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Implications for Cooperative Extension: The idea of a marital relationship including a third party deity has always been prevalent within religious communities. Most commonly, this idea is spoken of as a very positive thing, as it can provide a sense of accountability and structure to a relationship. Seldom is considered the possibility that one of the partners would actually use the deity and its principles as a way to triangulate against the other, either causing them guilt or forcing them to live in a way they are not comfortable with because of duty to the deity, more than the partner. It is important that helping professionals are aware of this interaction, and the many possible ways that it can affect a couple. 
Overview:


The idea of the couple-deity triangle would conceivably make positive impacts on relationships, as many regard religion as a way to guide them through life, impacting both their principles and decisions. It can occur, however, where two of the partners in the triangle can partner against the other.  There has been little research into the idea that this could make a harmful impact on a relationship if misinterpreted by one of the partners. 

The authors state that this harmful impact can happen in a few ways. A partner can share intimate thoughts and details with the deity rather than the other partner, or make statements that “God is on my side” on a topic, etc.  One could even use prayer as a means to gain power when they feel like they can’t control the situation. The purpose of the research is to begin examining how gender can play a role in these patterns, and ultimately why one chooses to form these alliances.

Methods:


Sample:  560 spouses (280 couples) were mailed surveys, and 230 spouses (115 couples) responded or 41%. After incomplete data and cases were thrown out, 78 couples were represented.  (41% Latter-day Saint, 29.5% Protestant, and 29.5% Catholic)


Procedure: Participants were mailed a questionnaire survey that consisted of 103 closed-ended questions, in which they were to respond with their level of agreement of disagreement. Questions were worded in ways in which to reduce social desirability and demand potential, and participants were not informed about the intent of the study.

Results: The first research question resulted in the indication of at least some degree of harmful triangulation of Deity during conflict. The next question focused on the relationship of gender and religion regarding the likelihood of harmful triangulation. The study found no significant interaction between the two. The third question asked by the researchers was the tendency of the reports of partners to correlate with each other. Results showed that the more one partner acknowledged triangulation, the higher likelihood that the other will as well. 
Discussion:


The findings suggest that this exists on some level in many couple relationships. The use of triangulation can be used to exercise power in a relationship, or as a method to try to gain power.  Regardless of the form that it takes, this triangulation is likely to impact the dynamics of a relationship in some way. The Bible scripture “a cord of three strands is not quickly broken” (Ecc 4:12 New International Version) is commonly used in wedding ceremonies as a way to indicate the participation of God in a couple’s relationship. It is seldom considered that this participation could have a negative impact on the relationship. These findings implicate the need for helping professionals who work with families to be aware of this process, and to account for the possibility of it when working with couples. 
