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This article explains how current understandinghefnecessary components in
positive relationship interaction can be addressesh ongoing ACME style
marriage enrichment group (MEG). How the procesmaifriage enrichment

differs from, and complements, marriage educasoexamined. The concept of
marriage potential is discussed in light of thepewdialogue in a MEG meeting.
The elements of social learning theory and Gottsaew Strong Relationship
House theory are used to explain why this MEG apgitacan enhance and deepen
the couple relationship and achieve the potergiadls of relationship satisfaction
that today’s couples desire.

“To Marriage!” Ten couples raise a toast, which hlascome a tradition during their
regular Sunday evening dinners together. The cauplbo have been meeting together
monthly for more than four years in a couple-ledrivéaye Enrichment Group, (MEG),
vary widely in age and years married. During theairtbere’s laughter and mutual
sharing about the challenges of daily life. Manyh& couples continue their discussion of
the program topic, which was the focus of their B)Eneeting, which preceded the
dinner. This month’s topic was Growing Old Togethebrief presentation by the leader
couple set the stage for couples to share relalignexperiences (not intellectual
opinions) and think about the challenges of agiffien the individual couples dialogued
in private about their goals and dreams for thaifat Finally, they were invited to share
with the group (all participation is voluntarylror these couples the ME& an important
part of the ongoing enrichment of their lives tdget Their monthly meeting is one that
they prioritize and rarely miss.

In the past 40 years, concern for the large numifedls/orcing couples and their families
in the United States has led to the developmentasfy forms of marriage education and

enrichment. These new approaches constitute amgremanodel as an alternative to remediation



(Berger & Hannah, 1999). As research on the pasiational impact of learning and using
good communication and conflict management skdls émerged, more appreciation for
prevention and enrichment programs has developathyl even state legislatures and the
federal government are strongly encouraging magrexyication for newlyweds and distressed
couples.

Giblin, et al (1985) found in a meta-analysis of premarital, marital and family
enrichment studies that persons who participated in enrichment programs are 67%
better off than those who had not participated. They recommended that future research
... examine more learning theory principles to develop a hierarchy of enrichment
outcome categories, ranging from lower order skills which appear to be easily
influenced, to higher level skills, perceptions, attitudes and feelings that change more
slowly (p. 267).” In a plenary session at the 2003 conference of the National Council on
Family Relations, John Gottman presented a theoretical model based on his years of
observing couples in satisfactory and unsatisfactory couple interchanges. Gottman’s
“Sound Relationship House” theory addresses seven components of a quality couple
relationship. (Gottman, 2000, pp. 31-50). The researcher posits that the first three
components of the Sound Relationship House: Love Maps (internal complementary
maps of partners’ relational world); a strong Fondness and Admiration System; and
“Turning Toward” emotional connections are the foundational components upon which
romantic affection and intimacy are built. In other words, even if a couple learns good

communication and conflict management skills, they will not be effective in changing

the level of positive interaction in the relationship if the other foundational components
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are not present. A discussion of “best practice” in couple relationship education by
Halford, et al (2003) also concluded that a stable, satisfying couple relationship involves
much more than just being able to manage conflict. A best practice relationship
education program should include a discussion of the natural tendency of couples to
take their relationship for granted and should help couples develop strategies for
making and keeping their relationship the top priority in their lives.

The discussion that follows is an analysis of thetsstegies, as they are implemented in
one international marriage enrichment organizatioa,Association for Couples in Marriage
Enrichment (ACME). ACME sees ongoing marriage dnrient groups (MEGS) as the most
effective way to increase interpersonal skills poditive couple interaction. In ACME-style
marriage enrichment programs, couples learn frdraratouples who model skills and identify
with each other in the growth process. Thus coupl@s not only to improve communication
skills and manage conflict but also to be interdicabout relationship growth and the
strengthening of companionship. They enhance #ilities to express fondness and
affirmation, and to build honest friendships inadesenvironment. A pilot study by Powell and
Powell (2003) found that verbal and nonverbal skitere higher-- nonverbal significantly
higher—for couples who had been regular participamMEG groups, which had met regularly
for at least a year.

While the ACME model of marriage enrichment incls@emarriage education
component, it is far broader than simply learnirgptiof established responses to address the
issues. It is based on a process, which teachgdesohow to support each other and nurture a
healthy marriage. A major section of this papermrasgskes the components of the process as Dyer

and Dyer (2003) has identified them.



Family specialists who study positive interactiomelationships also stress that healthy
relationships are not static but alive and growiftge concept of marriage potential is a key
component in the ACME model of marriage enrichn{@ule & Cole, 2003). Marriage potential
represents the theoretical limits the couple isab&pof when they use all the resources available
to them to make all aspects of their relationshipction at full capacity. A second section of this
paper will address how marriage potential is enaged through the marriage enrichment

process and the MEG experience.

Marriage Enrichment as Process

Skillful marriage enrichment leaders do more thegsent a program; they
facilitate a process that stimulates relationsigavgh. Process refers to the underlying
flow or direction that guides an enrichment acgivibm beginning to end. In highly
structured models the process may be built intal#sgn so that leaders can follow a
step-by-step manual. In such models the desigakesresponsibility for the flow and
direction of the event. In less structured moadisre participants have more input into
the content of the event, individual leaders maist tresponsibility for the process. They
must know where they are going and how to get thBrecess is the "thinking, knowing"
element that designers and leaders bring to thetipeaof enrichment. Theoretically, it
should be possible to identify an underlying predesall enrichment activities. Such a
process would be evident regardless of the streatiithe event. The process would be
similar whether it is a workshop for one hundredpdes, a retreat for six couples, or an
individual couple working to enrich their marriaigethe privacy of their own home. Genie
and Preston Dyer, ACME certified leaders and traineave identified a five-stage

process model (Dyer & Dyer, 1999).
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Stages of the Marriage Enrichment Process

We see marriage enrichment events flowing thrdiwghstages: 1) Security and
Community Building; 2) Developing Awareness; 3) Kriledge and Skill Development;
4) Planning for Growth; and 5) Celebration and Gtes In each stage there are specific
tasks that must be accomplished before movingaméxt stage if the event is to be
successful in enriching relationships.
Stage OneSecurity and Community Building

The process begins with the recognition that peopme to marriage enrichment
activities with some degree of ambivalence, anxéely resistance. Participants may also
have unrealistic hopes and fears of what the egpeei might produce. Frequently the
anxiety is increased by the discovery that thevagtis experiential and that they cannot
play a simple observer role. If the experienc®iké positive, this anxiety and resistance
must be reduced as early as possible. Only aftgplp become comfortable with the
situation can they become participants and begaotmect with their spouse and the other
couples in the group.

Three tasks must be accomplished in this stageoie the attendee to a full

participant: 1) provide a sense of structure taicecanxiety and increase a sense of
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security; 2) connect with self, spouse and greungt 3) initiate a contract between spouses

and among group members. These tasks do not falleequence and unfortunately seem
to all need to be accomplished at once.
Stage TwoDeveloping Awareness

When couples feel some degree of security wittsituation and a degree of

connectedness with each other and with the grbwy,dre then ready to move into the



Developing Awarenesdage. In this stage couples are encouraged toatgdow they
are currently functioning in their relationshiphis phase should help couples identify
those areas in their relationship which producesfsation, and those in which some
change could be more fulfilling. This stage iscassful when it stimulates a positive
attitude toward growth, recognition of the potelnfite change, and a desire for tools and
new ideas with which to accomplish change.

The purpose of Stage Two is to increase couphem’emess of the strengths and
growth areas of their relationship. The two taskkhis stage are: 1) to get participating
couples to evaluate their relationship as it cutyesxists; and 2) to create a need for new
ideas and for acquiring or sharpening relationskKifls, i.e., to create a need for learning.
Stage Threeknowledge and Skill Development

Once this readiness for learning exists, the m®oeoves into th8kill and Knowledge
Developmenstage After identifying areas in which growth is desir@ stage two, couples are
more likely to be receptive to the introductionrelfationship skills, different ways of thinking
about old issues, and alternative ways of behavirge three tasks of this stage are: 1)
maintaining a positive attitude toward change; &)aedoping competence in relationship skills;
and 3) exploring new ways of thinking and behaving.

Relationship skills development is an essentietiolain marriage enrichment; but
marriage enrichment is much more than skills dgywelent. Skills are necessary tools for
relationship building and maintenance; howevel|skiust be accompanied by
commitment, positive attitudes toward change, mutspect and a willingness to work
together. Skills in at least three areas are saced couples are to enrich their marriage.

First, they must have a communication system tloeksvfor them and leads to
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understanding. Second, they must have skillsathat them to handle their anger and
resolve conflict creatively. Finally, couples mkabw how to develop and maintain
intimacy and sexual satisfaction.

Stage FourPlanning for Growth

In stage three couples identify potential meansnoiching their marriage and in
the fourth stage?lanning for Growththey are encouraged to develop a specific plan of
action for change in their marital interaction. eTlasks of this stage are: 1) committing to
intentional relationship growth; and 2) developagpecific plan for individual and
relationship growth.

The focus of this stage is on intentionality. STboncept asserts that married
couples can assume responsibility for the outcavhéseir relationship. They can do this
by identifying together particular directions in st they want their marriage to move and
by contracting together for the specific actionsassary for the desired change to occur.
Stage FiveCelebration and Closure

The final stageCelebration and Closurédrings an end to the process. Its goal is
to reinforce commitment, to celebrate relationshifirm appreciation and affection, and
close the process. The primary purpose of thestagke is to bring closure to an event in a
way that will leave a lasting positive effect. Tiagks of this stage are: 1) to reinforce
commitment; and 2) to celebrate and affirm theatmmient experience, one's spouse, and
the other couples who shared in the experience.

All five stages are present to a greater or ledsgree in every event regardless of
the number of participants, degree of structur¢inoe frame. Awareness of these stages

makes it easier to both design and evaluate evieathaps the most effective marriage
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enrichment event is the one in which couples Itaerprocess of enrichment, take it home
with them, and use it on a continuing basis.
The Concept of Marriage Potential

Marriage potential is a core concept in marriagécement theory. David and Vera Mace
coined the term marriage potential to describaehaionship quality of couples (Mace and
Mace, 1978). Lederer and Jackson (1968) noted'thatarriage is a continuous process
involving constant growth..." (pp. 128-129). Marriggetential changes as expectations and
experiences in the marriage either enhance or éhedeslationship. Cole (200ppints out that
couples capture higher levels of marital functignivhen they use matrital resources, which in
turn leads couples to increase their expectationgreater marital functioning and exert more
effort to achieve their marital goals. Converseliien couples fail to access marital resources,
they tend to try less and expect less from théationship, which in turn decreases their
marriage potential. Research by Cole, Cole, Fod,Robertson (2004a) showed that couples'
marriage potential increases as a result of agtiw@vement in marriage enrichmefigures 1
and?2 present data on wives and husbands that showismmtiincreases on 14 dimensions in
marital functioning (marriage potential) after peigation in ACME-style marriage enrichment.
(FIGURES 1land 2 about here)
The Marital Growth Process

Figure 3illustrates the process of marital growth. This model depicesintended
impacts of marriage enrichment on perception ofriage potential. It is in marriage enrichment
that couples acquire skills, build affection antkitionality to increase their interpersonal

relationship quality while being in a supportivereanment with other couples who are mutually
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committed to nurture and maintain marital growtheTenter part illustrated Figure 3is
expanded and clarified fRigure 4,which depicts the marital growth process in cotrenngs.
(FIGURES 3and4 about here)

The growth process can be depicted as layers ofiress that couples acquire through
marriage enrichment. The outer ring representexternal support systems available through
ACME and other marriage education programs. Ceturtie outer ring is the acquisition of new
interpersonal competency skills (such as couplemuonication, anger and conflict
management, problem solving). Other sources ofeaktsupport may come from churches and
other families.

Marriage enrichment groups (MEGS), depicted aséwoend ring, is the key support
system in ACME-style marriage enrichment. It ishe MEG that the climate for growth is
maintained, supported and skills learned are mddajehe leader couple and reinforced in the
couple dialogue. MEGS nurture the couple dialoguegss, the center of the concentric rings.

Couple dialogue is an essential component of anylEGanctioned marriage enrichment
event. The Dyers (1999) note that:

Couple dialogue achieves five purposes in enrichrgeups: It is a representation of the

'social unit' structure of the group; it maintaihe relationship emphasis; it maintains the

experiential emphasis; it provides an atmospheseipport and restraint; and it fosters

learning through cross-couple identification anddeling. (p. 40)

Intentionality and Relationship Depth

To develop personal or relational potential, al asrelationship depth, one must have

goals and steps to achieve the goals. Hof and iMil@81) defined the concept of intentionality

as the mutual commitment partners make to contiowerk on the marriage relationship. Hunt,

Hof, & DeMaria (1998) believed that intentionalitwolved a continual vigilance to make
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adaptive responses to keep the marriage growing MIBG concept encourages couples to
intentionally set aside time together for “workiog their relationship.” It is during the group
meetings that relational issues are discussed @ald/gxpectations stated. Couples are urged to
“operationalize” these goals to develop small agdide steps of satisfactory change.

As the couple works together to achieve their gdghksrelationship will tend to deepen
and be enriched, provided each partner has enousfitd explore issues without fear of
rejection, retribution, or invalidating messageshi@ couple interaction. Relationship-in-depth
experiences take a couple beyond the superficchbafe areas of marriage (Cole, et al, 2004b)
so that the couple socially constructs marital nreaonique to them and their relationship
(Cole, 2002). We are reminded again of Gottmahied foundational components of the Sound
Relationship House: the Love Map, the FondnessAaimdiration system and the “Turning
Toward” emotional component. Mace (1982) noted tblationship growth occurs when a
couple is open and totally vulnerable. The morefootable a couple is with sharing feelings and
beliefs, the deeper the relationship experiena@nl&y, Markman, & Whitton (2002) agree that
safety is a key factor and essential before comenitris possible. They found that couples must
feel safe before they can openly dialogue and ds@sues in depth.

Trust is crucial in a marriage enrichment groupvall as with a marital dyad. A MEG
provides safety and trust for couples seeking @iagiowth. Mace (1982) believed that marital
depth is not possible without frequent marital gitoexploration dialogues, privately and in a
trusted group, to help a couple discover and eegmh other.

More research is needed to further develop theoretically the concepts of marriage

potential, intentionality, and relationship depth and their importance in marriage.
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Preliminary evidence suggests that these three concepts are vital to understanding the
marital growth process.
Conclusion

The Marriage Enrichment Group (MEG) model, as & haen developed through the
Association for Couples in Marriage, contains alihe elements which social learning theory
and couple enrichment researchers have identifietkeessary for attitudinal and behavioral
change to occur. Couple=arn skillsthrough seeing themodeledby a leader couple. They
practicethe skills and focus on positive relationship iatgion in individual and group couple
dialogue in a safe environment of support. Tregforcethe learning by intentionality of
participation in an ongoing MEG, which meets regylaver an extended period of time.
Intentionalityis also stressed as couples choose issues fq distussion and share individual
and couple dreams, which they are encouragedrdrtoachievable steps toward a go&mall
accomplishments are shared and celebrated, wrads leincreased positive regarand
motivation to try harder.

Currently several thousand MEGS are functioninggmmunities in the United States
and around the world. Two factors limit the rapigh@nsion of groups to many more
communities and culture groups: one is traineddestdp and the second is the hesitancy of
couples to become part of a group. Since the bagigrement of MEG leaders is a willingness
to open one’s marriage to other couples, it isneamessary for leaders to have counselor or
education backgrounds. Leader couples are regtdaredmplete the leader certification process
of specific training and practice as a couple wiA€ME has carefully outlined. More
information on training requirements and plannathtng events is available on the ACME

website:www.bettermarriages.orgThe second limiting factor, couple hesitancjoio a group,
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is harder to overcome. Our own experiences agteamiples have shown that the best
advertisement, as always is the satisfied custoMéren couples are enjoying the experience,
they tend to tell their friends, and the demandM&Gs grows. Recommendations from

therapists and pastors can also influence coupléake the plunge.”
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Figure Captions

Figure 1. Wives’ Marriage Potential Dimension Scores Before and After Marriage
Enrichment (from Cole, Cole, Fort, & Robertson, 2004a)

Figure 2. Husbands’ Marriage Potential Dimension Scores Before and After Marriage
Enrichment (from Cole, Cole, Fort, & Robertson, 2004a)

Figure 3. Marriage Potential growth process in marriage enrichment (from Cole, Cole,

Fort, & Robertson, 2004a)

Figure 4. Marriage enrichment growth core (from Cole, Cole, Fort, & Robertson, 2004a)

Note to editors: Please replace figure titles that are currently above the figures with the
titles above.
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Figure 1
Female Dimension Averages: Before and After
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Figure 2
Male Dimension Averages: Before and After
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FIGURE 3

Marriage Potential
before
Marriage
Enrichment

Marriage
Enrichment
Activities

Marriage Potential
after
Marriage Enrichment




Vision2004article 17

Figure 4
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