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ABSTRACT 

 

Empirically supported couple interventions often transfer from the US to several 

other parts of the world yet we have little data on their final reach. This study in-

vestigated relationship help-seeking in a random population sample of 1371 indi-

viduals living with a partner in Denmark, a European high income – high divorce 

country. Only a small fraction of respondents had ever sought couple education 

(3%) or counseling/therapy (7%) with their partner. Among respondents experi-

encing a severe relationship crisis, individual types of help-seeking were the most 

prevalent. Both women (38.9%) and men (27.8%) with a recent relationship crisis 

sought information online, and women (19.4%) also sought individual therapy. 

Findings can inform strategies for increasing the reach of couples in new cultural 

contexts.  
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RELATIONSHIP HELP-SEEKING IN A DANISH POPULATION SAMPLE 

In Denmark, approximately half of all marriages end in divorce within the first 25 years 

(50.8%, Statistics Denmark, 2016). The current divorce rate (2.9 per thousand) ranks as the highest 

among high-income EU countries (Eurostat, 2015). In addition to the life stress generated by di-

vorces, severe marital discord also generates stress in substantial numbers of intact couples. Di-

vorce and marital discord are both linked with increased risk of emotional, behavioral and aca-

demic difficulties in children (Amato, 2001; Davies & Cummings, 1994) and with poorer mental 

and physical health in adults (Robles, Slatcher, Trombello, & McGinn, 2014; Whisman, 

Uebelacker, & Weinstock, 2004). Increased awareness of the human costs of marital discord and 

divorce has driven recent initiatives to implement couple oriented interventions in Denmark. There 

is growing support for the effectiveness of couple interventions (e.g., Doss, 2009; Lebow, Cham-

bers, Christensen, & Johnson, 2012), yet we know little about who, when, and if couples outside 

the US actually seek this type of help.  The current study seeks to gain knowledge on the preva-

lence, type, timing, and potential predictors of relationship help-seeking in a Danish population 

sample.  

Couple therapy has been established as an effective way of helping distressed couples (Le-

bow, Chambers, Christensen, & Johnson, 2012). Less intensive interventions such as couple rela-

tionship education (CRE; for review see Hawkins, Blanchard, Baldwin, & Fawcett, 2008) or cou-

ple checkup consultations (for review see Authors et al., 2016) have also shown to be effective. 

Yet, however effective, the potential impact of couple interventions remain limited by their reach 

that is the number of target couples in the population that are receiving the service. The reach of 

couple oriented services is multi-determined and rests on both the supply of relevant services and 

the who, when and if couples seek these services. Numbers from the US suggest that while as many 
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as half of couples getting married for the first time seek premarital prevention programs, the ma-

jority of distressed couples do not seek professional help at all or wait until significant and poten-

tially irreversible relationship distress has occurred (Doss, Rhoades, Stanley, & Markman, 2009a; 

Doss, Atkins, & Christensen, 2003). This highlights the importance of understanding both the 

types and the timing of help-seeking (e.g., early in the relationship versus in light of a crisis). For 

use in the current study, relationship help-seeking is defined as any behavior an individual per-

forms with the intent of improving his or her relationship with an intimate partner. 

Several frameworks for classifying types of help and help-seeking have been suggested. In 

an early classification, William Doherty (1995) classified family oriented services according to 

two dimensions, the level of emotional intensity in clients caused by participation and the level of 

time and involvement required of a professional. According to this model, family services were 

proposed on a continuum ranging from level 1, including no direct involvement between family 

and professional (for example handing out a brochure) to level 5, providing therapy for the dis-

tressed family. Doherty’s model is useful for pointing out that professional help is provided with 

different levels of intensity, but the model does not include self-help initiatives. In a recent review 

of the literature on relationship help-seeking, Stewart, Bradford, Higginbotham and Skogrand 

(2016) used a different classification of (a) formal help-seeking, including couple therapy and 

couple relationship education and (b) informal help-seeking including self-help books, internet 

resources, internet-based couple relationship education, other media sources, talking with clergy, 

and talking with friends and family. For the current study, we decided to focus on two types of 

formal help-seeking (couple therapy and couple relationship education) and one type of informal 

help-seeking (online relationship help-seeking). The formal help-seeking types were included be-

cause these cover, to our knowledge, all types of interventions imported from abroad and offered 
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by marital and family therapists in Denmark in 2015. Internet-search was included because this 

channel of help-seeking may be most couples’ first entry and thus holds high future potential with 

regard to therapists actively reaching out to couples. With inspiration from Doherty’s model, we 

understand these three types of help-seeking as distinct levels of help-seeking (1) online relation-

ship help-seeking, e.g., searching for information on relationship issues on the internet, is an in-

formal type of help-seeking characterized by low level of emotional involvement and no in-person 

professional involvement, (2) couple education (i.e. a workshop or a class attended with a partner) 

is a formal type of help-seeking characterized by a medium level of emotional intensity and a 

medium level of professional involvement and (3) couple therapy or counseling either individually 

or as a couple are formal types of help-seeking characterized by high levels of both emotional 

intensity and professional involvement. Previous knowledge on these types of help-seeking will 

be reviewed below.  

Prevalence of Help-seeking 

We were able to identify two population studies from the current century with estimates on 

the prevalence of relationship help-seeking in the US. A random sample survey across [region 

blinded for peer review] estimated that 31% of married US couples had received premarital couple 

education (Stanley, Amato, Johnson, & Markman, 2006) and a random survey from Oklahoma 

estimated that 19% currently married couples had engaged in couples counseling or therapy (John-

son, Stanley, Glenn, Amato, Nock, & Markman, 2002). To the authors’ knowledge, no population 

studies with estimates on help-seeking exist outside the US. 

The US literature on relationship help-seeking behavior indicate a pattern of higher rates 

of help-seeking to lower level services. Doss and colleagues (Doss, Rhoades, Stanley, & Markman, 

2009b) followed 213 newlywed couples within the first five years of marriage. In total, 77 couples 
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(36%) sought one or more forms of assistance or help during the first five years of their marriage, 

23% of the sample had read a relationship self-help book (low level), 19% had attended a relation-

ship-oriented workshop (medium level), and 14% had attended couples’ therapy (high level).. 

Online relationship help-seeking was not included in this study. A more recent survey by Georgia 

and Doss (2013) found that using a relationship focused website was the type of help-seeking that 

respondents stated that they were most likely to use in the future. The pattern of more help-seeking 

to lower level services would be expected because higher level services will usually require cou-

ples to overcome more barriers such as lack of time and financial constraints, transportation issues, 

problems getting childcare, and lack of knowledge of availability and intervention effectiveness 

(e.g. Williamson, Trail, Bradbury, & Karney, 2014; Grimes & McElwain, 2008). Other barriers, 

such as not being able to convince the partner to participate, the couple’s preference to solve their 

own problems without involving others, or the social stigma associated with couples therapy, have 

also been suggested (Cordova, 2014). We expected this pattern of higher prevalence of help-seek-

ing for low level interventions to generalize to the Danish population in the current study. 

Rates of Help-Seeking in the Context of Culture and Religion 

Although we have limited empirical data on this, the context, religion and culture may 

influence the prevalence of help-seeking. US studies tend to find that being more religious is as-

sociated with attending couple education (Doss et al., 2009a; McAllister, Duncan, & Busby, 2013; 

Stanley et al., 2006) and religiousness varies among cultures. According to World Value Data 

analyzed by Inglehart and Welzel (2015), the values of the Danish population classify as high on 

two dimensions; being highly secular-rational, with low emphasis on religion, traditional family 

values, and authority and being highly self-expressive, with high emphasis on autonomy and free 
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choice, less emphasis on financial security, and higher acceptance of divorce. The Danish popula-

tion values may be linked with low prevalence of help-seeking because they entail a lower societal 

and contextual pressure on the individual to preserve marriage as well as a lower political endorse-

ment of well-fare programs supporting marriage and two-parent families. For example, individual 

psychological interventions such as stress-reduction programs or psychotherapy for anxiety and 

depression will often be partly covered by either Danish social security or private insurance, 

whereas couple therapy or family counseling is currently not. Thus in this study, we expected the 

prevalence of relationship help-seeking in the Danish setting to be lower than what is reported 

from comparable US studies.  

The Gendered Pattern of Help-Seeking 

A large body of empirical research has consistently shown that men, in general, are more 

reluctant to use physical and mental health resources than women (for an overview see Addis & 

Mahalik, 2013).  In line with these results  a study by Doss et al. (2003) showed women to be both 

faster to realize there was a problem in the relationship, considering therapy as a possibility, and 

more likely to actually seek marital therapy than men. In the current study, we expected women to 

be more prone to seek relationship help compared to men.  

Age and Education as Predictors of Help-Seeking 

Previous findings on age and education as predictors of relationship help-seeking have been 

scarce and mixed. One study showed older couples, both husbands and wives, experiencing dis-

tress to be more active in seeking couples therapy (Doss et al., 2003). Another study (McAllister 

et al.,2013) found that higher age was predictive of seeking self-directed types of relationship help 
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(i.e. books, home study, using the internet) whereas lower age was predictive of seeking more 

traditional forms of help (i.e. couple education).  

In relation to level of education, some research shows that individuals with high education 

are more likely to hold more positive views on psychotherapy in general (Furnham & Wardley, 

1990) compared to individuals with less education. In regard to couple therapy, one study indicated 

that more education was positively associated with higher acceptance of marital therapy (O’Farrel, 

Kleinke, Thompson, & Cutter, 1986) while two other studies did not find level of education to be 

linked with couples’ level of seeking help (Doss et al., 2003; Sullivan, Pasch, Cornelius, & 

Cirigliano, 2001). Because of the relatively few and mixed findings on age and education as pre-

dictors of relationship help-seeking we took an exploratory approach to these parameters. 

Individual and Relationship Factors as Predictors of Help-Seeking 

A number of individual and relationship factors have been found to influence relationship 

help-seeking. Doss et al. (2009a) showed that both higher levels of depressive symptoms and mar-

ital distress in the couple increased the likelihood of seeking marital therapy and reading a rela-

tionship-oriented self-help book, but not attending couple workshops, retreats or meetings in the 

first five years of the marriage. In line with this, Doss, Simpson, and Christensen (2004) pointed 

to divorce and separation concerns in couples as one of the primary reasons for seeking marital 

therapy.  

To our knowledge, no study has examined the relative prevalence of relationship help-

seeking in individuals or couples with or without children, but it seems likely, that having children 

further motivates relationship help-seeking since research suggests that the transition to 

parenthood hastens declines in marital functioning (Doss et al., 2009b) while at the same time 

increases relationship commitment (Waite & Lillard, 1991). Supporting this hypothesis, one study 
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found that approximately a third of all couples stated seeking out therapy because they wanted to 

improve the relationship for the sake of their children (Doss et al., 2004).  

In sum, we expected higher level of depressive symptomatology, lower level of relationship 

satisfaction, and relationship crisis as predictors of higher prevalence in help-seeking. We further 

hypothesized the presence of children in the home to increase the likelihood of seeking help.  

Study Aims 

Empirically supported couple interventions often transfer from the US to several other parts 

of the world, yet we have little data on who, when and if couples outside the US seek them. Such 

knowledge is needed if we want to inform clinicians on how to improve their reach of couples in 

other cultural contexts. The overall aims of the study were to map the prevalence, type and timing 

of relationship help-seeking behavior in a Danish population sample of individuals living in het-

erosexual relationships and to estimate predictors of seeking help to relationship issues for men 

and women. Based on the review of US literature above, we expected higher rates of help-seeking 

for lower level services (hypothesis 1), lower rates of help-seeking in Denmark compared to US 

estimates (hypothesis 2), and a gendered pattern of help-seeking with women reporting higher 

rates of help-seeking compared to men in general and in response to a relationship crisis (hypoth-

esis 3). We expected help-seeking to be associated with age and education but took an exploratory 

approach to the direction (hypothesis 4) and finally, we expected higher level of depressive symp-

toms, lower level of relationship satisfaction, the presence of recent relationship crisis, and the 

presence of children in the home to increase the likelihood of seeking help (hypothesis 5). 
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METHOD 

Procedure 

Data for the current study were collected as part of a larger survey on “Couples’ Relation-

ships and Family Life in Denmark” completed from mid-August to the end of September 2015. 

Eligible individuals were Danish citizens between 18 and 69 years of age who were currently 

living with a partner or spouse. Initially, 3000 individuals were randomly drawn from a population 

register at the Danish Central Office of Civil Registration. To identify both married and non-mar-

ried couples, any individual sharing address with a cross gender person within a 20-year age span 

could be drawn from the population pool. This method of identification lead to a sample of heter-

osexual individuals living with a partner. A letter of informed consent and a link to the online 

survey were mailed with the study invitation. Based on initial low response rates from younger 

men, a second round of recruitment targeted 541 males in the younger cohort. In all, 3541 respond-

ents were invited to participate in the study. Participants (n = 128) were excluded if the same-aged 

cross gender cohabitant was not a partner or spouse. One respondent was excluded because of an 

invalid response pattern. The response rate was 40.2%. 

 

Participants 

A total of 1371 individuals living with a heterosexual partner completed the whole ques-

tionnaire, 48.6% (n = 666) men and 51.4% (n = 705) women. The mean relationship length of the 

sample was 17.7 years and a total of 44.8% (n = 614) of respondents had children staying at home 

for at least 2 days during a month with a median of 2 children. In total 78.0% (n = 1069) of re-

spondents were in occupation either as employees, self-employed, students, or apprentices. A total 

of 47.1% (n = 646) of respondents had a bachelor’s degree or higher. In total 18% (n = 247) of 



 
 

9 

respondents could be categorized as currently distressed in their relationship based on the cut-off 

score of 51.5 of the Couple Satisfaction Index (CSI; Funk & Rogge, 2007). A detailed comparison 

of the sample with the Danish population is available as supplementary statistics (SuppInfo1). In 

brief, the regional and gender dispersion of the sample was representative of the population, while 

the sample was relatively well educated. Most age-groups were well represented, except 18-29 

year olds who ended up somewhat overrepresented (29% of the sample compared to 23% of the 

population).  

Measures 

     Relationship satisfaction. Relationship satisfaction was measured with a Danish ver-

sion of the CSI with 16 items developed by Funk & Rogge (2007). The scale is made up of 5- and 

6-point Likert scale items that require the respondents to rate his or her level of satisfaction on a 

number of relationship areas. An example item is “In general, how satisfied are you with your 

relationship?” The possible total score on the CSI ranges from 0 to 81 with a higher score indicat-

ing higher relationship satisfaction. The Cronbach’s alpha in the present study yielded .97. A cut-

off score of 51.5 on the CSI was suggested by Funk and Rogge (2007) as an indicator of relation-

ship distress. 

     Current or recent relationship crisis. Relationship crisis was assessed with three sin-

gle items: “My partner or I have revealed or unveiled infidelity in our relationship,” “My partner 

and I have had a serious discussion on whether to dissolve the relationship,” and “My partner and 

I are in the process of divorce, separation or break up.” Response categories were “true,” “true, 

but not within the past year,” or “false.” A binary “Recent crisis” category was used in the analyses. 

Respondents reporting at least one of the three types of crisis as true within the past year was coded 

as 1 and all others as 0. 
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    Depression. A respondent’s level of depressive symptoms was measured with the Major 

Depression Inventory developed for the World Health Organisation by Bech, Rasmussen, Olsen, 

Noerholm and Abildgaard (2001). The scale is made up of 12 items and the respondent states his 

or her experienced level of depressive symptoms during the past 14 days on a 6-point Likert scale 

ranging from 0 (At no time) to 5 (All the time). A sample item is “Have you felt that life wasn’t 

worth living?” Two of the items are mutually exclusive and only the item with highest stated level 

of distress is included in the total score. Thus, the total score includes 10 items and ranges from 0 

to 50. The Cronbach’s alpha in the present study was .90. 

     Help-seeking behavior. Help-seeking behavior was assessed with four items stating: 

“I have sought information on the internet regarding an issue in my relationship or marriage,” “My 

partner and I have participated in education (courses, lectures or workshops) concerning our rela-

tionship,” “My partner and I have participated in couple therapy or couples counselling,” and “I 

have participated in individual counselling or therapy because of my relationship but without the 

participation of my partner.” Respondents were requested to report help-seeking concerning their 

current relationship only and in terms of “Yes, right now,” “Yes, within the past year,” or “Yes, 

but not within the past year,” or “No.” Due to low numbers in the “Yes, right now” responses, this 

category was later collapsed into the “Yes, within the past year” category. The computed category 

“Ever in this relationship” included all positive responses on help-seeking at any given time point.  
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Data Analyses 

Descriptive statistics were used to report sample characteristics and calculate the preva-

lence of type and time of help-seeking behavior first for all respondents (Table 1) and second for 

respondents who had reported a recent crisis in their relationship (Table 2). Chi-square tests were 

carried out to compare help-seeking across gender, types of help, and cultural context. As a gen-

dered pattern of help-seeking appeared from these initial analyses, the next step, a binary direct 

logistic regression analysis, was carried out for each gender respectively examining predictors of 

one or more types of help-seeking behavior within the past year. We included six variables in the 

initial analyses: age, having graduated high school, having children, relationship satisfaction, re-

cent crises, and depressive symptoms (see Table 3 and 4). Age was found to violate the assump-

tion of linearity of the logit and was thus eliminated from the analyses. The association of age 

and help-seeking was examined separately with a Chi-square analysis. All significance tests were 

two-tailed and all data analyses were performed in SPSS (version 22.0). 

RESULTS 

Prevalence of Help-Seeking Behaviors 

Testing hypothesis 1, results confirmed that the highest prevalence of help-seeking oc-

curred for the lowest level service (searching the internet regarding a relationship issue) with 

22.0% (n = 301) of the full sample and 34.2% (n = 64) of the sample with recent crisis reporting 

this type of help-seeking. Yet, contrasting the hypothesis, the lowest prevalence of help-seeking 

occurred for the medium level service (couple education) with 3.3% of the respondents from the 

full sample and 4.3% of the respondents from the sample with recent crisis reporting any experi-

ence with couple education. With regard to high level service (therapy or counseling), a total of 
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6.9% (n = 95) in the full sample reported having participated in couple therapy or couple counsel-

ing and a comparable 6.8% (n = 93) had sought individual therapy because of the relationship. In 

the sample with recent relationship crisis, the most prevalent type of relationship help-seeking was 

individual initiatives and most often sought by women. Thus, for women 38.9% had searched the 

internet for information and 19.4% individual therapy in the light of a crisis. For men these num-

bers were somewhat lower with 27.8% using the internet and 6.3% seeking individual therapy. 

Out of all men and women in the sample with a recent crisis, 8% reported they had sought couple 

therapy and only 4.3% reported couple education.  

Testing hypothesis 2, a goodness-of-fit-test indicated a significantly lower proportion of 

Danish individuals (3.3%) who had engaged in some type of couple education at any point in their 

relationship as compared with a US sample showing a prevalence of 31% for premarital education 

(Johnson et al., 2002)  X2 (1, n = 1371) = 492, p < 0.001. Also, a significantly lower proportion of 

Danish individuals engaged in couple therapy (6.9%) as compared with the 19% of couples across 

four states (Stanley et al., 2006) X2 (1, n = 1371) = 130, p < 0.001. 

In regard to hypothesis 3, we found that women were significantly more likely than men to 

seek help on the internet, X² (1, n = 1371) = 4.48, p = .034; φc = .06. Based on odds ratio, the odds 

of the respondent having sought help on the internet at any time was 1.32 times higher if the re-

spondent was a woman than if the respondent was a man. The gender difference did not remain 

significant when including the past year only (p = .277). Women were also significantly more 

likely than men to participate in individual therapy regarding a relationship problem both within 

the past year, X² (1, n = 1371) = 5.71, p = .017; φc = .07, and ever in this relationship, X² (1, n = 

1371) = 8.02, p = .005; φc = .08. According to the odds ratio, the probability of seeking individual 

therapy because of a problem in the relationship was 2.06 and 1.88 times higher, respectively for 
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the past year and ever in this relationship, if the respondent was a woman. If experiencing a recent 

relationship crisis women were also significantly more likely than men to seek individual therapy, 

X² (1, n = 1371) = 6.56, p = .010; φc = .19, thus increasing the odds for individual help-seeking in 

light of a recent crisis with 4.06 times for women compared to men. A supplemental, but curious, 

finding was that having had a serious discussion with the partner on the possibility of dissolving 

the relationship was reported by only 10.2% (n = 68) of the male respondents while 14.2% (n = 

100) of the women reported having had this discussion. A comparison of these findings using a 

Pearson’s Chi-square test for independence showed that this association was statistically signifi-

cant between genders, X² (1, n = 1371) = 5.03, p = .025 < .05; φc  = .06.  

Predictors of Help-seeking 

Testing hypothesis 4 and 5, five predictors were entered in the binary logistic regression 

analysis (having graduated high school, having children, relationship satisfaction, recent crisis, 

and depressive symptoms) to predict the likelihood that the respondent reported at least one form 

of help-seeking behavior within the past year. The analysis was conducted separately for men and 

women. For men, the full model was statistically significant, X² (5, n = 666) = 58.87, p = .000. The 

model correctly classified 84.7% of cases and showed a modest association between prediction 

and actual grouping with pseudo R² values between .085 (Cox & Snell’s) and .147 (Nagelkerke’s). 

A non-significant Chi-square value for the Hosmer and Lemeshow test indicated a good fit of the 

model, X² (8) = 10.20, p = .251. However, only three of the independent variables made a statisti-

cally significant contribution to the overall model: having graduated high school, lower relation-

ship satisfaction, and having reported a recent crisis (see Table 3). The odds ratio of any form of 

help-seeking the last year was 3.21 times higher for the male respondent if he had graduated high 
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school than not, conversely it decreased with 0.97 for each additional point on the CSI scale (rela-

tionship satisfaction), and was 2.23 times higher if the male respondent had experienced a rela-

tionship crisis within the past year. For women the full model containing all five predictors also 

showed statistically significant, X² (5, n = 705) = 102.46, p = .000. The model correctly classified 

85.0% of cases with pseudo R² values between .14 (Cox and Snell’s) and .23 (Nagelkerke’s). A 

non-significant Chi-square value for the Hosmer and Lemeshow test indicated a good fit of the 

model, X² (8) = 11.39 p = .180. Four of the independent variables made a statistically significant 

contribution to the overall model (see Table 4). The odds ratio of any form of help-seeking was 

2.28 times higher if the woman had graduated high school, decreased with 0.98 for each additional 

point added on the CSI scale, and was 3.33 times higher if the female respondent had reported a 

crisis within the past year. Finally, the odds ratio of help-seeking increased with 1.05 for each 

additional point added on the depression scale. 

A Pearson’s Chi square test showed that there was a significant association between age-

group (18-29, 30-39, 40-49, 50-59, and 60-69 years) and whether or not the respondent had sought 

any type of help within the past year or not, X² (4, n = 1371) = 67.44, p = .000. V = .22. Overall, 

the analysis indicated that higher age was associated with less help-seeking. 

DISCUSSION 

With 7% of the sample ever participating in couple therapy, 3% ever participating in couple 

education, and 22% ever searching for information regarding an issue in the relationship online, 

this study found overall low rates of relationship help-seeking in the Danish sample. The medium 

level service (e.g. couple education) reached the lowest proportion of the sample (partly con-

trasting hypothesis 1). Among respondents with a recent relationship crisis, the most prevalent 

types of help-seeking were individual initiatives, with 39% of women and 28% of men searching 
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the internet for information and 19% of women seeking individual therapy. The rates of help-

seeking for couple education (3%) and couple therapy (7%) at any time point in the relationship 

were significantly lower than comparable statistics from the US (in support of hypothesis 2). 

Women compared to men were significantly more likely to have used types of help-seeking that 

were independent of partner-involvement, namely the internet and individual therapy (in support 

of hypothesis 3). For both men and women, younger age and higher level of education predicted 

more help-seeking (hypothesis 4). Help-seeking behavior was predicted by lower level of relation-

ship satisfaction and recent relationship crisis for both genders. Having children in the home did 

not increase the likelihood of help-seeking (contrasting hypothesis 5). For women, but not for men, 

the level of depressive symptoms also increased the likelihood of help-seeking. In the following, 

we discuss findings on each of the five hypotheses and their implications for the dissemination of 

couple oriented services. 

Low Help-seeking to Medium Level Services  

The prevalence of relationship help-seeking rests on both the supply and demand for ser-

vices in a specific context. The fact that very few respondents sought medium level services may 

point to a gap in the supply of this type of service in Denmark. Although low priced couple edu-

cation is available for self-referring couples in some regions through governmental, non-govern-

mental, and religious organizations, the religious organizations (who provide most premarital ed-

ucation in the US according to Glenn, 2005), rarely offer curriculum-based education to marrying 

couples. This distinguishes Denmark from both the US and some other European countries (e.g. 

Germany; Baucom, Hahlweg, Atkins, Engl, & Thurmaier, 2006). Overall, a combination of low 

supply, little tradition and less knowledge of this opportunity for couples may explain the low 

prevalence of seeking medium level services in our sample.  
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Low Help-seeking in a Secular and Self-expressive Culture 

The Danish prevalence rates of help-seeking were markedly lower than comparable statis-

tics from the US. This would be of no concern, if explained by high levels of relationship health 

in the population sample. However, a total of 18% was categorized as currently distressed in their 

relationship based on the CSI cut-off score (Funk & Rogge, 2007) and about 14% had experienced 

serious crises during the past year, which seem to be corresponding to the level of distress reported 

in samples from the US (e.g., Beach, Arias, & O’Leary, 1986). We lack Danish research to qualify 

explanations for this but cultural attitudes may play a role in resistance to help-seeking. A British 

qualitative study described a commonly held belief that individuals who are with the right partner, 

will be able to deal with their own issues privately (Ramm, Coleman, Glenn, & Mansfield, 2010). 

Clearly, such cultural beliefs emphasizing individual choice of partner as the cause of relationship 

issues may influence relationship help-seeking behavior. Moreover, as pointed to above, the low 

emphasis on religion and traditional family values combined with the high emphasis on autonomy, 

free choice, and acceptance of divorce in Danish society may pose some barriers to more formal 

types of help-seeking.  

A Gendered Pattern of Help-seeking 

Women compared to men were in general more likely to have sought help through individ-

ual solutions, the internet and individual therapy. These gender differences in help-seeking behav-

ior were exacerbated when experiencing a current crisis with three times as many women than men 

seeking individual therapy. The gendered discrepancy in help-seeking seems to exist in spite of 

the fact that the Danish context is often ranked among other Nordic European countries as one of 

extreme gender role equity (e.g. Social Watch, 2012). Despite a top ranking as a gender equal 
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country, the findings in our study highlight a continuing gendered behavioral pattern of help-seek-

ing. A supplemental, but curious, finding was that close to 50% more women than men reported 

having had a serious discussion with their partner on the possibility of dissolving the relationship. 

This indicates that threats to the relationship are not perceived in synchrony by men and women. 

Such gendered finding may be consequential for both help-seeking and divorce processes. A study 

by Wolcott (1986) found that 33% of divorcees stated that they did not seek out couples’ therapy 

before separating or prior to divorce because the partner was unwilling to participate. Seeking help 

as a couple, prior to divorce decisions may, also in Denmark, include convincing a reluctant male 

partner to participate.  

Low Help-seeking Associated with Higher Age and Lower Education 

Both higher age and lower level of education were related to less help-seeking behavior in 

the sample. These findings should be seen in light of national statistics showing that low level of 

education, is associated with an increased risk of family dissolution (Statistics Denmark, 2008). 

Also, although the risk of divorce remains considerably lower in older compared to younger age 

groups, the risk of divorce among Danes above 50 years of age has increased 70 percent during 

the past decade (Statistics Denmark, 2016). Thus, the current results point to the fact that underuti-

lization of couple services are likely most pronounced in population groups with less formal edu-

cation and in individuals of higher age.  

Individual and Relationship Factors as Predictors of Help-seeking 

As expected, in both men and women the likelihood of seeking help increased as the level 

of both relationship distress and experienced crisis increased. It is possible that some of the re-

spondents with recent crisis will seek out help at a later point in their relationship. Previous re-
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search suggests, that the average couple waits 6 years to seek help after serious relationship prob-

lems first develop (Buongiono & Notarius 1992, as cited in Gottman & Gottman, 1999). Delayed 

help-seeking is, however, a crucial factor because commitment to a conflictual relationship may 

deteriorate over time and higher commitment is associated with improved outcome from couple 

therapy (Baucom, Atkins, Simpson, Doss, & Christensen, 2015). 

Limitations 

First, the reported prevalence of help-seeking should be considered in light of the current 

sample characteristics. While the sample was representative with regard to gender and geograph-

ical region, younger (20-29 year-olds) and more educated cases (high school graduates and bach-

elors) were over-represented. As both younger age and higher education was found to be associated 

with more help-seeking, the true population estimates of help-seeking in Denmark are likely some-

what lower than the ones reported in the current study. 

Second, the lack of longitudinal data causes some limitations on our models predicting past 

year help-seeking from concurrent measures. It is likely, that some of the respondents who sought 

help during the past year, already gained some improvement in relationship satisfaction or depres-

sive symptoms. The analyses were originally set up to predict help-seeking “right now” yet the 

prevalence of help-seeking in the sample was surprisingly low and caused a substantial loss of 

power. The inclusion of the category “past year help-seeking” was the best viable option yet it may 

cover up an even stronger prospective association between current relationship distress, crisis or 

depression and planned future help-seeking. 

Finally, we did not cover all types of help-seeking, for example self-help books. Because 

some intervention types that may be familiar in a US contexts (e.g., online self-help programs for 

couples, relationship self-help apps, telephone couple coaching etc.) did not – to our knowledge - 
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exist as options in Denmark in 2015, we did not include survey items on these forms of help-

seeking. If some respondents found access to these types of resources in English or other languages 

from abroad, we may have lost some interesting information on current trends of help-seeking. 

Technological advances are making these newer types of interventions more available, and future 

studies should develop survey items that allow better classifications of the type of help that couples 

seek online (see for example Georgia & Doss, 2013).  

Clinical Implications 

Among current findings, the very low population reach of couple oriented services is per-

haps the most striking. Only a small fraction of individuals experiencing relationship crisis seeks 

therapy or counseling together with a partner. Even fewer couples seek help at earlier stages of 

the relationship or turn to less intensive types of interventions (e.g. couple education). The most 

obvious implication of the current findings is that if we aspire for any substantial population im-

pact from couple oriented services, it will require a much better reach of couples. The current 

data hold important information for how to improve such reach. 

The current findings show that the most common entry of relationship distress to the ther-

apist’s office is through the female partner seeking individual therapy.  However, previous litera-

ture suggest that intervention offered to only one member of a couple, such as individual therapy, 

is not the most effective treatment to ameliorate severe relationship distress (Atkins, Dimidjian, 

Bedics, & Christensen, 2009; Emanuels-Zuurveen & Emmelkamp, 1996; Nowlan, Roddy, & 

Doss, 2017). Traditional individual therapy may hold pitfalls, such as the therapist unknowingly 

contributing to a further polarization of the couple (Gurman & Burton, 2014). When relationship 

distress is present in an individual client, engaging a reluctant partner will often be the first prior-

ity, except in couples with severe aggression and fear of harm (Halford, Kelly, & Young, 1999). 



 
 

20 

Initiating individual work on self-change in relation to couple issues may be a starting point, 

while calls to include the partner in one or more sessions can be attempted (for suggestions 

within online intervention, see Nowlan, Roddy, & Doss, 2017). For this approach to be success-

ful, it is important that individually working therapists possess the skills to assess and address re-

lationship distress with the one partner that enters. Training individually working therapists 

across the regions in evidence-based approaches to couple interventions, would substantially in-

crease the chances of reaching couples as well as the supply of effective help.  

While the above mentioned approach may reach more couples through the first partner that 

enters therapy, other approaches can be applied to enhance couples joint and more timely entry. 

First, disseminating universally offered couple education for couples at early stages of the rela-

tionship (e.g. in relation to marriage or transition to parenthood) may function to increase later 

help-seeking. In a recent study by Williamson, Trail, Bradbury and Karney (2014), findings 

showed that couples who received premarital education were three times more likely to seek cou-

ples therapy later in their marriage, than couples who did not attend, suggesting that premarital 

education operates to lower barriers for later help-seeking. Second, disseminating brief formats for 

indicated prevention may enhance help-seeking. Relationship health checkups have been found to 

attract a broader range of couples who are at the early stages of marital distress and who would 

not otherwise seek treatment (Cordova et al., 2005; Cordova, 2014; Author et al., 2016). Partici-

pation in a checkup format seems to also change the couples view on future therapy in positive 

ways (Morrill et al., 2011; Bradford, Mock, & Stewart, 2016). Third and finally, among interven-

tions designed for couples with moderate to severe relationship distress, online formats may pre-

sent with significantly lower barriers (i.e. lack of time/money, issues of stigma and privacy, trans-

portation issues) than traditional forms for therapy (e.g., Braithwaite & Finchham, 2007; Doss et 
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al., 2016). This may be particularly important for reaching underserved parts of the population 

such as couples with less than high school education or older couples. Indeed, Doss et al. (2016) 

found that the OurRelationship program attracted a fairly representative sample of US couples, 

including those that are typically underserved such as racial/ethnic minorities and economically 

disadvantaged couples.  Knowing that a large proportion of both men (27.8%) and women (38.9%) 

in this sample used the internet when experiencing relationship distress, online formats could hold 

high potentials of reaching more couples. In particular online formats could comprise a more at-

tractive option for potentially reluctant male partners. 

CONCLUSION 

Couple-oriented interventions reached only a small fraction of individuals experiencing 

relationship crisis in this sample, and reached even fewer at earlier stages of the relationship.  

With very low rates of relationship help-seeking, the impact of any couple oriented intervention 

in the Danish setting will be limited, unless accompanied by a variety of strategies to increase the 

supply and overcome the barriers to relationship help-seeking. The current data hold important 

information for how to improve such reach. We suggested strategies that may prove effective in 

reaching more couples in contexts similar to the current one: a systematic training in evidence-

based couple therapy for individually working therapists, a wider supply of less intensive, evi-

dence-based couple interventions and a future supply of cost-effective online intervention for 

distressed couples, who may not otherwise seek treatment.   

Relationship distress has well-known and long acknowledged negative impacts on the 

mental and physical health of adults and on the health of children. Fortunately, a growing scien-

tific knowledge on relieving relationship distress has been creatively developed, systematically 

tested and thoroughly refined through research on efficacious couple interventions. This 



 
 

22 

knowledge has a massive potential to become useful in the everyday lives of people in relation-

ships all around the globe. Results from this study point to the fact that a first step involves opti-

mizing the channels that allow us to reach more couples.  
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Table 1. Type, Time and Gender Differences in Help-Seeking Behavior 

 

Total sample  

(N = 1371) 

 Men 

(n = 666) 

 Women 

(n = 705) 

    Women vs 

men 

 N %  n %  n %  X² p φc df Odds 

ratio 

Internet search               

Within the past year 185 13.5  83 12.5  102 14.4  1.18 .277 .03 1 1.19 

At all times 301 22.0  130 19.5  171 24.3  4.48 .034 .06 1 1.32 

Therapy or counseling, as a couple                

Within the past year 31 2.3  18 2.8  13 1.9  1.14 .285 -.03 1 0.68 

At all times 95 6.9  50 7.5  45 6.4  .67 .413 -.02 1 0.84 

Therapy or counseling, individually                

Within the past year 50 3.7  16 2.4  34 4.8  5.71 .017 .07 1 2.06 

At all times 93 6.8  32 4.8  61 8.7  8.02 .005 .08 1 1.88 

Couple education, as a couple                

Within the past year 20 1.5  10 1.5  10 1.4  0.02 .898 -.00 1 0.94 



At all times 45 3.3  26 3.9  19 2.7  1.58 .209 -.03 1 0.68 

All types of help-seeking                

Within the past year 223 16.3  102 15.3  121 17.2  0.86 .354 .03 1 1.15 

At all times 367 26.8  170 25.5  197 27.9  1.02 .312 .03 1 1.13 

Note. All information on help-seeking pertains to the respondent’s current relationship. 

 



Table 2. Help-Seeking Behavior in Couples with a Recent Crisis 

 Crisis 

subsample  

(n = 187) 

 Men 

 

(n = 79) 

 Women 

 

(n = 108) 

    Women vs men 

 N %  n %  n %  X² p φc df Odds 

ratio  

Respondents reporting a crisis in the past year  187 13.6  79 11.9  108 15.3  3.48 .062 .05 1 1.34 

…and sought any type of help  74 39.6  25 31.6  49 45.4  3.59 .058 .14 1 1.92 

…and sought help on the Internet  64 34.2  22 27.8  42 38.9  2.47 .116 .12 1 1.85 

…and sought therapy or counseling, as a 

couple  

15 8.0  6 7.6  9 8.3  0.03 .854 .01 1 

1.42 

…and sought therapy or counseling, 

individually 

26 13.9  5 6.3  21 19.4  6.56 .010 .19 1 

4.06 

…and sought couple education* 8 4.3  3 3.8  5 4.6  - - - - - 

Note. All information on help-seeking pertains to the respondent’s current relationship within the past year.   

 



Table 3. Predicting Men’s Help-Seeking Within the Past Year 

      95 % CI for Odds Ratio 

Predictor b SE z p Odds Ratio Lower Upper 

High school graduate 1.165 .258 20.363 .000 3.21 1.93 5.32 

Having children .191 .235 .657 .418 1.21 .76 1.92 

Relationship satisfaction -.026 .008 10.397 .001 .97 .96 .99 

Crisis .800 .303 6.948 .008 2.23 1.23 4.03 

Depressive symptoms .026 .013 3.728 .054 1.03 1.00 1.05 

Constant -1.372 .613 5.011 .025 .25 - - 

Note. Any type of help-seeking included.  



Table 4. Predicting Women’s Help-Seeking Within the Past Year 

      95 % CI for Odds Ratio 

Predictor b SE z p Odds Ratio Lower Upper 

High school graduate .823 .257 10.226 .001 2.28 1.38 3.77 

Having children .321 .223 2.065 .151 1.39 .89 2.13 

Relationship satisfaction -.023 .007 9.692 .002 .98 .96 .99 

Crisis 1.203 .270 19.841 .000 3.33 1.96 5.65 

Depressive symptoms .049 .014 12.435 .000 1.05 1.02 1.08 

Constant -1.672 .560 8.924 .003 .19 - - 

Note. Any type of help-seeking included. 
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