
relationship satisfaction increases women's sexual satisfaction
(Vowels and Mark 2020). Yet, less is known about how partners
impact one another in the couple's help‐seeking process. To
fully understand AACHS it is important to attend to the role of
interdependence. This is challenging though, due to the com-
plexity and large sample sizes required for the advanced
analyses needed. Our study was able to attend to this gap as we
utilized an actor‐partner interdependence model (APIM),
allowing us to investigate the interdependent relationship of the
predictors outlined above with two types of informal couple
help‐seeking. The use of an APIM analysis is unique and will
help to demonstrate the interdependent nature of AACHS.

1 | Literature Review

1.1 | African American Informal Help‐Seeking

Despite the need for support, African American couples dem-
onstrate low participation in couples therapy (Dixon 2009; Va-
terlaus et al. 2015). Instead, African Americans predominantly

rely on informal support networks, including family, friends,
and church‐based social networks (Allen et al. 2010; McElroy‐
Heltzel et al. 2018; Mussa et al. 2023). This inclination toward
informal sources of support is undoubtedly influenced by cul-
tural norms promoting strong kinship bonds and filial respon-
sibility within the African American community (Hays and
Lincoln 2017). Strong kinship ties, as exemplified by extended
family and church‐based networks, are vital resources for
African Americans, offering an array of support, including
instrumental (e.g., child‐care), emotional, social, and psycho-
logical assistance and resources (Chatters et al. 2002; Nguyen
et al. 2016). Chatters et al. (2002) found that 55.3% of African
Americans received informal support from both church‐based
networks and family members, 27% from family members
alone, and 8% from church members alone. These findings all
support the strong influence of both religious and relational
(i.e., friends and family) supports in the lives of African
Americans.

The limited literature on AACHS shows that African American
couples seek out these informal resources for relationship
support in lieu of couples therapy. A seminal study by Vaterlaus
et al. (2015) found that African American couples seldom turn
to couples therapy (CT) for relationship support, primarily cit-
ing concerns about the trustworthiness and credibility of couple
therapists. Notably, disengagement from couples therapy does
not suggest an absence of help‐seeking behaviors; rather, these
couples sought support from alternative resources within their
social networks, relying on relational help‐seeking (i.e., friends/
family) as well as religious sources (Vaterlaus et al. 2015).

The literature addressing AACHS clearly highlights the impor-
tance of religion and religious support. African Americans
demonstrate significantly higher levels of religiosity compared to
the general population, with a vast majority citing religion as
profoundly significant in their lives (Pew Research Center 2016).
African Americans also have higher levels of religious partici-
pation (church attendance, frequency of prayer, and self‐assessed
religiosity) than the general population (Hays and Lincoln 2017;
Moore et al. 2021). Religion holds a pivotal role in the lives of
many African Americans, as evidenced by Phillips et al.'s (2012)
study of 142 married African American couples with enduring
marriages (i.e., 15‐60 years). In this study, 51% of the couples
surveyed credited their deep belief in religion as the primary
factor that sustained their marriages (Phillips et al. 2012). Con-
sequently, it is unsurprising that pastors and church leaders are a
significant and consistent source of support among African
American couples (Vaterlaus et al. 2015). Clergy members are
often trusted figures within African American communities
(Allen et al. 2010) and are more readily accessible than mental
health providers (Dempsey et al. 2016). Additionally, clergy
members are culturally accepted as reliable sources of guidance
for navigating relational difficulties (Wilmoth and Blaney 2016).
Given all of this, the prevalence of religious couple help‐seeking
by African American couples is not surprising. To better
understand religious couple help‐seeking this study specifically
looks at seeking help from religious leaders or someone else in
the religious community.

Seeking help from religious leaders or a religious community is
also distinct from relational help‐seeking (i.e., family and

2 of 11 Journal of Marital and Family Therapy, 2025



friends). A recent qualitative study included a sample of African
Americans that identified as not religious or mildly religious,
and these participants reported seeking family and friends as a
significant source of support (Hubbard et al. 2024). Even in a
sample that is highly religious, couples frequently reported on
the importance of seeking out family and friends during
moments of relationship distress (Vaterlaus et al. 2015).
Together, these findings demonstrate the important role of
family and friends in supporting African American romantic
relationships, and that it is conceptually distinct from religious
help‐seeking.

1.2 | Discrimination

Racial discrimination remains a frequent and ubiquitous force
among African Americans (Lavner et al. 2018). Scholars assert
that negative racial experiences, such as discrimination, accu-
mulate over time and create a distinct form of stress (e.g., race‐
based stress) that renders African Americans, including African
American couples, uniquely vulnerable (Awosan and
Opara 2016; Awosan and Hardy 2017; Nightingale et al. 2019).
The negative sequelae of chronic exposure to racial discrimi-
nation on physical and mental health have been well docu-
mented in extant literature (Carter et al. 2017). Moreover,
exposure to discrimination is associated with increased stress
which compounds otherwise typical relational stressors (Berger
and Sarnyai 2015; Nightingale et al. 2019). Suffice it to say
discrimination is a critical variable to attend to when trying to
understand African Americans' lived experiences.

Due to the ubiquitousness of racial discrimination and racial
stress, African American couples may be unaware of the toll
that race‐related stress has on their relationships, attributing
their negative interaction patterns to their partner's short-
comings (Hardy and Awosan 2019). This can lead to relational
distress for Black women and foster anger in Black men
(Awosan et al. 2011; Kogan et al. 2016; Woods‐Giscombé 2010).
Concerns related to racism are barriers to seeking couples
therapy, due to the absence of culture/racial matching with
clinicians (Hubbard et al. 2024). African American couples
report wanting to work with a clinician who shares their lived
experience of race, a reality that may not be accessible to many
couples (Hubbard et al. 2024; Vaterlaus et al. 2015). Therefore,
it is important to note that due to experiences of discrimination,
African American couples may seek out informal support due
to concerns that they may experience discrimination or receive
formal support from mental health providers who are not
versed in addressing race‐related distress.

1.3 | Racial Identity

Racial identity is a person's sense of belonging to a particular
racial group (Phinney 1990), and past research indicates that
racial group membership has vital implications for African
Americans' physical and psychological well‐being (Yap
et al. 2011). For example, research suggests that African
Americans' positive feelings about their racial group are con-
sistently associated with various positive psychological

outcomes, including less stress, depression, psychological dis-
tress, and higher levels of self‐esteem (Bynum et al. 2008; Settles
et al. 2010; Yap et al. 2011). Moreover, racial identity is asso-
ciated with help‐seeking behavior, both formal and informal
(Powell et al. 2016; Richman et al. 2007). Individuals with
higher levels of racial identity (e.g., strongly identify with their
racial group) are likely to seek out group members through
individual relationships and organizational involvement (Yap
et al. 2011). Additionally, African Americans with greater racial
identity also utilize family members, close friends, or trusted
community members as the primary resources of assistance
and help‐seeking (Powell et al. 2016; Wallace and Con-
stantine 2005). Notably, however, these proximate resources
(e.g., familial, social, religious) are often accessed and exhausted
before turning to formal mental health services (Constantine
et al. 2004). To the best of our knowledge, no previous research
has explored how racial identity relates to African American
couples' informal help‐seeking. Given the variety of findings in
the broader literature and the lack of research related to couples
specifically, this study seeks to clarify the role of racial identity
in AACHS.

1.4 | Theory

According to interdependence theory (Van Lange 2012), in-
dividuals' outcomes are shaped by their experiences and inter-
actions with their partners. Individuals in committed
relationships have frequent interactions with each other and are
undoubtedly influenced by the thoughts, feelings, and behaviors
of their partners (McNeil Smith et al. 2020). Marital relation-
ships, therefore, have significant impacts on individuals' health,
mental health (Carr 2019), as well as help‐seeking behaviors
(Doss et al. 2003). Therefore, the current study seeks to examine
the interdependent factors that influence how African Ameri-
can couples engage with religious couple help‐seeking as well as
relational couple help‐seeking, here identified as friends and
family support systems.

1.5 | Current Study

The present study aims to examine how discrimination, inter-
nalized racial identity, pre‐encounter racial identity, and reli-
giosity influence the help‐seeking behaviors of African
American couples. This study focuses specifically on informal
help‐seeking, particularly from family/friends and religious
resources. We aim to test the following hypotheses in this
analysis.

1. Discrimination will be positively associated with seeking
relational support (i.e., friends and family).

2. Internalized and pre‐encounter racial identity will be
positively associated with seeking religious resources.

3. Greater religiosity will be associated with seeking out
religious resources.

This study seeks to address gaps in the existing literature and
provide a more nuanced understanding of help‐seeking behaviors
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within the African American community, in particular, their use
of informal support networks (i.e., religious and relational).

2 | Methods

2.1 | Longitudinal APIM

We used a longitudinal actor‐partner interdependence model
(APIM) for this analysis. APIM uses the couple as the unit of
analysis (Kenny et al. 2006), and we used sex to distinguish each
member of the couple. Partner paths were included for all
variables as part of the APIM analysis (Kenny et al. 2006).
Unstandardized path coefficients were used, as this allows for
comparisons across the husbands/wives (Kenny et al. 2006).
Due to missing predictor values, there were 328 observations
out of a possible 350. All correlations and descriptive data are
available in supplemental tables.

2.2 | Method

2.2.1 | Sample

Data were from a project funded by the National Institute of
Child Health and Human Development titled A Study of African
American Marriage and Health [R01 HD050045 Eunice Kennedy
Shriver National Institute of Child Health and Human Develop-
ment]. The data set has three waves of dyadic data. The sample
consists of newly married heterosexual couples, married a year
or less at wave one. Wave one was collected in 2005, wave two
was collected approximately one year later, and wave three was
collected two and one‐half years after the first wave.

2.3 | Measures

2.3.1 | Racial Identity

This measure was adapted from the Black Racial Identity Scale
(RIAS‐B; Helms 1990). The measure has two subscales: Pre‐
Encounter and Internalization. The Pre‐Encounter scale
included seven items, which assessed how individuals devalue
their identity (e.g., “African Americans do not speak as well as
Whites”). The Internalization subscale, which assessed how
comfortable individuals are with their racial identity, also
included seven items (e.g., “Being African American is an
important part of my self‐image”). Items were coded using a
5‐point Likert scale such that higher scores reflected greater
endorsement. The reliability for the Pre‐Encounter subscale at
Time 1 was acceptable; Chronbach's α for husbands was 0.53,
and for wives, 0.52. The reliability for the Internalization sub-
scale at Time 1 was also acceptable; the Cronbach's α for hus-
bands was 0.67 for husbands and 0.65 for wives.

2.3.2 | Discrimination

To assess for discrimination the research project used 10 items
from an established measure (Murry et al. 2001). The reliability

for this measure was good for both husbands (α= 0.83) and
wives (α= 0.81) at Time 1. The measure assessed participants'
experiences with various situations during the past year (e.g.,
“How often has a store owner, salesclerk, or person working at
a place of business treated you in a disrespectful manner just
because you are African American?”). Items were rated using a
5‐point Likert scale; higher scores reflected more experiences
with discrimination.

2.3.3 | Religiosity

Husbands and wives responded to three continuous items that
assess organizational religiosity—that is, “how often do you
usually attend religious services?” Items were scored on a
4‐point Likert scale, (1 =Always and 4 =Never) Scores were
reverse coded, such that higher scores reflected a higher level of
religiosity. The reliability for the organizational religiosity was
good for husbands (α= 0.74) and wives (α= 0.73) at time 1. To
try and account for other aspects of religiosity, we included the
single item, “How religious would you say you are?” A higher
rating was coded to indicate a higher level of religiosity.

2.3.4 | Attitudes Toward Help‐Seeking From Religious
Officials

Attitudes Toward Help‐Seeking From Religious Officials
included two items, one aimed at intent to seek religious
resources and the other assessing perceived helpfulness of
religious resources. The two items were: “If I ever had marital
problems, I would talk to my pastor, priest, or spiritual leader
about it” and “If my marriage is ever in trouble, I know that my
pastor, priest, or spiritual leader could help me save it.” Each
item was assessed using a 5‐point Likert scale (1 = Strongly
Agree and 5 = Strongly Disagree). Items were reverse coded;
higher scores reflected a greater likelihood of eliciting the help
of religious officials. The Cronbach's α for husbands was 0.81,
and for wives, 0.77 at Time 2.

2.3.5 | Help‐Seeking Behaviors

Next, we measured actual help‐seeking behavior. This measure
asked couples about help‐seeking behavior from various sour-
ces. Participants were asked, “have you received or are you
receiving marriage counseling from…” and had six help‐seeking
options. Two items assessed formal help‐seeking (seminar/
workshop, psychologist/counselor/marriage therapist), two
items assessed relational help‐seeking (parents/family member,
friend), and two items assessed religious help‐seeking (pastor/
minister/priest/rabbi, someone else in religious community).
Items were dichotomous (“Yes” or “No”). Items were summed
and then re‐coded so they would remain dichotomous—as the
summed scores were highly skewed and kurtotic. At Time 3, 6%
of husbands engaged in formal help‐seeking, 16% of husbands
engaged in relational help‐seeking, and 36% of husbands en-
gaged in religious help‐seeking. For wives at time 3, 7% engaged
in formal help‐seeking, 6% of wives engaged in relational help‐
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seeking, and 33% of wives engaged in religious help‐seeking.
Low levels of help‐seeking are consistent with extant literature.

2.3.6 | Covariates

Four covariates were included in the analyses: global health,
education, relationship dissatisfaction, and income. These
variables were selected as previous research has connected
them with couple help‐seeking behavior (Doss et al. 2009;
Hubbard and Harris 2020), or overall mental/physical health-
care help‐seeking (Hepworth and Paxton 2007).

2.3.6.1 | Global Health. Global health was assessed using
three items. “How would you rate your overall physical
health?”, “How would you rate your overall mental health?”,
and “Would you say your overall physical health is better or
worse than other people your age?” All items were coded such
that higher scores reflected poor overall health. The Cronbach's
alphas for wives and husbands were α= 0.96) and α= 0.65,
respectively, at Time 1.

2.3.6.2 | Education. This is a single‐item question: “What
is the highest level of education you have completed?” Partici-
pants had 10 response options ranging from “grade school” to
“medical doctor/M.D.”. Responses were coded so that higher
scores reflected greater levels of education.

2.3.6.3 | Relationship Distress. This is a single‐item
question. Single‐item assessments are a valid assessment tool
for relationship satisfaction (Fülöp et al. 2020). The item asked:
“All things considered, how happy are you with your marriage
so far?” Participants' responses to the question were rated using
a 5‐point Likert‐type scale (1 = Very Happy and 5 = Very
Unhappy). Responses were coded such that higher scores
equated to greater relationship distress.

2.3.6.4 | Income. Husbands and wives reported their
income rather than household income; thus, both husbands'
and wives' self‐reported incomes were used as covariates for
analyses.

2.4 | Preliminary Analyses

The bivariate correlation results (see Tables 4 and 5 in supple-
mental materials) revealed significant associations between the
variables in the proposed model. We deemed it appropriate to
move forward with additional analyses based on correlations.
While there was no systematic missingness, the missing data
made it so the model could not converge, even with the use of
auxiliary variables. As a result, we only used the data of parti-
cipants who completed all three waves (N= 363) and had data
for the outcome variables (N= 350). Covariates were included
in the analysis to address factors that may have driven attrition.
Descriptive statistics for all predictors and covariates are listed
in Supporting Information S1: Table 3.

2.4.1 | Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA)

To assess the factor structure of predictor variables (religiosity,
discrimination, and racial identity), we ran a CFA. The mea-
sures and sub‐scales used in this study had good model fit (Hu
and Bentler 1999). One item from the discrimination variable
(“How often has anyone discouraged you from trying to achieve
an important goal just because you are African American?”) did
not load well and negatively impacted fit. After removing the
item, the model fit improved significantly, shifting from ade-
quate to good model fit (Hu and Bentler 1999).

3 | Results

Results of the longitudinal APIM are shown in Figure 1. Due
to the complexity of this model, this study focuses only on the
paths related to religious and relational help‐seeking. The
paths related to formal help‐seeking are in a lighter gray in
the figure. Only significant or approaching significant paths
are shown in the figure. Actor paths are black, while partner
paths are green. Given that the outcome variables were
dichotomous, we ran a logistic model that showed the prob-
abilities that an outcome increases because of the predictors
via log‐odds ratios. Log‐odd ratios show that an increase of one
in the independent variables increases the odds of the outcome
at a constant rate (Kline 2011). In the logistic analysis, the
model fit is determined by the loglikelihood and the Bayesian
Information Criterion (BIC). Better fit is shown by lower lo-
glikelihood and BIC values (Hilbe 2011). We systematically
dropped nonsignificant paths until the BIC and loglikelihood
stopped decreasing. The model with the lowest loglikelihood
and BIC was selected as the final model. The final model ac-
counted for 13.3% of wives' and 14.9% of husbands' religious
help‐seeking and 8.2% of husbands' attitudes toward help‐
seeking from religious officials.

3.1 | Actor Effects

Actor effects are the direct effects of the individual's inde-
pendent variables on their own dependent variable. Husband
actor effects showed that their greater endorsement of orga-
nizational religiosity at Time 1 was positively associated with
their attitude toward help‐seeking from a religious official at
Time 2 (β= 0.20, p< 0.001). Husbands' attitude toward help‐
seeking from religious officials at Time 2 was positively linked
to their relational (β= 0.20, p< 0.05) and religious help‐
seeking at Time 3 (β= 0.29, p< 0.01). Wives' organizational
religiosity at Time 1 was also positively associated with their
own attitudes toward help‐seeking from religious officials at
Time 2 (β= 0.17, p< 0.001) and their own religious help‐
seeking at Time 3 (β= 0.20, p< 0.001). Wives' actor effects also
showed that their relationship distress at Time 1 was linked to
greater religious help‐seeking at Time 3 (β= 0.46, p< 0.05).
Wives who experienced greater discrimination at Time 1 were
more likely to seek relational help (β= 0.35, p< 0.01) at Time
3. Wives' attitude toward help‐seeking from religious officials
at Time 2 was not associated with any help‐seeking at Time 3.
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3.2 | Partner Effects

Partner effects are the direct effects of the individual's (husband
or wife) independent variables on their partner's dependent
variable. This model contained three significant partner effects.
Wives' greater organizational religiosity at Time 1 was associ-
ated with husbands' greater religious help‐seeking at Time 3
(β= 0.16, p< 0.01). While wives' subjective religiosity at Time 1
was positively associated with husbands' attitudes toward help‐
seeking at Time 2 (β= 0.37, p< 0.05). Husbands' greater edu-
cation at Time 1 was associated with wives' greater religious
help‐seeking (β= 0.16, p< 0.05) at Time 3.

3.3 | Log‐Odds

The regression coefficient for each logistic regression is con-
verted into separate odds ratios (Kline 2011). Odds ratios esti-
mate the difference in the odds of the outcome for a one‐point
difference in the predictor while controlling for other predictors
(Kline 2011). Our analysis showed significant log‐odds for actor
and partner effects, results are reported in Table 1.

3.4 | Indirect Effects

We tested indirect paths with bootstrapping procedures
(Preacher and Hayes 2008). Two indirect paths were significant;
both were actor effects. The first was husbands' organizational
religiosity → husbands' attitudes toward help‐seeking from
religious officials→ husbands' religious help‐seeking (β= 0.04,

p< 0.05, CI 0.002.078). The second was husbands' organiza-
tional religiosity, → husbands' attitudes toward help‐seeking
from religious officials husbands' religious help‐seeking
(β= 0.05, p< 0.01, CI 0.015.081). Using this last pathway as
an example, a one standard deviation increase in husbands'
organizational religiosity is associated with a 0.05 standard
deviation increase in husbands' relational help‐seeking due to
the prior effect of husbands' attitudes toward help‐seeking from
religious officials. All indirect effects can be seen in Table 2.

4 | Discussion

This study fills meaningful gaps in the limited research on
African American couples' help‐seeking. To start, our study
suggests that a race‐related factor (discrimination) was signifi-
cantly associated with relational help‐seeking. Additionally,
using an APIM allowed us to explore the interdependent nature
of help‐seeking, highlighting how partner effects can impact
African American couples' help‐seeking (AACHS). We hope
future researchers will build on these findings and expand this
limited body of literature.

As hypothesized, experiences with discrimination were associ-
ated with informal couple help‐seeking from friends and family.
Interestingly, this effect was present only among wives. While
women tend to confide in, and be confided in, more often than
men (Lind Seal et al. 2016), other investigations found no
gender differences among African American men and women
in relational help‐seeking regarding their romantic relation-
ships (Yeager and Doherty 2022; Woodward et al. 2010).

FIGURE 1 | Final longitudinal APIM model for African American help‐seeking (N= 328). [Color figure can be viewed at

wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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Perhaps African American men who have experienced greater
instances of discrimination feel less comfortable asking for
advice about their romantic relationships in general. While
masculinity has a negative association with couple help‐seeking
behavior (Parnell and Hammer 2018), there is no empirical
research specifically investigating how masculinity may
uniquely impact relational help‐seeking among African Amer-
ican men. Future research should consider explicitly exploring
the interaction between gender (masculinity), discrimination,
and couple help‐seeking.

The role of racial identity in help‐seeking behaviors is some-
what unclear in the literature. Due to the central role of reli-
giosity, kinship, and familial relationships in African American
culture (Hays and Lincoln 2017; Moore et al. 2021), we expected
those with higher internalized racial identities to seek more
informal help. However, we found no significant association
between pre‐encounter or internalized racial identity with any
informal type of couple help‐seeking. There are some possible
explanations for the lack of significant findings in the present
study. When an individual model was run, husbands' pre‐
internalized racial identity approached significance for religious
help‐seeking. The lack of significant paths in the full model
suggests weak associations. Given these results and the lower
(though acceptable) reliability, it could be that the racial iden-
tity measure does not fully capture the nuances of this trait. An
earlier study hypothesized that the measure represents a state
versus variable trait, which may account for the lack of con-
sistency (Lemon and Waehler 1996). Another explanation for
the lack of significant findings is that while our sample was
large and had sufficient power, it was not robust enough to
detect the impact of racial identity. Even with these

nonsignificant findings, this is the first empirical study to ex-
plore the relationship between racial identity and informal
help‐seeking among married African American couples. While
further research is needed to understand racial identity's role
in informal couple help‐seeking, this study is an important
first step.

As expected, organizational religiosity was associated with
seeking help from religious resources. These findings are
aligned with previous work by Hardy (2012), in which African
Americans overwhelmingly stated religious leaders as the pre-
ferred resource for marriage support for most issues (e.g., gen-
eral marital issues, infidelity, and abuse). Interestingly though,
a direct effect of organizational religiosity was found only
among wives. Women tend to be the ones to reach out for
marital support in general (Doss et al. 2003). It is possible that
African American women parallel this finding, but with a
preference for seeking out religious resources.

Conversely, there was no direct effect of organizational religi-
osity on husbands' help‐seeking, but there was an indirect effect
of positive attitudes toward help‐seeking from religious leaders.
This means that when husbands held positive attitudes about
seeking help from religious leaders, their help‐seeking from
religious resources increased. This suggests that these positive
attitudes are a mechanism through which African American
men seek marital support from religious resources. These
findings may point to an important aspect of AACHS: trust and
comfort in the resource being sought out. Research has shown
the importance of speaking to trusted individuals (e.g., pastors
or marriage counselors) about emotional or marital struggles
(Hardy 2012). Connected to trust, it is also possible that African

TABLE 2 | Significant indirect effects (standardized solution, N= 328).

Predictors Mediator(s) Outcomes β CI
p

value

(H) Organizational
Religiosity→

(H) Attitudes toward Help‐seeking
from Religious Officials→

(H) Relational Help‐
Seeking

0.040 0.002 0.078 0.040

(H) Organizational
Religiosity →

(H) Attitudes toward Help‐seeking
from Religious Officials→

(H) Religious Help‐
Seeking

0.051 0.015 0.081 0.005

Note: Indirect paths tested with 2000 bootstraps.
Abbreviations: CI = 95% confidence interval; (H), husbands; (W), wives.

TABLE 1 | Significant log‐odds results (standardized solution, N= 328) (W) =wives; (H) = husbands).

Predictors Outcomes Estimate SE p value

(W) Organizational Religiosity (W) Religious Help‐Seeking 1.217 0.069 0.002

(W) Relationship Dissatisfaction (W) Religious Help‐Seeking 1.586 0.276 0.034

(W) Education (W) Religious Help‐Seeking 1.174 0.086 0.043

(W) Organizational Religiosity (H) Religious Help‐Seeking 1.179 0.063 0.004

(H) Attitudes toward help‐seeking from
religious officials

(H) Religious Help‐Seeking 1.289 0.085 0.001

(W) Discrimination (W) Relational Help‐Seeking 1.169 0.063 0.007

(H) Attitudes toward help‐seeking from
religious officials

(H) Relational Help‐Seeking 1.220 0.097 0.024

(H) Organizational religiosity (H) Formal Help‐Seeking 1.336 0.149 0.024
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American men who sought help from religious resources had
positive experiences seeking help from religious leaders, or they
personally knew someone who sought help this way. This is
consistent with research showing the importance of modeling
help‐seeking behavior (Hubbard et al. 2024). These gender
differences in the role of religiosity and religious help‐seeking
suggest possible mechanisms for engagement by building trust
and positive experiences with religious leaders. Research shows
that relationship‐building, religious knowledge, confidentiality,
and non‐judgment are all factors that can help build trust in
religious leaders (Hardy 2012).

The partner effects that emerged from our analysis can further
contextualize these findings. We found that wives' organiza-
tional religiosity increased husbands' help‐seeking from reli-
gious resources. Consistent with interdependence theory, these
findings show how one partner's individual beliefs can impact
their partner's behavior (Rusbult and Van Lange 2003). The
broader help‐seeking literature shows women tend to lead the
couple's help‐seeking processes (Doss et al. 2003); yet the couple
help‐seeking literature at large has not been able to fully
account for the interdependent nature of couple help‐seeking
(Hubbard and Harris 2020). These findings highlight the value
of using APIM analysis to attend to the interdependent nature
of romantic partnerships.

This interdependence was also observed with two other vari-
ables. We found that husbands' higher educational attainment
was positively associated with wives' religious help‐seeking,
meaning wives sought religious resources for their relationship
when their husbands had a higher level of education. Generally,
higher rates of education increase exposure to and acceptance
of formal help‐seeking for men, including African American
men (Hammer et al. 2013), and women tend to initiate formal
couple help‐seeking more often (Hubbard and Harris 2020).
Taken together, this shows the intersection of education, gen-
der, alongside African Americans' preferences for religious
help‐seeking (Hays and Lincoln 2017). The present findings
suggest that wives with more highly educated husbands may
see their husbands as more open to seeking help, thus wives
may feel more comfortable seeking help from their preferred
relationship support resource.

Not surprisingly, the variable most often associated with any
help‐seeking behaviors is distress. For couples, relationship
distress often drives formal help‐seeking behaviors (Hubbard
and Harris 2020). Consistent with this, our results suggest that
when African American wives felt unhappy with their mar-
riage, they sought help from religious resources. When paired
with a cultural preference for and greater access to relationship
help from religious resources (Phillips et al. 2012; Vaterlaus
et al. 2015), it makes sense that relationship distress would be
connected to religious help‐seeking for wives. Doss et al. (2003)
found that both partners perceived wives as more aware of and
engaged in seeking help for relationship issues. These findings
are corroborated by the current study, which suggests that wi-
ves are more driven than husbands to seek support for couple‐
related distress.

Though complex, each of these findings helps to illuminate
unique factors related to AACHS. The role of racial factors, such

as discrimination and racial identity, cannot be ignored and
bear further investigation. The higher rate of religiosity and
religious help‐seeking in the AACHS process highlights a
meaningful entry point clinicians can support, which will be
discussed in more depth below. African American couples face
additional and unique stressors as individuals and couples. Both
clinicians and researchers need to consider how they can
effectively support African American couples in a culturally
humble manner.

4.1 | Clinical Implications

While couples therapists work to identify how they can increase
African American engagement, the findings of our study
highlight the important role of informal resources. By recog-
nizing that many African American couples turn to religious
institutions or friends/family for support, therapists can better
integrate these informal resources into their clinical work.
Couples therapists working with African American couples
should consider assessing other types of support, including
religious support or support from family and friends. Under-
standing the nature of this support can strengthen the thera-
peutic alliance by aligning therapy with the couple's lived
experiences and value systems. Integrating information and
outside support into couples therapy might help not only build
a better alliance but also help create greater change.

Therapists also need to consider how their biases toward couples
therapy might limit how they assess couples' utilization of
informal resources. It is easy for therapists to assume couples
therapy is the “best” option, but this stance could invalidate
African American couples' experiences. Taking a culturally
humble approach means taking a stance that is other‐oriented,
focusing on an individual's cultural background without judg-
ment (Hook et al. 2013). In this scenario, practicing cultural
humility in couples therapy is showing respect and interest in
how informal resources and institutions such as the Black
Church are used to support relationships. Attention to and
integration of informal support are just one way of ensuring that
therapists are taking a culturally humble approach in their work.

Additionally, these findings reinforce the important role of the
Black church in the lives of African Americans. Black churches
emerged during the time of enslavement and have continued to
be a place to express cultural heritage, develop community, and
organize (Allen et al. 2010). Historically and today the Black
church serves a variety of community‐level functions (Billingsley
and Caldwell 1991), offers a sense of community and hope
(Chaney 2008), and is a source of support for romantic re-
lationships (Vaterlaus et al. 2015). Research also shows churches
are a meaningful entry point for relationship education and
support (Hurt et al. 2008). Given the literature and our findings, a
practical step clinicians could consider is establishing collabora-
tions with the Black churches in their community.

Any clinician considering building relationships with Black chur-
ches needs to read about best practices (Dempsey et al. 2016) before
getting started. In particular, any non‐Black clinicians looking to
form partnerships should start by reflecting on their own biases,
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beliefs, and assumptions. This reflection is crucial given the his-
torical and ongoing biases within the mental health system (Kelly
et al. 2020; Skott‐Myhre and Skott‐Myhre 2022). The findings from
our study highlight the importance of community resources, from
Black Church to relational support from friends/family. It is our
hope that clinicians can use the insights from this project to build
relationships within the African American community, and further
support their existing resources for African American couples. We
believe this approach is meaningful to cultivating greater trust and
engagement in couples therapy for African American couples.

These findings also highlight places where researchers might
collaborate with clinicians to better support African American
couples. There is an evidence‐based program that supports
relational help‐seeking, Marital First Responders (Lind Seal
et al. 2016), and it has been validated among African Americans
(Yeager and Doherty 2022). There are likely opportunities for
researchers and clinicians to partner and better support African
American couples in spaces and places they are already utiliz-
ing. Not only would this approach help develop community‐
based interventions that have yet to be fully realized, but it
might also be a helpful steppingstone in building trust between
researchers, clinicians, and African American communities.

4.2 | Limitations

The findings presented in this study must be considered within
their limitations. To start, this study is not generalizable to all
African American couples. There is great heterogeneity among
African Americans, and given the participants' high religiosity and
geographical centrality, these findings may not be representative of
African Americans who are less religious or live in different geo-
graphic areas. Additionally, the study focused on newlyweds and
may not fully capture the help‐seeking dynamics of those who have
been married longer. There was also significant attrition from Time
1 to Time 3. While efforts were made to address this through an
attrition analysis and the inclusion of auxiliary variables, it is pos-
sible that our results may have differed with less missing data.
However, it is worth highlighting that the final sample included
over 300 couples, suggesting sufficient statistical power to detect
significance. Lastly, while this study looked at common informal
resources (friends/family and religious community), it did not en-
compass all informal resources (books, movies, blogs, social media,
etc.). Future research should consider exploring a wider variety of
informal resources. Notwithstanding these constraints, our findings
offer meaningful potential avenues for future research and can
inform therapists of possible mechanisms for supporting African
American couples.

5 | Conclusion

The findings from this study emphasize the importance of
informal resources for African American romantic relation-
ships. Given the limited research on African American couples'
help‐seeking, this study significantly expands our knowledge of
what traits drive informal help‐seeking. In particular, the focus
on informal resources supports the important role of kinship in
the African American community. Moreover, this study

highlights the interdependent nature of couples with three
significant partner effects: wives' religiosity, relationship dis-
tress, and husbands' level of education. The authors hope other
researchers can build on our findings to identify ways policy,
communities, and mental health providers will better support
African American couples in respectful and culturally appro-
priate ways.
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