
 

Built to Last 
 

 
The case for Couple Relationship Education 

 

 

                                             

 

 

         





!

!
!

"#$%&!&'!()*&!
!

+,-!.)*-!/'0!1'#2%-!3-%)&$'4*,$2!56#.)&$'4!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!

!

!
!

7!8''2-0!9&0--&:!1);<0$6=-:!1">!?@A!
+-%!BCC!DEF!>??7!GHH777!

I!3-%)&$'4*,$2*!J'#46)&$'4!?E>E!
KKKL0-%)&$'4*,$2*/'#46)&$'4L'0=!



! ! "!

#$%%&$'()!*$+'$,!
!
!
#-.!/$%01'2(,-'3,4!
!
5-$!5+'3%$!5$,1!
!
#-$(!/$%01'2(,-'3,!62!#+2()762!/')-1!
!
#$$8$(9!#2+8$+,:!;0+1<1'=$!;0+$(1,4!
!
>?'%1!12!@0,1!

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
A9'12+,:!;$1$+!@.(0,B!C'D-0$%!5+$(9!
!
5-',!30=3-%$1!',!&0,$9!2(!!"#$%#&'()*+,&'(-,"&%.*#,&/B!0!+$,$0+D-!+$32+1!
3+29?D$9!&.!/$%01'2(,-'3,!E2?(901'2(!0(9!F+'11$(!&.!C!G%0+8B!/!@.(0,!H!
I!;$+D'J0%K!
!
L!/$%01'2(,-'3,!E2?(901'2(B!E$&+?0+.!MNON!
!



!

!"#$%&'(&)'*+%*+,!
!

!

"#$%&'()$*&#! ! ! ! +! !

!

!

+!"$,-!%./0$*&#-1*2-3!-$(2*'! ! ! 4!

!

!

5!61.!2%&7/.8!9!-/*'*#:!"!'.)*'*#:! ! ;!

!

!

4!61.!-&/($*&#!9!<=>! ! ! +4!

!

!

?!61.!@0A!B&%@0%'! ! ! 5C!

!

!

D!<&#)/(-*&#-!0#'!%.)&88.#'0$*&#-! 5E!

!

!

>#'#&$.-! ! ! ! 4C!

!

!

!





!"#$%&%'&()*%&

+&

Introduction 
 

The Relationships Foundation is calling on all the main parties to support 

Couple Relationship Education (CRE). Investing £10 million a year in 

educating couples could reduce the £37 billion a year cost of ‘family failure’ 

we indentified in our recent pamphlet, When Relationships Go Wrong/Go 

Right. Many excellent organisations offer support for those couples 

experiencing difficulty, but there is very little work done in advance to 

prevent couples reaching the point where they need counselling. 

 

How relationships form is critical to how they function. Options can be 

curtailed even before a clear decision is made, because couples slide 

through, rather than decide upon, relationship transitions (eg, sexual 

involvement, pregnancy and cohabitation). Sliding results in relationship 

inertia, often meaning couples remain in unhealthy, or even unsafe 

relationships because too much effort is required to leave the relationship. 

CRE seeks to teach individuals and couples to slow down in relationships; to 

actively and self-consciously make decisions, before committing too far, and 

losing choices.  

 

CRE is a simple solution to a growing and painful problem. It’s not rocket 

science, nor will it save every family, but it does work. Relationships are vital 

to our wellbeing – increasing health, happiness and life expectancy. But 

relationships are fragile, easily broken and under pressure in our busy, 

individualistic society. When they go wrong the private and public costs are 

high. And – as is so often the case – prevention is better than cure. Ten 

hours of training and support can make the difference between success and 

failure for some couples. When it comes to one of the biggest decisions – 

who we want to spend our lives with – people are often ill-prepared. A 

quarter of those getting married each year receive some form of marriage 

preparation, but most only meet for two hours to discuss their marriage 
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service. The figures for those cohabiting are harder to obtain, but are 

certainly lower.  

 

The reality is that CRE is necessary and evidence shows that it works. The 

most comprehensive review of CRE to date found that, ‘the average person 

who participated in a premarital prevention program was better off after the 

program than 79% of the people who did not receive a similar educational 

experience.’ 

 

Most people nowadays go to pre-natal classes before they have a baby 

because it is a new experience for them. It should be the same for couple 

relationships. Many people don’t have a model of a stable couple 

relationship. At a course they can talk about their expectations, whether 

they hope to have children, what to do when they argue, and discuss 

money. This nudges people to make conscious decisions rather than sliding 

into situations. 

 

In the spirit of the framework outlined in our publication The Triple Test we 

are calling on all the parties to support government investment in third 

sector providers of CRE to make it more widely available. Studies in the US 

have shown a return for government of $1.85 for every $1 spent on 

screening and empirically supported marital therapy. The government picks 

up the tab when things go wrong – it seems wiser for them to invest in 

trying to prevent problems arising. 

 

Michael Trend 

Executive Director, Relationships Foundation 
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1 It’s relationships, stupid   

&
The aspiration to find a long-term partner with whom to enjoy an intimate 

relationship remains strong, but couple relationships are under significant 

pressure and many are failing. Relationships Foundation wants to see 

significant investment in Couple Relationship Education (CRE) to facilitate 

couple stability and reduce the risk of family breakdown. CRE is the 

communication and exploration of values, strategies and interpersonal 

behaviours designed to build harmony and intimacy in the relationship. It 

aims to increase stability and satisfaction for the couple and to assist 

individuals to make good couple relationship choices. This pamphlet argues 

that CRE is effective but underutilised. A relatively small investment could 

lead to significantly improved outcomes for the couples involved and 

society as a whole. 

 

Relationships are important 

 

It is the quality of our relationships that, more than anything else, 

determines our happiness, fulfilment and sense of a life well lived. 

Jonathan Sacks, Chief Rabbi 

 

Relationships are vital for our wellbeing – increasing health, happiness and 

life expectancy. Love, joy, security, commitment and belonging are rooted 

in relationships. Improving relationships is crucial to our personal lives and 

an important public policy agenda.  
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Relationships are the missing piece of the political puzzle. As we 

struggle to adapt to the domination of the bottom line, the factor 

invariably omitted from the equation is relationships. 

Lindsay Tanner, Minister for Finance, Australia 

 

A successful intimate long-term relationship is a strong aspiration of the vast 

majority of young people, and a key enabler to many other things they 

desire in life such as health or financial security.  

 

Relationships are under pressure 

Most people believe relationships are important, but that knowledge is no 

guarantee of good practice. Relationships are fragile, easily broken under 

pressure and casually disregarded. We like the idea of commitment and 

people having personal obligations to us, but we also enjoy being free to 

do our own things when we want. When conflict arises weak relationships 

often fail.  

 

We have created a society that puts the relationships we say are important 

under intolerable pressure. Time pressures are recognised in discussions of 

work/life balance. Consumerism equates personal happiness and wellbeing 

with the purchase and accumulation of material possessions. 10.7 million 

people suffer relationship problems because of financial worries and money 

is the top cause of arguments between couples.1 Prevailing individualism 

suggests that relationships are only important to the extent to which they 

work for me, supporting my preferences and desires. 

 

Failed relationships are costly 

When relationships go wrong the consequences can include separation, 

abuse and conflict leading to reduced trust, damaged lives and failed 

families. Family breakdown contributes to a wide variety of social problems 

causing distress to individuals, families and communities, and costs 
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taxpayers over £37 billion each year, equivalent to nearly £1,350 per 

taxpayer.2  

 

We are experiencing a period of family meltdown whose effects 

will be as catastrophic as the meltdown of the ice caps…. It will be 

more destructive than any economic decline caused by 

international market or financial movements triggered by 

mismanagement by financial institutions.  

Mr Justice Coleridge, 2008 

 

 

Prevention is better than cure 

If preventative measures could save even a tiny proportion of these costs, 

they would more than pay for themselves in purely financial terms and 

bring additional social benefits. This pamphlet argues that a relatively small 

amount of investment in CRE makes sense in economic and social terms. 

 

Relationships are not simply a private matter 

The UK charity Relate has noted that, while family breakdown is a private 

tragedy, on a wider scale it is also a matter for public concern.3 The 

government picks up the tab when things go wrong – at the very least it 

should take steps to reduce this burden by investing in relationship training. 

Access to appropriate help to achieve relational success is a key component 

in providing equal opportunity for all to achieve their aspirations for a 

fulfilling and successful life.  

 

As we showed in our recent pamphlet, The Triple Test, policy does 

influence relationships and should do so intentionally. Our research has 

shown that policymakers can seek to establish and reinforce underlying 

attitudes and behaviours in three main ways: 
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Motivation – encouraging people to value stable couple 

relationships 

Opportunity – enabling better couple relationships and the 

exercise of responsibility within them 

Support – helping those with strained or broken couple 

relationships 

 

Couple Relationship Education works 

Research shows that CRE can be effective in assisting individuals and 

couples to achieve improved relational wellbeing and increase stability. The 

most comprehensive review found that ‘the average person who 

participated in a premarital prevention program was better off after the 

program than 79% of the people who did not receive a similar educational 

experience.’4 More recent studies have begun to look at ‘high risk’ couples 

and individuals. Positive results have been reported from studies in the US 

military and in CRE programmes especially tailored for prisoners in the US 

and UK.  

 

The effectiveness of CRE hinges on the effective delivery of effective 

programmes – the messenger and the message matter. Programmes such 

as PREP are built upon empirical research rather than fixed content and can 

be tailored for various demographics, for example, ethnic minorities, 

individuals, and prisoners. PREP considers both positive and negative 

interactions, that is, drivers for both relationship satisfaction and stability. In 

terms of delivery, the effectiveness of CRE has been shown to improve with 

increased duration – up to 10 hours of delivery. It is also clear that a 

participant’s trust in the trainer is crucial as trainers often use deeply 

personal examples to illustrate key aspects of their teaching, displaying 

great vulnerability which itself motivates the participants to relate similarly 

to their partners.  

&
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2 The problem – sliding v deciding 

&

The vast majority of young people, when asked about life aspirations, will 

include establishing long-term loving relationships, typically involving 

marriage and children, as a key life goal.5 In this aspiration they intuitively 

recognise the benefits of wellbeing and security that such relationships can 

offer. 

 

Traditionally relationship education took place in informal family groups or 

social settings. More recently, a growing number of people have grown up 

without a model of a stable couple relationship. These people struggle to 

make good relational choices. For them CRE is a necessity rather than a 

luxury. 

 

Inertia – sliding v deciding 

Life options can be curtailed even before a clear decision is made, because 

couples slide through, rather than decide upon, relationship transitions. 

Many couples slide into sexual involvement, pregnancy and cohabitation 

without making a conscious decision. Relationship expert Scott Stanley talks 

about the power of inertia over many couples – it requires financial, 

emotional and practical effort to break out of this slide.6 This is probably the 

single most significant change that has occurred with respect to 

relationships in recent years.  

 

In their book Nudge, Richard Thaler and Cass R. Sunstein discuss the 

powerful affects of inertia and status quo bias. With respect to relationships, 

Scott M. Stanley and his fellow authors talk about premature entanglement 

or ‘moving out of the marketplace before adequately shopping.’7 As a 
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couple begin to combine their financial obligations, enter a joint 

lease/mortgage and perhaps have children, they increase the number of 

constraints they are under. The easiest thing to do is simply to carry on as 

they are. No conscious decision is taken in terms of a permanent 

relationship, instead they simply slide along. Unsafe and unhelpful 

relationships continue because neither party makes a firm decision to end 

them. Scott Stanley et al also reported that those who were event-driven 

(moving in together because one partner’s lease had ended or because of 

pregnancy), rather than relationship-driven were much more likely to end in 

failure. 

 

The problem is compounded by social norms. In this case more people are 

cohabiting because they see others doing it and assume it is a good idea. 

The evidence shows that those who cohabit before marriage are more likely 

to divorce.8 This surprises many people, who assume cohabitation would 

offer a good trial run – if it works you can progress to marriage or a more 

permanent relationship, if not it is easy to end without the problems and 

the stigma of divorce. Ironically, it makes people less likely to marry and 

more likely to remain in a less than satisfying situation because there is 

nothing to ‘nudge’ them out of it.   

 

CRE nudges people to make an active choice – to decide rather than slide. It 

seeks to teach individuals to slow down in relationships. How relationships 

form is critical to how they function, develop, survive, and indeed thrive. 

The stability and quality of a relationship depends on the level and clarity of 

commitment of both parties. Sliding results in relationship inertia, requiring 

considerable ‘force’ (eg, money, time, emotional energy) to alter the 

relationship’s trajectory, and this frequently persuades couples (actively or 

subconsciously) to remain in unhealthy, or even unsafe relationships. By 

helping participants to engage in discussion and answer key questions, CRE 

turns sliders into deciders.  
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Too little, too late – government policy on relationships 

Governments too are sliding rather than deciding. They maintain that 

relationships are an area of personal choice, but when breakdown occurs 

they slide in to pay benefits, provide housing, chase non-resident parents, 

and essentially to replace the missing partner.  

 

Following the 1997 election, the new Labour Government asked Sir Graham 

Hart to review the funding of marriage support services.9 His review 

concluded: 

 

a) Marriage breakdown alone is costing the taxpayer about £5 bn a 

year. 

b) Marriage support can be effective in preventing breakdown, not 

only in helping individuals, but saving the Government and other 

agencies major sums of money. 

c) The amounts of funding should be increased from £3m to £5m 

over two years, with significant increases thereafter. 

d) That the focus of funding should be shifted towards preventative 
measures. 

 

In response to the Hart Review, the Government established an ‘Advisory 

Group on Marriage and Relationships Support’ (AGMARS), which drew up a 

strategy ‘Moving Forward Together’ for the years 2002 onwards. The 

conclusion of the AGMARS strategy states: 

 

There is a growing body of evidence demonstrating the 

health benefits, and benefits to children, of committed 

couple relationships. The adverse effects on society of 

relationship breakdown, and the positive effects of stable 

couple relationships, make a strong case for action. A 

good deal is already being achieved, but it is too little, 

and much of it comes too late.  
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Although both the Hart Report and the subsequent AGMARS strategy 

emphasised that there should be a shift in spending towards preventative 

measures, this sadly has not happened. 

 
Relationship changes – the facts and figures 

 

• The UK has the third highest rate of divorces per 100 marriages in 

Europe. 

• Marriages in England and Wales fell by 4% in 2006 to 236,980, 

which is the lowest number since 1895.10 The long-term picture 

for the UK is one of decline from a peak of 480,285 marriages in 

1972. 

• In 2006, 92,870 marriages were remarriages, accounting for 39% 

of all marriages. 

• In 2006, the number of couples divorcing was 132,562, the lowest 

figure for 22 years (equivalent to 12.2 of every 1000 married 

couples).11 

• Approximately 7 in 10 families were headed by a married couple in 

2006, but this number fell by 4% between 1996 and 2006. 

• Between 1996 and 2006, the number of cohabiting couple families 

increased by over 60% to 2.3 million, while the number of lone-

mother families rose by 11%, also to 2.3 million.12 

 

Elizabeth Van Acker, who has written extensively on relationship education 

and public policy, highlights the following cultural changes:13  

• A rise in the number of couples ‘living apart together’ (LAT) where 

for various reasons, including particularly the application of 

benefits policy, it makes financial sense for couples to live apart. 

• At a wider level, the disconnection between sexual relationships 

and commitment – symbolised by the term ‘hooking up’. 

• Marriage has moved from being the precursor to family formation 

(and in a previous generation, sexual relations), to being seen as 
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‘the ultimate celebration’, which may still take place before the 

birth of a child, but in many cases does not. The increasing cost of 

a wedding – now averaging £20,000 in the UK,14 undoubtedly acts 

as a significant deterrent to many couples, particularly if they have 

children and/or receive a below-average income. 

 

 

Prevention and cure 

Education about relationships is often a continuous informal process as 

people observe relationships within their own families or friends and turn to 

them for advice and guidance. However, relational skills are no longer 

developed and passed on within the family setting as they have been for 

generations, in a wider context where traditional norms relating to marriage 

and relationships are breaking down. More and more people have fewer 

and fewer models of stable couple relationships. There are a plethora of 

‘self-help’ resources ranging from ‘Agony Aunts’ in the media, to books and 

websites offering DIY quizzes and advice. The basis of these materials ranges 

from good academic research to little more than personal opinion. 

 

The growth of formal relationship education in the UK started with the 

National Marriage Guidance Council (now Relate), and Marriage Care. 

Relate, and to a lesser extent Marriage Care, have tended to focus on 

providing therapeutic and counselling services, rather than preventative 

education. A place to turn to when problems arise is important, but so too 

is training in advance. 

 

Over the past 30 years or so, there has been a piecemeal growth in 

organisations, many faith-based, providing relationship education both to 

strengthen marriage and as marriage preparation. This type of assistance is 

much more widespread in the United States where, for example, the state of 

Oklahoma has provided relationship education for over 100,000 people. 
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It is estimated that CRE is reaching approximately 150,000 people in the UK 

each year. Most people, about 125,000, are receiving this training through 

a church and it lasts on average two hours. The reality is that most of the 

time is spent discussing the wedding service and little effective training is 

done. Approximately 11,000 people receive in-depth assistance likely to 

deliver significant benefits. A further 14,500 people attend a course 

providing enrichment training for a relationship they are already involved 

in. These numbers are a tiny proportion of the more than half a million 

people who get married each year and the 23.3 million married people in 

the population, let alone those who are cohabiting or engaged in civil 

partnerships.    

 

&

&

&

&

&

&

&

&
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3 The solution – CRE 

&

&

Good relationships should be available to all. Reducing inequality demands 

that everyone should be equipped to achieve their aspirations for wellbeing 

in their relationships. All couples and individuals who wish to learn about 

developing and nurturing a couple relationship should have the ability to 

do so. Third sector agencies have the desire and ability to do this, but need 

funding to significantly increase the scale of the service they are offering. 

Such an investment would represent good value for government – helping 

people to attain their desires and saving the government money in the long 

run. By equipping the third sector to provide this service, the government 

cannot be accused of directly interfering with individual relational choices. 

 

A couple relationship of any kind cannot be regarded as merely a private 

decision for the two people concerned where shared personal goals or 

experience happen to coincide. Couple relationships are lived out in the 

wider society.  In the context of the extended family, the decision to marry 

makes a strong psychological and practical difference to relationships with 

parents, existing children and other family members, not least in providing 

a legal framework for the transfer of money and property inter-

generationally. Marriage gives an important stability, both psychologically 

for the couple themselves and in terms of how both the law and society 

generally view the relationship. Also, all couple relationships have a 

community context, most obviously in the network of friendships and other 

roles which build ‘social capital’. Continuity in the relationship carries its 

own reinforcing power. Given the importance of relationships, CRE should 

be more widely available. 
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What is CRE? 

Couple Relationship Education is the communication and exploration of 

values, strategies and interpersonal behaviours designed to build harmony 

and intimacy in the relationship. It aims to increase the stability and 

satisfaction for the couple and to assist individuals make good couple 

relationship choices. 

 

Strategies may be particularly aimed at working with couples to understand 

inherited roles and expectations, articulating needs and expectations (both 

immediate and long-term), managing and resolving tension and conflict, 

and promoting responsible fatherhood. Such a package is best delivered 

within the context of a values set that, as a minimum, respects the needs 

and significance of the individual, underlines the value of a faithful long-

term committed relationship, models unselfish behaviour and gives a strong 

emphasis on parents and the need for a stable family structure.  

 

Our recent report, Building Strong Foundations, explores the key forms 

which relationship education may take. The emphasis is on measures to 

support couples at key stages in the development of their relationship, and 

to achieve their relational aspirations. The report highlights the benefit in 

targeting interventions at other key life stages such as parenthood, ‘second 

families’, teenage years, ‘empty nesters’ or on becoming grandparents.   

 

CRE for singles  

A novel programme, Within My Reach, seeks to equip individuals with the 

necessary skills and education to achieve their relationship goals. 

Participants explore how options can be curtailed even before a clear 

decision is made, and are encouraged to decide rather than slide. CRE seeks 

to teach individuals to slow down in relationships; to actively and self-

consciously make decisions, before committing too far, and losing choices.  
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‘Safe’ relationships 

Not all relationships are good. Effective CRE programmes educate 

individuals pre-relationship how to choose a safe relationship, help couples 

improve the safety of their relationships, and assist those in an unsafe 

relationship to identify the risk, and safely to exit that relationship. A 

relationship must be emotionally safe (couples are able to engage in open 

and supportive interactions without fighting), personally safe (couples are 

free from the fear of physical or emotional harm or intimidation), and 

commitment-safe (couples are confident that their relationship is secure, 

ongoing, exclusive, and supported by mutual investment).  

 

Does CRE work?15 

The most comprehensive review of the CRE literature is that by J. S. Carroll 

and W. J. Doherty in 2003, which evaluated 26 independent studies from 

the US, Australia, Canada, South Africa and Germany.16 They concluded 

that, ‘the average person who participated in a premarital prevention 

program was better off after the program than 79% of the people who did 

not receive a similar educational experience [mean effect 0.80].’17 They 

found that the results were extremely strong immediately following any 

training and that though they dropped over time, they remained significant. 

A US study using PREP (Prevention and Relationship Enhancement Program) 

among couples planning their first marriage found that at 3 years post 

programme ‘experimental couples continued to show higher levels of 

marital satisfaction and lower levels of relationship instability than did 

control couples.’18 At four years post intervention the study reported that 

experimental couples showed, ‘more positive interaction, lower rates of 

relationship aggression, lower combined rates of breakup or divorce, and 

higher levels of relationship satisfaction.’19  

 

In 2008 Alan J. Hawkins et al concluded that CRE ‘produces modest but 

reliable effects generally in the range of other psycho-educational 

interventions of interest to policy makers.’20 More recent research in 
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Australia demonstrated that teaching couple skills to new parents is more 

effective than teaching simple parent skills.21 CRE for new parents was 

shown to be particularly effective in helping women adjust to parenthood. 

 

Diverse groups 

There have been criticisms that CRE research has looked mainly at middle-

class couples. The US state of Oklahoma has been running the ‘Oklahoma 

Marriage Initiative’ for 10 years with a wide range of participants. They 

found:22  

• Each year of education increased the odds of receiving premarital 

education by 28%.  

• Government financial assistance was associated with less CRE.23 

• Cohabitation prior to marriage and reliance on public assistance (indicator 

of economic hardship) increased the odds of divorce. 

• Being married in a religious setting, having children and being married at 

older ages appeared to decrease odds of divorce.  

• CRE was associated with a decline of 31% in the annual odds of divorce.24  

 

More recently programmes have been run in more diverse settings. A 

course has been designed for use in the US Army.25 The Economist 

reported, 

 

About 35,000 soldiers this year will get a 12-hour course 

on how to communicate better with their partners, and 

how to resolve disputes without throwing plates. It costs 

about $300 per family. Given that it costs $50,000 to 

recruit and train a rifleman, and that marital problems are 

a big reason why soldiers quit, you don't have to save 

many marriages for this to be cost-effective, says Peter 

Frederich, the chaplain in charge.26 
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An adapted version of PREP was delivered primarily to married couples, at 

least one of whom was in active duty. The CRE was well received and 

resulted in improvements in relationship functioning and maintenance or 

increased gain on relationship outcomes one month later.27 

 

A PREP course was also adapted for male and female inmates in an 

Oklahoma correctional facility, who are involved in intimate relationships.28 

Inmates, with or without their partners, took part in the 12-hour 

programme. No incentives were offered for participation; participation was 

voluntary, except for those who planned to get married within the prison 

facility, for whom it was required. Effect sizes ranged from moderate (0.19, 

relationship dedication for female inmates) to large (0.81, communication 

skills for male inmates). One male participant commented, ‘I have learned 

how to communicate in a respectful and responsible way with others. In the 

past I would fly off hand and end a relationship quickly instead of trying to 

talk it out reasonably. Now I will take different steps in life.’29  

 

CRE for low-income couples is an especially important issue for the UK 

Government. One researcher has noted, ‘As one of the last remaining areas 

of division between the two main political parties, the family is a central 

battleground of British politics. On the one hand, the Conservative Party 

believes that the two-parent family needs to be promoted by providing 

financial incentives to marry. On the other, the Labour Party has taken up a 

‘neutral’ position on the family in which structure doesn’t matter. Both 

positions are out of touch with reality.... Both sides miss a critical reality 

which should be of central concern to family policy: namely the correlation 

between low-income and family instability.’30 It is suggested that the real 

division in the UK is not a political one but a class one: marriage is now a 

‘luxury good’.31 As stated previously, all couples deserve the necessary help 

to achieve the relationship that they desire.  
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Is CRE cost-effective? 

The cost-effectiveness of CRE is a complex issue; much that CRE can and 

does achieve cannot be ‘costed’ in pure economic terms. Further, in many 

situations, CRE cannot assist in building relationship wellbeing without the 

additional input of other services, for example, debt advice. The stability and 

quality of relationships are affected by many co-existing factors, perhaps 

none more destructive than poverty, which is both a cause and 

consequence of relationship distress.32  

 

The best attempt to ‘guesstimate’ the cost-effectiveness of CRE by Benjamin 

E. Caldwell is based on hypothetical calculations. He estimates, for 

government, a return of $1.85 for every $1 spent on screening and 

empirically supported marital therapy;33 and for health insurers, a return 

over 12 months of $1.48 for every $1 spent on screening and treatment of 

marital distress.34  

 

Research in the USA has also considered cost-effectiveness through a 

corporate lens. One study comments, ‘Companies wanting to increase their 

profitability will do well to realize that business takes place in the 

boardroom and the family room. It is in every company’s best financial 

interest to understand how marriage and family wellness affect their 

business and to invest in the promotion of relational wellness.’35 The 

authors calculate the cost to society for each divorce as $25-30,000.36 They 

quote an estimated loss of $6 billion by American businesses due to 

decreased productivity from marriage and relationship distress.37 They also 

note the findings of a study that estimated that in the year post-divorce, 

employees were absent from work on average 168 hours (four weeks).38 

Goodyear Tire are considering financing CRE programmes, and researchers 

predict that the ‘success’ of these programmes will provide a good return 

for their investment.39 

 

 



!"#$%&%'&()*%&

+3&

Conclusion 

There are a number of key reasons to consider for adopting a wide-scale 

programme of CRE:40  

• Research shows that it works 

• It can slow couples down and so foster deliberation41  

• It can convey a message that relationships matter  

• It can help couples learn about options if they need help later  

• It can lower the risk of subsequent relationship distress or termination in 

some couples. 

 

The government has a role to play in promoting relationship wellbeing and 

CRE. According to one leading US researcher:  

 

There are many public health campaigns for anti-

smoking, sun protection, dietary habits and taking daily 

exercise. Parenting and pre-natal classes are widely 

available. These developments suggest that the public is 

open to self-improvement in different areas of their lives; 

marriage education may be one of the last bastions to 

succumb to self-help strategies.42  

 

Government’s ‘meta-messages’, especially apparent in the policy decisions 

they make, are very important. At the very least, government support and 

comment on CRE raises its profile and acceptability, normalizing it. Thus it 

nudges people (individuals and couples) to ‘invest’ in their relationship. 

&

&

&

&
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4  The Way Forward 

&

The  Research The Reality 

• CRE is most effective when 
delivered in a context relevant 
to the recipients; this includes 
both the point in life (eg, pre-
marriage) and the social and 
cultural context. 

• The impact of CRE fades over 
time. It will need to be repeated 
to have a longer-term effect 
especially as people’s 
circumstances change over 
time.  

• 61% of all CRE currently being 
delivered is pre-marriage. 24% of 
all couples getting married 
receive some form of CRE. 

• Less than 15,000 people per year 
are reached with CRE at other 
points in their relationship. 

• There are encouraging pilots 
accessing people, particularly 
through pre-natal classes, with 
potential for expansion. 

• Research suggests there are 
discernible benefits in extending 
the length of intervention to 
some 10 hours, but little or no 
benefit in extending it further.  

• Whilst 24% of couples receive 
some form of pre-marriage 
education, less than 10% of these 
receive an average of 7-8 hours, 
with the balance generally 
receiving a sub-optimal 2 hours. 

• Research among ‘hard to reach’ 
groups is limited but increasing. 

• 13% of CRE is currently being 
delivered to marginalised groups, 
notably accessed through the 
prison system. 

 

 

Minimum conditions, maximum freedom 

At the moment the delivery of CRE relies heavily upon the voluntary sector 

and faith-based organisations. It has been estimated that, ‘92% of marriage 

preparation is provided by the voluntary sector – overwhelmingly by 

churches’.43  
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A survey carried out by Relationships Foundation and 2-in-2-1 found that 

the workforce currently delivering CRE falls into three main groups: 

volunteers, professional counsellors or similar, and clergy. More than 70% 

of all those engaged in delivering CRE do so on a voluntary basis, for three 

main reasons: 

• Social concern – awareness of, and exposure to, the pain involved 

in family breakdown and a concern to assist others to avoid these 

outcomes. 

• Pro-marriage – deeply held beliefs about the special qualities of 

marriage, frequently born out of transformative personal 

experience. 

• Faith-based – seeing relationship education, particularly around 

marriage, as a means to engage more actively with their local 

community. 

 

Most of the organisations surveyed provide training appropriate to the 

needs of their volunteers seeking primarily to instruct them in the content 

and delivery of their material. Regulation which is perceived as raising 

barriers to voluntary service is likely to stifle, rather than promote, a flow of 

people willing to come forward. The key therefore will be to emphasise 

training and development clearly focused on both the content critical to 

effective CRE, together with appropriate general skills related to adult 

education, avoiding over-reliance on achievement of specific qualifications 

and educational achievement levels. 

 

Equally, it would be wholly inappropriate to commit public funds into an 

entirely unregulated sector. To balance these requirements there needs to 

be: 

• Specified ‘minimum content’ for any course based on current 

research. This might include strategies for addressing negative 

interactions, and appropriate ways to build sustainable 

relationships which satisfy both partners. 
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• Minimum training standards encompassing basic ‘adult education’ 

(eg, managing groups or Health and Safety), and the background 

to the ‘minimum content’ outlined above. 

• Registration of courses to qualify for receipt of public funding 

ensuring they meet the minimum content and training 

requirements.  

• Pilots of the programmes and funding approach in key areas, both 

to test the mechanisms, and to identify additional support needs 

for the voluntary sector organisations in expanding demand, and 

providing the capacity to satisfy it. 

 

 

Better delivery 

An important issue arising from the research is the need further to improve 

the delivery of CRE. Effective CRE requires both ‘trains’, the actual services, 

and ‘tracks’, the necessary infrastructure needed to deliver the services to 

the clients.44 This requires improved cooperation, coordination, and 

communication on the ground. 

 

There are already established organisations in related fields, notably the 

Family and Parenting Institute, whose focus has been primarily on 

parenting. Initially a separate body should be established to address the 

specific needs of CRE leading the development of the sector, including 

establishing minimum course content, framing regulation and registration, 

and piloting the delivery framework. Once the sector is established there 

may be scope for a single comprehensive organisation. 

 

The interface with Sex and Relationship Education (SRE) 

There are important lessons from the research on successful couple 

relationships that could form a useful part of the SRE curriculum, such that 

young people learn more about the pathways to, and foundations of, long-
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term committed relationships. Such teaching could include an 

understanding of: 

• The static and dynamic risk factors in relationships – improving the 

rationale of partner selection. 

• The process and sequence of formation of successful relationships 

(including ‘sliding v deciding’) and the loss of choice resulting 

from progressing relationships under certain circumstances. 

• The signs of ‘unsafe’ relationships which may lead to abuse and 

violence (and how to manage exit from such relationships wisely). 

• The value to individuals, families and society of long-term 

commitment, particularly in the context of child rearing.  

 

A ‘Relationships Movement’  

Apathy and ambivalence towards relationships needs to be countered by a 

‘relationships movement’ recognised and supported by society generally, as 

well as by specific public policy, and positive media coverage. We need to 

engender a culture in which relationship distress and breakdown is seen for 

the tragedy it is, where relationship wellbeing is embraced as socially 

desirable. Good relationships are not the purview of some people, but 

available to all. Components of good relationships, such as friendship, 

loyalty, generosity, forgiveness, realistic expectations of relationship success 

and the public responsibilities of a private relationship, should be included 

in public discussion so that seeking out such relationships will become 

normative. CRE delivered within such a ‘relational’ atmosphere will be 

positively received, and much more likely to succeed in its aim.  

 

There is substantial evidence that UK society is taking an increasing interest 

in relational issues with increased media attention and a plethora of ‘self-

help’ resources. The seeds for a relationships movement have been sown – 

it is more a case of making more explicit that: 

• It is a valid aspiration of every individual to enjoy meaningful and 

fulfilling adult personal relationships. 
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• We increasingly understand what helps, and hinders, the 

achievement of these aspirations. 

• Education (in its broadest sense) is available, and should be 

welcomed by all, in achieving strong healthy relationships. 

• Getting ‘relationally fit’ through CRE is as natural, healthy and 

desirable as getting physically fit at a gym. 

 

Any campaign aimed at normalising particular behaviours and attitudes in 

society needs to be multifaceted. For example, current moves to reduce 

obesity involve not only direct advertising (the ‘5 A DAY’ campaign), but 

also, media interest in cookery, celebrity endorsement, involvement of the 

food supply industry, direct action in schools etc.  

 

Gatekeepers 

A relational movement will require strong signposting. Current provision 

generally accesses recipients through four tried and tested channels: 

• Clergy/registrars for PME 

• Health workers in relation to birth of children 

• Specialist channels (eg, prisons) 

• Direct word of mouth. 

 

To encourage the normalistion of CRE it is important to expand the number 

of access points by ensuring that the ‘gatekeepers’ at relevant points are 

appropriately trained to identify issues and direct couples to appropriate 

resources. There are natural ‘gatekeepers’ at most stages of relationship: 

most notably Registrars at the time a marriage is planned, and Health 

Visitors at the time of birth of a child. There is already the necessary 

legislative framework and training available substantially to increase the 

effectiveness of both such bodies in promoting the benefits of healthy 

relationships, and the role of CRE in developing these. What is needed is to 

increase the awareness, and if necessary obligation, to promote these 

benefits.  
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Existing work by organisations such as the National Couple Support 

Network, who are working alongside Registrars to promote local provision 

of CRE, provide a model worthy of potential expansion to national scale. 

Similarly, both the work of training health workers to raise awareness of 

relationship issues, and the work of organisations such as Bristol 

Community Family Trust in providing CRE as part of ante-natal classes 

provide a model for future expansion, and demonstrate the feasibility of 

reaching diverse elements of the population.45  

 

Rolling out CRE 

CRE should be provided: 

• At the point at which the relationship could be said to be a 

‘committed long-term relationship’ – traditionally marriage, but 

should also allow for all couples who self identify as being in 

‘committed long-term relationships’. 

• Prior to the birth of a first child. 

• At some later unspecified transition point (eg, ‘empty-nest’, grand-

parenting etc) as reinforcement to earlier learning. 

• To singles – to identify safe relationships. 

 

 

Funding and Incentives – who pays? 

The majority (76%) of all recipients are paying towards the costs of their 

CRE, with charges ranging from £10/head up to £100/head. In most cases 

these charges simply reflect recovery of direct costs by the providers, with 

the time of the facilitators being provided on a voluntary basis. The most 

expensive courses to provide appear to be those reaching some of the most 

marginalised in society through prisons, reflecting the substantial 

administrative and security overheads for such operations. 

 

The CRE sector at present is almost exclusively the domain of third sector 

agencies, many relying extensively on voluntary efforts to deliver their 
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programmes. Whilst there is considerable goodwill, and some latent 

capacity, in the sector, it will undoubtedly require substantial investment if 

it is to deliver CRE to a significant sector of the population. The demands for 

funding will be from several sources: 

• Establishing and running the central institutions charged with 

development of the sector, regulation and post-course evaluation. 

• Providing training and guidance to the ‘gatekeepers’ to drive 

uptake of programmes. 

• Providing training to those engaged in CRE to raise standards and 

ensure consistency of delivery. 

• Funding the actual delivery of CRE to recipients. 

• Potentially providing incentives to recipients to attend. 

 

The US Healthy Marriage Initiative is budgeted at about $150m/year which 

when pro-rated for population etc would be £15-20m/year for the UK. Our 

report Building Strong Foundations reaches a similar cost estimate using 

more comprehensive analysis. The cost of family breakdown over a ten-year 

period is estimated at £150-370bn. A reduction of just 1 breakdown per 

1000 relationships would make the programme cost effective. 

 

Incentives  

Incentives can operate at two levels: firstly, there is the direct benefit to the 

recipient; and secondly, and in our view as importantly, they signal that 

society believes that such activity is worthwhile – they are part of the 

process of social normalisation of CRE. Such incentives may be of a variety 

of types: 

• Direct financial incentives such as vouchers for wedding goods or 

baby products appropriate to the stage of the relationship. 

• Financial subsidies to existing costs. For example several US states 

offer a reduction in the Marriage Licence if the couple has 

undertaken approved CRE prior to the wedding. Alternatively, 

costs of attending CRE could be made a tax deductible expense. 
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• Direct obligation to attend to receive other benefits; for example 

some aspects of CRE in the US are delivered as a part of benefits 

programmes, and without attendance, recipients may disqualify 

themselves from certain benefits. 

 

In general we would advocate approaches that require the minimum of 

administration from the CRE providers (noting that many are small local 

operations), perhaps limiting the requirements to providing an approved 

‘certificate of completion’ to the couple in question. 

 

We support the principle of ‘beneficiary pays’, but as the benefits accrue to 

individuals, their family, community and society at large, allocation of 

benefit value is difficult. We therefore recommend a mix of finance based 

on: 

• Provision of national infrastructure financed by central 

government. 

• Promotion of provision of local services devolved to, and financed 

by, local government. 

• Initial finance to expand the sector provided largely from the third 

sector (as at present) substantially supplemented by central 

government, but with a gradual shift, as society accepts CRE as the 

norm, towards increasing direct payment by recipients. 

• Appropriate mechanisms to ensure that poverty and social 

disadvantage are not barriers to receiving CRE. Free provision to 

those at highest risk and the socially disadvantaged should be the 

aim. 

&

&
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5  Conclusions and Recommendations 

&
CRE is not the silver bullet, but it is a missing piece of the jigsaw in terms of 

the government’s response to the increasing number of failing couple 

relationships. CRE is for everyone, whatever stage they are at. It is not a one-

time event but should happen regularly in people’s lives as the effects of 

any course fade over time and people’s situations change – for example the 

birth of a child can put new and different pressures on a relationship.  Many 

couples undertaking CRE will also benefit from other services such as debt 

advice. This ‘CRE plus’ is likely to be most effective especially for high-risk 

couples. 

 

Key conclusions 

1. The empirical research, whilst limited, gives cause for optimism that 

appropriately delivered CRE can influence the outcomes for individuals, 

and collectively for society. 

2. There are core components and factors within CRE that can be 

identified as more influential on outcomes for both satisfaction (ie, 

maximising well-being) and stability (ie, avoidance of breakdown). 

3. The context in which CRE is delivered, and the person by whom it is 

delivered, have an important influence upon its impact. 

4. There are key life events or transition points (eg, marriage or the birth 

of a child) that create both access points for delivery of CRE, and a 

context where recipients are most receptive. CRE should routinely be 

offered at these points. 

5. CRE is most effective if delivered for approximately 10 hours.  



!"#$%&%'&()*%&

,3&

6. In the UK at present, about 132,000 people (24% of individuals 

marrying each year) receive some form of marriage preparation, but 

only a small minority (about 11,000) receive in-depth interventions. 

7. Around 5,000 people are trained and engaged in delivering CRE in the 

UK at present. 

8. CRE is not well regarded by the population at large, but is well received 

and recommended by those who do attend. An awareness campaign 

would help. 

 

 

Key recommendations 

1. A wide-ranging public awareness campaign should be undertaken 

engaging all areas of society with the benefits of being ‘relationally fit’. 

2. The provision of CRE should be expanded through an approach which 

encompasses: 

a. Actively encouraging, or potentially requiring, ‘gatekeepers’ at 

key relationship stages (eg, Registrars, Health Visitors etc) to 

promote awareness of relationship skills, and the provision of 

CRE. 

b. Defining ‘Minimum conditions of satisfaction’ that any course 

must encompass but maximising the freedom of providers to 

develop those aspects appropriate for their target recipients. 

c. Encouraging the wide range of local social voluntary providers 

already in existence to expand and develop their services with 

minimal regulation. 

3. A programme should be set up to increase the delivery of CRE by 

doubling delivery every year for six years and targeting delivery to 50% 

of the eligible population in ten years. 

4. A central agency should be established to develop the CRE sector. It 

could develop key frameworks, regulate or approve programmes and 

monitor the impact of CRE activity. 

!
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