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BRIEF SUMMARY: As the Department of Veterans Affairs continues to include families in the care of Veterans,

it is important to understand the issues that lead Veterans and their partners to seek relationship help. With a
sample of heterosexual couples including at least one Veteran member (N = 97 couples), this study examined
the problems couples experienced before seeking therapy, how long couples took to seek treatment, and
what attempts were made to improve the relationship before pursuing therapy. Participants completed
questionnaires on relationship satisfaction, relationship perceptions, expectations for therapy, time to
treatment initiation, and attempts to improve the relationship. Additionally, participants provided written
descriptions of their relationship problems that led them to seek therapy. Participants identified a variety
of relationship concerns that led them to seek therapy (e.g., lack of trust, problematic partner behaviors).
Women generally made more attempts to improve the relationship (e.g., reading a relationship book, talking
to a family member) prior to seeking therapeutic help.

KEY FINDINGS

– During the therapy intake process, women reported lower levels of relationship satisfaction compared to
their partners and rated their relationship problems as more severe than men did.
– On average, women reported that they had realized there were problems in their relationships
approximately 7.39 years before beginning couples therapy, whereas men, on average, noticed
relationship problems 3.73 years prior to beginning therapy.
– On average, men reported making fewer attempts to improve their relationship prior to entering treatment
compared with to their female partners.
– Women were more likely than men to turn to a family member or friend as a source for relationship help.
– From the participants’ written descriptions of their relationship problems, the most common events
or problems that contributed to realizing the problems with their relationship included stressors (e.g.,
finances, health, caretaking responsibilities, loss of a loved one), communication, and distancing (e.g.,
avoidance).

IMPLICATIONS FOR FAMILIES

– Recognize that couples therapy is common and helpful and not a sign of failure or weakness. Consider
seeking out couples therapy soon after the onset of relationship problems to avoid an accumulation of
issues.

IMPLICATIONS FOR HELPING PROFESSIONALS

– Understand how challenging it can be for Veteran couples to seek couples therapy and recognize that their
problems may have existed for years before seeking therapy. Encourage them and praise their willingness
to take steps to improve their relationship.

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY MAKERS AND MILITARY LEADERSHIP

– Provide resources for a variety of evidence-based couples programs for Service members and Veterans
to help facilitate and promote healthy relationships. Recognize the long-standing nature of some
relationship difficulties and provide treatment to address chronic difficulties.
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SAMPLE C HARAC T ERIS T ICS

97 heterosexual couples with at least one partner who was a Veteran. The majority (84.5%) of the couples
consisted of a male Veteran and female civilian partner, 6.2% of couples consisted of a female Veteran,
and 9.3% of couples consisted of two Veterans. Most couples were married (85.6%).
Participants’ ages ranged from 19-79, with an average age of 47.3 years. Over half were White (56.2%),
and most had completed less than a bachelor’s degree (71.8%).
38.3% of the men stated that they had currently or previously been to couples therapy, whereas 41.5% of
the women had previously been to couples therapy.

METHODOLOGY

– Data were collected between 2012 and 2014 at a specialty outpatient Couples and Family Clinic at a
Southeastern Veterans Affairs Medical Center.
– During the first therapy session (i.e., intake), participants completed an intake survey in which they
reported their relationship satisfaction, expectations for therapy, time to treatment initiation, and attempts
to improve the relationship prior to therapy (e.g., books). Participants also completed an open-ended
question about the relationship problems that led them to seek therapy.
– The responses to the open-ended question (i.e., qualitative data) from 118 individual participants were
coded and analyzed through descriptive analysis. Two researchers examined the responses together
to identify themes consistent with the DEEP (differences, emotions, external stress, and patterns)
conceptualization derived from Integrative Behavioral Couples Therapy (IBCT).
– Descriptive statistics were examined for all of the quantitative data. Chi-squares and t-tests were examined
to determine differences between men and women on study constructs.
– Six independent actor-partner interdependence models were assessed in a multilevel framework to test
if the length of time to treatment initiation and number of attempts to improve the relationship prior to
treatment were associated with relationship satisfaction, relationship problem severity, and expectations
for couples therapy at treatment initiation.

STRENGTHS

– This study is novel in that it examines the path to couples therapy within a Veteran sample. Most research
on this topic has focused exclusively on civilian couples.

LIMITATIONS

– Because many of the survey items were developed by the clinicians working with the participants and have
not been validated with other samples, more research is needed to validate the measures and confirm
that they accurately capture the variables of interest.
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DIMENSIONS OF ASSESSMENT

A D E Q UAT E

— CREDIBLE: Research that is rigorous, transparent, consistent,
and generalizable. This dimension reflects an evaluation of the
study’s scientific methodology.
— CONTRIBUTORY: Research that is original, applicable, and has
the potential to enhance the well-being of military families. This
dimension examines the impact of the study.
— COMMUNICATIVE: Research that is coherent, understandable,
and readable. This dimension assesses how effectively the
authors convey the content of the study.
* These dimensions are adapted from the work of Mårtensson
et al. (2016). For more information on the REACH evaluation
framework and rubric visit: MilitaryREACH.org
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ADDITIONAL INFORMATION

Underlined terms in red font are linked to the definition in the
Military REACH Dictionary. To explore more terms visit: https://
militaryreach.auburn.edu//DictionaryResult. Terms in blue font
are linked to additional resources.
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