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ABSTRACT

 The rate of marital unions has been steadily declining throughout the years across 

cultures.  However, in the African American culture this rate has been declining at a 

faster rate and a larger margin.  The investigator was interested in the portrayal of African 

American relationships in popular print.  Content analysis was used in this study to 

describe how African American relationships were depicted in Ebony and Essence 

magazines.  A codebook was developed by thematically grouping together references 

made about romantic relationships.  These references were descriptive of the attitudes 

toward men, attitudes toward women and attitudes toward relationships.  The sample 

consisted of 60 magazine articles in Ebony and Essence magazines within the time 

periods of 1995, 2000 and 2005 that pertained to African American relationships.  Out of 

the sixty articles coded in the category of the “view of marriage” there was almost an 

even split between articles in which African American relationships were seen as no 

problem or a minor problem and those coded as a serious problem or in a crisis.  The 

code related to view of marriage, “change over time,” demonstrated that there was little 

change across the sixty articles that were coded.  In the area of gender, out of the sixty 

articles coded tension between male and female relationships was found neither high nor 

low.  The codes relating to whose fault (male or female), suggest that females were more 

to blame.  Social and economic factors were portrayed as one of the largest influences on 

the state of African American relationships.  One-way Analysis of Variance demonstrated 

that the variables „change over time‟ and „social and economic factors‟ were statistically 

significant by magazine.  Essence magazine more than Ebony was likely to present the 
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point of view that African American relationships had become worse over time and more 

likely to suggest that the state of the African American relationship was due to social and 

economic factors.  In addition, social and economic factors as causes of problems in 

African American relationships were discussed less in the year 2005 than in 1995.  

Findings from this study suggest that Ebony and Essence magazines present material that 

contains an overall positive view of African American relationships.  The discussions in 

the articles were not skewed toward one particular gender, view, time period or 

magazine.  Many factors included in the literature were expected to be reflected in the 

articles in these popular magazines oriented towards African Americans; however, the 

articles did not focus on problems related to interracial dating, the independence of 

females, or the lack of trustworthiness of males. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

African American marriages are twice as likely to end in divorce as white 

marriages (Dickson, 1993; Patterson, 1995).  All aspects of life, especially marriage and 

family relationships, have been heavily influenced by the harsh treatment received by 

African Americans (Pinderhughes, 2002).  There is belief among many scholars that the 

African American male has never recovered and the cycle of oppression has been 

funneling down generations of men ever since (Patterson, 1995; Pinderhughes, 2002; 

Trent, 1991). 

Patterson (1995) discussed the theory of gender oppression in the African 

American culture that has been pervasive since slavery.  He stated that there is a 

continued theme of oppression, demoralization, and death of the soul and spirit of the 

African American male and that African American women have always, at least in part, 

been generative, empowered and humanized.  It has been often stated that slavery did not 

destroy African American women in the same manner that it destroyed African American 

men.  African American men were not allowed to be fathers, husbands, or even brothers. 

Even for women, racism and sexism are the negative messages they have received 

throughout the years from the media, schools, the mental health field, and sometimes 

even their own families about their worth, intelligence, capability and beauty (Boyd-

Franklin & Franklin, 1998).   

According to Boyd-Franklin and Franklin (1998) the greatest debate in the 

African American community is the relationship between males and females.  Gender 
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roles and racism heavily affect the dynamics of the African American couple relationship 

(Boyd-Franklin & Franklin, 1998).  Although African American women and men have 

progressed and have high achievements, the new generations‟ view of society concerning 

Black men and women has a profound effect as it sends mixed messages about Black 

male and female relationships. 

Most social scientists attribute declining marriage rates among African American 

women to structural, social and economic factors such as the high sex-ratio imbalance 

among African Americans and the shortage of marriageable African American males 

(Billingsley, 1992; Darity & Myers, 1986; S.A. Hill, 2002; Lichter, McLaughlin, Kephart 

& Lardy, 1992; Staples, 1981; Staples & Johnson-Boulin, 1993; Tucker & Mitchell-

Kernan, 1995; Williams, 1990).   

This study is important and differs from past research in that there was no 

research found that specifically looked at how African American romantic relationships 

were portrayed in the media.  There is literature that discusses the influence of the media 

in general and the influence of the news media in particular on the African American 

culture as whole, but not specifically on romantic relationships.  The understanding of 

self concept, socialization, values, attitudes and behavior of African American males and 

females alike is important in understanding couple relationships between African 

Americans. 

One goal of this study is to explore what the media reports about romantic 

relationships among African American males and females.  A sample was taken from 

articles on romantic relationships in popular magazines oriented toward the African 
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American population.  Another goal of this research study is to educate and empower 

African Americans, clinicians and academicians who work with this culture to teach 

others about this culture.  There is also hope that it will make people aware of the subtle 

and covert effects, whether negative or positive that the media has on society, in this case, 

African American heterosexual romantic relationships.  

This subject matter is extremely important because some African Americans are 

unaware of the root of their problems.  It is possible that people will stop blaming one 

another and become motivated to do something concerning their families and 

relationships.  Attempts to promote healthier relationships, healthier marriages, and 

overall a healthier culture are also needed.  

The impact of slavery and ongoing discrimination has been studied frequently.  

Understanding the Black media‟s description of Black romantic relationships can be 

beneficial to therapists because it is an innovative way to learn about the African 

American culture.  Media have influenced many clients who enter a therapist‟s office; 

therefore, it is important to be aware of the possible influences on African American 

romantic relationships.   

This study of how African American relationships are portrayed in popular print 

was conducted using a content analysis of all articles on romantic relationships published 

in 1995, 2000, and 2005 (approximately 60 issues) in the two most popular magazines 

oriented toward the African American population:  Ebony and Essence magazines.  The 

articles were coded for themes related to African American romantic relationships. 
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Statement of Problem 

Marriage has changed. The idealization of marriage, commitment and 

togetherness has changed.  The integrity of the marital union has shifted across ethnic 

groups and cultures.  However, the greatest demonstration of this shift is shown in the 

African American population.  In 2004, 34% of African Americans aged 15 and older 

were married and 43% never married compared to 57% non-Hispanic Whites aged 15 

and older married and 24% never married (U.S. Census Bureau, 2007). The U.S. Census 

Bureau (2005) reported that non-Hispanic White families included nearly 53% married 

couples; in contrast, African American families included 29% married couples.    

 The African American Healthy Marriage Initiative (2007) reported that 35% of all 

Americans between the ages of 24 and 34 have never been married and this percentage is 

at a high of 54% in African Americans.  Seventy-six per cent of American families are 

headed by married couples; however, in the African American population, only 48% of 

families are headed by married couples (African American Healthy Marriage Initiative, 

2007).  Although both sources of information have some inconsistencies neither of the 

reports are good surrounding the percentages of African American couples marrying.   

 There are significant demographic changes for families in the United States.  

There has been an overall decline in marriage rates, older ages at first marriage, a higher 

prevalence of births to unmarried women, increases in female-headed households, more 

children living in female-headed households, and a larger percentage of children living in 

poverty (Hutchinson, 1999).  The United States is affected in its entirety by the decline in 
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marital unions, but the African Americans are disproportionately affected compared to 

other ethnic and cultural groups (Hutchinson, 1999).  

Historically, divorce and separation in the African American community have 

been significantly higher than any other group in the Unites States (Ruggles, 1997).  It 

was estimated that African Americans have a 50% greater chance of their marriages 

ending than other racial/ethnic groups.   

Although the statistics and the efforts of the African American Healthy Marriage 

Initiative and United States Census Bureau have been helpful in painting a portrait of the 

significant decline in marriage for the African American population, there are still 

questions as to why this has occurred.  Some contributing factors have been suggested, 

but there are more that are unknown.  It is important to know what is contributing to the 

decline in marriage rate of the African American community in order to better understand 

and effectively work toward finding solutions to the problem.   

Theoretical Perspective 

 The theories that guide this research study come from a family systems theory 

approach, a feminist theoretical framework, and Stevens‟ (2002) person-process context 

model. 

Systems thinking considers how African American romantic relationships are 

portrayed in the media and how this portrayal may influence how people think and view 

this culture. Systems theory does not look at an individual as an island all by itself but is 

interested in how the culture or environment has impacted or influenced a particular 

individual.  In this study, the African American male and female couple relationship is 
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seen as a single entity, but will be examined on multiple levels in order to gain a greater 

understanding of factors that may affect couple relationships.  

 A feminist theoretical lens considers how the media may become oppressive to 

male and female African Americans.  Using a feminist lens has influenced this study by 

looking at the gender biases that the media may perpetuate.  Through this study it was 

hoped that knowledge would be obtained and used to advocate for a culture of people that 

continue to be enslaved by the dominant society, the media, as well as by themselves 

through racism, internalized racism, myths and stereotypes, and sexism even though 

slavery has been abolished for many years.   

The person-process context model refers to the characteristic traits that may be 

described as explanations for resiliency of African American males and females and 

some of the current role models discussed in popular print.  This theoretical perspective 

also influenced this study because it does not demonstrate just one side of how African 

Americans are portrayed in the media.  Stevens‟ (2002) person-process context model is a 

model that engulfs and is surrounded by values of connection, care, empathy, and 

mutuality.  These values can be viewed as coping strategies that help give shape and 

meaning to life.  Resiliency, strength, courage, and empowerment are expected to be 

demonstrated in how African American couple relationships have been able to survive 

and continue to evolve.   

As an example of the person-process context model, Mary J. Blige has been a role 

model in the African American community.  An actress, singer and humanitarian, she has 

shared her personal experience of being raised in a single parent household, growing up 
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in poverty, witnessing her mother being abused by her father, never graduating from high 

school, struggling with a drug addiction and being involved in an abusive relationship as 

an adult.  Mary J. Blige is a role model in the African American community, 

demonstrating resiliency, perseverance, assertiveness and courage through her life 

journey.  Role models in the African American community as well as role models for 

African American relationships, such as Will and Jada Pinkett-Smith and Mary J. Blige 

are becoming more prevalent. 

   Research Questions 

1.  Are marriage and romantic relationships portrayed as problematic? 

 

2. Is one sex blamed more than the other for problems?   

 

3. When women are blamed for the problems are they associated with having too 

high expectations, status seeking, and over-independence?  

 

4. When men are blamed for the problems are they associated with being unfaithful, 

commitment avoidant and not hardworking? 

 

5. Are interpersonal factors such as gender roles and attitudes toward marriage 

emphasized over social, economic and historical factors? 

 

6. Is marrying a person of another race or ethnicity emphasized as a cause of the 

problem? 

 

7. Are there interventions and or solutions suggested for the problems? 
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

A detailed overview of the relevant literature concerning African American 

heterosexual romantic relationships will be presented in this chapter.  This literature 

review will focus on key areas including demographic factors, historical and social 

context factors, and intrapersonal and interpersonal factors.  These factors may contribute 

to the overall decline in the marriage rate of African Americans, and the increase in the 

rate of divorce among the African American population. 

 A large part of African Americans‟ struggle is that the majority society‟s 

expectations are different from their experienced reality (Ganong, Coleman, Thompson & 

Goodwin-Watkins, 1996).  Historically and culturally, the African American population 

has not been allowed the same opportunities as other ethnic groups.  The African 

American population has experienced unique economic inequality between genders, 

higher rates of unemployment, and other social constraints. Further, there is a serious 

imbalance in the sex ratio, worsened by high rates of male incarceration, drug addiction, 

HIV/AIDS, homicide and infant mortality (Ganong et al., 1996; hooks et al., 1995). 

      Problem 

Marriage Rate and Never Married 

Marriage has changed. The idealization of marriage, commitment and 

togetherness has changed.  The integrity of the marital union has shifted across ethnic 

groups and cultures.  The greatest demonstration of this shift is shown in the African 

American population.  In 2004, 34% of African Americans aged 15 and older were 
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currently married and 43% were never married.  By comparison, 57% non- Hispanic 

Whites aged 15 and older were married and 24% were never married (U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2007).  Non-Hispanic White families were made up of nearly 53% married 

couples, but African American families were made up of only 29% married couples (U.s. 

Census Bureau, 2005).   

 There have been significant demographic changes for families in the United 

States.  There has been an overall decline in marriage rates, older age at first marriage, a 

higher prevalence of births to unmarried women, increases in female-headed households, 

more children living in female-headed households, and a larger percentage of children 

living in poverty (Hutchinson, 1999).  The United States is affected in its entirety by the 

decline in marital unions yet African Americans are disproportionately affected compared 

to any other ethnic and cultural group.  

Divorce Rate 

Historically, divorce and separation in the African American community has been 

significantly higher than any other group in the Unites States (Ruggles, 1997).  It was 

estimated that African Americans have a 50% greater chance of the marriage ending than 

that of other racial/ethnic groups.   

Between 1988 and 1995, the rate of divorce in the United States was moderately 

stable (National Center for Health Statistics Fact Sheet, 1995).  Statistics for 1993 show 

that there were 4.6 divorces per 1000 population during this time and that this number 

rose from 2.5 divorces per 1000 population in 1966 to 5.3 divorces per 1000 in 1979 and 

1981 (National Center for Health Statistics Fact Sheet, 1995).  This rate of 5.3 divorces 
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per 1000 population declined in the mid 1980‟s and tapered off at 4.7 during 1988-1993.  

In 1995 in 27 reporting states, including the District of Columbia, White persons aged 15-

24 had a higher divorce rate than African American persons in that same age bracket 

(National Center for Health Statistics Fact Sheet, 1995).  However, in the African 

American population those who were 25 and over had a higher divorce rate than the non-

Hispanic White population (National Center for Health Statistics Fact Sheet, 1995). 

In contrast to other ethnic groups, African Americans are most likely to divorce.  

In 2007 11% of African American couples divorced in comparison to Non-Hispanic 

Whites 10%,  and Hispanics 7% (African American Healthy Marriage Initiative, 2009).  

Single parent headed households are more prevalent in the African American community 

than other ethnic groups.  There are 60% African American single parent headed 

households comparative to 20% Non-Hispanic White and 26% Hispanic single parent 

headed households (African American Healthy Marriage Initiative, 2007).   

Why Are African Americans Not Marrying 

Although the statistics from the African American Healthy Marriage Initiative and 

United States Census Bureau have been helpful in painting a clear portrait of the 

significant decline in marriage for the African American population, the question of why 

has this occurred has not been answered.  While there are varied theories to why the 

African American people are no longer marrying as often as other ethnic groups, 

adequate explanations for this phenomenon associated with social problems are lacking.  

It is important to know what is contributing to the decline in the marriage rate of the 

African American community in order to better understand and effectively work with 
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finding a solution to the problem.  For instance, both Non-Hispanic White and African 

American groups display spousal dissimilarity, but African Americans experience 

dissimilarity at a greater rate.  Spousal dissimilarity defined by Clarkwest (2007) is a 

difference of ideas, behaviors and other traits, issues that contribute to rates of marital 

dissolution.  Clarkwest‟s research suggests that the greater the spousal dissimilarity the 

higher the risk of marital dissolution.   

Married Couples, Children and Poverty   

Fifty-one per cent of children in never married households live in poverty, and 

80% of children who come from divorced or never married households are likely to 

experience episodes of poverty (Powell, 2007).  There is a greater possibility and a 

stronger chance that two- parent households will have children that are able to rise above 

their impoverished circumstances when they mature into adulthood (Powell, 2007).  

Marriage is important because, as Powell found, overall, children perform better 

academically, have higher self esteem, better relationships and friendships when coming 

from a home with a married couple.  Children watch their parents and model what they 

observe.  Children who are from divorced and never married households are more likely 

to suffer physical abuse, expelled from school, and have a greater chance of being 

prematurely sexually active compared to those coming from intact married families 

(Powell). 

Fear for the African American Family  

  Once African Americans married in late adolescence/early adulthood, greatly 

influenced by the larger social trends during those times.  Now, they are less likely to 
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marry during their lifetimes and if marriage does occur it occurs in the late twenties and 

early thirties (Allen & Olsen, 2001).   

 In the late 1980s and early 1990s, a significant decline in marriage rate among 

African Americans was observed.  In 1990, only 59% of all African American women 

ages 30-34 were living with a husband, compared to 65% in 1960 (Dickson, 1993).  Over 

the same period, the percentage of 30 to 34 year old women who had never married grew 

from 10% to 35% (Dickson, 1993).  Some experts expressed fear for the survival of the 

African American family (e.g., Pinderhughes, 2002).  In 1960, 78% of African American 

households included a married couple (Pinderhughes, 2002).  “Singlehood” may be 

perceived to be the norm now, because so many African American men and women are 

not married (Tucker &Taylor, 2008). 

In the year 2000, 16% of African American males were married compared to 60% 

of White males (U.S. Census Bureau, 2006).  Only 37% of African American females 

were married compared to 57% of white females.  As a whole, African Americans had 

lower rates of marriage and marital stability in the year 2000 than other ethnic groups.  

African American women are least likely to marry than women in other ethnic groups (U 

S Census Bureau, 2005).  African American women are more likely to marry at least 

once during their lifetime opposed to African American men.   

Historical Social Context   

The historical role of slavery helped shape some of the roles and the interactions 

in which African Americans still partake in the present day.  African American male 
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children learned to be non-threatening in contrast to African American female children 

who learned to be strong and independent (S.A. Hill, 2002; hooks, 2004; Wallace, 2007).   

African Americans have been pitted against one another since the inception of slavery.  

They have learned to discriminate against one another and some have developed a 

defeatist attitude of self hatred (Hwang, Fitzpatrick & Helms, 1998; Wilson & Shelton, 

2006).  Every aspect of life for African Americans, especially marriage and family 

relationships, has been heavily influenced by harsh treatment and enslavement 

(Pinderhughes, 2002).  Although slavery has affected the mental and emotional being of 

African Americans continuing through generations, the population as a whole continues 

to evolve, develop and grow.   

Socialization of Gender 

There is limited research on the issue of African American male and female 

children and the manner in which they are socialized.  Much of the research about the 

gender socialization of African American children was conducted in the early 1970‟s and 

1980‟s.  However, the literature that is available can be interpreted as mixed reviews as to 

how much slavery has influenced the socialization of the African American male and 

female and how much the African American population has conformed to the majority 

culture (Wallace, 2007).   

 Hill and Sprague (1999) found that the socialization of African American males 

and females was more contingent on social class than the concept of assimilation with the 

majority culture or the influence of past experiences with slavery.  There is research that 

reports that African American children are being taught similar gender practices; 
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however, other research reports that they are being taught gender- specific practices 

(Jagers, Bingham & Hans, 1996; Shultz, 1977).  For instance, it has been suggested that 

African American female children are socialized to be more autonomous while African 

American male children are more coddled and protected (Bartz & Levine, 1978; 

Baumrind, 1972; Lewis, 1975).  Popularly, mothers “raise their daughters and love their 

sons.” 

 Socialization is said to affect how African American males and females perform 

specific gender roles in relationships.  Many internalize these roles and they help form 

their behavior and interaction with one another (Wallace, 2007).  Children watch and 

model prominent adults with whom they identify regarding specific gender roles 

(Wallace).  The manner in which African American males and females perform specific 

gender roles in their relationships has been largely influenced by how they have been 

socialized (Wallace).  Many still attribute much of how African American men and 

women are socialized to gender roles to slavery (S.A. Hill, 2002; Hill & Sprague, 1999; 

hooks et al., 2004). 

Socialization of the African American Female 

 In slavery, African American women learned how to play both roles as nurturer 

and leader of the family as well as to be resourceful in matters of material necessities.  

Slavery introduced a more matriarchal structure to the African American family.  African 

American mothers learned this way of life, and they have taught their daughters these 

ways of functioning to be strong and self sufficient (Collins, 1987; Ladner, 1971).  

Although, African American female children are encouraged to be strong, intelligent, 
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independent and nurturers at an early age, there are some inconsistencies (S.A. Hill; 

2002; Hill & Sprague, 1999).  

 The era of Jim Crow contributed to the concept that the African American female 

needed to be more of the leader of her family and be strong, aggressive and resourceful.  

In that era, the African American woman was hired and educated before the African 

American male (Encyclopedia Britannica).  

 The very controversial Moynihan report (1965) described the African American 

matriarchal female as overbearing and domineering and is seen as one of the contributing 

factors to the breakdown in the African American family (Miller & Browning, 2000).  

The inconsistency and mixed messages concerning the role of the African American 

father figure in the household influences young female children to accept the 

inconsistencies of the African American male and to assume their position as an adult as 

a parallel to their mother‟s role (Miller & Browning, 2000).  

Socialization of the African American Male 

 The system of slavery prevented the African American male from being a 

provider or protector of his family.  To behave in a role of power and strength was 

strongly discouraged and even forbidden by physical and mental force by slave owners 

(Staples & Johnson, 1993).  African American male children have received contradictory 

messages.  One message would be to behave like the majority culture, to be tough, not be 

emotional or display weakness, and to provide and protect the family (hooks, 2004; 

Wallace 2007).  However, African American male children may also be protected by 

their mothers for fear that too much aggression or assertive behavior may be viewed as 
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threatening to the majority society and possibly affect upward mobility in society (Boyd-

Franklin & Franklin, 1998). 

 There is still much debate concerning Moynihan‟s report in 1965 over the 

assertion that African American male children are socialized to believe that their role is to 

make babies but not reside with the family as a guide, supporter, provider or stable force 

(Miller & Browning, 2000).   

Family Structure 

 For years there has been debate surrounding the stability and the organization or 

lack thereof in the African American family.  Moynihan reported that almost one-fourth 

of African American households were headed by females.  Moynihan suggested that the 

source of the dysfunction or weakness of the African American family was the strong 

matriarchal presence and the fact that African American women were more successful in 

education and employment (Moynihan, 1965). 

The African American family has been a culture that has engaged in role sharing 

and role flexibility (Broman, 1991).  Role flexibility and more egalitarian roles developed 

out of the slave era and this method of doing things has been beneficial for the African 

American family (Billingsley, 1968; Stack, 1974).  Although the African American 

family appears to be in trouble regarding marital relationships specifically, there is a 

strong argument for the great resiliency that the African American family has as a whole 

(Sarkisian & Gerstel, 2004).  Strong mother-child bonds and strength and organized 

support within extended family networks are viewed as positive aspects of the African 

American family (Sarkisian & Gerstel, 2004).  
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The African American family has shifted overtime; however, much of 

Moynihan‟s 1965 demonstrated as unfortunately true in the present day.  The percentage 

of married African American couples has declined and female-headed African American 

households have doubled correspondingly since Moynihan‟s 1965 report (Miller & 

Browning, 2000).  Some believe that the African American family is in trouble.  There 

are some significant structural influences that have influenced the African American 

family more than choosing not to marry and be involved romantically (Miller & 

Browning).  For example, Miller and Browning attribute the change in family structure 

and marital unions to the economy, welfare dependency, imbalanced sex ratio and the 

impact of high incarceration rates for African American males. 

Kinship 

 Reliance upon the change in extended family reflects the family dynamics within 

the African American household and the prevalence of single parents along with the 

mother occupying dual employment and parental roles and the absence of the father 

within the home.  Kin networks are highly beneficial to the African American family in 

that they provide support and a cushion for missing links.  Kin networks within the 

African American culture go beyond traditional blood relationships and are extended to 

include supportive networks not necessarily connected by blood or marriage (McAdoo, 

1982).  These extended relationships are sometimes referred to as “fictive kin” (McAdoo; 

Stewart, 2007).  Some may refer to or adopt adults into their family as “uncle,” “aunt,” 

“cousin” and “grandparent” (McAdoo; Sarkisian & Gerstel, 2004; Stewart, 2007). 
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 Extended kinship existed in the African culture before slavery, survived through 

slavery and contributed to the resiliency of the African American people after slavery.  

During the time of slavery, fathers were sold or were separated from their children.  

Then, the extended kinship was activated in order for extra care to be in place for the 

family or the child (McAdoo, 1982; Stewart, 2007).  The extended kinship also became 

especially relevant during times when elderly slaves‟ health was declining (McAdoo; 

Stewart).   

 Though accused of being disorganized with little structure and stability, the 

African American family has been able to be strong and survive through times of 

minimal resources and government support, economic crisis and hardship, and the 

decline in two-parent married family households by the support of extended kinship 

(Stewart, 2007). 

Demographic Factors 

Education 

 In 2005, 80% of African Americans 25 years of age or older had at least a high 

school diploma, 17% had a bachelor‟s degree, and 1.1 million had advanced degrees.  An 

additional 2.3 million African Americans were enrolled in college in the fall of 2004 

(United Census Bureau, 2007). In some states the percentages were higher.  However, in 

the year 2000, 29.1% African American males did not complete high school, 31.4% 

completed high school, 26.5% completed some college and achieved an Associate‟s 

degree and 13.1% earned a Bachelor‟s degree or higher (United Census Bureau, 2006).  

That same year, 26.6% of African American females did not complete high school, 
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28.4% completed high school, 29.7% achieved some college or an Associate‟s degree 

and 15.2% earned a Bachelors‟ degree or higher (United Census Bureau, 2005).   

In 1980, 60% of all professional degrees earned by African Americans were 

earned by men (Anonymous, 1999).  The college graduation rate for African American 

men was 34%.  There were 604,000 African American men with bachelor‟s degrees and 

2,110 African American men with professional degrees (Anonymous, 1999).  Looking at 

the numbers alone for the African American male, one is not quite sure what the 

significance may be until comparing them to the numbers for the African American 

female.  When comparing numbers between African American females and males one 

can notice the shift in 1990 when women began to obtain more education than males.  By 

1999, African American women had a graduation rate of 45%, there were 1,095,000 

enrolled in higher education and 3,306 African American women earned professional 

degrees (Anonymous, 1999). 

African Americans continue to have low rates of marriage in comparison to other 

ethnic groups yet they are earning four year degrees and professional degrees in great 

numbers (Anonymous, 1999).  There is little research addressing the role that education 

plays in romantic relationships in the African American population.  However, there have 

been suggestions made that there is a relationship between the level of education and the 

amount of power an individual may feel he or she has in that particular relationship 

(Davis, Williams, Emerson, & Hourd-Bryant, 2000).  African American women have 

been excelling more than African American men in almost every field of higher 

education (Anonymous, 1999; Dickerson, 2002; hooks, et al., 1995).  African American 
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females are also completing bachelor‟s degrees at a higher rate than African American 

males (Anonymous, 1999).  There has been a pattern that African American women have 

a large advantage over the African American men because of their attainment in higher 

education (Dickerson, 2002).   

 African American males are performing at lower levels academically and this is 

one of the reasons why African American males have a difficult time entering the 

professional world (hooks, et al., 1995).  A little less than 8% of African American men 

have graduated from college, compared to 17% whites and 35% Asian men (“Race, 

Ethnicity, & Health Care,” 2006).  

Educational level affects income and employment level.  An increasing number of 

African American women are earning professional degrees.  The greater the gap between 

African American females and males in obtaining professional degrees, the smaller the 

pool of suitable marriage partners becomes (Ganong, et al., 1996).  African American 

men more than African American women have a challenge when they lack the education 

and also experience more discrimination due to their race and ethnicity (“Race, Ethnicity, 

& Health Care,” 2006).  Even when their educational level equals that of their white or 

Asian males, the African American male still earns less income (“Race, Ethnicity, & 

Health Care”).     

Employment 

 As a whole, African Americans have a high unemployment rate that is reported to 

be almost two times greater than the overall population (“Employment in Black 

America,” n.d ).  The Federal government was one of the first organizations to integrate 

Texas Tech University, Marika Martin, May 2011



 

 

21 

 

and hire African Americans; hence, African Americans are heavily saturated in the 

Federal government sector (“Employment in Black America,” n.d.). 

Affirmative action was a Federal policy put into place to fight discrimination 

against men and women of color and Caucasian women in the work place and instead 

provide greater equality with employment opportunities and educational opportunities 

(“African American Policy Forum,” n.d; “Center for Women Policy,” n.d.).  However, it 

has been argued that African American women and Caucasian women are reaping the 

greatest benefits from this Federal policy (“African American Policy Forum,” n.d.).  

Although times are changing in regards to overt discrimination, it still exists and has 

some influence concerning the type of employment that African Americans hold, 

especially males (Dixon, 1998).  Lynn and Mau (2002) argue that some employers tend 

to employ African American females more so than African American males because they 

are perceived as less threatening and aggressive.  This would explain the higher 

unemployment and lower wages received by African American men.   

 African American women have demonstrated great change and growth by 

occupying 31% of  the employment positions with leadership and professional roles in 

comparison to African American men occupying 22% of the employment positions with 

leadership and professional roles (“Employment in Black America,” n.d.). 

Although 7.5% of African American women were unemployed, 61.1% of African 

American women were a part of the labor force (United States Department of Labor, 

2007).  In 2007, according to the median weekly earnings, African American women 

earned $533 and African American men earned $600 consistent with the wider finding 
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that men are paid more than women for similar work (United States Department of 

Labor, 2007).  Generally, across racial groups, females earn 80% of males‟ earnings 

when median weekly earnings of wage and salary occupations are compared (United 

States Department of Labor, 2007). 

 The unemployment rate for African American males‟ in 2005 was almost twice 

the rate of males in a different ethnic groups (“Race, Ethnicity and Health Care,” 2006). 

In 2005 there were fewer African American men in the labor force and a greater number 

of African American men in poverty (“Race, Ethnicity and Health Care,” 2006).   

Between years 2007 and 2008, only 22% of African American men were represented in 

occupations of leadership and professional roles (“Employment in Black America,” n.d.).  

 The type of employment an African American male holds defines his manhood in 

some ways (Dixon, 1998).  African American men struggle and can have conflict 

internally as well as externally with the African American female because they are trying 

to measure up in income and employment with the dominant culture (Dixon, 1998).  

Feelings of inadequacy may cause African American males to be slow to enter into 

romantic relationships, knowing that their income may be less than their female partner 

(Dixon, 1998; Ganong et al., 1996).  Inadequate income and insecure employment for the 

African American male causes him to feel unsuitable as a partner or provider for a 

successful relationship with the African American female (Marbley, 2003).  Males and 

females alike perceive financial stability as an important factor in considering a 

marriageable mate (Allen & Olsen, 2001). 
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 The increasing rate of male unemployment/underemployment and income 

differences appear to be directly correlated with trends of never marrying, low rates of 

marriage and delay in marriage for African Americans (Chadiha, 1992; Ganong, et al, 

1996; Fossett & Kiecolt, 1993). 

Males still hold to the traditional view of distinct male and female roles in the 

household, with the male being the leading provider for the family.  However, African 

American men face challenges when they are unable to fulfill the “breadwinner” role due 

to lack of economic resources in comparison to his African American female counterpart 

(LaTaillade, 2006). Educated African American females have some internal conflict or 

standard that is not being met because they are unable to meet potential mates in highly 

professional and highly paid careers, for example, a lawyer (Dixon). 

Incarceration  

 There is an overrepresentation of African American males in the criminal justice 

system (“Race, Ethnicity and Health Care,” 2006).  African American men incarcerated 

are triple the rate of Hispanic men and are seven times than that of Caucasian men.  

(“Race, Ethnicity and Health Care,” 2006).  African American males are entering the 

criminal justice system at earlier ages and higher rates.  Although African American 

males are the minority within the population they represent the majority within the prison 

system and this does not include those on probation or parole.  (“Race, Ethnicity and 

Health Care,” 2006; U S Department of Justice/Office of Justice Programs, n.d.).  Rates 

of incarceration for African American males between the ages of 25 to 29 at the end of 

the year 2004 were estimated to be about 8.4% higher than other ethnic groups (United 
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States Department of Justice/Office of Justice Programs, n.d.).  In midyear, 2007, it was 

estimated that African American males aged 30-34 had high rates of incarceration 

compared to any other ethnic group and women (U.S Department Bureau of Justice 

Prison Statistics, n.d.).  

During the year of 2004 it was estimated that African Americans with a sentence 

of one plus years made up 41% of the population over other ethnic groups.  (U S 

Department of Justice/Office of Justice Programs, n.d.).  Four years later in 2008 it was 

reported that there were 4,000 plus African American male inmates per 100,000 African 

American males incarcerated (U S Department Bureau of Justice Prison Statistics, n.d.). 

The large number of African American males incarcerated is noted as one of the 

greatest contributors to the demise of the African American family (Miller & Browning, 

2000).  African American men are disproportionately imprisoned thus leaving them 

absent from being role models in the community and in their families as well as being 

unavailable as marriageable mates (Miller & Browning).  It is estimated that two-thirds of 

African American males have fathered children.  Many of these children are minor 

children, living with single mothers (Brenner, 1998; Weissman, 2000).   

Men who leave prison or jail often do not live with the mothers of their children 

and are most likely to have difficulty finding employment (Fragile Families, 2002).  Also, 

African American men with a history of being incarcerated compared to those who have 

not been incarcerated demonstrate difficulty in having successful couple relationships and 

are more likely to abuse substances and engage in domestic violence (Fragile Families). 
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Although African American men can marry or be married while in prison, they 

are limited as to how much they can contribute to the family economically and 

emotionally (Miller & Browning, 2000). Of more than 2 million inmates in 2002, the 

majority were less educated and impoverished African American males (Lapoo & 

Western 2005).  Incarceration adds to the already disadvantaged path of the African 

American male in that it will be more difficult to get ahead in society to be a competitive 

member economically, provide for his family, and be a leader of his family.   

Incarceration is one additional factor that prevents employers from hiring African 

American men.  Many employment sites are reluctant to give a person with a criminal 

record a job; therefore, although the African American male may be free from jail or 

prison, he is still marked, making it difficult for him to adequately provide for his family 

(Miller & Browning, 2000).   

Lapoo and Western (2005) have coined the phrase “the prison boom.”  They 

argue that society as a whole fuels non-marital birth rates and disadvantages poorly 

educated, impoverished African American women.  The high rate of incarceration has 

contributed to the rise in impoverished single mother households and increased rates of 

less educated African American females. This in fact causes a great pressure and strain 

on the individual as well as on the family. 

Homicide and HIV/AIDS 

There are no research articles that solely concentrate on the topic of homicide and 

HIV/AIDS as being directly correlated to the imbalanced gender ratio in the African 

American population.  There were only small paragraphs within various research articles 
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stating the relationship between homicide and HIV/AIDs to romantic heterosexual 

African American relationships.   

 One of the greatest causes of death for African American men as a group is 

homicide (“Race, Ethnicity and Health Care,” 2006).  In 2005, in the African American 

community homicide victimization was six times higher than that for the Caucasian 

community and overall three times higher than other ethnic groups (U. S Department of 

Bureau of Justice Statistics Homicide trends in the U S, n.d.;“Race, Ethnicity and Health 

Care,” 2006).  African American males in the age group ranging from 18-44 are at a 

greater risk of being victims of homicide than other ethnic groups.  This issue is a  major 

contributor to the imbalance of the gender ratio in relationships, hence directly 

influencing African American heterosexual romantic relationships and African American 

families (“Race, Ethnicity and Health Care,” 2006).   

It has been estimated that in 2005, out of an estimated number of 37, 331 new 

HIV/AIDS cases, African Americans accounted for 18,121 who were diagnosed with 

HIV/AIDS (Center for Disease Control, n.d.).  HIV/AIDS is close to homicide as being 

one of the leading causes of death in the African American male population (“Race, 

Ethnicity and Health Care,” 2006).  The majority of African American men infected with 

the HIV/AIDS virus are professedly heterosexual.  Most authorities attribute the high rate 

of infection to intravenous drug use and needle sharing.  However, given the strongly 

negative view of homosexual activity in the community, some portion of those infected 

has probably had high risk homosexual activity. 
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Mate Availability and Sex Ratio Imbalance 

 Thus, the history of family disruption in slavery, the discrimination of the Jim 

Crow years, chronic male underemployed/unemployment, lower levels of education, high 

rates of incarceration in men and higher rates of intravenous drug use and HIV/AIDS 

infections all contribute to a smaller pool of eligible mates for African American women.  

In comparison to other ethnic groups, it is predicted that both genders of African 

Americans will spend a significant percentage of their lives unmarried or never married 

(Davis, Williams, Emerson & Hourd-Bryant, 2000).  Although there is a gender 

imbalance in the African American community, there was evidence of over 90% of one 

sample expressing a desire to engage in a romantic relationship and marry (Davis et al., 

2000).  

Mate imbalance is defined as when one gender has more available mates than the 

other.  The gender that has less availability is said to have the greater advantage and 

power in relationships (Cready, Fossett & Kiecolt, 1997).  It has been argued that neither 

male nor female will marry when there is an imbalanced sex ratio because of this power 

imbalance (Cready et al.).  Females rely more on marital bonds than males due to their 

search for financial security, and males are less likely to marry because they can reap the 

benefits of marital bonds without actually marrying (Cready et al., 1997). 

The fact remains that the number of adult African American males does not 

compare to the number of adult African American females (Fossett & Kiecolt, 1990; 

Lane, et al., 2004).  It has been argued that the imbalance of the sex ratio is a strong 

contributing factor to the lower prevalence of marriage, higher prevalence of divorce and 
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separation, higher non-marital fertility ratios and higher relative incidence of single-

parent and female-headed households (Allen & Olson, 2001; Fossett & Kiecolt; South & 

Lloyd, 1992).  For every five African American females aged 20-59 there are four 

African American males (Lane et al., 2004).  Mathematically speaking, a heterosexual, 

monogamous, long term marriage is less possible because of the disproportionate ratio of 

African American females to males (Lane et al., 2004).  When researchers investigated 

three possibilities to account for the imbalanced sex ratio, they ruled out migration and 

fewer male babies being born than female babies and instead argued that the high 

incidence of male mortality for various reasons is the cause (Lane et al., 2004).  

 Marriages as a whole are in such a crisis so that, in 1996, U S policy makers 

became concerned about the plight of marriage (Lane et al., 2004).  In 2001, President 

George W. Bush stated that fatherlessness was one of the United States greatest social 

problems and called for $315 million over five years to promote two-parent families.  In 

2003 the same president declared one week in October as “Marriage Protection Week” 

(Lane et al.).  Although other populations of people are suffering in the area of martial 

unions, there is no population suffering quite as much as the African American 

population.    

 Often, African American women in lower socioeconomic status are caught in a 

double bind because they require assistance from the government, but they also want the 

father of their children to play a role in their lives.  However, prior to 2003, welfare 

policies forced African American women into a position to choose between receiving 

assistance and leaving the African American husband and/or father out of the picture.  In 
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order to receive resources, the family is often viewed as mother and child (Catanzanite & 

Ortiz, 2002).   

 It has been suggested that there are different ideas of a marriageable partner not 

just across cultures but between socioeconomic classes (Ganong et al., 1996).  For 

instance, African American females of lower class or working class backgrounds would 

like for their mates to be employed, respectable and to be co providers within the family.  

Middle class women may expect greater economic security, emotional and sexual 

satisfaction and participation in the area of child rearing (Ganong et al.).   

Status and Class 

 Kelly and Floyd (2006) believed that socioeconomic status was an important 

contextual factor to consider when exploring African American romantic relationships.  

Low socioeconomic status in general contributes to marital instability.  Socioeconomic 

status affects women‟s and men‟s ability to attract available mates and may even 

influence their desire to develop a romantic partnership (Cready et al., 1997).  The more 

financially stable the male is the more attractive he becomes to be a potential mate; 

however, the more financially stable the African American female is the less pressure she 

feels to marry, remain married or to remarry (Cready et al.). 

Intrapersonal and Interpersonal Factors 

Internalized Racism in African American Males  

 There are problems in the African American culture that stem from societal 

strains such as racism, discrimination and financial strain.  The negatively proportioned 

marital rate in the African American community has been attributed to varied number of 
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stressors such as economic instability, joblessness, exposure to poverty and violence, and 

continued battles of racism and discrimination outside and within the race (LaTillade, 

2006).   

There is limited research literature on the concept of internalized racism of 

African American men and women.  Internalized racism is important to look at and is 

often missing in research studies when the breakdown of African American relationships 

is explored.  There are discouraging figures regarding African American marriages, yet 

African Americans have a high value for marriage and express a stronger desire to marry 

than Whites (LaTillade, 2006).  Married African Americans report more positive 

psychological outcomes, have greater life satisfaction and report a higher level of 

happiness in contrast to those unmarried, separated, divorced or widowed (LaTillade).  

 Some African American women fail to realize the restrictive opportunities placed 

upon the African American male and put more pressure on the African American male 

(Dixon, 1998).  These African American females believe in the stereotype of the 

unmotivated and irresponsible African American male (Dixon).  It is not uncommon for 

some African American men to embrace the stereotype of the “lazy,” “unmotivated,” 

“irresponsible” African American man, thus take on a self defeating role (Dixon).  

According to Pinderhughes (2002) stereotypes heavily influence the status of the African 

American male in society.  There are several theories that imply that the African 

American male is somehow invincible except when he is viewed as threatening, 

challenging or dangerous (Pinderhughes).  African American men may internalize the 

dominant view or concept of thinking by some African American women or society in 
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general concerning their “less than,” “underachieving,” “dependent,” “overly sexualized” 

stereotype (Bethea, 1995).  Great pressure is being placed on the African American male 

to fit the concept of what it means to be a “man.”  It has been argued by some that, to 

understand the plight of the African American male, one would have to understand both 

race and masculinity (Roberts, 1994).  The pressure to perform and be productive is in 

conflict with the often ignored harsh realities of compounding factors such as poverty, 

discrimination, unemployment, substance abuse, incarceration, and high rates of 

morbidity and mortality that also contribute to the behaviors and attitudes of the African 

American male.  Negative misperceptions are likely to negatively affect the relationship 

between the African American male and female (Cazenave, 1983; Dixon, 1998; Staples 

& Johnson-Boulin, 1993).  African American males have a more positive perception of 

themselves when their counterparts, African American women, are more supportive 

(Dixon).   

Internalized Racism in African American Females 

Historically, African American women, more than African American men appear 

to be driven by the “blue vein” ideology (Bond & Cash, 1992; Hall, 1995; M.E. Hill, 

2002).  Racism in society has been a contributor to African Americans having self hatred 

(Esmail & Sullivan, 2006).  Internalized racism is important to this research study 

because it suggests a possible influence on African American romantic relationships.  

Research by Thompson and Keith (2001) indicated that skin color means something 

different to African American men and women.  An increase in self competence is 
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obtained through lighter pigmentation for men and increased affirming of self is obtained 

through lighter pigmentation for women (Thompson, & Keith, 2001).   

Skin color has been used as a pathway to assimilation and feeling attractive.  This 

model of thinking has created self destruction and division within the culture because of 

the view “lighter skin is better and more preferred and revered as beauty” (Hall, 1995).  

Lighter skin has been viewed as the measuring stick of higher status when dating 

someone in the African American community (Staples, 1989).  In a color conscious 

society, it would make sense that African Americans with darker skin color, specifically 

females, would report lower self esteem and higher blood pressure since issues of 

physical attractiveness and skin color are applied more heavily to these females (Staples, 

1989; Thompson & Keith, 2001).  

Lightness of skin has both negative and positive connotations.  Skin color is not 

as much of a measuring stick for attraction as it once was; however, there are many other 

physical attributes that take precedence over less visible characteristics, such as 

intelligence and empathy.  Skin color has had a strong effect on self esteem for many 

African American women as well as men because of the heavy weight of the status it 

holds (Staples, 1989).  Lighter skin color has been known to bring about personal 

judgments that people create about another person‟s character because they have lighter 

skin.  Some stereotypes that accompany the “lighter skin” characteristic is that the 

individual is more attractive, more interesting, sexy, confident, has higher self esteem and 

self worth, and is more assertive, successful, and intelligent (Dion, Berscheid & Walster, 

1972; Hughes & Hertel, 1990).    
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 The problem of African Americans‟ romantic relationships is not necessarily the 

result of self-hatred and matriarchy, but of years of being indoctrinated into society‟s 

myths, stereotypes and assumptions about African Americans (Burgest & Bower, 1989).  

External discrimination and stressors affect the quality of the African American 

relationship because they bring the negative experiences into the relationship and this 

unknowingly influences the relationship in a negative manner (LaTaillade, 2006). 

 Bond and Cash (1992 ) and Esmail and Sullivan (2006) reported that, although 

skin color and body image appear to be important and internalized negatively by African 

American females, these preferences for characteristics in mates and self evaluation are 

moderate. 

Attractiveness Defined 

 The standard of beauty is perceived to have been set by the Euro-American 

culture (Hare & Hare, 1989).  Materialism has also been influenced by the Euro-

American culture and this often leads to superficial and alienated relationships within the 

African American community resulting in self hatred and hate for one another  (Hare & 

Hare). 

 Although it would seem that physical attractiveness is important in general across 

ethnicities it seems to affect the African American community heavily in a negative 

manner and possibly more noticeably.  Initially people seem to be drawn to what is 

attractive on the outside and often favor the more attractive individual over such areas as 

educational achievements and career advancement (Staples, 1989).  It is not uncommon 
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that physical attractiveness in urban environments becomes the single most important 

standard by which first impressions are made. 

 Different than the dominant Caucasian race, it is more accepted and appreciated 

for the African American woman to be more curvaceous, voluptuous and have more body 

weight in prominent areas of the body (Webb, Looby & Fults-McMurtery, 2004).  The 

African American community tends to define “eye catching” and attractiveness on outer 

appearances such as skin color, hair length and texture and lip size (Webb et al.).  African 

American women define attractiveness in men by their personal appearance, such as 

clothing and accessories like a watch that provides hints to a man‟s financial status even 

though this can be misleading (Hutchinson, 1999).  African American women also may 

look at material possessions, the manner in which the African American male spends 

money and whether he is a good dancer so that he can be categorized as a potential long 

term mate or short time sexual partner (Hutchinson).  It is also important to mention that 

because of the gender imbalance, the level of attractiveness in a male‟s outer appearance 

may not be as high a priority for African American women as it may be for the African 

American male (Davis et al., 2000).    

Interpersonal Factors 

Structure and Roles of the African American Family 

 Many scholars and researchers would agree that gender roles for society as a 

whole are not the same for the African American household (Blee & Tickamyer, 1995; 

Broman, 1991; S.A. Hill, 2002; Hill & Sprague, 1999).  One‟s gender role is not in a 

category alone; in fact, it is dependent and defined within the context of race and social 
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class (S.A. Hill, 2002).  African American female roles are often perceived as more 

egalitarian.  They are employed outside as well as inside the home, they are mothers and 

spouses, caregivers, and they make decisions inside the home in regards to family matters 

(Burgess, 1994).  The androgynous role the African American female plays to assist the 

African American male in his role may be perceived by the male as undermining his 

masculine and patriarchal role and counterproductive in the romantic relationship 

(Lawrence-Webb, Littlefield & Okundaye, 2004).  In addition, African American men 

constantly face challenges of being provider and protector for their family because they 

are often wrestling with degradation and constant oppression within the larger society 

(Lawrence-Webb et al., 2004).  

African American male and female roles are often less defined into specific male 

and female gender roles.  This mitigates the stress of the labor market and economic 

survival but it can also hurt the relationship if one person becomes too overbearing or 

feels unappreciated (Browman, 1991; LaTaillade, 2006; Lawrence-Webb et al., 2004). 

Stereotypes  

It has been argued that some of the relationship problems stem from the 

stereotype messages from the larger system that weighs heavily on the African American 

couple (Pinderhughes 2002).  For instance, African American males have been perceived 

and portrayed as abusive, disrespectful toward women, irresponsible, misogynistic, 

mistrustful and inconsistent.   

The African American woman has been perceived and portrayed as aggressive 

and playing the male role, domineering, demanding and mistrustful of the African 
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American male (Lawrence-Webb et al., 2004).  The African American female has also 

been viewed as mean, unattractive and “castrating” in comparison to the White female.  

The African American male often internalizes some of the stereotypes placed on him, and 

the African American female may say that the African American male uses excuses as a 

way to demean or contribute to the negative connotations about the African American 

male‟s character (Hare & Hare, 1989).   

African American males and females support the negative images and stereotypes 

by calling one another threatening and degrading things that affect the self esteem of the 

individual.  All of these stereotypes play into the attractiveness of a potential partner or 

willingness to be involved in a romantic relationship.  African American relationships 

can be stable and successful when couples are sensitive and aware of the damaging 

stereotypes (Pinderhughes, 2002).  

Interracial Relationships  

 Anti-miscegenation laws are laws that banned interracial marriage and interracial 

sex between Whites and members of other races (Encyclopedia Britannica).  Although 

the term,” miscegenation,” is not commonly used anymore it was once a popular term in 

banning interracial marriage, cohabitation, and sex in 40 of the 50 states from the late 17
th

 

century as well as several United States territories until 1967 as well as parts of Germany 

and South Africa (Encyclopedia Britannica; Tucker & Mitchell-Kernan, 1990).  

Miscegenation was not only viewed as a crime, but felony charges would be brought 

against persons of different races marrying or engaging in sexual activity (Encyclopedia 
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Britannica).  Today interracial marriage is not a crime, but it can potentially be frowned 

upon by society, family, friends and peers.  

 African American men have married to a greater extent interracially than their 

African American female peers (Tucker & Mitchell-Kernan, 1990).  One of the important 

reasons commonly perceived for declines in marital rates between African American men 

and women has been interracial marriage and dating (Crowder & Tolnay, 2000).  It has 

been argued that the increase in interracial marriage takes away from the eligible, 

educated, upper status, prestigious pool of marriageable African American men (Crowder 

& Tolnay, 2000).  This leaves educated African American women heavily impacted and 

less likely to be matched with a potentially marriageable mate.   

The Present Study 

 This study examines how African American relationships are presented in popular 

print.  The researcher looks at the two oldest and most prestigious African American 

magazines, Ebony and Essence that have the highest readership at the current time.  

These magazines are geared toward African Americans, and they cover topics ranging 

from cooking, health tips, advice columns, singles ads, and career and educational 

information, as well as articles discussing topics related to African American romantic 

relationships.  These magazines have an average of 3-4 articles in each issue that address 

African American relationships.  Each issue does not always have an article concerning 

the African American relationship, but the majority of the issues do.  The articles may 

support the male or female point of view or speak to the relationship as a whole.  The 
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articles are written by journalists, professionals, and lay people such as actors and 

actresses. 

 Some introduce solutions to a problem.  Some speak about the historical 

influences on the alleged problem.  Other authors may not perceive an issue with the 

African American relationship.  Because the researcher would like to assess whether 

there are differences over time, articles published in 1995, 2000 and 2005 were used for 

the purpose of this study.   

 The researcher is interested in the romantic relationships of African Americans 

and how they are portrayed in these magazines.  These magazines have large readership 

and are respected in the African American community.  Therefore, there is a strong 

possibility that what is said in these magazines both reflects and influences the thinking 

of the African Americans who read these magazines.   

The investigator developed a coding system to examine how African American 

relationships are being portrayed in popular print. The investigator reviewed only articles 

discussing romantic relationships in the magazines.  The sample consists of articles in 

two popular magazines and the method used is a content analysis consisting of counting 

different themes in the articles.   

What African Americans Believe? 

 Mass media influences or supports the ideology of the reader.  It is not unusual for 

mass media to add to personal opinion, stereotypes, assumptions and myths in general.  

Both African American males and females measure their perceptions of one another 

against the majority culture as well.  Some African American females believe that the 
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males are not dependable and that they cannot be trusted.  Some African American male 

believe that females who are successful have attitude problems and are bitter.  African 

American men who date outside of their race are assumed to prefer more submissive 

women.  African American women are assumed to lack respect for African American 

men.  These are some of the assumptions that both African American men and women 

have about one another.  This study examines whether these assumptions are indeed 

reflected in articles in these popular magazines.       
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CHAPTER III 

METHODS 

 

Overview 

 The purpose of this study was to examine how African American romantic 

relationships were portrayed in popular print, specifically in two magazines oriented 

toward African Americans.  Ebony and Essence are the two oldest and most widely 

circulated African American magazines.  The description of relationships was analyzed 

by a set of independent variables including: Magazine (Ebony or Essence), gender of 

author, and year of publication (1995, 2000, and 2005).   

 The primary purpose of this study was descriptive, to characterize how African 

American romantic relationships were depicted in two popular magazines oriented 

toward African Americans.  Content analysis was used to describe material in these 

magazines on attitudes toward men, attitudes toward women and attitudes toward 

romantic relationships.   

Sample 

 The sample consisted of articles from Ebony and Essence magazines because they 

are oriented toward the African American culture and they are the two oldest and most 

popular magazines in the African American community.  Ebony magazine is the world‟s 

largest African American magazine with current circulation of 1.8 million.  It was 

founded in November 1945 by John H. Johnson (Pratt & Pratt, 1996).  This magazine is 

prestigious and has large readership in the African American community.  This magazine 
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was the first with an African American middle class readership to obtain national 

circulation (Pratt & Pratt, 1996).  This African American magazine has one of the 

broadest editorial missions, focused on education, history, politics, civil rights, business, 

and personalities (Pratt & Pratt).  It has been reported that 90% of the readers are African 

American and out of that population 62% are female (Pratt & Pratt).   

Essence magazine was established in 1970 and was originally oriented toward the 

African American female population (Pratt & Pratt, 1996).  This once African American 

female magazine is now geared toward both African American males and females (Pratt 

& Pratt).  It has a current circulation of over a million (Pratt & Pratt).  The majority 

(90%) of its readers are African American and out of that group 70% are female (Pratt & 

Pratt).  

Although there are differences in editorial missions of the magazines, they both 

share similar focal points for their articles on food, nutrition, health and relationships 

(Pratt & Pratt, 1996).   

 Each magazine was examined thoroughly and any articles that discussed romantic 

relationships were read and included in the sample.  Only articles that pertained to 

African American romantic relationships were included in the sample.  All of the articles 

that focused on romantic relationships focused on heterosexual relationships.  There were 

no articles on same-sex romantic relationships included in the issues reviewed.  No 

pictures or advertisements were included in the sample.  There were some challenges in 

determining whether some articles should be included in the sample.  For example, an 

article that focused more on being a single mother than dating while being a single 
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mother was not included in the sample.  Articles were eliminated if at least five codes or 

categories were not found within the text of the article after being read.   

The sample consisted of a total of sixty articles.  There were 32 articles in Ebony 

magazine that met the criteria and 28 articles in Essence magazine that met the criteria.  

 Of the 60 articles, 14 (23%) were written by males, 30 (50%) by females, and 9 

(15%) by both male and female authors.  Gender of author could not be determined for 6 

articles.  In these articles, the gender of the author was not explicit and names were 

unisex.  Almost all of the articles were written by journalists (76 %).  When there were 

multiple authors, often times the authors were a psychologist, sex therapist, relationship 

therapist and journalist combined.   

Race or ethnicity of the authors could not be determined.  There was no mention 

in any article referencing writing from another perspective (e.g., “as a white person 

looking at African American relationships”).  It is assumed that all of the authors were 

African-American.  This assumption is based on the context of the article being published 

in a magazine oriented towards African-Americans.  It is assumed that if the author were 

not African-American this would have to be explicitly stated in the article (for example, 

stating something like “as an outsider” or “as someone who has not shared the African-

American experience”).  No statements like this occurred in any article in the sample. 

Many of the authors were African American when a search was done surrounding 

their past work and profession.  Many of the articles did not have pictures of the authors, 

however, the ethnicity of the authors were already known, for instance Pastor TD Jakes 

and Dr. William July.    
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Please see Table 1 below that displays the number of articles on romantic 

relationships across both Ebony and Essence magazines.  These articles were published in 

the two magazines during the years of 1995, 2000, and 2005.  Each magazine is 

published monthly.  Some of the monthly issues did not have articles pertaining 

specifically to African American romantic relationships.  The distribution of the final 

sample is in Table 1.  

 

Table 1: Number of Articles on Romantic Relationships 

 
Category n=60     

Magazine 1995 2000 2005 Total 

 f % f % f % f % 

Ebony 6 10% 9 15% 17 28% 
32       53% 

Essence 12 20%  7 12%  9 15% 28       47% 

Total 18 16 26 60       100% 

 

Content Analysis   

 Content analysis was the analysis method used for this research study.  Themes 

were coded by the primary investigator and two trained coders in order to assess for 

reliability.  Content analysis is a method used by social scientists to make inferences from 

texts and transcripts.  Content analysis is described as a system in which text is studied 

and translated with symbols to determine frequency, intensity and the relationship to 

research being studied (Shapiro & Markoff, 1997).  A content analysis also includes the 

compiling of information by counting the rate of occurrence and order of particular 

Texas Tech University, Marika Martin, May 2011



 

 

44 

 

words, phrases, or themes (Miles & Huberman, 1994). In this study, each reference to 

romantic relationships was coded, grouped together thematically, and labeled.   

 After several revisions of the codebook there were a total of ten categories with 3 

to 20 codes listed in each category.  The primary investigator and her advisor generated 

ideas about what aspects of African American relationships might be discussed.  A pilot 

study was also done reading random years of Essence and Ebony articles to see if 

sufficient numbers of articles on romantic relationships were being published also to help 

generate codes for an initial codebook.  Articles from Essence and Ebony from years not 

included in this study were used to develop the preliminary codebook. 

Initially the codebook was large and then refined as more articles were read.  

Some codes were eliminated because they were found to not be applicable to the articles.  

For instance a code may have been added if it was found to be significant after reading an 

article.  A code may have also been deleted from the codebook if after reading 10-15 

articles the code was only found once or twice.  For instance, interracial relationship 

began as a code but was later deleted because it was not a factor in the articles.  When 

changes were made to the codebook, all articles already coded were recoded to make sure 

the new codes were included.   

Themes in the articles were clustered together based upon similarity.  Themes 

were abbreviated as codes and the codes were written next to the appropriate segments of 

the text (Creswell, 1994).  The most descriptive words for the themes were turned into 

categories (Creswell).   
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In this study, the focus was on any material concerning romantic relationships 

including: Overall view of marriage for African Americans (change over time, tension 

between males and females, whose fault), perceptions of the causes of problems in 

African American relationships (social and economic factors, popular culture and family, 

church and community involvement), and solutions for relational problems (positive 

factors).  More specifically, the categories included in the codebook were: View of 

marriage, change over time, tensions between men and females, expectations of marriage, 

dating relationships, whose fault, positive factors, social and economic causes, social 

controls and popular culture and family involvement.   

The codebook was organized in an excel file.  The category for view of marriage 

was rated (1) no problem, (2) minor, (3) serious, (4) crisis and (5) major crisis.  The 

category for change over time was rated (1) much better, (3) no change and (5) much 

worse.  The category of tensions between males and females was rated (1) high, (3) 

medium and (5) low.  The category whose fault, male‟s fault, female‟s fault was rated 

1(no) and 2 (yes).  The codes pertaining to cause (social and economic factors, popular 

culture, and family, church and community involvement), and content (expectations of 

marriage, dating, positive factors) were rated absent 1(no) or present 2 (yes).  A 

numerical value of 1(no) or 2 (yes) was placed next to each code and this was indicative 

of whether this code was located in the article. 

Reliability of Coding 

The investigator developed the initial coding system; however, other coders 

(specifically African American, one male and one female) were trained in the coding 
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system for reliability of measurement.  A great deal has been written about how to assess 

reliability of coding in a content analysis (c.f., Lombard, Snyder-Duch, & Bracken, 2002)  

The approach used in this study was to train other coders in the codebook and to assess 

the similarity of their ratings to those of the primary investigator.  

Training of Coders 

A great deal has been written about content analysis as a method (c.f., Kolbe & 

Burnett, 1991).  A part of the coding process included training coders.  It was necessary 

to have other coders to assess for reliability of coding.  Two additional coders assisted the 

primary investigator in coding.  They were trained to follow the codebook when they 

were coding.  There was one male African American coder and one female African 

American coder that both had backgrounds in education.  There were advantages and 

disadvantages to having more than one coder.  More coders required the codebook to be 

more specific conceptually and more explicit and clearer with operational definitions 

(Riffe, Lacy & Fico, 2005).  Again, problems were be less likely overlooked and might 

be revealed with multiple coders (Riffe, et al., 2005).  

The primary investigator coded all of the material.  The investigator trained two 

coders to recode the material independently.  The coder training ranged from 8-10 hours.  

All item meanings and procedures were clarified prior to coding.  The training was done 

by reviewing the revised codebook.  Following the reviewing of the codebook, the coders 

coded a set of training articles (from articles not included in sample) used to ensure that 

they were in agreement with the primary investigator and they understood the coding 

process and were capable of completing the task.  The coders coded three articles with 
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the investigator at the training and then they coded three articles at home independently 

and were allowed to call or email if they had questions concerning the articles.  

After the coders felt comfortable and able to code the articles they each coded 

fifteen randomly chosen articles that had already been coded once by the investigator.   

There was a difference in the coding style between genders. The female was more 

detailed and may have assigned more than one code to a given paragraph (which was 

more like the investigator).  However, the male coder was more specific and assigned one 

code to a paragraph.  During training the male coder was challenged when it came to 

coding a paragraph, for example male‟s fault, because he felt like he was not being loyal.  

Therefore, we had to have a meeting about coding and how important this information 

was for the validity of the study.  The coders worked really hard and checked in with the 

investigator on a regular basis until coding was complete to be certain that they were on 

the right track.  Each variable and/or theme was coded using the coding sheet that listed 

each article and the codes.   

Analysis 

The purpose of this research was descriptive.  Results were presented as 

percentage of times different themes were mentioned in the articles.  The unit of analysis 

was each article.  The dependent variables were the themes that emerged from the coding 

of the articles expressed in terms of percentage of times each theme was mentioned in the 

article. 

 Chi square tests were used to analyze differences in themes between primary 

investigator and coders in the areas of view of marriage, change over time and tensions 
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between males and females.  There were a total of thirty articles that were coded by a 

second coder.  For each category, “Expectations of Marriage,” “Dating,” “Who‟s Fault,” 

“Positive Factors,” “Social and Economic Factors,” “Popular Culture,” and “Family, 

Church, and Community Involvement,” the total number of times the other two coders 

coded each category were calculated.  Then that number was divided by the number of 

yeses for each category.  This same procedure occurred for the investigator and her total 

number of yeses for each category 

 Chi square was also used to analyze the relationship between types of magazine 

and whose fault-- male or female.  Chi square was used to analyze the relationship 

between year of magazine and whose fault-- male or female.  Chi square was used to 

analyze the relationship between gender of author and whose fault--male or female.   

 Following the calculation of the division of the number of yeses in each category, 

the correlation between the investigator and the coders across the different expectations 

were calculated.   

One way analysis of variance was used to see if there was a statistically 

significant difference by type of magazine and overall view of marriage, change over 

time, tension between males and females, whose fault (males and females) and social 

and economic factors.  A one way analysis of variance was used to see if there was a 

statistically significant difference by year of magazine and overall view of marriage, 

change over time, tension between males and females, whose fault (males and females) 

and social and economic factors.  A one way analysis of variance was used to see if 

there was a statistically significant difference by gender of author and overall view of 
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marriage, change over time, tension between males and females, whose fault (males and 

females) and social and economic factors.   
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

Reliability of Coding 

There were a total of 60 articles coded.  Reliability was assessed on 30 of the 

articles (50%).  In order to assess inter rater agreement on the codes, 30 of the 60 

articles included in the final sample were coded by a second trained rater in addition to 

the primary investigator.  The approach used was to determine the similarity in 

frequency between the primary coder and the reliability coder.  In other words, for each 

code or set of codes, the frequency with which the primary investigator used this code 

to describe the article content was compared to the frequency with which the second 

coder‟s used the same code or set of codes.  The amount of agreement was assessed 

using the correlation coefficient for the continuous variables and chi-square for the 

categorical variables.   

Reliability of Codes – Categorical Variables 

Chi square was used to calculate the level of agreement on the overall of view of 

marriage, the state of marriage, whose fault, the perception of the cause of problems 

(popular culture, family, church and community involvement) and solutions for 

relational problems (positive factors).   

Table 2 presents the group of codes compared and observed between the primary 

investigator and the other two coders on the overall view of marriage.  According to the 

Chi Square test there was no statistical difference between how the primary investigator 

and the reliability coders coded the articles in terms of overall view of marriage, X
2
(1, 

N=30)= 3.36, p>.05.  
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Table 2: Overall View Of Marriage 

 

Category n=30  Primary Investigator  Second Coder Total  

Crisis 14 21 35  

No Problem 16 9 25 x
2
=3.36 

Better    p=.06 

Total 30 30 60  

 

Table 3 presents the group of codes compared and observed between the 

primary investigator and the other two coders with the group of codes pertaining to 

change over time.  According to the Chi Square test the deviation between the primary 

coder and second coder‟s responses demonstrated that there was a deviation small 

enough that chance alone could be considered in the area of change over time, X
2
,(1, 

N=30)=1.18, p>.05. 

  Table 4 presents the group of codes compared and observed between the 

primary coder and the second coder‟s in the area of tension between males and females.  

According to the Chi Square test the deviation between the primary coder and second 

coder‟s responses in the area of tension between males and females demonstrated that 

the deviation was small enough that chance alone can be considered, X
2
, (1, 

N=30)=3.37, p>.05.   
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Table 3: Change over Time  

 
Category n=30  Primary Investigator Second Coder Total  

Worse 24 27 51  

Same     

Better 6 3 9 x
2
=1.18 

Total 30 30 60 p=.27 

 

Table 4: Tensions between males and females  

 
Category n=30  Primary Investigator Second Coder Total  

High 12 19 31  

Medium 18 11 29  

Low    x
2
=3.37 

Total 30 30 60 p=.07 

 

 

Table 5 presents the group of codes compared and observed between the primary 

investigator and the other two coders codes in the area of the state of African American 

marriage pertaining to the categorical variable whether problems are the male‟s fault.  

The Chi Square comparison test showed that the deviation is small enough that chance 

alone can be considered, X
2
, (1, N=30) =0.416, p>.05.  

Table 6 presents the group of codes compared and observed between the primary 

coder and the other two coders in the area of the state of African American marriage 

pertaining to the categorical variable whether problems are the female‟s fault.  The Chi 

Square comparison test showed that the deviation between the primary coder and the 
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second coder‟s showed that the deviation is small enough that chance alone can be 

considered in the area of whose fault females, X
2
(1, N=30)=0.372, p>.05.  

In addition to codes about whether males or females were considered to be at fault, 

articles were coded for whether the church or community was at fault for problems in 

African-American relationships.  The chi-square was statistically significant X
2
, (1, 

N=30) =6.66, p < .05, indicating that the primary investigator and reliability coders 

applied this code differently.  Specifically, the reliability coders were more likely to 

identify that the church or community was being blamed for the problem.  

 

 

Table 5: Is it male‟s fault? 

Category n=30

  
Codes Primary Investigator Second Coder Total  

Males Yes (2) 7 5 12  
 No   (1) 23 25 48 x

2
=.41 

Total  30 30 60 p=.51 

 

  

   

 

Table 6: Is it female‟s fault? 

Category n=30

  
Codes Primary Investigator Second Coder Total  

Females Yes (2) 8 6 14  
 No   (1) 22 24 46 x

2
=.37 

Total  30 30 60 p=.54 

 

 

Table 7 presents another group of categorical variables that represent the positive 

factors codes.  The primary coder and the other coder‟s codes were compared and 

observed in the area of the positive factors that may influence African American 
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marriage.  The category of positive factors includes five different positive codes within 

one group.  

In order to do the chi square comparison between the primary coder and the second 

coders, the five codes for positive factors were combined so that an article was coded as 

mentioning positive factors if any of these codes were applied to the article.  

The chi square comparison test between the second coders and the primary 

investigator showed that  the primary investigator was significantly more likely to code 

the presence of positive factors influencing African-American relationships, X
2
(1, 

N=30)=9.64, p<.05.   

 

Table 7: Positive Factors 

 
Category 

n=30  

Codes Primary 

Investigator 

Second 

Coder(s) 

Total  

 Yes(2) 20 8 28  

 No (1) 10 22 32 x
2
=9.64 

 Total 30 30 60 p=.001 

     

   

 

The last two groups of categorical variables are “Family, Church and Community 

Involvement” and “Popular Culture.” Chi square was used to calculate the level of 

agreement when analyzing the category popular culture.  Table 8 presents the group of 

codes compared and observed between the primary investigator and the other two 

coders that represent the category, popular culture.  The responses were grouped into 

two groups based upon the primary coder‟s responses and second coders‟ responses.  

According to the chi square test comparison test there is a low likelihood that the 
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deviation in the category of popular culture is due to chance alone X
2
(1, N=30) =2.45, 

p>.05.  

Table 9 presents the group of codes compared and observed between the primary 

investigator and the other two coders that represent the category „family, church and 

community involvement.‟  The responses were grouped into two groups based upon the 

primary coder‟s responses and second coders‟ responses.  According to chi square  

comparison test between the primary coder and the second coder‟s responses it could be 

concluded that  the deviation is small enough that chance alone can be considered, 

X
2
(1,N=30)=0 p.>.05. 

 

Table 8: Popular Culture 

Category n=30 Primary 

Investigator 

Second 

Coder(s) 

Total  

Codes     

Yes (2) 9 4 13  

No (1) 21 26 47 x
2
=2.45 

Total 30 30 60 p=0.11 

 

     

      

Table 9: Family Church and Community Involvement 

Category n=30 Primary Investigator Second Coder(s) Total  

Codes     

Yes (2) 7 7 14  

No (1) 23 23 46 x
2
=0 

Total 30 30 60 p=1 

 
 

 

Reliability of Codes- Continuous Variables 

The correlation coefficient was used to measure the strength of the relationship between 

the primary coder‟s codes and the other coders‟ codes.   
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A correlation was computed between the frequency with which the primary investigator 

used the code and the reliability coders used the code across the 27 codes for expectations 

of marriage.  The correlation was statistically significant, r = .64, p <.05 indicating that the 

two coders for each of the 30 articles applied the codes in a similar manner.  One could 

safely conclude that the investigator and the coders were in general agreement for the code 

pertaining to the content in the area “Expectations of Marriage.”  

A correlation was computed between the frequency with which the primary investigator 

used the code and the reliability coders used the code across the 19 codes for the content 

area “Dating.” The correlation was statistically significant, r=.54, p>.05 indicating that the 

two coders for each of the 30 articles applied the codes in a similar manner.  One could 

safely conclude that the investigator and the coders were in general agreement for the code 

pertaining to the content in the area of “Dating.”  

A correlation was computed between the frequency with which the primary investigator 

used the code and the reliability coders used the code across the 9 codes for the content area 

“Social and Economic Causes.”  The correlation coefficient was not statistically significant, 

r=.12, p<.05, indicating that the two coders and the primary coder for each of the 30 articles 

were not in agreement during the coding process.  The primary investigator coded five or 

more yeses than the other two coders for the following codes: myths, different expectations, 

societal influence, and stereotypes and derogatory messages. The primary coder and the 

second coders were close in the number of yeses for low self esteem.  The primary coder 

and the second coders had the same amount of yeses for the code desperation.  For the 

variables emotional baggage and gender imbalance the coders actually coded more yeses 
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than the primary coder.  Overall, the primary coder coded a total of 29 more yeses than the 

second coder in the category of social and economic factors throughout the 60 articles.  

  There was good agreement between the primary and second coders for seven of the 

eight   categorical variables.  Specifically, the primary coder was more likely to note 

positive factors than the second coders.  In two out of three of the continuous variables the 

investigator and the coders were in agreement.  The primary coder and the second coders 

did not agree on social and economic causes.  Specifically, the second coders were less 

likely than the primary coder to see stereotypes or societal influence mentioned in the 

articles. 

Research Questions and Research Findings 

In this section the research questions and their findings will be presented.  Each of the 

research questions will be addressed with data in terms of frequency and percentage, 

examples, and some statistical analyses where appropriate.  The 60 articles are listed in 

Appendix A.  Articles are labeled by magazine, year, and number from first to last article 

published in that magazine for that year.  For example, EB1995#3 means the third article in 

Ebony published in 1995 included in the study.  ES2005#9 indicates the 9
th

 article included 

in the study from Essence in 2005. 

The original seven research questions will be organized differently than stated in 

Chapter I.  There were certain findings that were expected originally when the research 

questions were first organized; however they were not revealed in the findings.  Codes were 

removed from the codebook when categories needed to be collapsed and when there was 

not enough information throughout the articles to justify a particular code.  For example, 
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this was the case with respect to marrying outside the race.  It was not mentioned enough in 

the articles to justify having a code in the codebook.  Hence, any codes alluding to marrying 

another race were eliminated from the codebook.  This was not expected by the investigator 

or her advisor when the codebook and this study were originally discussed.  It was expected 

that dating outside of the African American relationship would be a major reason for the 

crisis in African American relationships in these magazines.   

In addition, other factors that were not originally expected were revealed in the 

findings.  For example, several findings emerged related to qualities desired in a 

relationship such as honesty and commitment.  Issues related to goals (e.g., expecting 

children) or preferences such as expecting religious compatibility emerged.  Thus, in the 

following sections, the original research questions were reorganized.  

Overall View of Marriage 

The overall view of marriage categorical codes “View of Marriage” and “Change over 

Time” are related to Research Question 1, “Are marriage and romantic relationships 

portrayed as problematic?”  All 60 articles were coded as to overall view of African-

American romantic relationships.  The code could range from “1” (no problem) to “5” (major 

crisis). 
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Table 10: View of Marriage 

 
Category n = 60    

View of Marriage Codes f % 
No Problem (1) 20 33% 
Minor (2) 8 13% 
Serious (3) 19 32% 
Crisis but improved (4) 9 15% 
Major Crisis (5) 4 7% 

 

     

 

It is almost an even split between articles in which the view of African-American 

relationships was seen as no problem or minor (46%) and those coded as a serious 

problem to crisis (54%).  As would be expected from this distribution, the mean score 

was 2.48 (n = 60, SD = 1.28), halfway between a view of African-American marriage as 

having minor or serious difficulty.   

The following is an example in an article coded as a “5,” African-American marriage 

being in a major crisis.   

The truth is that many African American women are on a heart search 

for their soul mate or a soul search for their heart mate and are coming 

up empty. These eligible women have either endured broken 

relationships or promises or just haven't had the dating opportunities 

that would lead to marriage. And many of them are frustrated in their 

search, some would say even desperate, for a husband (EB 2005 #1). 

 

The following is an example in an article coded as a “2,” African American marriage 

having minor problems. 

After high school, we both did what we had to do: I went off to 

college, and he stayed home to work. College never appealed to him, 

but he was very good with his hands and with his mind. We married 

when I was a senior in college. Some of our relatives gave us a couple 

of years together. I would outgrow him once my career took off, they 

said. My acquaintances from high school and college just couldn't 

believe that I had fallen so hard for a man who hadn't gone to college. 
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They didn't understand how I could commit myself to a man who 

would always use his back instead of climbing the corporate ladder. 

They thought it was fine for me to have a sexual relationship with him, 

but "Child, don't let him get under your skin," they advised (ES 1995 # 

60).  

 

The second code related to overall view of marriage relates to change over time.  Each of 

the 60 articles was coded 1 (much better), 3 (no change), or 5 (much worse).   

Table 11: Change Over Time 

 
Category n = 60    
Change over Time Codes f % 
Much Better (1) 12 20% 
No Change (3) 29 48% 
Much Worse (5) 19 32% 

 

 

 

Based upon the articles coded, there has not been much change over time in African 

American relationships (48%).  There is a 12% difference between African Americans 

change over time –much better (20%) and African Americans change over time – much 

worse (32%).  The mean score in change over time was 3.23 (n=60, SD=1.44) which is 

indicative that there was not much change over time.  

The following is an example from an article coded as a “5,” change over 

time- much worse.   

No matter how the conversation begins, or what direction it takes, 

the discussion almost inevitably turns to the changes in the Black 

family structure. And increasingly, the question being asked is: Can 

Black mothers, in 2005, effectively raise their sons to become 

responsible men (EB 2005 # 8)? 

  

   With 50 percent of all African-American households with 

children under age 18 headed by Black women, and with a record-high 

incarceration rate and other social ills among Black males, some say 

Black mothers have proven to be too soft, too accommodating, too out 
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of touch with issues that affect young men to effectively raise boys to 

become productive members of society (EB 2005 # 8). 

 

Below is an example from an article that was coded a “3” African American 

marriage, change over time -no change.   

SPENT any time around an older couple? If you have, then you've 

seen the traditional ways that they do things. Their setup is almost 

always the same. He's the breadwinner. She's the homemaker. He 

washes the cars and does the yard work. She buys the groceries and 

prepares the meals. He repairs things around the home. She takes 

primary care of the children. He's the disciplinarian. She's the nurturer. 

He's the doer. She's the feeler (EB 2005 # 12).  

 

The following is an example in an article coded as a “1,” change over time – much 

better. 

Today, Black couples are able to evaluate the possibility of a 

successful union before jumping into a relationship heart-first, some 

researchers say (EB 2005 # 3). 

The overall view of African-American marriage in the 60 articles 

represented a range in terms of both how much of a crisis is occurring and how 

much change has occurred since the past.  The articles are about equally 

divided between those expressing the view that African-American marriage is 

in crisis or not as well as marriage is worse or marriage is better.  Clearly, there 

was no predominant view. 

The Role of Gender 

Original research questions 2 (“Is one sex blamed more than the other for 

problems?”), 3 (“When women are blamed for the problems are they associated with 

having too high expectations, status-seeking, and over-independence?”), 4 (“When men 
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are blamed for the problems are they associated as being unfaithful, commitment 

avoidant and not hardworking?”) are all associated with the role of males and females.  

One code that emerged was tension between males and females.  Each article was 

coded 1 (high tension), 3 (medium tension), or 5 (low tension). 

Table12: Tension between Males and Females 

 
Category n = 60    

Tension between 

Males and Females 

Codes f % 

High (1) 20 33% 

Medium (3) 27 45% 

Low (5) 13 22% 

 

 

 

The following two examples were coded as a “5” high tension between males and 

females. 

With a little less attitude and lip, Black love would flourish and 

eventually defeat racism (EB 1995 # 52).  

"Hey, baby, I'd sure like you to wrap those long legs around my body," 

he shouted above the din of Times Square traffic. I ignored him, but 

turned to acknowledge the respectful greeting from the brother 

accompanying him: He had recognized me and reached out to shake 

my hand, saying he loves ESSENCE and is a subscriber. It was then 

that I made the mistake of trying to correct his friend. I shared with 

him that if he had simply said "Hi," smiled or nodded my way, I--and 

most sisters--would have responded in kind. I should have known 

better. I learned years ago that young men are receptive to advice and 

correction when it's offered one-on-one and they're alone, but not 

when they're in the company of other men or women for whom they 

feel the need to posture (ES 1995 # 58). 

 

The following is an example of an article coded as a”3,” medium tensions 

between males and females. 
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I don't mean to sound down on men. To imply that all men come home 

from work, put down their briefcase, pick up the remote and wait for 

dinner to be served would be both untrue and unfair (EB 1995 # 29). 

 

Based upon these examples of articles that were coded, tension between African 

American females and males suggests that there was medium to low (67%) tension.  Out 

of the 60 articles the majority of them fell in the middle area concerning tension between 

males and females (45%).  There is a 10% difference between high (33%) and low (22%) 

in the category of tension between males and females.  The mean score was 3.23 (n=60, 

SD=1.50) that suggests that out of 60 articles coded tension between males and females 

was neither high or low and that there is little tension between African American male 

and female romantic relationships.  However, a substantial minority (33%) were coded as 

high tension. 

Another code that emerged related to gender was “Whose fault.”  The category 

“Whose Fault” had two different codes, male‟s fault (yes, no) or female‟s fault (yes, no) 

in terms of problems in the state of African American relationships. 

Table 13: Whose Fault 

 

Category   Codes   f    % 

Male‟s Fault 

               Yes   (2)   17   28% 

                No   (1)   43    72%  

Female‟s Fault 

    Yes   (2)     40     67% 

                No   (1)   20   33 %   

 

The following are two examples were coded as a “2” (yes) female‟s fault. Women are 

often blamed for the problems associated with African American relationships because of 

their attitude and being too independent. 
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But it seems that a lot of women have spent too much time in 

relationships that are all take and no give, leaving them with a jaded, 

cynical outlook that can do a number on the next unsuspecting person 

who enters their life. This is not something that's always immediately 

apparent. It can take months to discover you're being scrutinized under 

a powerful microscope by a woman waiting for some negative self-

fulfilling prophecy to come true. (EB 1995 # 59) 

 

    So how do you love a Black man? Relationship experts say that 

what some Sisters fail to realize is that if a Black man is treated right, 

really treated right, his love knows no bounds. (EB 2005 # 2) 

The following is an example of an article coded as a “2” (yes) male‟s fault. A male is 

being blamed for the problems and possible separation in this relationship.  Lack of trust 

and infidelity are among many reasons cited in the articles about why African American 

relationships are in crisis.  

But in reality, most of these men are immature, irresponsible and 

inconsistent. They balk at the mere mention of the term "commitment" 

and are slicker than an eel swimming in a vat of grease. (EB 2000 # 

21)  

 

And some Brothers are famous for leaving a good woman behind only 

to beg for a second chance, says William July II, author of The Hidden 

Lover. July urges men to "stop leaving your woman and trying to beg 

your way back.” (EB 2005 # 15) 

 

    "They have a good woman, but then mess things up," the author 

notes. "The man comes to his senses and wants to be forgiven. In 

movies, there's a happy ending. But in real life, he may just get the 

door slammed in his face.” (EB 2005 # 15) 

 

The codes relating to whose fault (male or female), suggest that although each group 

has been at fault, it was portrayed that females are more to blame according to the data. 

Out of the 60 articles the majority of fault was placed upon females (67%). The mean 

score was 1.67 (n=60, SD=.82).  Males were portrayed as more at fault in 28% out of the 
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60 articles.  The mean score was 1.28 (n=60, SD=.54).  Chi Square was used to analyze 

the relationship between males being blamed and females being blamed for the present 

state of African American relationships.  The relationship between males being blamed 

and females being blamed presented a significant difference.  The Chi Square comparison 

test showed that the probability of some other factor other than chance alone is operating 

for the deviation to be so great between whose fault (males and females) and that there is 

a small chance that this deviation is due to chance alone, X
2
(1, N=60)=17.68, p<.05.   

Codes related to expectations of marriage included several pertaining to gender, 

including: Expectations of marriage-male dominate, Expectations of marriage-women 

spontaneous, Expectations of marriage-females too independent, Expectations of 

marriage-chivalry.  A second group of codes related to gender and dating also emerged 

that includes dating stereotypes, dating integrity, dating with children, dating preferences, 

dating red flags, dating partnerships, dating independent/control, dating long term goals, 

dating sexual preferences, dating commitment, dating communications, dating 

consistency/security, dating unclear expectations, dating lack of confidence, dating like 

mom/friends first, dating timing, dating male role and dating female role.  Each of the 60 

articles was coded 1 (no) and 2 (yes) depending on whether or not these ideas were 

mentioned.  
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Table 14: Expectations 

Category n = 60 

 

Category   Codes   f    % 

 

Male dominate 

 Yes   (2)   6   10% 

 No   (1)   54    90%  

Females too independent 

 Yes   (2)     6   10% 

 No   (1)   54   90% 

Women Spontaneous 

 Yes   (2)   2   3%   

 No   (1)   58   96% 

Expect Chivalry 

 Yes   (2)   6   10%   

 No   (1)   54   90% 
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Table 15: Dating and Gender Roles  

Category n = 60 

 
Category    Codes   f    % 

Dating male role 

 Yes   (2)   15   25% 

 No   (1)   45    75%  

Dating female role 

 Yes   (2)   16   27%   

 No   (1)   44   73% 

Dating stereotypes  

 Yes   (2)   8   13%   

 No   (1)   52   87% 

Dating integrity 

 Yes   (2)   12   20% 

 No   (1)   48   80% 

Dating with children 

 Yes   (2)   2   3% 

 No   (1)   58   96% 

Dating red flags   

 Yes   (2)   11   18% 

 No   (1)   49   82% 

Dating partnerships 

 Yes   (2)   8   13% 

 No   (1)   52   87% 

Dating independent/control 

 Yes   (2)   7   12% 

 No    (1)   53   88% 

Dating long term goals  

 Yes   (2)   12   20% 

 No   (1)   48   80% 

Dating sexual preferences 

 Yes   (2)   4   7% 

 No    (1)   56   93% 

Dating commitment 

 Yes   (2)   14   23% 

 No    (1)   46   77% 

Dating communicate 

 Yes   (2)   15   25% 

 No    (1)   45   75% 

Dating consistency/security 

 Yes   (2)   13   22% 

 No   (1)   47   78% 

Dating unclear expectations 

 Yes   (2)   9   15% 

 No   (1)   51   85% 

Dating lack of confidence 

 Yes   (2)   11   18% 

 No   (1)   49   82% 

Dating like mom/friends first 

 Yes    (2)   3   5% 

 No   (1)   57   95% 

Dating Timing  

 Yes   (2)   5   8% 

 No   (1)   55   92% 
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The following paragraph is in relation to Expectations of Marriage-women 

spontaneous. This is indicative of the women‟s role and her responsibility for improving 

the relationship between African American males and females.  In this paragraph the 

African American male is asking the African American female to be more spontaneous 

sexually.  

Make no mistake.  Most times a man wants a woman to be a lady. But 

sometimes he wants her to say and do things that he never thought she 

would do, things that he didn't know were humanly possible. (EB 2005 

# 2)  

 

The following paragraph is in relation to Expectations of Marriage- chivalry. This is 

indicative of the man‟s role and his responsibility for improving the relationship between 

African American males and females.  In this paragraph the African American female is 

asking the African American male to be chivalrous.    

He demonstrates, on a daily basis, that you are his queen. He caters to 

you. He cares for you. Whether he shampoos your hair, prepares your 

meal or massages your feet, he is demonstrating his affection and the 

privilege that it is to be in your life (EB 2005 #6). 

The following paragraph is in relation to Expectations of Marriage-males dominate 

and females too independent. This is indicative of the male‟s and female‟s role and their 

responsibility for improving the relationship between African American males and 

females.  In this paragraph it is a description of the domineering features present in the 

African American male and the independent characteristics that the African American 

females carries and can often be a viewed as negative and harmful to the African 

American relationship.   
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SHE WANTS YOU TO BE THE MAN. No matter how independent 

and strong she may appear, there is nothing more attractive to a Black 

woman than a strong, Black man to make her feel like a lady at all 

times (EB 2000 # 18).  

 

It is almost an even split between articles in which the males are portrayed as either 

domineering (10%) or women too independent (10%).  In marriage the male is asking for 

women to be more spontaneous (3%) and the women are asking for the men to be more 

chivalrous (10%).  Overall, these ideas were rarely mentioned in the 60 articles. 

The distribution between African American males being dominating had a mean 

score of 1.1 (n = 60, SD = 5.4.).  The distribution for African American women expecting 

men to be more chivalrous in marriage and that African American males perceiving 

women as too independent shared the same mean score as African American males being 

perceived as dominate by having a mean of 1.1 (n=60, SD=5.4). 

Based upon these examples and the percentages in the tables, when it came to the 

expectations of marriage and gender roles, African American men and women were 

blamed equally but not often.  

The following paragraph is in relation to „Dating-female‟s role.‟  This is indicative of 

the women‟s role and responsibility for improving the relationship between African 

American males and females.  

Women need to learn how to leave a man always wanting more," 

Michelle McKinney Hammond says. "That man should sit up … at 

night wondering about how to get more of you--and come to the 

conclusions that if he wants you completely, then he must marry you" 

(EB 2005 #1).  
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The following paragraph is would be coded, „Dating Male‟s Role.‟ This is indicative 

of the male‟s role and responsibility for improving the relationship between African 

American males and females.   

Whenever a Black man writes about male-female relationships and 

argues that "we should all just get along," chances are he has an 

agenda. His flowery language about "preserving our unity as a people" 

is almost always self-serving (ES 1995 # 52). 

 

The following paragraph was coded „Dating stereotypes.‟ This is indicative 

of the many stereotypes that are often discussed as an influence on African 

American romantic relationships. 

An unattached man is seen as a risk. Some women I know have 

admitted that people think there must be something wrong with me 

because I don't have a girlfriend (ES 1995 # 59).  

 

It is almost an even split between articles in which the focus was on male roles in 

dating (25%) and female roles (27%).  The distribution for dating African American male 

role had a mean score of 1.25(n=60, SD= 11.25) and the distribution for dating African 

American female role had a mean score of 1.26 (n=60, SD=11.73).  It was surprising that 

there was a small percentage of articles coded as mentioning dating stereotypes with 8% 

and a mean score of 1.13 (n=60, SD=6.93).   

Based upon the codes in the category of dating in reference to gender roles and the 

codes of Expectations of marriage in reference to gender roles, both African American 

women and men were almost equally blamed. 
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Causes 

Another part of this study focused on possible causes for the state of African 

American relationships that emerged from the literature.  This topic relates to the 

original research question number 5, “Are interpersonal factors such as gender roles 

and attitudes toward marriage emphasized over social, economic and historical 

factors?”  Codes emerged related to social, economic, historical, and interpersonal 

issues.  There were three different sets of codes under causes: (a) Social and economic 

causes, (b) Popular culture, and (c) Family, community, and church involvement.  

Each article was coded (1= no and 2 = yes) and for each code related to these 

categories.   
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Table 16: Social and Economic Causes  

Category n=60 

 Myths   Codes   f         % 

     Yes   (2)           24      40% 

                No   (1)           36                  60%  

Desperation 

      Yes   (2)          9      15% 

                No   (1)              51                  85%    

Low self esteem 

               Yes   (2)          15      25% 

                No   (1)              45                  75%  

Different expectations  

               Yes   (2)          18      30% 

                No   (1)              42                  70%  

Emotional baggage 

               Yes   (2)          13      22% 

                No   (1)              47                  78%  

Societal influence 

               Yes   (2)          28      47% 

                No   (1)              32                  53%  

Stereotypes 

               Yes   (2)          26      43% 

                No   (1)              34                  57%  

Derogatory messages 

               Yes   (2)          18      30% 

                No   (1)              42                  70%  

Gender imbalance 

               Yes   (2)          6      10% 

                No   (1)              54                  90%  

 

In the area of social and economic causes, the codes for myths, desperation, different 

expectations, societal influence, derogatory messages and stereotypes had a high 

percentage of coding (30% +) in the 60 articles.  The mean score for these codes ranged 

from 1.30 (n=60; SD=.50) to 1.47(n=60; SD .46). 

The following paragraph is an example of an article coded as a “2,” yes societal 

influence being portrayed as a cause for African American relationships being in a certain 

state.   
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It's a big problem, because everywhere you look you're strongly 

encouraged to have sex before you get married to make sure you're 

”compatible," says Williams, who grew up in the Chicago suburbs. 

"It's almost a completely foreign idea for people to wait to have sex 

until you're married"(EB 2005 # 1). 

 

The following paragraph is an example of an article coded as a “2” yes social and 

economic cause-stereotypes being portrayed as a cause for African American 

relationships being in a certain state.  

"What the man fears is that his woman somehow suspects that he 

won't be able to provide for the family," says Chiles. "This is an 

especially prevalent fear among Black men because of all the 

perceptions, baggage and stereotypes in our community." (EB 2000 # 

18) 

 

Social and Economic factors may be one of the largest influences on the state of 

African American relationships.  The African American culture as a whole has 

experienced so much stress and oppression that as a whole it may often begin to oppress 

one another within the race.  For instance, there is a great amount of self hatred and 

derogatory messages that have been spoken across gender as well as within the same 

gender.  The code low self esteem was a part of the category social and economic causes 

because historically African American men and women have been told or shown that 

they were less than through a societal lens.  This concept has affected the African 

American individual as well as hurt the African American family.   

It was expected that the code, gender imbalance would have been more prevalent 

throughout the magazine articles than 10%.  As discussed previously in the literature 

review, there is an unbalanced sex ratio between African American men and women.  
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There is also a high percentage of African American men incarcerated or dead due to 

homicide, or HIV/AIDS. There is also a higher percentage of African American women 

achieving higher education than African American men.  However, throughout the 

magazine articles that were coded concerning African American relationships there were 

few that discussed the unbalanced ratio of African American men to women.    

Table 17 contains the results for popular culture.  The category popular culture is 

more about the image, the perception and the attitude that can be portrayed by a group of 

people and interpreted by another audience of people.  For instance, at times there has 

been a lot of controversy around rap music because of the language that the artist uses 

and the life that he or she may portray as glamorous.  

 

Table 17: Popular Culture  

 

 Category n=60  Codes   f         % 

 

Rap music 

               Yes   (2)          7      12% 

                No   (1)              53                  88%  

Dance 

               Yes   (2)          3      5% 

                No   (1)              57                  95%  

Peers 

               Yes   (2)          4      7% 

                No   (1)              56                  93%  

Media 

               Yes   (2)          12      20% 

                No   (1)              48                  80%  

 

The category of popular culture- media was the most significant in relation to the 

present state of African American relationships. The other topics in popular culture were 
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rarely mentioned.  The most frequent one mentioned was „popular culture‟ media.  

Popular culture-media had a percentage of 20% and a mean of 1.20 (n=60; SD .40).  The 

following paragraph is an example of an article coded as a “2,” yes, media being 

portrayed as a cause for African American relationships being in a certain state.   

In the entertainment world, Poussaint says there is still a tendency to 

favor lighter-skinned women. "The women on the videos and the foxy 

ladies on the sitcoms tend to be lighter-skinned. They also tend to have 

straighter hair. That's still an advantage in a society where the 

standards of beauty are connected with looking Caucasian." Even so, 

there has been definite movement. Anyone who doubts that need only 

consult the faces of Black college queens in this issue on pages 38-50 

(EB 2000 # 22). 

Family Church and Community Involvement      

 The family church and community involvement category pertains to the structure 

of the family, or the church being an influence on African American relationships.  

Throughout research it is often suggested that intact households are better for a child‟s 

growth.  The literature has also attributed the decrease in African American relationships 

to lack of role models. The primary investigator was interested in how often the magazine 

articles discussed the structural change in the household as a cause of the decline in 

African American relationships.   

A subcategory of causes is „whose fault-church or community.‟  There was little 

blame placed upon church or community being the cause of the state of African 

American relationships.  There were only 5% out of 60 articles with a mean of 1.67 and a 

SD =.23 coded as church/community fault.  The following is an example of an article 

coded as a “2” (yes) Church/Community Fault. 

Texas Tech University, Marika Martin, May 2011



 

 

76 

 

As an adolescent, I started hanging with some older neighborhood 

boys, fighting, drinking and getting into mischief. If someone we 

didn't know stared at us for too long or (God forbid) touched us in an 

away, we felt compelled to attack. It sounds silly, but back then it 

seemed like the right thing to do. I J. don't know why I felt threatened 

by these young men. (ES 1995 # 57) 

 

Table 18: Family, Church and Community Involvement 

 

 Category n=60  Codes   f         % 

Lack of role modeling 

    Yes   (2)          7      12% 

                No   (1)              53                  88%  

Church/family 

    Yes   (2)          11      18% 

                No   (1)              49                  82%  

Community 

    Yes   (2)          6      10% 

                No   (1)              54                  90%  

 

Family, church and community causes were rarely mentioned in the articles. „Church 

and family‟ involvement was mentioned the most within the category.  The most 

prevalent codes in the category, „lack of role modeling‟ and „church and family‟ ranged 

from 12 % to 18% with a mean ranging from 1.17 to 1.18 (n =60; SD=.32 to .39).   

The following is an example of an article coded as a “2,” yes lack of role modeling is 

being portrayed as a cause for African American relationships being in a certain state.   

"Sometimes women have very bad role models for male relationships, 

and if a girl grows up having dissatisfying and problematic 

relationships with men, those are the kinds of men she's going to seek 

out as an adult," Dr. Spivey explains (EB 2000 # 21) 
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Solutions 

The investigator was in search of how African American relationships were portrayed 

in the media.  The investigator coded for how marriage was viewed, the expectations of 

marriage and dating relationships as well as what gender was blamed and what were the 

causes of African American men and women being in a specific state.  The investigator 

also coded for interventions and solutions that may have been suggested for problems 

among African American men and women.  Therefore, original research question 

number 6 was identified (“Are there interventions or solutions for the problems?”). All 

60 articles were examined and any of the articles that suggested interventions or 

solutions were coded and included in this study.  

Each article was coded (1= no and 2 = yes) for each code that fell under possible 

interventions or solutions.  For instance, “taking a chance” was a code under the 

category of „positive factors.‟ If the code, “taking a chance” was present in an article 

then it would be coded as „2‟ which is equivalent to „yes.‟ All 60 articles were coded 

using the same method of coding when looking for positive factors in reference to 

interventions or solutions that will assist African American men and women in their 

relationships.   
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Table 19: Positive Factors 

 

 Category n=60  Codes   f         % 
 

Team work family 

    Yes   (2)          10      17% 

                No   (1)              50                  83%  

Education and professional situation  

    Yes   (2)          13      22% 

                No   (1)              47                  78%  

Taking a chance 

    Yes   (2)          21      35% 

                No   (1)              39                  65%  

Positive healing process 

    Yes   (2)          32      32% 

                No   (1)              68                  68%  

Broad definition of family/egalitarian  

    Yes   (2)          12      20% 

                No   (1)              48                  80%  

 

In the category „positive factors‟ there were two codes out of the total five codes that 

were mentioned more than the other solutions within the category of „positive factors.‟  

The code „taking a chance‟ had a mean of 1.35 (n=60; SD= .48) and the code „positive 

healing process‟ had a mean of 1.32 (n=60; SD=.46).  The following paragraph is an 

example of an article coded as a “2,” yes „positive factors-taking a chance.‟  

Take your chances, and don't pity your circumstances. Taking your 

chances makes you a free agent; feeling self-pity turns you into a 

victim. If you feel as though you are the last person you know who is 

still single, remind yourself that "last does not mean least." In fact, 

often it means saving the best for last (EB 1995 # 31). 

Unanticipated Codes 

It is important to discuss that there were codes that derived from this study that were 

not anticipated from the literature review.  Other factors were included when general 
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characteristics about relationships such as, „monogamy and submission‟ were 

mentioned frequently throughout the coding process.  The codes that arose during the 

course of coding in this study fall under five sub-categories.  The categories consist of 

general characteristics such as „honesty,‟ ‟commitment,‟ „goals,‟ „quality,‟ and 

„preferences.‟  Each article was coded (1= no and 2 = yes) for each code.  All 60 articles 

were coded using the same method of coding.  Tables 20-24demonstrate the results of 

the other codes not anticipated from the literature.  Only the codes in each category that 

were significant, meaning they were mentioned the most frequently in their group are 

included in the table.  

 

Table 20: Other Factors- Honesty 

 

 Category n=60  Codes   f         % 
 

Expectations of marriage-monogamy/submission 

    Yes   (2)          18      13% 

                No   (1)              42                  57%  

Expectations of marriage-trust/commitment  

    Yes   (2)          20      33% 

                No   (1)              40                  67%  

 

In the sub category ‟other-factors-honesty‟ there were two codes that were mentioned 

most frequently and demonstrated greater significance within the group of nine.  The 

code „expectations of marriage-monogamy/submission‟ had a mean of 1.13 (n=60; 

SD=.34) and „expectations of marriage-trust/commitment‟ had a mean of 1.33 (n=60; 

SD=.47).  The following paragraph is an example of an article coded as a “2,” yes „other 

factor-expectations of marriage-trust/commitment.‟  
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TRUST--DON'T NAG HIM. 
If a lady trusts her man, really trusts him, he will hold her trust sacred. 

Trust him to be a leader. Trust him to be a protector. Trust him to be a 

provider. Trust him to be faithful. Trust that he would never lead you 

wrong (EB 2005 #2). 

Table 21: Other Factors- Commitment  

 

 Category n=60  Codes   f         % 

Expectations of marriage- planning and consistency 

    Yes   (2)          17      28% 

                No   (1)              43                  72%  

Dating-consistency and security   

    Yes   (2)          13      22% 

                No   (1)              47                  78%  

 

In the sub category „other factors-commitment‟ there were two codes out of the total 

five codes within the category that were more significant.  The code „expectations of 

marriage-planning and consistency‟ had a mean of 1.28 (n=60; SD= .45) and the code 

„dating consistency and security‟ had a mean of 1.21 (n=60; SDD=.41).  The following 

paragraph is an example of an article coded as a “2,” yes „commitment.‟  

A man wants a woman who is not just a fair-weather mate, but one 

who can stand the rain (EB 2005 #2). 

  

Table 22: Other Factors-Goals 

 

 Category n=60  Codes   f         % 

Expectations of marriage-similar goals  

    Yes   (2)          13      22% 

                No   (1)              47                  78%  

 

In the sub category other factors-goals „expectations of marriage-similar goals‟ was 

the coded most frequently  and thus was the most significant out of the group of five 

codes pertaining to goals with a mean of 1.21 (n=60; SD=.41).  The following paragraph 
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is an example of an article coded as a “2,” yes other factors- goals „expectations of 

marriage-similar goals.‟  

The dating pool for Christian African-American women is relatively 

small, and once you've left the deep end with all the available men to 

find men with whom you're "equally yoked" [share the same faith] 

(EB 2005 #1). 

Table 23: Other Factors-Quality 

 

Category n=60  Codes   f         % 

Expectations of marriage-compromise/equality 

    Yes   (2)          17      28% 

                No   (1)              43                  72%  

Expectations of marriage-respect 

    Yes   (2)          21      35% 

                No   (1)              39                  65%  

Expectations of marriage-communication/listening 

    Yes   (2)          21      35% 

                No   (1)              39                  65%  

Expectations of marriage-intimacy  

    Yes   (2)          16      26% 

                No   (1)              44                  73%  

Dating communication  

    Yes   (2)          15      25% 

                No   (1)              45                  75%  

 

In the sub category of „other factors–quality‟ there were four codes out of the total 

group of twelve codes related to other factors-quality that were more significant.  The 

code „expectations of marriage-compromise/equality‟ had a mean of 1.28 (n=60; SD= 

.45), the code „expectations of marriage-respect‟ had a mean of 1.35 (n=60; SD=.48), the 

code „expectations of marriage-communication /listening had a mean of 1.35 (n=60; 

SD=.48), the code for expectations of marriage-intimacy had a mean of 1.26 (n=60; 

SD=.44) and the code for dating communication had a mean of 1.25 (n=60; SD.43).  
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The following paragraph is an example of an article coded as a “2,” yes „other factor-

expectations-intimacy‟  

Tuning out undermines intimacy, while listening, real listening, 

deepens the love Connection. "When your partner feels really heard 

and understood," Paleg says, "that translates into feeling loved and 

cared for." (EB 2000 #45). 

Table 24: Other Factors-Preference 

 

Category n=60  Codes   f         % 

Expectations of marriage-high self confidence  

    Yes   (2)          13      22% 

                No   (1)              47                  78%  

Dating preferences  

    Yes   (2)          21      35% 

                No   (1)              39                  65%  

 

In the sub category „other factors-preference‟ there were two codes out of the total 

seven codes within the category that were more significant.  The code „expectations of 

marriage-high self confidence‟ had a mean of 1.21 (n=60; SD= .41) and the code dating 

preferences had a mean of 1.35 (n=60; SD= .48).  The following paragraph is an example 

of an article coded as a “2,” yes „other factors- expectations of marriage high self 

confidence.‟  

* You Don't Have to Compromise Who You Are. 
A person who you have to change for isn't the person for you. "You 

should maintain and enjoy a continued, if not healthier, sense of self 

when you are with your partner," says Tandra McMurray, a 30-

something Chicago single who has had her share of "Mr. Wrongs." 

"He should make you feel good about being you, while always 

encouraging you to be better. If a man doesn't feel good about himself, 

it will be hard for him to make you feel good about being you." (EB 

2005 # 8)         
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Descriptive Statistics  

 

Table 25 contains the results of a set of  a one way analyses of variance that 

were conducted to see if there are significant differences between Ebony and Essence 

magazine on the following variables, „View of Marriage,‟ „Change Over Time,‟ 

Tension Between Males and Females,‟ „Who‟s Fault,‟ and „Social and Economic 

Factors.‟  The score for social and economic factors was obtained from a group of nine 

codes within the category of social and economic factors.  For instance, the social and 

economic category included societal influence, gender imbalance and myths.  

Statistically significant results were found for „Change Over Time‟ and „Social and 

Economic Factors.‟  

 A One way analysis of variance showed that „change over time‟ by magazine 

was significant, F (1, 58) = .6.48, p=.01.  An analysis of variance also showed that 

„Social and Economic factors‟ by magazine was significant, F (1, 58) =4.29, p=.04.  

The comparison between the means shows that articles in Essence magazine were more 

likely to present the point of view that romantic relationships among African-Americans 

had gotten worse over time and were more likely to attribute the state of African-

American relationships to social and economic factors than those in Ebony magazine.   
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Table 25: One Way Analysis of Variance for View of Marriage, Change Over Time, Tensions 

between Males and Females, Social and Economic Factors by Magazine  

 

Source   df  F  M  SD  p 

View of Marriage 1 .496   .484 

Ebony   2.63 1.36  

Essence   2.39 1.66  

Change over Time 1 6.48   .014 

Ebony   2.81 1.46  

Essence   3.71 1.24  

Tensions Between 

Males & Females 

1 1.73   .193 

Ebony   3.00 1.52  

Essence   2.50 1.40  

Whose Fault 1 .053   .819 

Ebony   1.00 1.13  

Essence   .93 1.27  

Social and 

Economic Factors 

1 4.29   .043 

Ebony   .236 .255  

Essence   .380 .277  
 

  

 

Table 26 contains the results of one way analyses of variance that were conducted 

to see if there are significant differences between year of magazine (1995, 2000, 2005) 

in „View of Marriage,‟ „Change Over Time,‟ Tension Between Males and Females,‟ 

„Whose Fault,‟ and „Social and Economic Factors.‟  Statistically significant results were 

only found for „Social and Economic Factors.‟ A one way analysis of variance shows 

that there was a significant difference by year of magazine and „Social and Economic 

Factors,‟  F (2, 57) = 7.96, p=.001.  As can be seen in Table 26, social and economic 

factors as the cause of problems in African-American relationships were less likely to be 

mentioned over time. 

The post hoc test using the Bonferroni correction shows significant differences 

between the years when „Social and Economic Factors were discussed.  There was no 
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significant difference between the years 1995 and 2000 or between 2000 and 2005.  

When comparing means between year 1995 and 2005, there was a statistically significant 

decrease.  „Social and Economic Factors‟ were mentioned less in 2005 than in year 1995.   

Table 26: One Way Analysis of Variance for View of Marriage, Change Over Time, Tensions 

between Males and Females, Social and Economic Factors by Year of Magazine  

 

 
Source Df F M SD P 

View of Marriage 2 .432   .652 

1995   2.39 1.42  

2000   2.38 1.08  

2005   2.69 1.28  

Change over Time 2 1.79   .175 

1995   3.44 1.29  

2000   3.63 1.20  

2005   2.85 1.59  

Tensions between Males 

& Females 

2 .795   .456 

1995   3.11 1.60  

2000   2.75 1.43  

2005   2.54 1.42  

Whose Fault 2 .062   .940 

1995   1.00 1.28  

2000   .88 1.14  

2005   1.00 1.20  

Social and Economic 

Factors 

2 7.79   .001 

1995   .462 .250  
2000   .347 .249  
2005   .166 .249  

 

 

Table 27 contains the results of one way analyses of variance that was 

conducted to examine if there was a significant difference between gender of author and 

the following variables, „View of Marriage,‟ „Change Over Time,‟ „Tension Between 

Males and Females,‟ „Whose Fault,‟ and „Social and Economic Factors.‟  
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The analyses of variance show that there were no statistically significant 

differences by gender and in the following variables, „View of Marriage,‟ „Change Over 

Time,‟ „Tension Between Males and Females,‟ „Whose Fault,‟ and „Social and 

Economic Factors.‟ 

Table 27: One Way Analysis of Variance for View of Marriage, Change Over Time, Tensions 

between Males and Females, Social and Economic Factors by Gender of Author 

Source Df F M SD P 

View of Marriage 2 .169   .845 

Male Author   2.36 1.15  

Female Author   2.60 1.32  

Change Over Time 2 .772   .468 

Male Author   3.14 1.46  

Female Author   3.00 1.39  

Tensions between Males 

and Females 

2 .208   .813 

Male Author   2.86 1.65  

Female Author   2.67 1.39  

Whose Fault 2 1.35   .268 

Male Author   .64 1.08  

Female Author   1.10 1.15  

Social & Economic 

Factors  

2 .112   .894 

Male Author   .277 .264  

Female Author   .296 .286  

 

In Table 28 a chi square was used to analyze the relationship between magazine (Ebony 

and Essence) and whose fault (Male).  The relationship between these two variables was not 

significant, X
2
 (1, N=60) =0.1, p=0.75.  These results suggest that there was no significant 

relationship between the magazine Ebony or Essence and males being portrayed at fault for 

the state of African American relationships.  The Chi Square comparison test showed that 

the deviation between the types of magazine by whose fault (male) showed that the deviation 

is small enough that chance alone can be considered.   
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Table 28: Magazine by Male‟s Fault 

Category n=60 Codes f Total 

Ebony   32 

Male‟s Fault    

Yes (2) yes 8  

No (1)no 24  

Essence   28 

Male‟s Fault    

Yes (2) yes 8  

No (1)no 20  

Total   60 

 

In Table 29 a chi square was used to analyze the relationship between type of 

magazine (Ebony and Essence) and whose fault (female).  The relationship between these 

two variables was not significant, X
2
 (1, N=60) =0.19, p=0.66.  These results suggest that 

there was no significant relationship between the magazine Ebony or Essence and females 

being portrayed at fault for the state of African American relationships. The Chi Square 

comparison test showed that the deviation between the types of magazine by whose fault 

(female) showed that the deviation is small enough that chance alone can be considered.   
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Table 29: Magazine by Female‟s Fault 

Category n=60 Codes f Total 

Ebony   32 

Female‟s Fault    

Yes (2) yes 12  

No (1)no 20  

Essence   28 

Female‟s Fault    

Yes (2) yes 9  

No (1)no 10  

Total   60 

 

 In Table 30 a chi square was used to analyze the relationship between year of magazine, 

1995, 2000 and 2005 and whose fault (male).  The relationship between these two variables 

was not significant, X
2
 (1, N=60) =.6, p=.43.  These results suggest that there was no 

significant relationship between the time period of the magazine and males being portrayed at 

fault for the state of African American relationships.  The Chi Square comparison test showed 

that the deviation between the years of magazine by whose fault (male) showed that the 

deviation is small enough that chance alone can be considered.   
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Table 30: Year of Magazine by Whose Fault Males 

Category n=60 Codes f Total 

1995   18 

 (2) yes 6  

 (1)no 12  

2000   16 

 (2) yes 4  

 (1)no 12  

2005   26 

 (2) yes 6  

 (1)no 20  

Total   60 

 

 

Chi Square is used to analyze the relationship between year of magazine, 1995, 2000 

and 2005 and whose fault (female).  The relationship between these two variables was not 

significant, X
2
 (1, N=60) =.26, p=.61.  These results suggest that there was no significant 

relationship between the time period of the magazine and females being portrayed at fault 

for the state of African American relationships.  The Chi Square comparison test showed 

that the deviation between the year of magazine by whose fault (female) showed that the 

deviation is small enough that chance alone can be considered.   
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Table 31: Year of Magazine by Whose Fault Females 

Category n=60 Codes f Total 

1995   18 

 (2) yes 6  

 (1)no 12  

2000   16 

 (2) yes 5  

 (1)no 11  

2005   26 

 (2) yes 10  

 (1)no 16  

Total   60 
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Chapter V 

Discussion Section 

The main purpose of this chapter is to examine the connection between existing 

research about African American couples and what is reported about African American 

couples and relationships in two popular magazines oriented towards African Americans.  

In the past there has been research about the influence of the media and, in particular, 

there has been research about relationships and research studies that have looked at other 

elements of Essence magazine.  However, there has never been a study that focuses on 

the portrayal of African American relationships in popular print.  The main goal of this 

study was to examine two prestigious African American magazines and how African 

American relationships were portrayed in their articles.  Ebony and Essence are the two 

oldest magazines in the African American community and they are well supported and 

respected by this community.  They are well known magazines and they have a high 

readership.  This study is important because it contributes to research on African 

American culture.  In addition, this study is beneficial to Marriage and Family Therapists 

because it offers insight into what African American clients are reading about their 

relationships and how it may be interpreted.  This study also provides an opportunity for 

Marriage and Family Therapists to gain a different perspective than what has normally 

been presented in the social science literature.  The population of African Americans that 

are presented in this study are different from other studies in terms of social class and 

status.  Ebony and Essence magazines are written about and written for a culture of 

influential, affluent, middle class African Americans.  Again, there has been research 
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exploring media and various issues related to African Americans, however there is no 

existing research that looks at the portrayal of African American romantic relationships in 

popular print.   

Across cultures and ethnic groups, couples are less likely to marry now than in the 

past.  Particularly, in the African American community there has been in an overall 

decline in marriage (Hutchinson, 1999).  Similar to the majority culture, when African 

Americans do marry, they marry later in life.  African Americans once married at an 

earlier age, now they are lucky if they marry in their mid 20‟s and 30‟s.  Several theories 

have been used to explain reasons for the decline in marriage rates in the African 

American culture.  Some of the explanations given are the progress of African American 

females excelling in their careers and achieving higher education than their male 

counterparts.  There is a high rate of homicide and incarceration of African American 

males thus leading to a shortage of eligible men. Internalized racism has also been 

discussed in the literature as a cause to the decline in African American relationships.  

Historically, they are also more prone to divorce than other ethnic groups (Ruggles, 

1997).  According to the 2009 Healthy Marriage Initiative Act, in 2007 there was a small 

percentile difference between African American and Non-Hispanic White couples in the 

area of divorce.  The divorce rate has seemed to fluctuate between moderately stable to 

high from 1988 to 1995 and to be higher or lower in some cultures for specific age 

brackets.  For instance, the 1995 National Center for Health Statistics Fact Sheet reported 

that Non-Hispanic White adults 15-24 had higher divorce rates than African Americans 
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in that same age bracket yet African American adults 25 and older had a higher divorce 

rate.         

Based upon the existing literature several variables were included and analyzed in 

this study.  Specifically, the portrayal of the overall view of marriage, the causes of the 

decline in marital unions and the solutions and positive factors were all examined.  

Analysis of variance was used to explore differences between Ebony and Essence 

magazine as well as differences by year of publication (1995, 2000, 2005), and gender of 

author.  A sample of 60 articles met the criteria for articles pertaining to African 

American relationships.  All 60 articles were coded by the primary investigator and 30 of 

the articles were coded by an additional coder for reliability in order to strengthen the 

integrity of the study.   Chi square was used to see how well the primary investigator and 

the other coders were in agreement (one African American male and one African 

American female).  Overall, there was significant agreement between the primary 

investigator and the second coders for both categorical and continuous variables. 

 The following sections will highlight the differences in findings about African 

American relationships in the research literature and the portrayal of African Americans 

in popular print.  Several points will be addressed in this chapter.  The first point will be 

information to support the overall importance of the study.  The second point will be 

findings of the study in comparison to the expectations based upon the literature.  The 

third point will be interesting findings that were unexpected.  The fourth point will be 

limitations of the study.  Lastly, the implications for future research and implications for 

Marriage and Family Therapists will be discussed.   
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Discussion of Major Findings 

Overall View of Marriage         

 The overall view of marriage pertains to the codes of „view of marriage‟ and 

„change over time.‟  Out of the sixty articles coded there was only a slight difference in 

the number that identified African American marriage as in a crisis and those who saw no 

problem.  This was rather unexpected, as it was hypothesized that a larger percentage 

would view the marriage situation as a crisis.  The results were surprising because the 

literature speaks about African American relationships being in trouble yet, in this study, 

it was almost an even split between overall view of marriage being in a crisis or no 

problem in the magazine articles.  This suggests that there is a contradiction between the 

literature and the media. In the area of change over time in African American 

relationships, little change was seen in the sample of sixty articles.  Only 12% of the 

articles portrayed a view of marriage as being worse over time.  Many of the articles were 

not explicit in the overall view of marriage therefore the tone of the article often had to be 

interpreted for meaning by the primary investigator.    

 There were no differences by magazine, year of publication, or gender of author 

in overall view of marriage or change over time. 

Gender Roles    

 It was hypothesized that high tension between men and women would be seen in 

the articles and that one gender would be blamed more than the other for the state of 

African American relationships.  It was uncertain which gender would be blamed more 

than the other.  It was hypothesized that men would be blamed for being too domineering 
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and their inability to commit and that women would be blamed for being too independent 

and too controlling.  Chi square was used to analyze the relationship between males and 

females being at fault.  Overall, out of 60 articles women were blamed more than men.  

The specific differences by gender were not frequently mentioned in this sample of 

magazine articles.  Specifically, in only 10% of the articles were males described as being 

too dominant and in only 10% of the articles were women described as too independent.  

This percentage means that only 12 of the 60 articles in this sample discussed specific 

differences why men or women were blamed for the state of African American 

relationships.  The lack of gender differences mentioned in these articles is surprising 

because based upon the literature, African American females and males have been 

socialized differently in some ways than other cultures therefore they do not have 

traditional gender roles.  In addition, through research it has been suggested that men may 

often struggle because of their inability to fulfill their role as head of the household and 

that women have a difficult time with the inability to meet mates that are on their level 

academically and educationally (Dixon, 1998; LaTaillade, 2006).   

 In addition, it was expected that tension between males and females would be 

frequently mentioned in the articles.  Findings from this research study suggested that 

tension between men and women was neither high nor low with only a small percentage 

of the sample (10%) portraying tension as being high between men and women.   

In contrast the codes „whose fault males‟ and „whose fault females‟ showed 

females being at fault for the state of African American relationships more than males.  

Sixty-seven percent of the articles found females as being at fault for the state of African 
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American relationships.  However, results pertaining to overall expectations of marriage 

and dating roles in relation to gender was seen as an even split.  The codes „expectations 

of marriage –women too independent‟ and‟ expectations of marriage-males to dominate‟ 

were both found to be true in only 10% of the articles.  These two codes did not indicate 

that one gender was to blame.  Similar to „dating male role‟ and „dating female role‟ only 

25% of the articles portrayed that the state of African American relationships is due to the 

male‟s role in a dating relationship and only 27% of the articles portrayed that the state of 

African American relationships is due to the female‟s role in a dating relationship. This 

suggests that both men and women were seen as equally blamed or held accountable for 

their gender specific roles in dating and expectations of marriage.  It is important to note 

that there were no differences between magazine type, year of magazine, or gender of 

author in what gender was found at fault.   

Many of the factors that were discussed in the literature and were expected to be 

seen throughout the sample were not of major importance in the articles.  For example, 

marrying and dating interracially and females being portrayed as too independent and 

controlling and males being portrayed as lazy and unable to commit were all expected to 

be seen in the sample.  However, there was a pattern of both men and women being 

described as being unavailable and being accused of not meeting one another‟s needs.  

Many of the articles seemed to be targeted either toward women not understanding men 

or women feeling misunderstood by men.  A pattern that was seen in some of the sample 

blamed women for their cynical and jaded attitude.  Overall, however, the dominant 
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theme in the articles was either ignoring gender or holding both genders equally 

responsible for the state of African American relationships.   

Causes           

  It was hypothesized that interpersonal factors would be discussed more 

than any of the other causes throughout the articles  Interpersonal factors such as gender 

roles and attitudes toward marriage were not heavily emphasized over social, economic 

and historical causes.  Social causes were the most prevalent throughout the sample.  

Surprisingly, imbalanced sex ratio, internalized racism, a shortage of marriageable 

males, and a shift in gender roles were not mentioned throughout the sample as 

frequently as expected.   

 Five of the nine social and economic factor variables were found in over 30% of 

the articles, with societal influence (47%) and stereotypes (43%) having the two highest 

percentages.  The other three social and economic factor variables included myths 

(40%), different expectations (30%) and derogatory messages (30%).  Again, 

surprisingly gender imbalance was addressed in only 10% of the articles, and 

desperation (15%), low self esteem (25%) and emotional baggage (22%) were found in 

only a minority of the magazine articles.  Based upon the literature it was expected that 

gender imbalance would be a large indicator for the cause of African American 

relationships being in the present state throughout the sample.  However, based upon the 

results of this study would suggest that the imbalanced sex ratio is not portrayed as a 

major cause of problems in African American relationships.     
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 Popular culture and family, church and community involvement were two other 

categories that emerged from the topic Causes in relation to the state of African 

American relationships.  The category „popular culture‟ consisted of nine variables 

ranging from rap music to media.  It was hypothesized that popular culture would be 

frequently mentioned as a cause of problems in African American relationships.  

However, prevalence was quite low in the overall category of popular culture.  Media 

was mentioned most often and it was found in only 20% of the articles.  Out of the sixty 

articles, 12% of the articles mentioned rap music as affecting African American 

relationships. Historically, there has been controversy around the lyrics of rap music, the 

images in music videos and the overarching negative connotations that can be suggested 

by any type of media in regard to African American people.  Hence, it was more than 

surprising when the variables of the popular culture category were rarely mentioned.  

Because the variables of the category popular culture were mentioned infrequently there 

was no specific pattern.  The last category under causes, „family, church and community 

involvement‟ relates to family structure, church and community being influential as 

causes of the state of African American relationships.  Out of the sixty articles examined, 

little blame was placed upon community, church, or family and these factors were rarely 

discussed in the articles.  According to the research, the findings were unexpected and 

surprising.  Historically African Americans are an extremely spiritual culture therefore 

church and community being found at fault in only 2-3 of the articles out of entire sample 

of 60 articles can be perceived as significant that it was mentioned at all.  Clearly, both 

Ebony and Essence are presenting a more positive view of African American 
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relationships than is found in the research literature.  The evidence as to social and 

economic factors, problems in the community and family structure as well as a decline in 

religion is clear, but is not, for the most part, reflected in the articles in these magazines.   

  

It was unclear what to expect between the different years of the magazines or the 

different genders of the authors.  For instance, the year 1995, 2000 and 2005 are a half a 

decade a part and 1995 is in different century.  However, throughout the sample there 

was only a significant difference between the year 1995 and 2005 in the area of „social 

and economic factors.‟  Economic factors may be an artifact of 2000 and 2005 since the 

economy was doing really well during these time periods.  Particularly in the year 2005, 

the banks were approving more loans for individuals and affording individuals the 

opportunity to own homes.  If this study would have included articles in the year 2010 

there may have been a shift and more discussion of  social and economic factors.  

Social and economic factors were more prevalent throughout the sample as a 

cause for the state of African American relationships during 1995 than in 2005.  It was 

unexpected that the change in overall view of marriage would be insignificant between 

time periods.  However, a comparison means test showed that the portrayal of African 

American relationships had worsened over time and that social economic factors were 

mentioned more as contributing factors in Essence than in Ebony magazine.  There were 

no differences by gender of author.  The role of gender did not seem to influence or 

determine the tone of the article.  An analysis of variance showed no significant 

relationship between gender of author and any of the variables.   
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Solutions and Positive Factors 

African American relationships are presented in the literature as problematic, thus 

the investigator included solutions and positive factors as a part of this study.  The 

investigator did not expect to see a large percentage of positive factors mentioned in the 

sample.  However, there were high percentages of positive factors and solutions 

particularly in the area of taking a chance and positive healing.  Thirty-five percent of the 

articles found taking a chance to be a solution and 32% of the articles found positive 

healing to be solution.  The findings suggest that the magazines are aligned with their 

mission in that they promote and support African American men and women earning 

higher educational degrees, being prosperous, having more egalitarian roles in the family, 

taking a chance (being vulnerable with one another) and healing.      

 Unexpected Factors 

 Ebony and Essence magazines were chosen because of their influence in the 

African American community in addition to their overall credibility and longevity.  

From the inception of this research study many things were hypothesized to be seen in 

the sample yet there was either no mention or little mention of other concepts.  For 

instance, the prevalence of interracial relationships, infidelity, the effects of slavery, and 

the influence of parental relationships are examples of things that drove this type of 

study to be conducted and it was expected that these issues would be frequently 

mentioned in the sample of magazine articles.  However, variables that were prevalent 

and later included in the codebook were factors like the following, 

„monogamy/submission,‟ and „planning and consistency.‟  Much of the sample was 
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inundated with factors that are often viewed as important factors for sustaining 

relationships such as honesty, preference, goals and quality.  An interesting finding 

about this study is that unanticipated factors were more frequently mentioned than 

anticipated factors.  The investigator believes that this is because the research clearly 

documents problems in African American relationships while the magazines chosen 

portray a very positive, optimistic view of African American relationships.  

Implications for Marriage and Family Therapists 

 Marriage and Family Therapists have an opportunity to learn from their clients 

and their experiences.  This research study enables clinicians to view African American 

relationships in a different manner than they may have learned in their graduate 

programs.  Clinicians are prone to read research studies about African American 

relationships and books on theory about African American relationships.  However, the 

population of African Americans that are used for these studies may not be 

representative of the culture of clients for whom they are providing therapeutic services.   

 This study can be useful in informing clinicians who work particularly with the 

African American culture.  It will be beneficial for therapists to understand the culture 

and have more insight into their clients.  A part of understanding the culture is the ability 

to understand what they are learning and observing from sources like articles in popular 

magazines oriented towards African Americans.  For instance, African Americans often 

experience different life challenges than the majority culture that affect their interaction 

with one another romantically.  The significant relationship of social and economic 

factors speaks to this issue.  For instance, this study implies that African Americans are 
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receiving optimistic messages about how to improve their relationships, that tension is 

moderate between men and women, and overall both genders are accountable for the 

state of African American relationships.  This study suggests a large gap between the 

literature and what is being presented in the magazine articles.  There is a significantly 

negative tone to the state of African American relationships yet this study presents a 

more positive view in that African American relationships are doing well and that it is 

not a drastic difference between them and other cultures.  There is a conflicting message 

that is being sent and received by African American people regarding relationships.  

Clinicians need to be aware of the contradictory messages portrayed to the clients they 

are helping.  

 Literature places weight on certain causes of the decline in African American 

marital relationships such as gender imbalance and historical factors such as slavery in 

the African American culture.  However, the results of the study are not supportive of 

these views.  Gender imbalance or historical factors such as slavery were not prevalent as 

expected throughout this study.  It is important for clinicians to be aware of these 

contradictions so that their work with clients does not perpetuate a continuum of 

oppression and possible biases in a negative direction.  It is important to understand the 

contributions of other research and its influences even if it is from popular media.  For 

instance, Ebony and Essence articles are influential and strong contributors to the African 

American population as a whole.  They are found in homes of all social and economic 

classes in the African American community.  
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Future Research 

 As mentioned earlier there is evidence that there is a gap between existing 

research and the results of this research study.  For instance, the literature implies that 

African American relationships are in crisis and few African American men and women 

are marrying.  However, the results of this study are optimistic and present a different 

picture of African American relationships.  It is not clear why there is a gap and why the 

research is leaning toward the negative.  A possible explanation of the gap between the 

research and this study could be attributed to the population and culture of African 

Americans that are included in these studies.  African Americans are an extremely 

diverse group within their culture ranging from the level of pigmentation in their skin to 

their spiritual beliefs to their social and economical status.  African Americans are a 

multicultural group that continues to struggle with oppression and internal racism but 

have learned a certain level of political correctness growing up in their homes.  Ebony 

and Essence magazines seem to represent one part of the African American culture while 

the existing literature about African American relationships represents a different part of 

the African American culture.  To help understand the gap between the existing research 

and the results of this study, a replication of this study using the same two magazines 

would be conducted along with interviewing readers of these magazines to get their 

perceptions while using the same variables from the present study.  Male and female 

views should be included in this study.  Demographics and some family background 

should also be included in the interviewing process.   
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 In addition another implication for future research would be the replication of this 

study with the same two magazines as well as comparing them to other magazines using 

the same variables, such as Cosmopolitan magazine or Redbook magazine that speak to 

relationships.  These studies would further inform the research about African American 

relationships.  For instance, replicating this study would provide stronger evidence of 

validity.  Lastly, to further build upon this study it is suggested to administer a survey 

and interview African American females and males about their perception of the articles 

they read in the magazine concerning relationships between males and females.  It 

would be interesting for future research to explore whether African Americans believe 

that they are being influenced by popular print and to examine how both males and 

females believe they are being influenced by the articles that they read in the magazines. 

  

Limitations of Study 

 A limitation of this study was the size of the sample.  A larger sample size may 

have produced richer results.  The number of articles pertaining to romantic 

relationships was not great when considering the sample was taken from three time 

periods, two different magazines and magazines are produced on a monthly basis.  It 

would be important to include more magazines, such as Jet, Today’s Black Woman, and 

Today’s Black Man’s magazines to produce a richer sample.  Another limitation of the 

study may be that all of the coders shared the same ethnicity and two of the coders 

shared the same gender.  The male coder often felt as though he was being disloyal to 

his gender if he coded that the males were at fault.  It was important to address personal 
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biases and values with both coders in order to protect the validity of the study. The 

codebook had a large number of codes and good interrater agreement was not 

established for all codes.  Repeating the study with a codebook focused on fewer factors 

would be helpful. 

 Having two magazines with similar missions was a limitation of this study.  In 

this study both Ebony and Essence were portrayed as uplifting magazines in the African 

American community.  Although the study presented positive results that were 

unexpected, it is important to conduct more research in this area because the magazine 

articles could be perceived as being also biased.  Magazine articles are more based upon 

opinion, references usually are not included and they are typically not critiqued by 

experts in that field.   

Conclusion 

 Historically, African American relationships have been challenged.  The trauma 

of slave trading and pitting individuals against one another within the same culture have 

caused pervasive residual effects.  African American men and women against one 

another has been referred to as the greatest debate in the African American culture by 

Boyd-Franklin and Franklin (1998).  Gender roles and racism have been reported to be 

heavy challenges against the African American couple relationship (Boyd-Franklin & 

Franklin, 1998). Ebony and Essence magazine have been in existence since the 1940‟s 

and 1960‟s.  They are prestigious magazines in the African American community and 

have high readership.  Yet, no research has been conducted that examines the portrayal 

of African American relationships in popular print.  There is no evidence of a link 
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between existing literature about African American relationships and what is portrayed 

in popular print.  In comparison to the results of this study there is more of a daunting 

perception of African American relationships in the research literature.  

 The overall results of this study were surprising and unanticipated.  It was 

expected that the existing literature and the articles would be more aligned.  The state of 

African American relationships is hopeful and encouraging based upon the results of this 

study.  
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