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PREFACE 

 

This report examines what is currently being done in the UK to provide couple relationship 

education, looks at how that task might be more effectively undertaken and the implications for 

training and resourcing. It is a task that is timely, given the Government’s concerns about 

supporting families and children, and current debates about how there might be better help for 

those communities and families where relationships are under financial strain. This is not a 

problem unique to the UK. Indeed, new US President Barack Obama says in his book setting out 

his political philosophy, The Audacity of Hope, ‘research shows that marriage education 

workshops can make a real difference in helping married coupes stay together and in 

encouraging unmarried couples who are living together to form a more lasting bond.  Expanding 

access to such services to low income couples, perhaps in concert with job training and 

placement, medical coverage, and other services already available, should be something 

everybody can agree on.’   

 

He goes on to describe policies to strengthen marriage and marriage education as ‘common 

sense approaches’. We believe it is common sense too, and our hope is that this report will 

stimulate a robust discussion about policy priorities in relationship education and support. Our 

contemporary culture, rightly, places a good deal of emphasis on training and preparation, not 

just in the workplace, but also in the realm of personal development through life skills, 

programmes, and coaching. As a wide range of helps are available in a variety of media for 

anyone who wishes to take up a new hobby or interest, or learn a new skill, it has always seemed 

strange that, as a society, we give so little time and attention to preparing for, nurturing and 

supporting our key family relationships, particularly our marriage or couple relationships and the 

assumption of parenting responsibilities. 

 

This report had its genesis in a key recommendation coming from the 2007 National Relationships 

Education Conference that a comprehensive case should be assembled, using the latest research 

evidence, for a much greater commitment to the provision of relationship education across the 

UK – and the consequent funding. 

 

The 2007 conference was the fifth of a series bringing together a number of individuals and 

organisations, both national and local, who share an interest in couple relationship education.  

The conferences evolved from the launch event for National Marriage Week in 2002.  Among 

early sponsors for the conference was the National Association of Community and Family Trusts 

(NACFT), an umbrella body set up to represent and support the work of a number of community 

based bodies nationwide. NACFT leaders had a strong commitment to see better co-ordinated 

and funded relationship education in the UK, based on successful work locally in supporting 

couple and parenting education. Other main sponsors of the conference have been Time for 

Families (a charity working to provide relationships support particularly among prisoners and 

those marginalised in society), 2-in-2-1, and the Relationships Foundation.   

 

The Relationships Foundation, established in 1993, is an independent think tank seeking a better 

connected society. RF researches the impact of culture, business and government on relationships 
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and work with a wide range of leaders in politics, business, academia and public services to 

implement creative relational ideas. 2-in-2-1, established in 2000, provides a comprehensive web-

based gateway for couples to access the wide range of resources and services to assist them 

achieve their aspirations for their couple relationships. It also provides those involved in marriage 

and relationship support with a network and news services. 

 

The Relationships Education conferences have provided a forum for a wide range of practitioners 

to hear leading academics and policy-makers, to consider best practice nationwide and to share 

ideas and visions. Participants have included Relate, the largest provider of relationships support 

services in the UK, One Plus One, who research and advise government and other public bodies 

on relationship issues, and family and parenting support organisations including Parenting UK, 

Positive Parenting, Care for the Family, Marriage Care and Alpha. These have included both faith-

based bodies with a variety of perspectives, and organisations with a secular orientation. 

 

A number of organisations represented have been at the sharp end of funding cuts in what was 

already a very limited budget provision to support relationship education, including large players 

such as Relate and smaller locally based groups such as the Community and Family Trusts. These 

cuts, particularly in the latter case, have resulted in significant reductions in levels of activity, with 

some groups struggling to survive.  

 

Following the 2007 conference, therefore, Relationships Foundation and 2-in-2-1 agreed to 

compile this current report. The purpose is to marshal and summarise the growing body of 

evidence into ‘what works’ internationally, survey existing provision across the UK, describe best 

practice in detail, assess the scope for growth and set out and track models for development of 

community-based voluntary services to reach a much wider range of clients, including deprived 

social classes, ethnic minorities, inner cities etc. The draft report was presented at the 2009 

conference and a wide range of helpful and perceptive comments were received. 

 

The Relationships Foundation undertook, in conjunction with 2-in-2-1, to raise funding to enable 

a study to be made and a report to be prepared. The terms of reference are set out in Appendix 1. 

We are especially grateful to the trusts and individuals who have funded this work including the 

Tufton Trust, the Girdlers Trust and the Maranatha Trust.  
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

 

Building Strong Foundations  - The case for Couple Relationship Education  

 

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. This report 

reviews the international evidence on the effectiveness of Couple Relationship Education (CRE) in 

facilitating couple stability and reducing 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 make good couple relationship choices. The report argues that relationship 

education is effective and underutilised. A relatively small investment could lead to significant 

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. 

Sir 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.  

 

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 for the vast majority of young 

people, and a key enabler to many other things they desire in life such as health and financial 

security. Such a relationship requires basic skills which it can no longer be assumed that people 

acquire from family and friends. Many will require specific training if they are to have the 

opportunity of a stable committed relationship. For many CRE is a necessity rather than a luxury. 

 

 

Relationships are under pressure 

 

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

practice. Relationships are fragile, easily broken under pressure and casually disregarded. We like 
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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 

and consumption undermines relationships. Spending often leads to significant debt and Relate 

have noted that financial worries and money are the top cause of arguments between couples. 

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. As Relate have noted, family 

breakdown is a private tragedy, but on a wider scale, is also a matter for public concern.  Family 

breakdown contributes to a wide variety of social problems causing distress to individuals, 

families and communities and costs taxpayers £37 billion each year.1  

 

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 report 

argues that a relatively small amount of investment in CRE makes sense in economic and social 

terms. The report does not concentrate on therapeutic support for couples experiencing 

difficulties in their relationship, nor does it explore in any detail the Sex and Relationship 

Education (SRE) curriculum for young people, although we do highlight findings from the 

research that might usefully be included. 

 

 

Couple Relationship Education works 

  

International research has yielded optimistic data regarding the effectiveness of CRE in assisting 

individuals and couples to achieve improved relational wellbeing and increase stability. There is 

much work yet to be undertaken requiring larger sample sizes and less homogenous cohorts. The 

most comprehensive review to date is that by Carroll and Doherty in 2003. They concluded, ‘the 

                                                 
1 ‘When Relationships Go Wrong: counting the cost of family failure’, Relationships Foundation, Feb 2009. 
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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.’2 The best 

results were shown in the short-term. 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 programs especially tailored for prisoners in the US and UK.  

 

The effectiveness of CRE hinges on the effective delivery of effective programs. Again, much has 

been learnt, but funding is needed to learn more. No robust study has compared CRE programs. 

Several studies note the advantages of PREP, a CRE program built upon empirical research rather 

than fixed content. The program flexibility means it 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 up to 10 hours of delivery. It is also clear that the 

participants trust in the trainer is crucial – both the message and the messenger matters.  

 

 

‘Safe’ relationships 

 

Not all relationships are good. A healthy relationship is a ‘safe’ relationship. It must be 

emotionally safe (couples can 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). 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 to safely exit that relationship.  

 

 

Sliding vs deciding 

 

‘Relationship Inertia’ is a serious problem. The novel programme Within My Reach (WMR) seeks to 

equip individuals with the necessary skills and education to achieve their relationship goals. One 

of the major themes of WMR is to combat relationship inertia. How relationships form is critical to 

how they function, develop, survive, and indeed thrive. Participants explore how 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, cohabitation, marriage). 

Sliding results in relationship inertia, often meaning couples remain in unhealthy, or even unsafe 

relationships. CRE seeks to teach individuals to slow down in relationships; to make decisions 

actively and self-consciously, before committing too far, and losing choices.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
2 Carroll & Doherty, 2003. 
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A ‘Relationships Movement’  

 

Relationship entropy, the natural tendency to relationship disorder, is a problem that 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 relational wellbeing is 

embraced as socially desirable, and relationships are rescued from the prevailing destructive 

consumer mindset. 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 becomes a 

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

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

 

 

Key conclusions 

 

1. Whilst government uses many measures to address factors influencing relational success, 

including relief of poverty, parenting skills and protection from domestic violence, little is 

currently done to address the central issue of empowering adult individuals to achieve their 

relational aspirations. CRE is the missing component. 

2. The empirical research, whilst limited, gives cause for optimism that appropriately designed 

and delivered CRE can influence the outcomes for individuals, and collectively for society. 

3. Further evaluative work on the impact of CRE in the UK is required in line with ongoing work 

in the USA. 

4. It is becoming clear what works, and as CRE develops deliverers must ensure that their 

programmes are focused on the best available research on the factors influencing relational 

stability (avoidance of breakdown) and satisfaction (maximising wellbeing). 

5. The context in which CRE is delivered, and the person by whom it is delivered, have an 

important influence upon its impact. 

6. CRE needs to be long enough to ensure effective learning impact – there is little increased 

benefit beyond 10 hours.  

7. 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. 

8. In the UK about 136,000 people (24% of individuals marrying each year) receive some form 

of marriage preparation, but only about 11,000 receive in depth interventions. Significantly 

less people receive other forms of CRE. 

9. Around 5,000 people are trained and engaged in delivering CRE in the UK at present. 

10. CRE is not well regarded by the population at large, but is well received and recommended 

by those who do attend.  

11. Training, and the expansion of the workforce, must be undertaken in a manner that is 

sensitive to the underlying motivation of those currently delivering CRE, and which 

recognises that in CRE in particular, the ‘messenger matters’. 
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12. There is a need to develop value-language, and a shared framework, for CRE that reflects the 

diversity of viewpoints both among providers and recipients of CRE. 

 

 

Key recommendations 

 

1. A comprehensive and coherent framework should be developed encompassing all areas of 

Relationship Education – CRE, Parenting, DV (Domestic Violence) and SRE. 

2. A wide-ranging public awareness campaign should be undertaken engaging all areas of 

society with the benefits of being ‘relationally fit’. 

3. The provision of CRE should be expanded through an approach which encompasses: 

a. Actively encouraging, or potentially requiring ‘gate-keepers’ at key relationship stages 

(eg, Registrars or Health Visitors) to promote awareness of relationship skills and the 

provision of CRE. 

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

d. Funding local providers of CRE to train those involved in delivery of services. 

e. Providing funding primarily through market-led mechanisms where the amount of 

funding received by providers is driven by the quantity of recognised CRE delivered. 

4. 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. 

5. 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. 

6. Public funding should be increased from an initial level of around £7.7m in year 1, to around 

£27m in year 10 to develop the sector, all at today’s prices. 

7. Funding for expansion of CRE should come from both Central and Local Government, and 

from the voluntary sector, with a gradual shift towards direct payment by recipients who can 

afford it as CRE becomes more widely accepted. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

 

 

Summary 

The report begins with the premise that good relationships are vital for our wellbeing, improving our 

health, happiness and life expectancy and underlying success in many areas of life. Good couple 

relationships are, however, too easily taken for granted –  such relationships are fragile, easily broken 

under pressure and casually disregarded. We argue that government has a role to play in promoting 

relationship education as part of its wider commitment to equality of opportunity to all.  The cost of 

family breakdown is enormous both socially and economically. We suggest that the overall spending 

burden on the State can be reduced by supporting and encouraging relationships through couple 

relationship education (CRE). CRE is broadly defined in the report and is differentiated from 

therapeutic support of couples experiencing relationship difficulties. 

 

We briefly examine changes in values and social attitudes during the last two generations and the 

influence this had on the practice of marriage and couple relationships more generally. The recent 

history of government policy towards marriage and relationship education is reviewed showing how 

the emphasis on support for children and parenting services has diminished commitment to funding 

for couple relationship education. The recent history of provision of relationship education by the 

voluntary sector is also set out. 

 

 

1.1 Promoting relational wellbeing 

 

Good relationships are vital for our wellbeing, improving our health, happiness and life 

expectancy, and in underlying success in almost every area of human endeavour. The term 

‘wellbeing’, which used to be a concept restricted mainly to advertising copywriters, is now part 

of the fabric of debate about social improvement, both in political debate and corporate HR 

policies, to name two key areas.3 The main focus of debate has tended to be on ‘subjective 

wellbeing’: what we feel about our own wellbeing or how happy we are. Certainly, one 

important aspect of happiness is the pursuit of the positive experiences associated with healthy 

functioning, achieving personal potential and living a good and meaningful life. Good 

relationships are vital, too, in a corporate context: in public policy, public services, business and 

the community. We might describe our aspirations as for  ‘flourishing’ or ‘thriving’ relationships 

both at a personal level and in a wider societal context. 

 

Most people believe that relationships are important, indeed vital to wellbeing, but that 

knowledge is no guarantee of good practice. 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. In this aspiration they intuitively recognise the benefits of 

wellbeing and security that such a relationship can offer. But good couple relationships are too 

                                                 
3  For a fuller treatment of this topic, see ‘Thriving Lives: Which way for well-being?’, Relationships Foundation, 
2007.  Available at www.relationshipsfoundation.org/download.php?id=171 
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easily taken for granted. In fact, relationships are fragile, easily broken under pressure and 

casually disregarded. They are a part of life that all of us need to prepare for, and actively sustain 

and work at, however long in the tooth we may be. 

 

There has been a very marked change in both social attitudes and practice towards relationships 

and marriage in the last generation. From an explicit support of marriage, there has been a 

gradual but significant shift in government thinking to a point where the emphasis is now almost 

wholly on children.   

 

Few would contest that couple relationships are under significant pressure in contemporary 

society and there are many contributory factors. Firstly, pressures of work and the wide variety of 

leisure opportunities available put a significant squeeze on time. A couple’s work schedules may 

overlap, may require working significant unsocial hours or just seem relentless, giving little 

opportunity for quality time together or with their children. Secondly, the pull of a consumerist 

society equates personal happiness and wellbeing with the purchase of material possessions and 

consumption, giving rise to significant debt and undermining good relationships. On the other 

hand, where there is unemployment or relative poverty, relationships are also under strain – there 

is a strong correlation between financial and relational poverty. Thirdly, the rise of an 

individualistic culture leads to a mindset that views relationships as important only to the extent 

to which they support personal preferences and desires. 

 

Many couples recognise these issues and aspire to confront or mitigate these pressures.  Many 

will need help and support in doing so.4 Such support may come from a range of sources 

involving family, their friends, and increasingly, providers of formal support. 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. Thus government and public 

policy have a role to play.  

 

Helping couples to recognise and address these issues from an early point in their relationship 

and not just at a time of crisis will be an important factor in the overall mental and physical health 

and wellbeing of our society. There are a number of measures which can, and to some extent are, 

being taken to support and strengthen family life. Among theses are policies to address material 

poverty, which the present Government has consistently championed, measures to improve 

work-life balance and to allow families to spend more time together, and the provision of a 

parenting support network, particularly to disadvantaged families. Whilst there is scope for more 

robust policies to address each of these latter issues, helping to mitigate the pressures on adult 

couple relationships, this does not address the central core issue of the health of the relationship 

itself. This report contends that more direct support should be given to the couple relationship 

itself and suggests how and why. 

 

Traditionally relationship education took place in informal family groups or social settings.  The 

growth of formal relationship education in the UK started with the National Marriage Guidance 

                                                 
4 43% of couples say they would use face-to-face counselling if they needed help. ‘Families In Britain: an evidence 
paper’, DCSF, December 2008, p 57. 
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Council (now Relate), and Marriage Care.  However Relate, and to a lesser extent Marriage Care, 

have tended to focus on provision of therapeutic and counselling services, rather than 

preventative education. Over the last 30 years or so, there has been a piecemeal growth of 

organisations, many faith based, providing relationship education both to strengthen marriages 

and as marriage preparation. 

 

 

1.2 Are relationships a private matter? 

 

An important philosophical question that needs to be addressed is whether, and to what extent, 

governments have a role in influencing private couple relationships and assisting couples and 

individuals in realising their relationship aspirations. This is not the place for a discourse on the 

role of the State verses the individual, but it is necessary to set out a possible consensus position 

on the extent to which it may be necessary or desirable for the State to intervene in couple 

relationships. In a free society, it might be argued that the government should seek to influence 

couple behaviour in two ways: 

 

• Firstly to create the framework and opportunity to empower individuals to achieve their 

rightful aspirations for healthy couple relationships, and achieve the consequent 

wellbeing;  

 

• Secondly, to intervene when individual actions clearly have undesirable and/or 

unintended consequences for society as a whole and there is a cost both in terms of time 

and money in dealing with the issues those consequences may bring in their wake. 

 

Government today accepts that creating ‘equality of (economic) opportunity’ by providing 

education, training and access to services, and framing an expectation that every individual 

should participate in useful economic or social activity, is central to its role. Yet in the key area 

which will shape the wellbeing, and in many cases also the economic productivity, of its citizens 

little is done to provide ‘equality of opportunity’. Provision of CRE would be one step in 

government shouldering its responsibility to provide such opportunity for all. 

 

Turning to the negative consequences of individual choices, the fragility and impermanence of 

couple relationships in society today, particularly where there are children involved, gives rise to a 

range of situations broadly characterised as family breakdown. These have a wide impact on the 

cohesion of society and more specifically on public expenditure, housing, etc. We use the 

language of ‘family breakdown’ because in our view it best describes the experience which many 

families have been through. We seek to do so in a non-political and non-pejorative manner; we 

want to recognise the reality of contemporary life and to offer some positive ideas for a way 

forward. 

 

14 



A recent pamphlet from the Relationships Foundation estimates the direct costs of family 

breakdown in the UK at £37 bn.5 This research demonstrates in some detail the costs to the public 

purse in relation to tax and benefits, housing, health and social care, criminal justice and 

education. If investing in preventative measures could save even a small proportion of these costs 

over a 5-10 year period, this would allow considerably increased expenditure on a range of 

measures to support couple relationships and families, going well beyond even the modest £46m 

that DCSF currently plans to invest in the whole range of Children and Family Support Services 

over two years. A recent report from IPPR says: 

 

A wide range of government departments recognise the importance of strong 

family relationships in supporting the achievement of their desired outcomes 

from preventing re-offending to improving children’s educational outcomes (and 

we would also include the provision of adequate housing stock for young 

families).  However, few seem to have either a strategy or the resources to 

support family relationships.6

 

 

As set out below, in recent years, only a small proportion of this element of government spending 

goes to direct investment in couple education. The social cost of family breakdown is, of course, 

only a part of the human and personal tragedy resulting from the ending of a couple relationship, 

even when both parties desired it or recognised its inevitability. 

 

There have been huge changes over the past 40 years in the ways in which couple relationships 

form, have families, and in some cases breakdown and re-form as we address below. The major 

demographic shift has been towards less formal, and ultimately, for many, less stable forms of 

relationship, typically referred to as ‘cohabiting’. Few couples enter such relationships with the 

intent of ultimate breakdown, yet virtually no education is offered on the factors that are likely to 

create more stable unions, nor on the skills and practices likely to sustain them. 

 

Family breakdown reduces health, financial security and wellbeing – the three things people are 

most interested in; and this reduction puts pressure on relationships, accelerating the cycle of 

breakdown. This report accepts that there is no easy or short-term solution to relationship 

breakdown, but it argues that the massive financial burden on the State (and thereby on all 

taxpayers) can be reduced by supporting and encouraging relationships. 

 

There is no panacea, but by helping couples to deal with the many pressures bearing on 

relationships, we can help to ensure that they function better and have a greater long-term 

chance of success. We believe that relationship education has a significant part to play in helping 

couples to prepare for and then work through these pressure points. 

 

This report notes that when relationships break down, the full costs are incalculable. As Relate has 

noted: 

                                                 
5 ‘When Relationships Go Wrong: counting the cost of family failure’, Relationships Foundation, Feb 2009. Available 
at http://www.relationshipsfoundation.org/download.php?id=246 
6 ‘Freedom’s Orphans’, IPPR, 2006. 
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Family breakdown is a private tragedy, but on a wider scale is also a matter for 

public concern. Looking at social and family policy questions across Government 

shows that family breakdown contributes to a wide variety of social problems 

causing distress for individuals, families and communities.7

 

This report examines the case for a new programme of government support and funding for CRE 

that has the potential to add significant weight to the growing range of preventative measures 

which might, over the medium to long-term, help to limit the extent of family breakdown. 

 

 

1.3 Social and political context 

 

1.3.1 Social context 

 

As noted above, issues of marriage and relationships sit on the overlap between the public and 

the private sphere. There is a strong contemporary mindset, born of western individualism and 

changes in moral and social values during the last two generations, that a couple relationship of 

whatever form or status is essentially a matter for two consenting adults and is not the business of 

the wider extended family, the community or the state. There has been a growing reluctance to 

assert or imply, either directly or indirectly, especially in the UK, favoured status to any particular 

form of couple relationship, leading less emphasis to being placed on the role and significance of 

marriage. Nevertheless, governments have continued to recognise the value and importance of 

the stable family unit for social cohesion, effective parenting, socialisation and personal and 

economic wellbeing.  They have therefore deemed it necessary to introduce a range of measures 

designed to support children and family life and consider interventions in the area of marriage 

and relationships support. In a recent comparative study, Elizabeth Van Acker summarises the 

situation thus: 

 

Governments are concerned with four main indicators which influence the family; 

marriage, divorce, out-of-wedlock births and cohabitation.…Over the long term, 

first marriage rates are declining, birth rates have plummeted, while cohabitation 

and out-of-wedlock births have risen. There is political uneasiness about the high 

divorce rate and effects of single parenthood. Governments are therefore seeking 

appropriate policy responses to these trends. The perceived solution to the 

‘marriage crisis’ is to protect the traditional family unit; married heterosexual 

parents with children. This idea is especially present in the USA, where the federal 

government has developed strategies specifically designed to create ‘healthy’ 

marriages by offering early intervention and prevention activities.… There is 

milder support in Australia for these programs, while the focus in the UK appears 

                                                 
7 Relate website, www.relate.org.uk 
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centred more on the wellbeing of children, with no spotlight on strengthening 

marriage.8

 

There has been a very marked change in both social attitudes and practice towards relationships 

and marriage in the last generation. A sea change began in the 1960s but trends have accelerated 

in the last 10-15 years to the point where 50% of children are now born outside formal marriage. 

Recently published data shows that, for example:9  

 

• 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 of marriages 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).  This was 7% lower that 2005.11 

• 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 

 

Van Acker, among others, sets out the public tensions relating to marriage.13 Among less 

quantifiable social and cultural changes are: 

 

• Not only a rise in the number of cohabiting relationships, but other committed 

relationships which have been characterised as ‘living apart together’ (LAT) where, for 

various reasons, including particularly the application of benefits policy, it makes 

financial sense for a couple with children to live apart. 

• At a wider level, we observe the disconnection between sexual relationships and 

commitment. 

• Marriage has moved from being the precursor to family formation (and in a previous 

generation, sexual relations), to being seen as ‘the ultimate celebration’, which may still 

take place before the birth of a child, but in many cases does not. The average cost of a 

wedding in the UK is now around £20,00014 which undoubtedly acts as a significant 

deterrent to many couples who feel they must reach a certain standard in their wedding 

celebration. In many cases, thy simply cannot afford a sum of that magnitude, 

particularly if they have children and/or receive a below-average income. There is also a 

growing lack of understanding of the factors which influence stability (including the 

                                                 
8  E. Van Acker ‘Governments and Marriage Education Policy; perspectives from the UK, US and Australia’, Palgrave 
MacMillan, 2008, p 3. 
9 See for instance ‘Focus on Families’ 2007: General Household Survey, ONS. 
10 OECD Indicators 2006. 
11 Marriage, Divorce and Adoption Statistics FM2, ONS. 
12 ‘Focus on Families’ 2007: General Household Survey, ONS. 
13 Van Acker, ch 2. 
14 Daily Telegraph, June 9, 2008. Available at http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2099898/Wedding-costs-soar-to-
more-than-and16320,000.html (Accessed 01/05/09). 
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trajectory of the relationship – we comment elsewhere on the phenomenon of 

‘sliding’15) characterised by the belief that ‘all you need is love’ and the fairy tale 

aspirations which many have. 

 

 

1.3.2 Government policy 

 

These trends are reflected in the recent history of UK Government support and funding for 

marriage and relationship education.16 The last Conservative Government introduced the Family 

Law Act 1996 which set out the following principles: 

 

a) That the institution of marriage is to be supported. 

b) Where a marriage is in danger of breaking down, the parties should be encouraged to 

take all practical steps to save the marriage. 

c) Where a marriage has irretrievably broken down, it should be brought to an end with 

minimum distress, especially to children and as good as possible continuing relationships 

between the parties should be promoted. 

 

The implementation of the Act included putting forward detailed plans for piloting of a range of 

marriage support services which included the publication of the first Directory of Marriage 

Support Organisations. 

 

Following the 1997 election, the new Labour Government asked Sir Graham Hart to review the 

funding of marriage support services17.  His review concluded: 

 

a) Marriage breakdown 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 inclusion of the words ‘and relationship’ is significant, marking a clear 

change of direction from support specifically for marriage, which was the explicit focus of both 

the 1996 Act and the Hart Review. 

 

The conclusion of the AGMARS strategy states: 

 

                                                 
15 Chapter 2.5.2. 
16 For a more detailed review, see (a) Centre for Social Justice ‘The State of the Nation report.’ Fractured Families 
2006, p 92-95 and (b) Marriage Support Services – Review 2008 – CARE 2008 which tracks the dilution of support 
for marriage-based programmes. 
17 Sir Graham Hart, ‘The Funding of Marriage Support’, Lord Chancellor’s Department 1999. 
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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. The strategy sets out 

ten areas for action. Research and evaluation are key elements. We have no 

illusions about what can be done, but we recognise that even modest 

improvements are worthwhile, not least in raising the importance of supporting 

couples and improving relationships - of investing in the couple. 

 

Although both the Hart Report and the subsequent AGMARS strategy emphasised that there 

should be a shift in spending towards preventative measures, this manifestly has yet to happen 

and gives rise to the sense of disappointment and, indeed, frustration which exists among both 

policy advocates for, and practitioners of, relationship education. 

 

The Government’s strategy increasingly moved from 2003 onwards to an emphasis on helping 

and supporting families and carers for children.  This was set out in the 2003 Green Paper ‘Every 

Child Matters’ based on four key themes: 

 

a) Increasing the focus on supporting families and carers - the most critical 

influence on children’s lives; 

b) Ensuring necessary intervention takes place before children reach crisis point 

and protecting children from falling through the net; 

c) Addressing the underlying problems identified in the report into the death of 

Victoria Climbié – weak accountability and poor integration; 

d) Ensuring that the people working with children are valued, rewarded and 

trained. 

 

Following widespread public debate about services provided for children, young people and 

families, the Government published a further consultation paper ‘Every Child Matters: The Next 

Steps’ and passed the Children Act 2004, providing the legislative spine for developing more 

effective and accessible services focused around the needs of children, young people and families. 

 

The year 2003 saw changes to the structure of grant funding, with the MARS funding transferred 

from the Lord Chancellor’s Department to the Department for Education and Skills (DfES) into a 

combined ‘Strengthening Families Grant’ under the aegis of the Sure Start programme. From 

2006, five streams of funding were combined in the Children, Young People and Families Grant 

Programme (CYPF). The grant programme was rationalised, according to the DfES (now DCSF), to 

make its funding for voluntary organisations more strategic and to make it easier for organisations 

to apply for funding for work that improves outcomes for children, young people and families. 

From this point onwards, funding has been allocated to an increasingly diverse range of 

organisations, concerned with many different aspects of family life, social exclusion, rights and 

interests of minority groups to the extent that it becomes difficult to track the extent of funding 

concentrated on couple relationship education. A recent study seeks to analyse in detail the range 
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of grants made each year from 1999-2008/09 for the purposes of marriage and relationships 

support. It finds on the basis of an analysis of detailed programmes that just over £3m a year has 

been earmarked specifically for marriage and relationship education programmes.18 Indeed, it 

argues that, ‘there is a sense in which intentional investment in marriage support actually ceases 

in 2005, especially given that assisting marriage was/is not a recognised, measured outcome.’ 

 

The Government have, however, put increasing emphasis and resources into improving support 

and services for parents, based partly on research and partly on responses to consultation with 

parents themselves, which has emphasised the need for more flexible information and support. 

The current DCSF Children’s Plan aims particularly to improve how Government services involve 

fathers. Among measures to support parents are the allocation of funding (£34m over 3 years) to 

provide two expert parenting advisers in every local authority and expanding the network of 

school-based Parent Support Advisers. For those families needing more intensive help, outreach 

services from Sure Start Children’s Centres will be improved, and key support workers piloted to 

help the neediest families. 

 

 

1.3.3 Relationship Education in the UK 

 

Relationship Education has traditionally taken place in informal family groups or social settings, as 

the wisdom of experience was handed down from one generation to the next.  Limited support 

may have been available within the extended family network or faith community for couples who 

were experiencing difficulties, but for many this was a taboo area. The first major step towards 

providing relationship support in a formal or structured manner was the founding of the National 

Marriage Guidance Council (NMGC) in 1938 by Dr Herbert Gray, who with colleagues was 

concerned about the strain modern life was having on marriage. In the early years of NMGC 

couples were often seen by a counselling couple who would have been through a series of 24 

lectures and a selection panel (who specified that it was desirable that the potential candidates 

had experienced a successful marriage). Its remit included both advisory and counselling services, 

though as the service developed it increasingly focused on the latter. David and Vera Mace, who 

led the organisation during and after the Second World War, recognised this trend and 

subsequently moved to the USA to focus on Relationship Education and set up the Association for 

Couple and Marital Enrichment (ACME), which, until recently, also operated in the UK. 

 

The renaming of the NMGC as Relate in 1988 reflected its broader remit, developed in response 

to social change, to counselling people in all kinds of relationships, including single people. Other 

marriage support organisations had developed, particularly Marriage Care, a Catholic charity 

founded in 1946 in response to the pressure on family relationships following the Second World 

War. The more recent growth of both Relate and to a lesser extent Marriage Care, has been 

dominated by the provision of therapeutic and counselling services rather than preventative 

educational services. This coincided with a period of rapid social change when the extended 

family became increasingly fragmented and social mores underwent significant change. 

Relational skills were no longer developed and passed on within the family setting as they had 

                                                 
18 CARE 2008, p 19. 
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been for generations, in a wider context where traditional norms relating to marriage and 

relationships were breaking down. 

 

In the US in the 1960s a number of organisations developed with a focus specifically on 

strengthening marriage relationships, and many have subsequently developed branches or 

offshoots in the UK. Couples attending various of these programmes have also then formed 

independent organisations building on personal experience, research and overseas practice. 

 

This piecemeal development of services has resulted in a wide range of smaller organisations with 

varying financial and human resources and mixed geographic coverage being the key proponents 

of relationship education in the UK. Since the early 1990s these smaller organisations have 

increasingly co-operated together to try to raise the profile of CRE as a component in both 

assisting couples achieve their relationship aspirations and in addressing the rising tide of family 

breakdown. 

 

 

1.4 Approach and Terminology 

 

The report is based on an underlying desire to see all people equipped to achieve their aspirations 

for wellbeing in their relationships. Our motivation is to establish whether formal education for 

adults in aspects of relationships can play a part in achieving this goal. A variety of shorthand is 

used in the literature, including ME (marriage education), PME (pre-marriage education) and MRE 

(marriage and relationship education). We believe the most useful term is ‘Couple Relationship 

Education’ (CRE) to cover our broader view of how relationship education should be applied and 

delivered. It is considered that relationship education should be widely available to all couples 

who wish to access it, as well as individuals who wish to learn about developing and nurturing a 

couple relationship.  

 

There are groups delivering CRE which have a faith-based view of the sanctity of marriage. The 

pragmatic view is that as faith based groups play a significant role in existing provision and are 

likely to do so in the future their principles should be respected. In any case, the large majority of 

couples desiring to participate in CRE in the early days of any such programme are likely to be 

married or approaching marriage, mainly because the point of access to a course, and trigger to 

attend, will be through those charged with solemnizing the relationship. This report examines 

potential points of access for CRE for those already married, those contemplating marriage and 

those committed to a long-term cohabiting relationship. 

 

We define Couple Relationship Education as the communication of a set of values, strategies and 

interpersonal behaviours designed to build harmony and intimacy in the relationship, with a view 

to increasing stability and satisfaction for the couple. Attitudes, skills and behaviour needed for a 

successful marriage or long-term relationship can be modelled and learned. 

 

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 
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and resolving tension and conflict, and promoting responsible fatherhood, etc. Such programmes 

will also need to be culturally sensitive and appropriate. Our view is that 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 the parents and the need for a stable 

family structure. Such a value set will normally be taken as read within a faith-based environment, 

but would also be widely accepted in a secular context. 

 

The report explores the key forms which relationship education may take. The key emphasis is on 

measures to support couples at key stages in the development of their relationship and the help 

they might need to achieve their relational aspirations. There would also be benefit in targeting 

interventions at other key life stages such as parenthood, ‘second families’, teenage years, ‘empty 

nesters’ or on becoming grandparents.   

 

We recognise and applaud the range and professionalism of therapeutic support to couples 

experiencing difficulties in their relationships, but this lies outside the immediate scope of this 

report. The focus of this report is on the effectiveness of CRE in achieving relationship aspirations 

and reducing relationship breakdown, rather than the treatment of an already distressed 

relationship, and managing the consequences. 

 

Marriage remains a key relationship aspiration of most young people, and possesses distinctive 

qualities and status within the law.19 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.  First of all 

in the context of the extended family where 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. Secondly, couple relationships have a community context, most obviously in the 

network of friendships and other roles which build ‘social capital’.  Thirdly, 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. Continuity in the relationship carries its own 

reinforcing power. 

 

There will be a number of gateways into CRE which may be more appropriate for this group.  

These may include the internet, magazines, self-help books and recommendations/referrals from 

health professionals. 

 

We think it may be useful to set out what this report is not saying or covering: 

 

• It is specifically not dealing with the range of therapeutic interventions in couple 

relationships which cover a wide variety of issues, including sex therapies aimed at 

dealing with deep seated problems or disorders; 

                                                 
19 ‘Is Britain splitting up over marriage?’ The Times March 4, 2007. An Opinion Research Business poll cited in the 
article found that nearly 90% of young people wanted to get married at some point. 

22 



• It is not saying or inferring that the provision of CRE should be used as a vehicle to 

promote marriage (or any other family structure per se), but should be available to all to 

provide a clear understanding of what is likely to work in terms of aspirations and 

stability; equally it does not oppose programmes which want to focus mainly or wholly 

on aspects specific to a deeper understanding of marriage. 

• It does not cover sex and relationship education in schools programmes (SRE).  We note 

their widespread adoption, and strongly believe that they should cover sexual 

relationships within the context of teaching about the importance of committed 

relationships.  It is suggested that there are key messages from the available research 

about the formation of relationships which should form part of a SRE curriculum. 

 

 

1.5 Structure of the report 

 

This opening chapter outlines the social and political context of CRE and seeks to explain why it is 

an appropriate area for the Government to express an interest in and provide funding for.  The 

views and assumptions brought to this project are explained and the terminology and concepts 

outlined are defined. 

 

Chapter Two examines in detail the international research evidence relating to the effectiveness 

of CRE.  This comes mainly from the USA.  It seeks to identify the significant questions and issues 

which arise, particularly in assessing their relevance to both the delivery of CRE in the UK and in 

guiding further research programmes to seek a sharper view on effectiveness. 

 

Chapter Three describes a survey we undertook of the provision of CRE at local level 

throughout the UK and summarises the outputs from this research. 

 

Chapter Four evaluates those outputs against the findings from the research and sets out the 

challenges for building capacity, both in terms of the range and content of programmes and the 

recruitment and training of personnel to run the courses. It looks at issues of professionalism and 

service standards. 

 

Chapter Five places these challenges in a wider policy context by suggesting key areas of CRE 

implementation to meet peoples’ relational aspirations and wider social issues. 

 

Chapter Six reviews the territory the Report has sought to cover and brings together our interim 

recommendations on the range of actions needed to bring the benefits identified from the 

research to actually make a difference to the relationships of individuals and to the wellbeing of 

society as a whole. 
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2 REVIEW OF INTERNATIONAL RESEARCH LITERATURE 

 

 

Summary 

We examine in detail the international research evidence, mainly from the USA, relating to the 

effectiveness of Couple Relationship Education (CRE). We seek to provide some answers to the 

question of whether, given the constraints inherent in identifying and teaching causative factors in the 

dynamic and diverse environment of a couple relationship, it is possible to ascertain whether couples 

can be helped to achieve their relationship goals; and whether this would be sufficiently effective to 

warrant Government support and funding.   

 

The chapter summarises research and practice of CRE delivery particularly in the United States. It seeks 

to identify the significant questions and issues which arise from the spread of CRE research 

programmes in place, using different approaches and focusing on different cohorts. 

 

Lastly, we seek to assess the relevance of these conclusions both to the delivery of CRE in the UK and in 

guiding further research programmes to seek a sharper view on effectiveness. We suggest that there is 

enough evidence that CRE is sufficiently cost effective to warrant public funding so that more can be 

learnt, and effective CRE programmes can be identified and implemented. The empirical evidence also 

highlights areas that necessitate further research so that CRE delivery can be improved. The key 

question is how to muster the necessary political will to take the necessary steps forward. 

 

 

2.1 Background 

 

As stated in Chapter 1, this report seeks to ascertain how to enable couples (and individuals 

desiring to be part of a couple relationship) to achieve their relationship aspirations. By so doing, 

relationship breakdown, that is, distress within relationships and the dissolution of relationships, 

could be dramatically reduced as risk factors for relationship instability are addressed.20 With this 

in mind we conducted a thorough review of the relevant literature to determine whether CRE 

could help couples achieve this end goal. 

 

Our literature search revealed optimistic data regarding the effectiveness of CRE at assisting 

couples to achieve improved relational wellbeing. To be sure, there is much work yet to be 

undertaken requiring, for example, larger sample sizes, more robust studies, and less 

homogenous cohorts.21 A criticism of the research is that only motivated individuals participate, 

with high attrition rates amongst those most at risk of relationship distress, thus yielding false 

positive results. This raises the critical question of how to stimulate motivation. Ongoing research 

in the USA is addressing these existing limitations (as discussed below). 

 

                                                 
20 See Carroll & Doherty, 2003, p 106-7. 
21 See Parker, 2005; Stanley et al, 2006, p 124.  
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The available evidence has been read in one of two ways – insufficiently rigorous to be 

conclusive,22 or sufficient to warrant further investigation and implementation. The former has 

been described as ‘glass half empty’, the latter, glass half full’. Stanley, one of the leading US 

researchers, maintains that, ‘We know enough to take action, but we need to take action to know 

more.’23 Thus the challenge to policy makers is, ‘Do we wait to have all the answers (were that 

even possible) before we act on what is already known?’24  

 

What is clear is that for couples and individuals to achieve the good relationships to which they 

aspire, a comprehensive relationship movement is required;25 a movement that is recognized 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, and relationships are 

rescued from the prevailing destructive consumer mindset. 

 

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, the need for relationship self-regulation to avoid entropy,26 the public 

responsibilities of a private relationship, should be included in public discussion so that seeking 

out such relationships becomes a normative expectation.27 CRE delivered within such a 

‘relational’ atmosphere will be positively received, and much more likely to succeed in its aim.   

 

 

2.2 How effective and cost effective is CRE? 

 

Before assessing the effectiveness of CRE we must briefly consider the complex, multi-factorial 

nature of the subject. This will allow us to consider the data within an appropriate expectation-

framework. The quality and stability of relationships are affected by various (known and 

unknown) factors, which are not static. Relationships are dynamic, constantly changing, adapting 

and responding to internal and external life events, and external social and cultural constraints 

and trends. We need to be realistic about what CRE can affect, and what can be measured. The 

effectiveness data necessarily falls short of the empirical mark, due to the number and complexity 

of the variables involved. The ultimate aim of CRE is to assist couples to transition well through 

various life stages whilst building and maintaining an ever more mutually supportive and 

satisfying relationship. Therefore, to assess the absolute effectiveness of CRE, it would be 

necessary to follow the couples throughout their lives, and to isolate the impact of CRE from all 

the other influences on their relationship through life. This is practically impossible; thus 

                                                 
22 See Halford & Simmons, 2005, 147-159. Van Acker noted, ‘policy makers have insubstantial data about the value 
of marriage education because rigorous assessment of services in the field is rare. Given the dispersed nature of the 
programs, policy makers have flimsy facts and figures about their long-term worth’ (Van Acker, p 198). 
23 Stanley, 2001.  
24 Scott M. Stanley quoted in, Carroll & Doherty, 2003, p 116.  
25 Stanley, 2001, quoted in Markman et al, 2008, p14. 
26 See Wilson et al, 2005. Relationship entropy refers to the ‘natural tendency’ for relationship disorder. To avoid 
disorder and maintain order, ‘energy’ must be exerted. 
27 See Hawkins et al, 2004. 
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effectiveness data for CRE will remain somewhat limited.28 It is important to keep these limitations 

in mind, as this will affect how we read the available research, and what standard we expect 

before moving forward.29

 

Nevertheless, given these constraints, it is possible, to ascertain whether CRE is effective at helping 

couples achieve their relationship goals, and whether it is sufficiently effective to warrant 

Government support and funding. 

 

2.2.1 How effective is CRE? 

 

The most comprehensive review of the CRE30 literature is that by Carroll & Doherty in 2003, in 

which they document the outcomes of premarital programs.31 They evaluated 26 independent 

studies from the US, Australia, Canada, South Africa and Germany.32 We have included a 

snapshot of their results. A US study using PREP (Prevention and Relationship Enhancement 

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

‘experimental couples continued to show higher levels of marital satisfaction and lower levels of 

relationship instability than did control couples.’33 At 4 years post intervention the study reported 

that, ‘intervention couples showed less negative interaction, more positive interaction, lower rates 

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

relationship satisfaction.’34 Another US study using PETS (Premarital Education and Training 

Sequence) reported only immediate effects; at 3 years there was no difference in experimental 

and control groups.35

 

Carroll & Doherty’s meta-analysis of the outcomes of the 13 experimental/quasi-experimental 

studies concluded, ‘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].’36 The best results were shown immediately following intervention 

(mean effect size of 0.99); at longer term follow-up the mean effect size dropped to 0.64.37 The 

authors note that the sample characteristics are almost exclusively young, European or American, 

middle-class couples. They advise, ‘Because of this lack of diversity, caution is warranted in 

generalizing outcome results to other populations.’38 They also note that, ‘despite being 

                                                 
28 There are also various outcomes of effective CRE, for example, the break-up of an unsafe relationship is an effective 
outcome of CRE, as is the stabilisation of a relationship for the sake of existing children.  
29 Some scholars argue that rather than focusing on conducting experimental studies (which are costly, and also 
raise certain ethical concerns), energy should be concentrated on determining how to retain learned skills (and what 
erodes retention) and implement them in everyday life (see Parker, 2007). 
30 As was explained in Chapter 1, our preferred descriptor is CRE, but we have referred to PE, PME, MRE and RE 
where this terminology is used by particular authors and researchers.  
31 Carroll & Doherty, 2003.  
32 11 experimental and 2 quasi-experimental, non-randomised, studies were grouped together for the purposes of 
the review. Experimental studies exhibit the most robust methodology. They are referred to as the ‘gold standard’ as 
they include randomization and a control group. ‘A randomized design has the advantage of controlling for most 
factors that are known to jeopardize the ability to make strong causal inferences.’ (Dion, 2005, p 142). 
33 Carroll & Doherty, 2003, p 112. 
34 Ibid. 
35 Ibid. 
36 Ibid, p 113. A mean effect of 0.2 is small, 0.5 medium, 0.8 large. 
37 Analysis of the 10 non-experimental and 3 ex post facto studies also produced positive outcomes, but because of 
the methodological deficits of these studies they are not included in this paper. 
38 Ibid, p 107. 
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orientated toward long-term preparation, these findings clearly show that premarital programs 

have a positive immediate and short-term effect on couples’ relationships.’39

 

Another study, which again focuses on the effects of premarital education (PE), reported that PE 

was associated with a decline of 31% in the annual odds of divorce.40 Two significant interactions 

were noted: the estimated effect of PE on marital conflict was stronger in the early years of 

marriage than later years;41 the effect of PE was stronger for well-educated individuals than the 

poorly educated.42 With respect to delivery, some of the findings suggested that PE ‘is no more 

(or less) effective in religious settings than in nonreligious settings.’43 Also, marital conflict 

declined continuously as PE increased from 1 to 10 hours but declined little with additional 

hours.44  

 

Another review of the impact of marriage and relationship (MRE) programs was carried out in 

2005.45 The reviewers analysed 39 evaluations of marriage programs.46 An average effect size of 

0.68 was created for relationship satisfaction (based on 28/39 studies), and 0.26 for relationship 

communication. An interesting observation was that relationship programs appeared to be more 

effective at improving relationship satisfaction for distressed, rather than non-distressed, 

couples.47 While on average the outcomes were positive, the authors interpret the results 

cautiously because, for example, no quasi-experimental data is included, sample sizes were very 

small, most studies did not complete follow-up measurements to assess impact over time, 

researchers were unsure what questions were asked to obtain data, and unsure how 

questionnaires were weighted. In addition no information was available on the effectiveness of 

MRE for low-income couples. Another concern was that only evaluated programs could be 

reviewed, not necessarily the actual programs in current operation.  

 

Hawkins et al, 2008, produced the most recent meta-analysis of the effectiveness of marriage and 

relationship education (MRE), which claims to address the limitations of previous meta-analyses of 

MRE.48 They sought to determine, ‘Does the overall evidence suggest that MRE can help couples 

form and sustain healthy relationships?’49 Hawkins’s team evaluated the effect of MRE on 

                                                 
39 Ibid, p 113. 
40 Stanley et al, 2006, p 120. These results were based on a sample size of 1740 adults from 4 US states (Oklahoma, 
Kansas, Arkansas, Texas). The authors noted the limits of the study (all self-reporting, retrospective accounts of 
participation; ex post facto inference about the nature of effects; selection and causality issues; not all variables of 
interest included), however they are confident that the sample size, representativeness, and use of sophisticated 
methods of analysis (eg, biprobit analysis), adds weight to the optimistic conclusion of the study (ibid). 
41 Ibid, p 121. 
42 Decline in odds noted: 17% for high-school graduates, 32% for some college education, 44% for college 
graduates (ibid, p 121). Individuals without a high school education were thought unlikely to benefit, which may, in 
part, be due to the complexity of the educational material (ibid, p 123). 
43 Ibid, p 122. ‘Hahlweg and colleagues compared the effectiveness of traditional group sessions with an extended 
weekend format…both types…were equally effective in enhancing preparation for marriage.’ (Carroll & Doherty, 
2003, p 111). Carroll and Doherty also noted that, ‘Stanley and colleagues evaluated the effectiveness of a 
premarital program led by recently trained clergy and lay readers verses trained therapists and educators and found 
no differences between the two approaches in terms of effecting positive change in couples’ interactions over time 
or on couples’ ratings of satisfaction with the training.’ (ibid). 
44 Stanley et al, 2006, p 123. 
45 Reardon-Anderson et al, p 2005. 
46 Ibid, p 11. These 39 programs met the 8 inclusion criteria (ibid, p 7). 
47 Ibid, p 19. 
48 Hawkins et al, 2008, p 724. 
49 Ibid. 
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relationship quality and communication skills, post-assessment and by follow-up assessment.50 

The results for both measures were self-described as modest but generally significant, with no 

significant deterioration in effect sizes from post to follow-up assessment.51 They conclude, ‘MRE 

produces modest but reliable effects [for at least white, middle-class samples52] generally in the 

range of other psycho-educational interventions of interest to policy makers.’53 However, as the 

authors note, the question remains, whether MRE is effective in more socio-economically diverse 

groups. This is a critical issue for policy makers as more disadvantaged couples are at higher risk 

for relationship breakdown, and so consume more public money (available data is discussed 

later).54 The authors also urge that more research is needed to ascertain if and how MRE can 

better affect relationship stability and quality.55

 

As has been noted, the optimistic outcomes of most of the available studies are somewhat limited 

by the relative homogeneity of the cohorts.56 Many in the CRE field have emphasized the need to 

extend the research to include a more socio-economically diverse study sample.57 While a 

longitudinal, randomized study (including observational measures) is the ideal, some ‘smaller’ 

steps have been taken.58 (As will be discussed later, such robust longitudinal studies are 

underway, and preliminary results are positive – ‘Between 86 and 90 percent of low-income men 

and women surveyed in Florida, Oklahoma, and Utah considered it a “good to very good idea” 

for government to develop programs to strengthen marriage and reduce divorce. More telling, 72 

to 87 percent indicated that they would consider using workshops or classes to strengthen their 

own relationship if such were available.’59) One such study was carried out in the US Army.60 The 

Economist reported this novel endeavour: 

 

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.61

                                                 
50 Ibid. 
51 Ibid, p 726. The effect size for relationship quality at post-assessment ranged from 0.24 to 0.36 in experimental 
studies, and for communication skills from 0.36 to 0.54 for experimental studies. Results from quasi-experimental 
studies were lower (ibid). Follow-up assessments for experimental studies ranged from 1-60 months post 
intervention, and for quasi-experimental studies 1-36 months; 3 and 6 month follow-ups were the most common 
for experimental and quasi-experimental studies (ibid, p 724). 
52 Ibid, p 730. 
53 Ibid. Examples of effect sizes for other prevention programs: adolescent pregnancy prevention, 0.35; alcohol and 
drug abuse prevention programs, 0.30; stress management programs, 0.75 (ibid, p 728) 
54 See Ooms & Wilson, 2004. 
55 Hawkins et al, 2008, p 730. 
56 All marriage education programs tested so far have primarily served white, middle-class, well-educated, engaged 
or already married couples (Dion, 2005, p 139). In addition the majority of programs have been developed for a 
mainstream audience and are therefore used primarily by white, middle- to upper-class, married or engaged 
couples (ibid, p 141). ‘Results cannot be generalized beyond the population from which the study sample is taken’ 
(ibid, p 142). 
57  Eg, Stanley et al, 2006, p 123. Carroll & Doherty, 2003, p 116. 
58 Described as ‘smaller’ steps due to small sample sizes, non-experimental nature of the study, all results based on 
self-reporting measures. 
59 Dion, 2005, p 144. 
60 Stanley et al, ‘Dissemination and Evaluation of Marriage Education in the Army’, 2005. 
61  ‘The frayed knot’, 24 May, 2007, Morgantown, West Virginia, from The Economist print edition. 
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An adapted version of PREP (Building Strong and Ready Families, BSRF) was delivered to 2 samples 

of primarily married couples, at least one of whom was in active duty. From the first sample the 

authors noted that, ‘marriage education was well received and resulted in improvements in 

relationship functioning…no significant differences in changes over time (ie, from pre- to post-

marriage education) among males and females or among couples with ethnic makeup. These 

results have important implications for the generalisability of marriage education to diverse 

samples62 in non-traditional contexts.’63 Study 2 replicated the positive relationship effects of 

study 1: positive ratings of the programme, improvements in relationship functioning at post-

BSRF, maintenance or increased gain on relationship outcomes at 1 month follow-up.64

 

Another study, which builds on the previous military one, analysed the outcomes of the delivery 

of an adapted version of PREP (PREP Inside and Out) to male and female inmates in one of 17 of 

Oklahoma’s correctional facilities, who are involved in intimate relationships.65 Inmates, with or 

without their partners, took part in the 12-hour programme.66 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.67 Pre- and post-relationship measures68 for males 

and females were reported for several outcome variables relating to key dimensions of 

relationship quality.69 The authors note that all the effect sizes ranged from moderate (0.19, 

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

inmates).70 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.’71  

 

The study contributes to a growing body of research, exhibiting the effectiveness of CRE in diverse 

cohorts. However, again, this study is limited by study method, for example, lack of a randomly 

selected control group, results based on a brief self-report questionnaire, no longer-term follow-

up assessment. In addition the data from this study came solely from inmates; more robust data 

would include both inmates and their partners. Further study is needed to determine what 

‘marriage programmes’72 are effective in improving the quality of relationships in this particular 

cohort, during and after prison.  

 

                                                 
62 Such as those with greater racial and ethnic diversity, relatively lower incomes, and containing mostly non-
married (Stanley et al, ‘Dissemination and Evaluation of Marriage Education in the Army,’ 2005, 188).  
63 Ibid, p 187. 
64 Ibid, p 198. Time for Families, using an adapted version of the ENRICH survey, with 56 course participants from 5 
UK prisons, noted, ‘a genuine increase in the satisfaction with the relationship…the male inmates experienced a 
greater increase in satisfaction than the women…the course is making a significant impact on the relationship 
satisfaction of the couples attending the course.’ (Pellew, 2008). 
65 Einhorn et al, 2008, p 4.  
66 Ibid, p 1. 
67 Ibid, p 4. 
68 That is, the difference in the relationship post intervention compared to pre intervention. 
69 Ibid, p 8. 
70 Ibid, p 7. 
71 Ibid. 
72 By ‘marriage’ the authors are referring to both those who are legally married, and common-law marriage (ibid, p 
10). 
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Einhorn et al conclude, ‘Disadvantaged families experience two to four times more major 

stressors than advantaged or middle-class families73…and are at greater risk for family instability 

and marital distress74….Therefore, the findings that PREP had a positive impact…extend the results 

of marriage education to another disadvantaged sample.…Promoting healthy marriages among 

prisoners will ultimately leader to stronger families, improved child well-being, and safer 

communities.’75  

 

Another set of positive effectiveness data is emerging from the ‘Community Marriage Policy’ 

(CMP) movement in USA. The first CMP was established in 1986 between community leaders in 

Modesto, California.76 Their covenant stated the aim of the CMP – to ‘radically reduce the divorce 

rate in area churches.’77 There are currently 220 CMP’s across the USA,78 endeavouring to 

provide support to engaged and married couples through RE and mentoring.79 Dramatic results 

have been reported, eg a comparison of the divorce rate in Modesto during the 3 years pre-CMP 

and that up to 2001 (15 years post-CMP) showed a 56% reduction.80 Birch et al, 2004, compared 

divorce rates pre- and post-signing of 122 CMPs. They noted a 2% per annum decrease in divorce 

rate 7 years post-CMP, compared to adjacent counties with similar divorce trends.81 CMPs are 

explicitly pro-(lifelong)marriage, and anti-cohabitation.82

 

That the previous US government was pro-marriage is evidenced in their establishment, and 

support, of the ‘Healthy Marriage Initiative’ (HMI). President George W Bush is quoted as saying 

that ‘To encourage marriage and promote the well-being of children, I have proposed a healthy 

marriage initiative to help couples develop the skills and knowledge to form and sustain healthy 

marriages. Research has shown that, on average, children raised in households headed by married 

parents fare better than children who grow up in other family structures. Through education and 

counseling programs, faith-based, community, and government organizations promote healthy 

marriages and a better quality of life for children. By supporting responsible child-rearing and 

strong families, my Administration is seeking to ensure that every child can grow up in a safe and 

loving home.’83 While they are pro-marriage,84 HMIs seek not to discriminate against single-

parent families, nor to encourage couples to remain in unsafe relationships.85 HMIs are usually 

embedded in an existing programme, with service-providers from the local community. An HMI 

acts as gateway to other services, for example, debt management. Issues have been flagged 

which will further hone the HMI service, eg, recruitment and retention problems; the need for 

                                                 
73 See Roghmann et al, 1995. 
74 See Conger at al, 1999. 
75 Einhorn et al, p 10. 
76 See www.communitymarriagepolicy.org/sitecmp/Stories/ (Accessed 28/10/2008). 
77 See wwwmarriagesavers.org/sitems/SavingMarriages/whatisacmp.htm (Accessed 4/6/2008). 
78 See www.communitymarriagepolicy.org/sitecmp/Stories/ (Accessed 28/10/2008). 
79 See wwwmarriagesavers.org/sitems/SavingMarriages/whatisacmp.htm (Accessed 4/6/2008). 
80 See www.communitymarriagepolicy.org/sitecmp/Stories/ (Accessed 28/10/2008). 
81 Reported in Benson, 2005, p 4. 
82 See www.communitymarriagepolicy.org/sitecmp/Stories/ (Accessed 28/10/2008). 
83  www.acf.hhs.gov/healthymarriage/about/mission.html#background (Accessed 28/10/2008). 
84 HMIs do not promote marriage but the ACF (Administration for Children and Families, USA) has firmly insisted 
that, ‘whatever the characteristics of the participants, the programs must provide information on the benefits of a 
healthy marriage and encourage and help participants who are interested to take steps toward marriage themselves’ 
(Ooms, 2007, p 3). The language in the USA remains very marriage focused. 
85 www.acf.hhs.gov/healthymarriage/about/mission.html#background (Accessed 28/10/2008). 
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male staff to attract male participants, and married providers for role-models; accessibility, child-

care and issues for low-income couples.86  

 

One such government funded programme is the ‘Oklahoma Marriage Initiative’ (OMI), a state-

wide ‘marriage initiative.’87 Stanley et al, reported the findings of a random representative sample 

of adults88 from four states (including a sample from the OMI baseline survey).89 Survey 

participants were asked, whether they had received pre-marital education (PE), questions to 

determine relationship stability and quality, and information for control variables.90 The authors 

report that the odds of receiving premarital education were over seven times higher for 

individuals who married in a religious setting versus those married in secular settings.91 Each year 

of education increased the odds of receiving premarital education by 28%. Government financial 

assistance was associated with less PE.92 They note that consistent with prior research, 

cohabitation prior to marriage and reliance on public assistance (indicator of economic hardship), 

appeared to increase the odds of divorce. Being married in a religious setting, having children, 

being married at older ages appeared to decrease odds of divorce. PE was associated with a 

decline of 31% in the annual odds of divorce.93 A regression equation was use to calculate the 

probability of divorce during the first 5 years of marriage for a group with a mean score on all 

control variables. For those who had not received PE the probability of divorce was 0.14 versus 

0.10 for those who received PE.94  

 

Two significant results were noted: the estimated effect of PE on marital conflict was stronger in 

the early years of marriage than in later years95 (the implication being that couples need several 

stages of PE/CRE, tailored for differing life stages and situations, as the best effects are short-term 

following the course); and the effect of PE was stronger for well-educated individuals than those 

poorly educated.96 ‘Generally, we found few statistical interactions between individual 

characteristics, premarital education, and marital outcomes.… In summary, these findings suggest 

that beneficial effects of premarital education are relatively constant throughout the married 

population. Yet, expanding [PE/CRE] opportunities to those who are in poverty or who are less 

educated will present some challenges. Expanding our knowledge of these possibilities should be 

a high priority for future research.’97  

 

                                                 
86 Ooms, 2007, p 6-8. 
87 See www.okmarriage.org/OklahomaMarriageInitiative.asp (Accessed 28/10/2008). Oklahoma is the largest HMI 
to date, with an estimated 100,000 people having completed at least 12 hours of marriage education since October 
2001 (until 2006) (Dion, 2006). 
88 Sample of 3000 adults; 58% response rate. 
89 Stanley et al, 2006. 
90 Eg, church/religious wedding, co-habitation premarriage, age at marriage, children from marriage, length of 
marriage, education, gender, race, previously married, use of public assistance, year of marriage. 
91 Latinos (likely to be Catholics – the Catholic church is a strong proponent of PE) are more likely than whites, who 
are more likely than blacks to receive PE. 
92 Possibly due to lack of access, community resources, childcare, transport, shift work, specific needs eg domestic 
violence (ibid, p 122). 
93 Ibid, p 120. 
94 Ibid. 
95 Strongest in the first year, b= -0.23; after 10 years b= -0.16; after 20 years b= -0.09 (ibid, p 121). 
96 Decline in odds: 17% for high-school graduates, 32% for some college education, 44% for college graduates (ibid, 
p 121). Individuals without a high school education were unlikely to benefit – maybe due in part to complexity of 
educational material (ibid, p 123). 
97 Ibid. 
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A 2001 survey of over 2000 Oklahomans found that low-income individuals (though single) 

would be interested in marriage education. ‘This finding contributed to a focus on services for the 

low-income population.’98 There is growing recognition of the interest in, and need for, effective 

CRE for low-income couples (and other high-risk couples). (‘Community Healthy Marriage 

Initiative’, is a longitudinal study seeking to access the effectiveness of several HMIs – discussed 

later.99)  

 

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.... 

Distracted by political positioning, each party has exaggerated the degree of choice in UK family 

life. The premise of both New Labour and Conservative policy is that those people not living in 

married two-parent families are simply choosing not to. This is interpreted as a sign of positive 

diversity by Labour and a decline in family values by the Conservatives. Both sides miss a critical 

reality which should be of central concern to family policy: namely the correlation between low-

income and family instability.’100 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’.101 As stated previously, all couples deserve 

the necessary help to achieve the relationship that they desire.  

 

 

2.2.2 Is CRE cost-effective? 

 

The cost-effectiveness of CRE is a complex issue, due, of course, to the complex nature of 

relationships. There is much that CRE can and does achieve that 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 that 

poverty, which is both a cause and consequence of relationship distress.102 Some have argued 

that the Government should channel public money into ‘fixing’ the structural causes of poverty, 

such as lack of education, housing shortages, rather than funding CRE.103 However, we are 

advocating  a ‘both-and’ approach: that CRE is the missing component in the Government’s effort 

to alleviate relationship distress, and to assist more couples to live more satisfying and productive 

lives. (This is not to claim that CRE is ‘a silver bullet...in the fight to reduce child poverty and 

                                                 
98 The Oklahoma Marriage Initiative: Using Research to Guide the Development of an Evolving Statewide Initiative, 2008. 
99 See www.rti.org/page.cfm?objectid=5D34F7B2-15CA-4C89-AFCBDA490C670DF9 (Accessed 28/10/2008). 
100 de Waal, 2008, p vi. ‘...the Labour Party’s reluctance to problematise family instability on the grounds that 
“families come in all shapes and sizes” has blurred the lines between the diverse and the deprived family – a 
nominally politically correct position which in reality disregards [rhetorically and fiscally] the difficulties of precisely 
those it strives to protect’ (ibid, p 5). The Conservatives have not moved far from their moralising base – they have 
merely replaced social irresponsibility with parental irresponsibility (ibid, p 4). 
101 Ibid, p vi. 
102 See van Acker, 2008, p 187. 
103 See ibid, p 186; Ooms, 2005, p 1. 
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family breakdown,’104 but that CRE has a critical part to play in assisting couples achieve their 

relationship aspirations and life goals.) Therefore, the cost-effectiveness of CRE is too narrow a 

question, though of some importance to policy makers. Instead joined-up thinking and action is 

required to help foster better relationships. Only then can the ‘cost-effectiveness’ of ‘CRE-plus’105 

be properly judged. Again this is the call to act together on what we do know, so that we can 

know more, rather than retreating to our ideological corners. 

 

While there is little robust literature on the cost-effectiveness of CRE, there have been several 

attempts to ‘guesstimate’ it. (These figures are limited for several reasons, not least because they 

only measure economic savings, and CRE is considered in isolation.) Hawkins, in a 2007 paper, 

estimated that for Utah to cover the reduction in marriage license fees (an $20 incentive for 

couples who undertake appropriate premarital education106), the state ‘would need to reduce the 

number of divorces from the 2001 marriage cohort by just slightly over 1%, or about fourteen 

divorces out of 1250…a 10% reduction (about 125 divorces) would yield a net saving of just over 

$2 million.’107 This is a calculation of the cost-effectiveness of legislation that seeks to promote 

premarital education by offering incentives. It does not include the major cost component, that is, 

the delivery cost of programmes.  

 

Dion et al, in a 2008 paper, estimated the cost of the complete implementation of all the BSF 

(Building Strong Families) components per-couple to be on average, $11,100.108 Hawkins has 

estimated that the average direct cost of each divorce to Utah taxpayers in 2001 is $7,877 

(including indirect costs, eg increased crime, drug abuse, this figure increases to $10,273 per 

divorce).109 Another estimate by Schramm is that the ‘average’ divorce costs $30,000.110

 

Another study that considered the hypothetical cost-effectiveness of marital therapy noted that, 

while the cost-effectiveness of marital therapy is still an ‘open question’,111 ‘Cost-effectiveness 

increases as treatment is more effectively targeted to those couples at greatest risk of divorce.’112 

There remains the difficulty of effectively identifying those at high-risk. The author recommends 

that a study of the direct impact of marital dissolution to healthcare costs could demonstrate the 

significant cost-effectiveness of marital therapy, and would be of particular interest to 

government and health insurers who need to establish whether it is prudent to fund marital 

intervention.113 Based on hypothetical calculations Caldwell estimates, for government, a return 

                                                 
104 See Ooms, 2005, p 1. 
105 CRE-plus refers to the need for the co-ordination of services. The necessary services will differ for different couples 
and individuals. The Australian political scientist van Acker noted, ‘Policy makers have not sufficiently linked 
marriage education policies to other initiatives as part of a “whole-of-government” approach. This includes dealing 
with structural issues that underlie social problems such as poverty, poor health and child care services and 
unemployment’ (ibid, p 10). 
106 That is, premarital education that meets with the legislative requirements (Hawkins, 2007, p 94). 
107 Ibid. Hawkins notes that the figures used are conservative (costs are over-estimated, savings under-estimated), 
and so predicts that the savings could be substantially greater (ibid). 
108 Dion et al, 2008, p xxiv. 
109 Hawkins, 2007, p 94. 
110 Schramm, ‘Individual and social costs of divorce in Utah’ in Journal of Family & Economic Issues, 27, 2006, 1-15, 
quoted in Turvey & Olson, p 9. 
111 Caldwell et al, 2007, p 1. 
112 Ibid, p 7. 
113 Ibid. 
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of $1.85 for every $1 spent on screening and empirically supported marital therapy;114 and, for 

health insurers, a return over 12 months of $1.48 for every $1 spent on screening and treatment 

of marital distress.115  

 

Several papers from the USA have considered the cost-effectiveness issue through a corporate 

lens, that is, the cost of relationship breakdown to businesses. One 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.’116 The authors calculate the cost to society for each divorce as $25-30,000.117 

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

from marriage and relationship distress.118 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).119 Due to the association of these substantial revenue losses to relationship breakdown, 

some businesses, eg, Goodyear Tire, finance (or are considering financing) CRE programmes, and 

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

investment.120

 

It would seem that there is enough evidence, even from the limited evidence available, that CRE is 

sufficiently cost-effective to warrant public funding, so that more can be learnt, so as to identify 

and implement even more effective (CRE-plus) programmes. The critical question is, how to 

muster the necessary political will to take the necessary steps forward. 

 

 

2.3 Ongoing longitudinal studies 

 

There are 3 large-scale, multi-site, experimental and non-experimental, longitudinal RE studies 

currently underway across the USA. The first, ‘Building Strong Families’,121 is a 9-year 

experimental project (2002-2011), evaluating RE programmes which aim to strengthen the 

relationships of expectant unmarried couples, and to help those interested to consider 

marriage.122 The second, ‘Supporting Healthy Marriage’, is a nine year experimental project 

                                                 
114 Ibid, p 5. 
115 Ibid, p 6.  
116 Turvey & Olson, p iii. 
117 Ibid, p 6. UK estimates of the cost of divorce are equally alarming. In 2006 Norwich Union estimated that the cost 
to the nation of failing marriages was £4.3 billion, with approximately £2.5 billion funded by couple’s personal 
savings. The costs included legal fees, maintenance payments, setting up a new home, buying a second car ( 
www.norwichunion.com/media-centre/story/2935/brits-spend-over-4-billion-on-divorce/ Accessed 12/11/2008). 
Given that the number of divorces 2006-2007 was calculated at 144,220 
(www.statistics.gov.uk/cci/nugget.asp?id=170 Accessed 12/11/2008), the average cost per divorce is about 
£29,816. 
118 Figures from Forthofer et al, ‘Associations between marital distress and work loss in a national sample’ in Journal 
of Marriage and Family, Vol. 58, 1996, p 597-605, quoted in Turvey & Olson, p 7. 
119 R. Mueller, ‘The effect of marital dissolution on the labour supply of males and females: Evidence from Canada’ in 
Journal of Socio-Economics, 34, 2005, 787-809, quoted in ibid, p 7. 
120 Markman et al, 2006, pp 4-5. 
121 See Dion et al, 2008. 
122 In the 2 pilot sites BSF was integrated into existing home visiting program. This helped integrate low income 
fathers, as it moved from mother to couple intervention. BSF stress the importance of building relationship 
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evaluating RE programmes for low-income married couples, with or expecting a child.123 The 

third, ‘Community Healthy Marriage Initiative’, is a 7-year (2003-2011) non-experimental 

evaluation of the various ongoing HMIs.124  

 

These studies are key, as they will further bolster the evidence as to whether CRE has an important 

role to play in society. Primary outcomes expected are: for the first study, an increase in the 

number of healthy marriages,125 improved relationship quality and child well-being; for the 

second, a decrease in the number of divorces, improved marital quality and child well-being; the 

third, a reduction in the community divorce rate, and community non-marital childbearing.126 

The common goal of the three projects is to learn what works in the field of RE. Preliminary results 

are due 2009-10. These studies will hopefully provide much needed information on the 

effectiveness of CRE, and, critically, its long-term effectiveness, for a diverse range of couple 

relationships. 

 

Van Acker has proposed a two year research study to be conducted in Australia, to assess the 

capacity challenges for the delivery of RE (eg, lack of male or couple practitioners).127 The study 

intends to interview practitioners in the field to ascertain opinion on the ground, and invite 

suggestions for government about how capacity challenges can be addressed. The Australian 

government are content that CRE is sufficiently effective to warrant funding; the issue for them is 

how to ensure CRE can be delivered.  

 

 

2.4 What CRE programmes are effective? 

 

One of the most important issues that requires further dedicated research is discerning what CRE 

programmes, or what programme components, are effective. There is no point in arguing for 

more CRE, and encouraging couples and individuals to attend, if the programmes being delivered 

are ineffective, or are being delivered in an ineffective way. Again, while much is known about 

what components an effective programme requires (this is discussed in Chapter 4), there is much 

yet to learn, and much that could be learnt if funding were available. 

 

We have found no study which compares the effectiveness of different CRE programmes. 

However, a 2004 study reviewed 13 marital enrichment programmes.128 This study is not 

particularly robust, or comprehensive, due to the limitations of its inclusion criteria;129 

                                                                                                                                            
programs from the ground up. See www.mathematica-mpr.com/publications/pdfs/healthymarriageprogram.pdf 
(Accessed 28/10/2008). 
123 See www.supportinghealthymarriage.org/index.html (Accessed 28/10/2008). 
124 Dion, 2005. 
125 As defined in the ‘Supporting Healthy Marriage’ programme, op cit. 
126 Ibid, p 148. 
127 Van Acker, ‘Capacity challenges for service delivery of marriage and relationship education’, 2008. 
128 Jakubowski et al, 2004, pp 528-536. Marriage enrichment, or enhancement, programs, involve marriage 
education skills training, rather than programs that target more distressed couples (ibid, p 529). 
129  Inclusion criteria: ‘a randomized clinical trial (RCT) that demonstrated that the treatment was more effective than 
control groups not receiving the treatment’ (ibid, p 528); replication by a second team of independent researchers; 
programs must have been assessed as above since 1990. The study does not include other programs of note which 
are heavily research based but without sufficient empirical outcome evidence. 
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nevertheless, it provides useful preliminary data. It highlights 4 ‘efficacious’ programmes,130 

including PREP, a CRE programme that is highly rated in CRE literature for its robust evidence 

base.131 Stanley, a PREP author, has commented that PREP is effective because it distinguishes 

between mechanisms that raise, or strengthen, protective factors in a couple relationship (eg, 

friendship, fun) and lower risk factors (eg, negative interaction, unrealistic expectations) that lead 

to relationship distress.132 PREP considers both positive and negative interactions, that is, drivers 

for both relationship satisfaction and stability. It is also a very flexible programme (built on 

empirical research rather than fixed content133) which can be tailored for various demographics, 

as was discussed above (PREP programme designed for CRE in prisons and the army). Several 

other PREP programmes have been tailored to address the specific needs of particular ethnic 

groups, eg, Native Americans, African-Americans, Hispanics, refugees,134 with another one for 

individuals which will be discussed later).  

 

 

2.5 Work in progress 

 

2.5.1 Safe relationships - CRE for low-income couples 

 

As has been stressed several times in this report, all couples should be able to access the 

assistance necessary for relational wellbeing, especially low-income couples whose relationships 

are under particular strain. This goal presupposes that such appropriate help is available. Several 

papers have explored the development of CRE for low-income couples (and individuals).135 

Particular issues have been identified as requiring further attention, such as, how does poverty 

affect relationships, can one member of a couple benefit from CRE, can a relationship benefit from 

CRE if only one member of a couple attends, what are the specific relationship needs for low-

income couples? Stanley et al are developing the idea that a healthy relationship for low-income 

clients (and indeed all CRE clients) is a ‘safe relationship’. A safe relationship is 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).136 To help all couples achieve safe relationships is surely a laudable aim. 

  

Many US CRE programmes now include this focus on safety. They have been developed to 

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

                                                 
130 PREP, RE, Couple Communication Programme, Strategic Hope-Focused Enrichment (ibid, p 528). 
131 Benson describes PREP as the ‘best researched skills program’ (Benson, 2005, p 4). 
132 Stanley, 2001, p 277. ‘Couples who have more negative behaviours and less positive affection when they get 
married tend to do less well later on (Gottman & Levenson, 2000; Bradbury & Karney, 2004). By teaching bad 
habits to avoid and good habits to build, it’s unsurprising that the best programmes do have the desired effect’ 
(Benson, 2005, p 4). Three controlled studies showed reduction in divorce by 50-80% up to five years later with 
PREP (ibid). Referring to PREP, Halford notes, ‘a substantial emphasis early in the curriculum is the prevention and 
remediation of destructive conflict [marital distress is linked to a small number of “danger signs” (Markman et al, 
2001)], as this is agreed to be central to the prevention of relationship problems (Markman et al, 2001)’ (Halford, 
2003, p 390). 
133 Markman et al, 2008, p 15. 
134 See Ooms, 2007, pp 4-7. 
135 Eg, Stanley et al, ‘The Development of Relationship Education for Low Income Individuals: Lessons from Research 
and Experience,’ 2005. 
136 Ibid, p 3. 
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the safety of their relationships, and to assist those in an unsafe relationship to identify the risk, 

and to safely exit that relationship. An effective CRE programme should include all these 

components as appropriate to the recipients. 

 

 

2.5.2 Sliding vs Deciding - CRE for individuals 

 

One of the most interesting developments from the research into safe relationships is a CRE 

programme designed for individuals. This research has considered, for example, the effectiveness 

of CRE for a couple where only one partner attends, and for individuals who are not yet part of a 

couple. The latter is the focus of the novel programme, Within My Reach (WMR), a programme 

from the designers of PREP, that seeks to equip individuals with the necessary skills and education 

to achieve their relationship goals.137 One of the major themes of WMR is to combat relationship 

inertia. Participants explore how life 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, cohabitation, marriage).138 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; whether individuals slide through, or 

decide prior to, relationship transitions. 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. 

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

make good decisions, before committing too far, and losing choices. Stanley notes that WMR has 

received significant positive feedback from the HMI in Oklahoma, in which participants discuss 

‘high cost slides’.139 He stresses that, ‘middle class couples may be just as likely to slide through 

transitions, but the individuals in those relationships have more economic resources with which 

to recover from deleterious outcomes.’140 CRE can assist individuals and couples in identifying 

and making the necessary relationship decisions to enrich their relationship stability, quality, and 

safety.141  

 

 

2.6 Conclusion 

 

So can CRE assist couples and individuals achieve their relationship aspirations? Many researchers 

and clinicians are confident that the positive reported outcomes of CRE, though modest, are 

replicable, and offer sufficient impetus for ongoing and increased research into, and delivery of, 

CRE. In addition to the empirical evidence that CRE has a part to play in assisting couples improve 

                                                 
137 Pearson et al, 2005. 
138 Stanley et al, ‘The Inertia Hypothesis: Sliding vs Deciding in the Development of Risk for Couples in Marriage’, 
2005. 
139 Stanley et al, ‘The Development of Relationship Education for Low-Income Individuals’, 2005, p 10.  
140 Ibid. 
141 As mentioned earlier effective CRE can help couples identify (distinguish between) static and dynamic variables in 
their relationship (See Halford, 2003, pp 386-7). This helps couples assess their risk factors, and concentrate on the 
areas that can be changed. 
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the quality and stability of their relationships, Stanley proposes various reasons, based on rational 

argument, for advocating wide scale CRE:142 it can slow couples down and so foster 

deliberation;143 it can convey a message that relationships matter;144 it can help couples learn of 

options if they need help later; it can lower the risk of subsequent relationship distress or 

termination in some couples.  

 

The empirical evidence provides much cause for optimism, but also highlights areas that 

necessitate further research so that CRE can be necessarily improved. The first issue to raise is that 

the positive effects of CRE are short-lived. ‘Given the steady stream of new stresses and challenges 

that virtually all couples face, diminishing effects are not surprising.’145 Relationships are not 

static, requiring ongoing and varying CRE. This highlights the finding that one size of CRE 

certainly does not fit all. Effective CRE must be adaptable for differing relationship events, and for 

diverse socio-economic populations. CRE should interact with the actual daily lives of the 

participants so to ensure its relevance. This can be better achieved if CRE is integrated into existing 

community initiatives, and delivered by known members of the community.146 The design and 

delivery of CRE from the bottom up also helps access the more difficult to reach members of the 

community.147

 

An important issue arising from the research is the need to further improve the delivery of CRE. 

CRE can only be effective if there is sufficient capacity.  As one scholar has put it, effective CRE 

requires both ‘trains’, the actual services, and ‘tracks’, the necessary infrastructure needed to 

deliver the services to the clients.148 This requires improved cooperation, coordination, and 

communication between the members of the field. 

 

In conclusion, it is clear that government needs to play a critical role in promoting relationship 

wellbeing and CRE; according to one leading US researcher:  

 

Government enthusiasm for marriage and relationship programmes sends a 

message that public involvement with the community in strengthening 

marriage [indeed, all adult relationships] is important – it is not simply an 

individual concern. If governments do not facilitate support for strengthening 

relationships, this sends the message that family breakdown is bound to 

happen, is acceptable and therefore little can be done to prevent it. 

Governments aim to protect families from risk and harm. Political and 

community involvement in fraught matters such as domestic violence, divorce 

or child support is now taken for granted. There are many public health 

                                                 
142 See Stanley, 2001, pp 272-3. In this paper Stanley is advocating wide scale pre-marriage education, but we have 
extended his theoretical arguments to include all relationships. 
143 10-15% of couples taking PREPARE within 6 months of their intended wedding decide not to marry, over 15% 
when couples take PREPARE 6-12 months prior to wedding and have numerous feedback sessions (David Olson, 
personal communication, 10, Feb 2000) (Stanley, 2001, pp 272-3). 
144 Stanley notes that, ‘marriage [and by extrapolation, all relationships] is important, with long-term consequences, 
wider society implications, good quality from the start matters, and should be pondered carefully’ (Stanley, 2001, p 
274). 
145 Hawkins et al, 2004, p 28. 
146 See Halford, 2004, p 559. 
147 See Stanley et al, ‘Dissemination and Evaluation of Marriage Education in the Army’, 2005, p 188. 
148 Van Acker, ‘Capacity Challenges for service delivery of marriage and relationship education’ p 14. 
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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.149  

 

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. 

 

The UK Government have, however, yet to be convinced that there is sufficient evidence that CRE 

is effective to warrant support and investment. In November 2008 in a discussion in the UK 

Parliament about the effectiveness of ‘sex and relationships education’ (SRE), Labour MP Sarah 

McCarthy-Fry noted that there was limited evidence as to its effectiveness, but added, ‘None of 

the evidence reviews suggest that provision of SRE led to increased levels of sexual activity.’150 

The UK Government are committed to SRE in schools despite the lack of robust evidence, yet they 

refuse to be drawn on CRE, possibly because of the lack of effectiveness data. It may be inferred 

that the demand for data reflects less the Government’s desire for robust evidence than their fear 

of appearing moralizing and intrusive. Instead it has focused on child centred policies, which 

attract less political stigma.  The health of a family depends on the health of all the relationships 

within it. To ignore, and hence minimize, the critical influence of the adult relationship seems very 

short-sighted. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
149 Stanley et al, ‘The Development of Relationship Education for Low Income Individuals: Lessons from Research 
and Experience,’ 2005, p 14. 
150 House of Commons Hansard Written Answers for 12 Nov 2008, Column 1272W. Available at 
http://parliament.the-stationery-
office.co.uk/pa/cm200708/cmhansrd/cm081112/text/81112w0027.htm#08111251000039 (Accessed 
18/11/2008). 
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3 RELATIONSHIP EDUCATION IN THE UK  

 

 

Summary 

This chapter describes a survey we undertook of the provision of CRE at local level throughout the UK 

and summarises the outputs from this research.  It sets out the estimated quantity of CRE being 

provided annually, mainly as marriage preparation.  Much of this is delivered in a faith-based 

context.  The chapter also looks at the overall sector infrastructure, what is currently being delivered, 

the programmes themselves and key contents.  It makes some assessment of the extent of the 

workforce providing CRE and seeks to estimate who is being reached and how they are hearing about 

courses provided. 

 

 

3.1 Background 

 

In one sense education about relationships is a continuous informal process which is undertaken 

by all adults as they observe relationships in their own families, friends and through the media. 

Many people will turn to a trusted friend or family member for advice, and indeed for generations 

these informal networks provided the totality of guidance. Their biggest single influence was to 

reinforce and hand down existing social norms relating to marriage roles and courtship 

behaviour.  

 

In more recent times this informal learning has been supported by a plethora of ‘self-help’ 

resources ranging from articles and ‘Agony Aunts’ in the media, to websites offering DIY quizzes 

and advice. The basis of such materials varies from folklore to good academic research. 

 

Whilst there are therefore a wide range of sources open to individuals to informally obtain advice 

and education on relationships, the subject of this report is more formal CRE generally received by 

direct, face-to-face, interaction. 

 

The piecemeal development of services set out in Chapter 1 has resulted in a wide range of 

smaller organisations with varying financial and human resources, and mixed geographic 

coverage with almost all services offered purely on a charitable basis. 

 

As a first step towards understanding the foundations for a national programme, we wanted to 

establish a clear picture of the current provision. This chapter sets out our methodology and 

findings. 
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3.2 Methodology 

 

The survey of organisations sought to reach an extensive network of contacts ranging from the 

major players (Relate and Marriage Care) through to many of the dedicated smaller organisations 

serving limited audiences or geographic areas.  

 

Data gathering was undertaken in two ways: 

• An online survey was prepared and published (see Appendix 2), and the request to 

complete it emailed via 2-in-2-1’s weekly newsletter to around 300 individuals working 

in the field. Follow up emails and conversations were made to ensure maximum 

response rate.151  

• Face to face meetings and telephone conversations were held with the larger players to 

gain a fuller and more nuanced view of the work being carried out. 

 

The survey concentrated on four areas: 

• Details of the organisation (13 questions), its origins, overall funding and size, 

geographic region served, etc. 

• Structure of the programme (11 questions), numbers reached, type of teaching, etc. 

• Content of the programme (8 questions), issues covered, etc. 

• Evaluation of outcomes (3 questions), extent to which this is covered and used. 

 

 

3.3 Assumptions and limitations 

 

The major challenge in any national survey is to ensure that the results are sufficiently 

comprehensive.  The initial survey was emailed to over 300 individual recipients across a wide 

spectrum of organisations engaged in some manner in the field of marriage and relationship 

support – these include not only educators, but counsellors, funders, faith-based groups, 

statutory bodies, parliamentarians and academics.  Twenty-one organisations responded directly 

to the survey questionnaire with details of 30 different programmes, and a further 27 

organisations responded positively identifying their work as outside the remit of the report – 

many were offering counselling. In addition to the internet surveys, interviews were held with five 

major organisations operating in the field. 

 

We are aware of a number of smaller organisations who did not respond to the survey, but from 

our extensive network and work in this field we estimate that we have probably identified more 

than 80% of the work being undertaken in the area.  

 

Whilst the responses received appear to be broadly indicative of the levels of activity in CRE 

undertaken by the specialist organisations in the field, it is inevitable that the approach will miss 

the large quantity of informal education provided by concerned individuals in extended families, 

communities and churches. In the context of adult relationship support, churches in particular 

offer a range of support and education particularly in association with weddings.  The report 

                                                 
151 See Appendix 2 for details. 
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Church support of marriage and adult relationships152 estimated that ‘92% of marriage preparation 

is provided by the voluntary sector – overwhelmingly by churches’ with 72% of churches in the 

survey providing some aspects of preparation. The report was used in conjunction with the Policy 

Advisor at the Church of England, to make estimates of the work being done by the churches and 

individuals where appropriate. 

It is inevitable that in a survey of this nature there will be both gaps, as described above, and 

overlaps. The latter occur where the same ‘provision’ is counted more than once, as might for 

example occur where a particular church is using the Marriage Preparation Course and Foccus as 

part of its overall work, and a couple could be counted in all three categories as having received 

CRE. Whilst such overlaps will occur, we believe the impact on the overall estimates to be less 

than 5%.153

 

The figures have not been adjusted upwards to account for the unreported work (up to an 

additional 20% – see above) nor for the possibility of double counting (-5% – see above). As a 

result, the overall figures may slightly under-report total activity in the sector. 

 

 

3.4 Overall sector infrastructure (CRE) 

 

Couple Relationship Education (in the formal sense used in this report) is provided by a variety of 

voluntary sector organisations. Broadly the provision can be divided into: 

• Provision by larger entities for whom this sector represents a subset of their wider 

objective – organisations such as Relate and Marriage Care lie in this category, as does 

the work of Holy Trinity Brompton whose Marriage Course/Marriage Preparation Course 

is the most widely used single programme, with over 1000 course providers identified as 

having been trained and/or offering their course in the UK. 

• Provision by a wide variety of specialist organisations in the field for whom this work 

represents the substantial, or their main, objective, generally operating at a national or 

regional level. Examples include Marriage Encounter, One Accord, 2=1, and Time for 

Families. 

• Provision at a local level, predominantly by local churches. 

 

 

3.5 What is being delivered currently – characterising the programmes, quantity 

and subject matter 

 

The field of Relationship Education may be subdivided based on the stage of the relationship that 

is addressed; thus there are programmes aimed at the initial formation of relationships (eg, 

Marriage Preparation) which seek to establish firm foundations, and set useful practices in place 

to create stability and satisfaction, and there are programmes which primarily seek to address 

already established relationships and ‘enrich’ their existence by providing meaning and/or 

                                                 
152 Church support of Marriage and Adult relationships, Final Report 2003 by Roehampton Social Research Unit, 
University of Surrey. 
153 The total provision by smaller organisations is only 8% in terms of people reached – it is highly unlikely that more 
than 50% of this is double reported. 
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correcting in-built problems. The scope, content and approach in such programmes tend to 

differ, as do the populations served, so we have subdivided our analysis below along these lines. 

 

The format of delivery varies: the table below identifies typical programme formats and an 

illustrative list of organisations offering programmes in each category. 

 

Table 3.1 

 

Format Typical providers 

Intensive residential programmes are offered by several 
organisations. They tend to be run over weekends and 
because of their duration and the lack of external distractions 
offer couples the most intense learning environment. 
 

Marriage Encounter 
One Accord 

Non-residential programmes, typically held over one (and 
sometimes more) full days. Such programmes are often held 
at third party premises (hotels, training centres etc), but this 
genre also includes, for example, the six-day programmes 
offered to prisoners and their partners in jail. 
 

Time for Families 
Relate 

Multi-session programmes with each session lasting typically 
1-2 hours, and held in locations such as church halls, ante-
natal centres, and individual homes etc. These programmes 
often run over several weeks, and offer the opportunity for 
‘homework’ between sessions. 
 

The Marriage Course/Marriage Preparation 
Course 
2=1 
FamilyLife 
BCFT 

Individual or ‘couple to couple’ learning usually utilising a 
Relationship Inventory as a basis for facilitating the 
conversation. 

Foccus 
Prepare/Enrich 

 

Some programmes offer a combination of the above, notably the use of the Inventories in 

association with a course in some format. 

 

 

3.6 Quantity 

 

It is estimated that the total quantity of CRE being provided each year at present is around 

547,000 person hours, of which some 331,000 hours (61%) is marriage preparation, reaching 

some 150,000 people in total.154  

 

 

Diagram 3.1 See overleaf 

 

 

 

Diagram 3.1 

                                                 
154 Throughout the report we have used a unit of ‘person-hour’ for education. Thus 6 people (or three couples) each 
receiving 2 hours of education represents 12 person-hours. Although most education is provided to couples, some, 
especially at ante-natal stages, is provided to individuals.  
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Person-hours Relationship Education offered

Churches 
Preparation

46%

Large Orgs 
Preparation

8%

Independents 
Preparation

7%

Large Orgs 
Enrichment

17%

Independents 
Enrichment

22%

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This estimate is based on the returns from the survey, and on the estimates from the Roehampton 

study of the provision by churches.155  

 

It is clear that Marriage Preparation represents the largest area of CRE activity. A further 

breakdown of those doing Marriage Preparation is shown below.  

 

Table 3.2 

 

Provider People Typical duration 

Independents      4,600 8 Hours 

Larger Organisations      6,500 7 Hours 

Churches 125,000 2 Hours 

Balance of people marrying 432,000 Nil 

 

Overall therefore, only 24% of individuals marrying each year receive any form of marriage 

preparation and only a small minority receive in depth interventions of a duration identified in 

Chapter 1 of this report as being likely to deliver significant benefits. 

 

The picture is even bleaker when we look at the field of providing ‘enrichment’ for couples 

already married. 

 

Table 3.3 

 

Provider People Average duration 

Independents 6,600 19 Hours 

Larger Organisations 7,900 13 Hours 

 

 

                                                 
155 Roehampton Social Research Unit, University of Surrey, 2003. Church Support of Marriage and adult relationships. 
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The total number of individuals receiving any form of post-marriage CRE each year is less than 

15,000 in a married population of some 23.2 million – this represent 0.06%.156

 

 

3.7 ‘Workforce’ scale, and expertise 

 

The returns from the survey reveal that the workforce providing CRE is largely volunteer based. 

The total workforce currently delivering some form of CRE is probably around 5000, excluding 

clergy or their parishioners providing the low intensity Marriage Preparation outlined above. 

 

Among the independent organisations, less than 3% of staff are in salaried positions, and a similar 

proportion are working on an associate basis – ie, paid for actual delivery of programmes. With 

the exception of staff involved in leadership of the respective organisations, virtually all work is 

done on a part-time basis. The total workforce (including those trained to deliver the HTB 

Marriage Course) is around 2500, though there may be a similar number of ‘dormant’ volunteers 

– ie, those trained but not currently practising. Around 30% of this workforce is trained in the use 

of relationship inventories. 

 

Even among the larger organisations, the majority of CRE is provided on a part time basis by 

volunteers, or by professional counsellors for whom the education work is an adjunct to their 

principal work in therapeutic services. Marriage Care, for whom education remains a major 

theme, have some 250 volunteers nationally, and Relate estimate somewhere in excess of 100 of 

their counsellors are engaged in providing CRE as defined by this report. The total workforce 

currently practising in the larger organisations is probably around 500-1000, though the potential 

for fairly rapid expansion is higher as, for example, there are another 2000+ counsellors in Relate 

and Marriage Care alone who might be rapidly equipped to deliver such courses. 

 

Among the independent organisations, the majority of those in leadership positions are qualified 

to at least degree level. In the volunteer workforce there is a wide variance in both the education 

levels and experience. Most organisations provide support and training in the use and delivery of 

the programmes, and many maintain forms of supervision and mentoring associated with the 

relationships of the volunteers. At present there is little formal qualification available in skills 

directly related to the provision of CRE, though certain NVQ modules have some application and 

are incorporated by certain organisations into their requirements and staff development. 

 

Among the larger organisations, there is generally a higher level of qualification amongst those 

delivering the courses, typically being trained to Diploma level in counselling related subjects.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
156 Social Trends 38, ONS 2008. 
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3.8 Geographic spread 

 

The survey indicated no significant differences in geographic availability of CRE, with the majority 

of the larger providers operating in all parts of the UK in some form.  Whilst not indicated in the 

survey, published data on the smaller providers suggests many are based in the south of England. 

 

 

3.9 Who is being reached, and how they are hearing? 

 

Data was requested on a variety of aspects of the recipients, and whilst not received from all 

organisations, provides an overview of who is currently receiving CRE. The numbers of people 

being reached excludes the large numbers being provided with limited marriage preparation by 

their local church. 

 

In terms of socio-economic groupings, unsurprisingly the biggest group of recipients are believed 

to be professional/managerial and technical/administrative, with most organisations’ recipients 

centred round this group. However some organisations, notably Time for Families, are working 

amongst the socially deprived, particularly in prisons. 

 

The largest number of recipients of full CRE157 are already married, and together with those in 

crisis they represent around half the total reached. The other half however, are those engaged to 

be married or cohabiting, and indeed there will be a substantial proportion of those engaged who 

are also cohabiting. Less than 1% of recipients are either single or separated/divorced at the time 

of receiving relationship education. 

 

The majority of providers, when asked about the ethnicity of recipients, reflected the population 

at large, though a small number are focused on minority groups, notably Afro-Caribbean 

communities. This may reflect deficiencies in the penetration of the survey among other minority 

communities, or a lack of provision. 

 

The majority of organisations working in the field have roots in the Christian faith. Some, notably 

Relate, offer their services on an entirely secular basis, whilst for others it remains a key motivating 

force in their work. Most organisations will welcome couples of any faith, or none, though their 

survey responses show that more recipients self-reported as Christians than would be the case for 

the population at large. 

 

There were no remarkable patterns in the age of recipients, though, as one might expect, 

organisations working with those starting out in relationships tended to report a younger spread 

of ages. 

 

There was a wide spectrum of educational standards among the recipients, though some 

organisations such as Time for Families specifically target those with low educational standards. 

 

                                                 
157 Note, this excludes the large numbers receiving limited marriage preparation from their local church 
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3.10 Content and source of courses 

 

Respondents were asked to classify their programmes against a number of criteria identified from 

the review of the research. The results are tabulated below in terms of percentage of the total 

person hours delivered: 

 

Table 3.4 

 

Focus is mostly… 

 

Balanced  Focus is mostly… 

Stability <1% 82% 18% Satisfaction 

Skills 36% 56% 11% Values and beliefs 

Past   0% 39% 61% Future 

Education 11% 76% 13% Inspiration 

General relationship issues 52% 17% 31% Marriage specific 

 

 

5 2 % 

11%

0 % 

3 6 % 

0 

17%

76%

3 9 % 

56%

82%

31%

1 3 % 

61%

1 1 % 
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S k i l l s 

P a s t 
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V a l u e s   and  Beliefs

F u t u R e 
I n s p i r a t i o n
M a r r i a g e   Specific5 2 %

1 1 % 

0 %
3 6 % 

0 

17%

76%
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56%

82%

31%

1 3 % 

61%

1 1 % 

18% 

0 % 1 0 % 2 0 % 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 1 0 0 % 

S t a b i l i t y 
S k i l l s 

P a s t 
E d u c a t i o n 

G e n e r a l 

S a t i s f a c t i o n

V a l u e s a n d B e l i e f s

F u t u r e 

I n s p i r a t i o n

M a r r i a g e S p e c i f i c

Satisfaction 

Values and beliefs 

Future 

Inspiration 

Marriage specific 

 

 

Whilst the majority of education generally lies in the balanced category there is a slight bias 

towards general relationship skills focused on raising satisfaction in the relationship, with a future 

orientation. 

 

 

3.11 Charging and publicity 

 

The majority of couples in the UK know little about CRE or its purpose or content. When it is 

mentioned it tends to raise defensive responses such as, ‘there’s nothing wrong with my 

relationship; we don’t need/want counselling!’ Even if the benefits are explained, the subject is 

typically kept at arms length and accepted in terms of being ‘good for some people, but not for 

me.’   
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Current provision relies on access channels that have been found by providers to be effective: 

• Direct word-of-mouth recommendation through existing networks or from someone in 

the community regarded as a reliable source, typically the clergy. 

• Through clergy, and more recently, in some instances, registrars, for couples preparing 

for marriage. 

• Through antenatal classes and health workers for those expecting a child. 

• Through specialist channels such as for prisoners and military personnel with specific 

identifiable needs. 

 

Publicity across the sector is almost all relatively low tech, being based primarily on word-of-

mouth recommendation, leaflets and simple web sites. Organisations report having very few 

funds for significant advertising or publicity, and that participants frequently need word-of-mouth 

contact to overcome initial reservations and doubts about participating in relationship education.   

 

One major initiative, though not a direct provider of CRE, is worthy of mention in this context. 

The National Couple Support Network (NCSN) aims to place a ‘couple worker’ into every major 

community throughout the UK. Their primary purpose is to ensure that all those starting out on a 

long-term relationship, notably marriage, have access to CRE from local providers. The ‘couple 

workers’, of whom some 50 are now in post, work with registrars, local churches etc, to contact 

every couple registering to be married encouraging them to take a Relationship Inventory, attend 

a CRE programme (typically the Marriage Preparation Course), and to link the couple with a local 

‘mentor couple’ who will support them in the early years of marriage.   

 

‘Couple workers’ operate on a voluntary basis. A wider initiative, modelled on the successful US 

programme of ‘Community Marriage Policies’ has largely foundered due to lack of funding. In the 

UK, ‘Community Family Trusts’ sought not only to provide services as described for ‘couple 

workers’ under the NCSN, but also to directly provide services, and to engage a wider network of 

relationship support involving a wide variety of local bodies (councils, social workers, health 

workers, schools etc). Three CFTs (Bristol, York and Southampton) have continued to flourish, and 

provide valuable examples and models of the way local services might be expanded in future. 

 

The majority (76%) of all recipients are paying towards the costs of their education, with charges 

ranging from £10/head up to £100/head.  It would appear that in the majority of these cases the 

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

facilitators and leaders being provided on a voluntary basis. 

 

Some 11% of recipients receive their education free of charge, financed by donations to the 

provider from the recipients and others. The cost of provision in this group tends to be higher, 

and many of the courses are offered on a residential basis.  

 

The balance of recipients (13%) are funded by a mixture of the two. The most expensive courses 

appear to be those reaching some of the most marginalised in society through prisons, reflecting 

the substantial administrative and security overhead for such operations. 
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3.12 Extent and approach to evaluation in sector 

 

The reporting of evaluation activity was itself low, with only about 25% of recipient courses 

reported as being evaluated. 

 

Of those that are evaluated, the large majority (86%) are based on self-reporting on satisfaction 

with the programme. The organisations generally use this feedback to adapt and improve the 

programme materials. 

 

A smaller subset (13% of those reporting) seek to evaluate changes in behaviours and longer term 

impact on the relationship. These measurements rely on a combination of self reporting and 

observation by the facilitators. 

 

It should be noted in passing that some of the programmes are based on materials and 

approaches developed internationally and subject to substantial academic scrutiny and 

evaluation. These include both the relationship inventories PREPARE/ENRICH and FOCCUS, as well 

as various courses derived from the PREP programme. 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 49



4 EVALUATION 

 

 

Summary 

This chapter evaluates the outputs of the national survey against the findings of international 

research set out in Chapter 2. Its starting point is to compare what is currently happening in the UK 

against what is needed, particularly the clear indications from research evidence as to which 

directions are most likely to prove fruitful. We go into the question of how much scaling-up of current 

capacity is needed to make a real difference and what will be required to make CRE normative in the 

UK.  

 

A number of issues emerging from this consideration are addressed.  These include: 

 

• The motivation of the workforce and the impact of ‘professionalisation’. 

• The values-base issue. 

• Links with parenting and domestic violence issues as part of a holistic approach to 

relationship education. 

• The interface with Sex and Relationships Education. 

• Priorities for the expansion of CRE. 

 

Lastly, we explore the need for a standardised model and evaluation approach and suggest some 

targets for implementation. 

 

 

4.1 Background 

 

Chapter 2 of this report discusses the findings from international research on what can be shown 

to make a tangible difference to the outcomes of relationships through the provision of different 

forms of Couple Relationship Education. Chapter 3 of this report lays out the current state of 

provision of CRE across the UK in terms of what is being provided, and the workforce currently 

engaged in its provision. This chapter endeavours to compare the two with a view to identifying 

both the increases in capacity needed to deliver a truly national programme, and changes to the 

content and methods that might increase effectiveness. 

 

 

4.2 Comparison of what is happening vs what is needed (both what is done, and how 

much is done) 

 

The overall conclusion of Chapter 2 may be summarised as showing that the outcomes of CRE, 

though modest, are replicable, and offer sufficient impetus for ongoing and increased research 

into, and delivery of CRE. There are also clear indications and implications from the evidence as to 

directions which are more likely to prove fruitful. Some of these may be summarised as shown in 

Table 4.1 which also summarises the current situation as outlined in Chapter 3: 
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Table 4.1 

 

Area of interest 

 

From Research (Chapter 2) From Survey (Chapter 3) 

Context in 

which CRE is 

delivered 

• 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 PME appears at best 

to persist for 3-5 years. It would not 

be unreasonable to posit that this 

would also hold for CRE generally. 

Life changes constantly, and 

different aspects of any CRE are 

likely to have a different resonance 

and impact with both parties in a 

relationship at different times.  

• 61% of all CRE currently being 

delivered is PME and some 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. 

Duration of 

education  

• Though limited, the available 

research suggests that in the case of 

PME 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 PME, less than 10% 

of these receive an average of 7-8 

hours, with the balance generally 

receiving a sub-optimal 2 hours. 

Socio economic 

groups being 

reached 

• The majority of research has been 

conducted with couples drawn 

from the middle of the socio-

economic spectrum. There is some 

limited evidence of the impact 

among ‘hard to reach’ groups from 

military and prison programmes 

that show similar results. The key 

appears to be relatability and 

relevance of both the material and 

the provider to the group in 

question. 

• 70% of current CRE recipients in 

the UK are white or blue-collar 

workers.158 

• 13% of CRE is currently being 

delivered to marginalised groups, 

notably accessed through the 

prison system. 

 

Table continued /… 

 

 

 

                                                 
158 See Chapter 3 for description of the socio economic groups. 
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Area of interest 

 

From Research (Chapter 2) From Survey (Chapter 3) 

Content of 

programmes 

• There is limited evidence 

concerning the optimum content of 

programmes with respect to 

desired outcomes, but some 

conclusions can be inferred from 

the work to date, notably on the 

PREP programme: 

o Improvements in relationship 

stability are primarily associated 

with removal of negative traits 

and behaviours in a 

relationship. 

o Enhancement of relational 

satisfaction is primarily related 

to strengthening of positive 

behaviours and traits. 

o The pathway through which 

relationships develop can 

significantly influence the likely 

outcomes; education about 

relationship formation can 

influence individual choice, 

particularly with respect to 

avoiding intrinsically unsafe 

relationships.  

• Whilst the majority of 

programmes (82%) aim at a 

balance of stability and 

satisfaction, less than 1% 

reported their focus as primarily 

on the issues involved with 

increasing stability. 

• There was no evidence of CRE 

currently targeting individuals 

prior to the formation of 

relationships with information on 

forming safe or long-lasting 

relationships. 

Skills vs Values • Early programmes focused mainly 

on communication and conflict 

resolution skills. More recent 

developments include key issues 

such as the value of commitment, 

friendship and forgiveness which 

create a strong ‘future focus’ to the 

relationship. 

• Only 11% of the CRE provided 

focused mostly on values and 

belief, the rest being balanced or 

with a focus on skills. 

• Only 31% of the CRE provided 

focused mostly on issues 

specifically associated with 

marriage, the remainder focusing 

more on general relational issues. 
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4.3 Estimate of extent of scaling up needed to make a real difference 

 

4.3.1 Introduction 

 

At present, the undertaking of any form of CRE is generally perceived as ‘odd’ – it is regarded with 

some suspicion by the population at large. Anecdotal evidence suggests that men in particular 

are wary.  

 

There appears to be little available research as to what scale of interventions in the population at 

large would be needed to reach a ‘tipping point’ at which receiving CRE is regarded as ‘normal’ 

and at which it starts to have a significant impact on the outcomes for relationships. In the 

absence of better data we have taken the simplifying assumption that we need to be routinely 

delivering CRE to at least 50% of the population for it to be regarded as ‘normal’. The use of this 

relatively high threshold ensures that estimates of the scaling up etc required to normalise CRE are 

robust in terms of both effort and cost. 

 

There are therefore two issues to address which strongly interact: 

• Raising awareness (and hence demand) for services in a way that makes them both 

accessible and which ‘normalises’ them. 

• Raising capacity to deliver a service which meets demands and expectations. 

 

The ‘life-stage’ at which education is most appropriate is a key factor. It is likely that education 

will be most effective, and couples most receptive, at times of change or transition when the 

specific areas of relationship are most in focus, and learning can be rapidly put into practice – ie, 

it is immediately transferred into a behavioural change. It is also likely that education will be most 

effective early in a relationship before habits and attitudes are deeply embedded.  

 

A large number of individuals will, in the course of their young adult years in particular, form a 

series of relationships with the potential to become long-term committed relationships – many 

will include cohabitation, the average duration of which is only some two years. The research 

suggests (see Chapter 2.5.2) that many such relationships result from ‘sliding’ through a series of 

transitions, rather than ‘deciding’ on any long-term relationship. Consequently, it is very difficult 

to identify, and therefore access, couples at the start of a long-term cohabiting relationship. The 

research indicates a range of both static and dynamic risk factors likely to undermine any 

relationship and ultimately lead to its break-up. The effect of ‘sliding’, particularly into a 

cohabiting and sexual relationship, is that the relationship becomes bound with constraints which 

cause it to persist longer, in spite of the risk factors that would occur were the constraints not 

present. 

 

Where such relationships result in the birth of children there is a clear argument for providing CRE 

to stabilise the parental relationship as far as possible. However, where there are minimal wider 

consequences from the breakdown (ie, other than the immediate personal distress), then the 

individuals will usually go on to re-partner, and it is questionable whether CRE to maintain the 

original relationship would be of benefit either to the individuals or to society. 
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Given this, we have based our estimates for scaling up on the premise that 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. 

 

In addition, there is a prima-facie case that better popular understanding of the dynamics of 

relationship formation, ‘sliding vs deciding’ etc, could lead to better selection and relationship 

formation. 

 

4.3.2 Quantifying the challenge 

 

Looking at ONS data we can estimate the total population to be reached in any one year:159  

• Committed relationship formation: 284,000 marriages each year, plus 16,000 Civil 

Partnerships.160 This represents 600,000 individuals. 

• Childbirth: Roughly 750,000 babies are born each year in the UK. Since the average 

number of children per mother is just below 2, we estimate that roughly 50%, ie, 

375,000, are first children. We assume that all the children have two parents,161 which 

will lead to an overestimate of the numbers to be reached. 

• Later in relationship: There are 11.6m married couples in the population. To reach all 

couples over a ten year period, would involve 1.2m couples, or 2.4m individuals, per 

year approximately. 

 

 

 

 

Table 4.2 See overleaf 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
159 Social Trends 38, ONS 2008.  
160 Clearly this excludes numbers who might self-identify as wanting CRE for a committed, but non-married, 
relationship. We believe that in practice the majority of these will be picked up at the birth of the first child, and have 
therefore not increased the numbers in this category. 
161 In practice, less than 8% of births outside marriage are sole registered. 
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The table below compares the current number of people reached versus a target of reaching 50% 

of the total available population: 

 

Table 4.2 

 

Education Current individuals Target 

individuals 

Scale up factor 

required 

Relationship 

Formation 

11,100162     300,000   27 

Birth of first child   1,000     375,000 375 

Subsequent life 

change 

14,500 1,200,000 827 

 

TOTAL 

 

26,600 

 

1,875,000 

 

  70 

 

The purpose of this exercise is not to precisely quantify the provision required, but to indicate the 

scale of the challenge in gearing up to provide CRE at a scale and level likely to make a significant 

impact at national level.  

 

A six year programme aimed at doubling the provision of CRE each year would achieve the 

numbers above, and as a policy aim we would recommend targeting achievement over a ten year 

period as being about as fast a growth as could be achieved. 

 

4.3.3 Access to services 

 

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. 

 

Providers report substantial misunderstanding and non-acceptance at a personal level when the 

subject of CRE is initially breached, though once recipients have actually participated, the levels of 

satisfaction are high. The challenge therefore transcends simply making services accessible – there 

would need to be a sea change in the popular mind which ‘normalised’ becoming relationally 

aware and competent through CRE. 

 

There is limited evidence from international practice on what may work in this regard. In the US 

the growth of CRE appears to have been fuelled by: 

• Increased acceptance in their (relatively large) church going population as part of 

personal development. 

                                                 
162 We have excluded the large number of individuals receiving ‘nominal’ PME from their priest or clergy. 
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• Collaboration between agencies within a community to jointly address the issues of 

marriage stability through ‘Community Marriage Policy’ initiatives. 

• Substantial funding, and publicity, for the central government ‘Healthy Marriage 

Initiative’. 

• Inclusion of elements of CRE into various programmes associated with receipt of benefits 

(eg, Temporary Assistance for Needy Families – TANF). 

• Incentivisation in some States through such approaches as discounted marriage fees for 

couples who have undertaken some agreed form of PME. 

 

Some of these approaches have shown some impact in the UK, but others are heavily driven by 

cultural factors and may not transfer directly. 

 

Social attitudes in UK are undoubtedly showing increased interest in relational issues as evidenced 

by the increasing numbers of articles, case studies and quizzes in magazines, the press and on the 

web. There is therefore an increasing potential access channel through popular media and the 

web to sensitise the population to relational issues, and CRE in particular. Web based services 

such as those offered by 2-in-2-1 and more recently the Couple Connection, combining online 

advice and articles in an accessible format, together with sign-posting appropriate services, offer 

the potential to increase access particularly to younger age group audiences. 

 

 

4.3.4 Capacity to deliver 

 

The current number of volunteers delivering CRE is estimated from our survey in Chapter 3 at 

around 5000. As the number of individuals currently being reached is only some 25,000, it is 

probable that there is latent capacity in the workforce, ie, volunteers could do more if demand 

increased.  If we assume that a typical volunteer can give around 100 hours a year to the work (ie, 

2 hours per week), and that a course needs to be 8 hours duration, and can be delivered to an 

average of 10 people (5 couples) at a time, the current workforce should be able to deliver CRE to 

around: 

 

5000 x 100/8 x 10 = 625,000 individuals 

 

Clearly this estimate makes many idealising assumptions, but it suggests that while 70 times more 

individuals need to be reached, the volunteer workforce may only need to increase 3-5 times to 

deliver this target.  

 

These estimates have deliberately excluded the largest single group already receiving some form 

of CRE, namely the couples offered some limited input by the clergy officiating at a religious 

ceremony. An ‘early win’ in any strategy to expand the provision of CRE pre-marriage would be 

to convince the clergy in such cases of the value of increased PME, and to resource its provision 

from within their own churches. This strategy is already being resourced by some organisations in 

the field, notably the Mothers’ Union with their very substantial volunteer base being trained in 

the provision of CRE. 
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4.3.5 Content of delivery 

 

There is some evidence of a mismatch between what the evidence suggests is most efficacious in 

CRE and what is delivered. The most notable aspect of this is around the focus on aspects 

underlying stability vs satisfaction. The research suggests that removal of certain negative 

behaviours has the greatest influence on stability, whilst a different set of positive attitudes and 

behaviours probably drive satisfaction. It is likely that the roots of many of the programmes 

currently delivered in the UK originate in marriage oriented programmes which tend to take the 

stability of the relationship as a given, and so focus on those factors which deliver satisfaction. 

 

The most recent research also suggests that explicit learning around the values of commitment, 

friendship, and forgiveness are key to building long lasting relationships.  Courses aimed mainly 

at improving relational skills often over-focus on the basic issues of communication and conflict 

resolution skills, and underplay the importance of these deeper values.  

 

If one aim of any CRE policy is to increase couple stability, then courses may need adaptation to 

include more explicit reference to the removal of negative influences, and incorporation of the 

values-based teaching. 

 

 

4.4 Emergent issues 

 

4.4.1 Motivation of workforce and impact of ‘professionalisation’ 

 

The workforce currently delivering CRE falls into three main groups: volunteers, professional 

counsellors or similar, and clergy. Whilst all would not be doing the work if they did not believe it 

had intrinsic value, each group will be motivated by different factors which need to be explored if 

the workforce is to be expanded. 

 

More than 70% of all those engaged in delivering CRE do so on a voluntary basis, and from the 

interviews we identified three main areas of motivation: 

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

and a concern to assist others 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. 

 

As with most volunteerism, the willingness to give both time and resources is born of personal 

conviction in the ‘rightness of the cause’ and the perceived need.  

 

One of the key research findings is the ‘messenger matters’. In their recent overview of their work 

in this area on the PREP programme in the US, Markman wrote, ‘Delivery of a curriculum such as 

PREP depends far less on any specific type of knowledge or participation in formal training 
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programmes or having degrees (such as in mental health counselling or therapy) than it depends 

on instructors who are trained specifically in the PREP model, understand the content, and who 

are engaging and enthusiastic teachers of the content and skills.’163 This is borne out in the 

responses to the survey by providers of CRE in the UK. Workers in this area generally use deeply 

personal examples from their own lives to illustrate key aspects of their teaching, displaying great 

vulnerability which itself motivates the participants to relate similarly to their partners. It is the 

personal conviction that motivates such willingness to be personally vulnerable, and which in 

turn makes the ‘messenger’ engaging and enthusiastic. 

 

Most of the organisations we surveyed provide training they consider is appropriate to the needs 

of their volunteers and which seeks primarily to instruct them in the content and delivery of their 

material. Care will need to be taken in considering the potential needs to professionalise and 

regulate an expanded workforce. Regulation which is perceived as raising barriers to voluntary 

service is likely to stifle, rather than promote, a flow of people willing to be vulnerable and 

relatable as this work demands. 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. 

 

For virtually all those delivering CRE at present, this is an adjunct to other aspects of career and 

work – there are virtually no full time educators. Many of those engaged in the field are middle 

class professionals with fulltime careers which provide for their families. There are two important 

consequences that flow from this situation: 

• The capacity to increase the load on individuals is limited – indeed evidence from 

Australia is that workers can easily face ‘burnout’.164 It is emotionally demanding work, 

and sits as an additional burden alongside family and career. 

• If such individuals are to be drawn in significant numbers into more full time roles, then 

the financial rewards etc will have to be sufficient to compensate for partial or full career 

change, with adequate funding and secure tenure. 

  

 

4.4.2 The values-base issue 

 

Family life, and in particular marriage, plays a central part in most faiths. In the Judaeo-Christian 

tradition, marriage is seen as a key element ordained by God as a key part of creation and used 

throughout the Bible as an illustration of the relationship between God and his people. For this 

reason, Christian organisations hold marriage as having particular meaning that in turn informs 

their work in the areas of CRE. 

 

Most of the charities working in the area of CRE started out as Christian based foundations, 

motivated both by a theological understanding of marriage, and/or by social concern. Some, 

                                                 
163 Markman et al  2008. 
164 www.aifs.gov.au/afrc/pubs/newsletter/newsletter9.html#capacity  
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most notably Relate, have evolved their position to one that no longer professes or relies on any 

faith, whilst others have maintained strong faith based roots. 

 

CRE is often perceived as value-laden. Those on the secular side of the debate are suspicious of the 

motives of those on the religious side, suspecting that CRE is simply a platform for proselytising or 

moralising. Many from the religious perspective are reluctant to ‘open up’ their CRE programmes, 

concerned that this would compromise their core beliefs, particularly about the sanctity of 

marriage.  

 

One necessary ‘clearing’ step is to debunk the notion that only one side is value-laden, the other 

claiming value-neutrality. While it is important to critically question any set of values, it is naive to 

suppose that value-free ground exists. Rather, everyone involved in CRE is motivated by a set of 

values, otherwise it begs the question as to why they would participate in the first instance.  

 

Therefore, it will be helpful to use value-language which aids transparency and facilitates a more 

helpful discussion. A plurality of provision which expressly acknowledges the different values 

underpinning different courses and provision and which empowers the recipients to make 

informed choices would seem to be the best route forward. What will be necessary is the 

identification of common ground around which everyone can rally.  

 

It is important to note also that the latest research is identifying underlying values and practices 

which appear to be critical to the maintenance of life-long relationships; these include concepts 

such as forgiveness and self-sacrifice, which are intrinsic to much faith-based thinking.  

 

Any strategy that seeks to expand the provision of CRE will need to take account of these factors 

in a sensitive manner that both embraces the motivations of individuals and organisations to serve 

society in this way and meets the needs of all the diverse potential recipients of CRE.   

 

 

4.4.3 Parenting, domestic violence (DV), and CRE 

 

An artificial, and in many cases unhelpful, divide has opened up between organisations and 

practitioners involved in each of these inter-related groups in the UK, which, if properly 

addressed, offers the opportunity both to provide a more coherent approach to recipients and to 

increase the value delivered by a shared resource pool. 

 

The focus of parenting education has tended to be on the parent-child relationship, with less 

attention paid to the adult relationship – yet it is this relationship which children observe (often 

with devastating insight) and which sharply shapes their attitudes and potential for future adult 

relationships. The opportunity exists, particularly in working with antenatal partners, to assist the 

couple to form stronger, and more resilient, adult relationships that will benefit not only them but 

also their emerging families. 
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The primary focus of domestic violence practitioners has been the provision of safe escape routes 

for those trapped in abusive situations. In recent times this has also extended to the prevention of 

‘Forced Marriage’. In practice there is a continuous spectrum of behaviours and attitudes ranging 

from those which might be loosely described simply as corrosive to relational stability through to 

those which involve physical and emotional violence, either at a continuous low-level, or in 

violent outbursts. There would be significant benefits if CRE were, particularly at the outset of a 

relationship, to highlight this spectrum, some of the more common pathways by which the 

propensity to violence evolves, and key strategies to seek early help, or exit the relationship.  

Teaching on the key elements of ‘Safe Relationships’ is already becoming established in the US 

(see Chapter 2.5.1). 

 

We believe a constructive dialogue is needed between organisations in each area, respecting their 

different viewpoints, and seeking to find ways of adding value in each area. A challenge in so 

doing is the relatively small and fragmented state of those delivering CRE. Moreover, some steps 

need to be taken to make the field more coherent so as to better engage with the debate. 

 

It must be recognised, too, that there are challenges involved for all parties. Each group starts 

from very different roots and has radically different modes of delivery. The debate needs to focus 

primarily on the message and content rather than an unhelpful dialogue of what is ‘best’ in terms 

of delivery etc.  

 

 

4.4.4 The interface with Sex and Relationship Education (SRE) 

 

The teaching of SRE as part of the schools curriculum is already well established, and indeed there 

are current moves to expand the span of such education to younger age groups. Whilst the 

subject is beyond the remit of this report (ie, it is not directly CRE), there is a clear interface which 

is worthy of comment. 

 

There has been a growing call in recent years to move SRE from the mere ‘nuts and bolts’ of 

sexual practice etc to give a more relational context to sexual activity. We believe 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-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 vs 

deciding’) and the loss of choice resulting from progressing relationships under certain 

circumstances. 

• The signs of ‘unsafe’ relationships which potentially 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.  
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We do not believe that there would be much value in attempting to teach young people directly 

the skills and behaviours of successful long-term couple relationships as they will lack the direct 

context to apply such learning. However, teaching about relationships (the whole range of 

relationships including sexual, marital, social and work), as outlined above, will potentially result 

in more informed decision-making by young people as they begin to form their longer-term close 

personal relationships. It would have the added benefit of raising awareness of relational issues 

and establishing a common language and framework for discussion of such issues, both privately 

and professionally. 

 

 

4.4.5 CRE for all 

 

Most of the research on CRE has been in the US and has focused on white middle class recipients. 

The evidence from our UK survey suggests that at present it is mostly a similar demographic 

group that is being reached. However, there is limited research from the US that the programmes 

are effective with the more marginalised in society, particularly from the work done with 

recipients in the military and in the prison system (see Chapter 2). In the UK one of the 

programmes with more rigorous evaluation is also running in prisons and showing promising 

results. 

 

There is a natural predisposition when looking at spending programmes to endeavour to focus 

the spending on areas perceived as having greatest need – in terms of CRE this would mean 

focusing on the areas of society with the greatest dysfunction in terms of family stability, ie, on 

the lower socio-economic classes, principally in inner-cities, along with various (but not all) 

minority groups. 

 

Our belief is that achieving satisfying adult relationships is a rightful expectation of all, and that 

provision of services should be based on universal access, and not risk being stigmatised as being 

only for those who in some sense are ‘deprived’ of relational opportunity or skills. 

 

To build momentum towards universal provision we would propose strategies similar to those 

adopted to change attitudes to smoking, seat-belt wearing and drink-driving where mass 

advertising sought to shift overall public perception, in parallel with measures targeting those 

most resistant to change.  

 

 

4.5 The need for standardised model and evaluation approach 

 

A major theme of Chapter 2 of this report is the paucity of evaluation and academic work on the 

subject of what works, or does not, in the field of CRE. Scott Stanley, a leading US researcher, 

however has noted, ‘We know enough to act; and we need to act in order to lean more.’165 The 

corollary to this statement is that if action is taken to broaden the provision of CRE, it should be 

                                                 
165 Stanley 2001. 
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accompanied by a similarly robust approach to actually learning from the experience. We need a 

national evaluation programme. 

The current approaches to programme evaluation are weak, almost all relying on ‘happy sheets’, 

ie, post-course evaluation of satisfaction with the course. Given that most couples attend 

voluntarily, that most courses are delivered by committed volunteers who build rapport with 

attendees as part of the programme, and that most people enjoy a level of self-discovery and the 

ensuing increase in self confidence, it is unsurprising that courses generally score well. Most 

organisations only use the data for the purposes of improving their own programmes – there is 

relatively little cross-fertilisation of best-practice. 

 

A programme evaluating the impact of marriage preparation on couples’ relationships has 

recently been initiated by National Couple Support network and The Marriage Preparation 

Course. Time for Families have also undertaken research with 100 couples through their 

programme in a prison setting using the Marital Satisfaction Scale from Prepare Enrich, which has 

shown clear improvements in most dimensions of relationship satisfaction. 

 

Longer term follow-up on courses is generally difficult – couples move geographically, especially 

in the early years of a relationship, and generally are fairly unresponsive to follow up. Couples 

who are having relationship difficulties are likely to self-select out of evaluations, and even the act 

of evaluation itself (answering a questionnaire or an interview) is an intervention which itself may 

influence the relationship’s progress by prompting self-reflection and change. 

 

There are ethical and academic restraints on the study in this area – one cannot undertake large 

scale randomised blind trials, and screen out all other factors that might influence the outcomes. 

Longitudinal studies suffer from the fact that relationship stability and satisfaction are influenced 

by a wide variety of both internal and external factors. It is very difficult therefore to isolate the 

impact of CRE per se. Added to this are the ‘selection effects’ – couples generally self-select into 

courses etc, and it is frequently argued that it is these selection effects that lead to the apparent 

benefits. Whilst direct outcome measurement is virtually impossible it should none the less be 

possible to develop an understanding of the impact of CRE and measurements of indirect 

indicators linked to relational stability. 

 

Thus, for example, we know that instability is strongly linked with various negative behaviour 

patterns in the relationship, and we can measure both experimentally by observation, and 

through self reporting, the prevalence of such behaviours pre- and post-education. To be 

comprehensive, such an approach will require the development of a model of relational 

behaviour which encompasses the various aspects which influence both individual behaviour and 

the dynamics of a couple relationship. 

 

Development of such a model and framework in a form comprehensible not only to academics 

but also to practitioners would allow all in the field to understand better the likely impact of 

different programmes, and to measure indicators in a way that tests different hypotheses as our 

knowledge advances. 
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4.6 Targets for implementation 

 

The evaluation and comparison of the research evidence and existing practice on the ground in 

UK suggest a number of targets, identified below: 

 

• To be regarded as ‘normal’ CRE should be routinely available to, and 

undertaken by, at least 50% of the adult couple population. 

• We should aim to reach this population at three points: at the start of long-

term committed relationships (principally PME), at the birth of the first 

child, and at some subsequent point of life-change. 

• The duration of education received should be sufficient to ensure effective 

learning – current evidence suggests around 10 hours is optimal. 

• The content of courses delivered should be adapted to ensure CRE is focused 

on the best available research about the factors influencing relational 

stability and satisfaction. 

• A multi-faceted awareness campaign is needed to overcome public inertia. 

Such a programme may best be initially focused on reaching those most 

receptive to the benefits of improved relationships, with those most resistant 

tackled later. 

• The programme to increase the delivery of CRE will probably need to be at 

least six years (doubling delivery every year). A ten year programme is 

proposed. 

• The delivery capacity for CRE will need to be increased some 5-10 times over 

the same period as demand increases. 

• The expansion, and development, of the workforce must be undertaken in a 

manner that is sensitive to the underlying motivation of those delivering 

CRE, and which recognises that in CRE in particular the ‘messenger matters’, 

whilst at the same time ensuring high quality delivery through appropriate 

training in both critical elements of course content and appropriate delivery 

methods. 

• There is a need to develop value-language, and a shared framework, for CRE 

that reflects the diversity of viewpoints both among providers and recipients 

of CRE. 

• CRE interacts with SRE, Parenting and DV and we need an organisational 

response which facilitates dialogue and understanding between the different 

groups so as to provide a coherent and comprehensible message to the 

population. 

• Progress in improving the effectiveness of CRE will require both a 

comprehensive theoretical framework and a comprehensive evaluation 

system. 

 

These targets form the basis of the Implementation approach outlined in Chapter 5. 
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5 IMPLEMENTATION APPROACH AND CHALLENGES 

 

 

Summary 

This chapter places these issues and challenges in a wider policy context.  It suggests some key 

strategic areas of implementation needed to bring CRE to bear on the wider social context of enabling 

the population to realise its relational aspirations and to address the relative instability of family life. 

 

Firstly, among these is the need to set out a defining and coherent framework or model which 

encompasses all areas of relationship education, covering CRE, parenting, domestic violence and Sex 

and Relationships Education as a guide to policy makers. 

 

Secondly, and fundamentally, there is a need to raise awareness of CRE through a public education 

campaign.  At the same time, there will be a need to widen and strengthen access channels through 

registered Health Visitors, other gatekeepers, and by a variety of other means. 

 

Thirdly, the chapter explores regulation of delivery and evaluation of delivery effectiveness.   

 

Fourthly, it estimates the current costs of delivery over a ten year roll-out programme and suggests 

how such a programme might be financed. 

 

 

5.1 Introduction 

 

So far in this report we have considered the evidence as to what works in CRE, the reality of what 

is currently undertaken on the ground, and the implications of the difference, in both scale and 

content, for the wider provision of CRE. Chapter 4 concluded with a number of targets or 

objectives associated with the wider provision of CRE. This chapter seeks to place these challenges 

into a wider policy context, suggesting some key strategic areas of activity needed to bring CRE to 

bear on the wider social challenge of enabling the population to realise its relational aspirations 

and to address the relative instability of families at present. 

 

 

5.2 Finding the middle ground for family relationships in society  

 

For too long in British politics and society the debate about social interventions has taken place in 

a polarised manner, with different parties unwilling or unable to seek a consensus on the middle 

ground. Symptoms have included the polarised debates about ‘family structure vs family process’ 

as the key drivers of outcomes for different stakeholders (adults, children, wider family, 

community and society), and separate lobbies for Parenting, victims of Domestic Violence, and 

CRE.  
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It is clear that neither family structure, nor process, in isolation is a defining factor. Both have an 

influence on the other, and in many cases reflect deeper attitudes and beliefs about purpose and 

identity which all influence the emergent behaviours. 

 

Similarly the separate lobbies for DV and CRE only serve to mask the fact that there is a spectrum 

of behaviours from very violent (and socially unacceptable) through to deeply loving and caring. 

A constructive dialogue on the middle ground, rather than constant ‘shouting from the wings’ 

would seem to be a more helpful approach. Similarly, an approach to the debate about family 

dynamics is needed which embraces not only the relationship between the adults involved and 

also the relationship between them and any children. 

 

Close family relationships are of course only a sub-set of all relationships, both formal and 

informal, to which most people aspire. They therefore also need to be recognised, and to an 

extent, supported by these wider relationships – areas such as ‘work-life’ balance and so on are at 

the heart of such debates.  

 

To move the debate forward we do not wish to return to the moralising which characterised the 

1990s, nor to abandon the many advances which have been made, particularly the emphasis on 

children’s policy. Instead we aim to find a way forward which builds on the strengths of all 

interests to establish a new ‘high ground’ which places ‘family’ at the centre of policy. 

 

The process to achieve this will be important – it must involve all parties and centres of expertise 

bringing their views and understanding to the table, and together building a new model and 

approach.  No model can ever be either universally acceptable nor truly comprehensive, but if we 

can build a common understanding of what we want for families, the main factors which 

influence outcomes, and the means of delivery of services which will ensure the majority are well 

served, then we will have a strong position to support every citizen start to reach their relational 

aspirations. 

 

We believe that three components are needed: 

• Firstly, a set of guiding principles, similar to the five desired outcomes from ‘Every Child 

Matters’ which set out at high level the overall objectives for families. Such principles 

might recognise: 

− The importance of the stable family as the foundation of society. 

− The responsibility of all adults to engage in, and promote, safe and healthy 

family relationships. 

− The special responsibilities towards the most vulnerable in families (the young 

and very old). 

− The relationship context within which sexual activity is most healthy and 

appropriate. 

− The particular benefits flowing from permanent and exclusive adult relationships 

supported both privately and publicly in marriage. 

• Secondly, a ‘Systems Model’ that recognises the many factors involved in the dynamics 

of family relationships, and allows a constructive conversation about the best ways to 
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intervene to improve outcomes. This might include such aspects as sliding vs deciding 

and the static and dynamic factors of stability for the adult relationships, but would be 

also be wide enough to include risk factors for DV, attachment in infants, parenting 

approaches etc. The recent publication ‘Families in Britain: an evidence paper’166 takes a 

step towards this goal, but is too narrowly drawn to encompass all the strands proposed 

here. 

• Thirdly, we need to address the means of delivery so as to build on the many recent 

advances, including Children’s Centres etc, in a way that utilises the best of such 

infrastructure and directs it to supporting the agreed family-centric objectives. 

 

A major challenge in the formulation of policy in this area will be to move the debate around 

marriage in particular away from a moralising or political debate, to one that focuses on the 

benefits to society. 

 

The starting point for this may be a utilitarian perspective that marriage is distinctive in the 

plethora of family structures that characterise society today, not for institutional or historical 

reasons, but because at its core it embodies foundations which have benefits both to the 

participants and to society. Such foundations include the public declaration of a clear decision to 

establish a relationship which is both permanent and faithful in nature. To recognise marriage as 

‘distinctive’ does not imply a moral superiority but simply that there are particular features that 

distinguish it by nature. 

 

In similar vein, there is a polarised debate between ‘selection effects’ and ‘causation effects’ in 

understanding the benefits ascribed to marriage. The former ascribe all the benefits to the self-

selection of more ‘marriageable individuals’ who choose marriage, whilst the latter seek to ascribe 

all the benefits to the different structure. The answer is likely to be a combination of the two. Part 

of the objective of CRE (and education about relationships at earlier stages in life) should be to 

increase the population of individuals who espouse the benefits of permanent committed 

relationships, and take responsibility for their attitudes and behaviours likely to lead to successful 

outcomes. 

 

As a fundamental building block for wider work on CRE we believe it is important for society to 

debate and agree on a model which sets out the shared middle ground on which hangs the 

various different strands (CRE, Parenting, DV, SRE) of relationship education generally. 

 

RECOMMENDATION: A comprehensive and coherent model be developed encompassing all 

areas of Relationship Education (CRE, Parenting, DV and SRE).167    

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
166 Families in Britain: an evidence paper, DCFS December 2008. 
167 We acknowledge the helpful recommendations in the Centre for Social Justice Report ‘Breakthrough Britain.  
Ending the Costs of Social Breakdown’ (July 2007) in particular the Family Section, Chapter 2, pp 43-53. 
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5.3 Raising awareness 

 

There is, we believe, a strong case for government to take a lead in promoting activities, attitudes 

and beliefs which can be shown to be beneficial to the population at large. This extends to 

ensuring that individuals are empowered with knowledge and capability to make informed 

individual choices likely to be beneficial to them and society. This imperative lies behind the role 

of government in the provision of education generally, which aims to equip every individual to 

engage in fruitful economic activity. We believe it should also extend to the sphere of personal 

relationships which are key aspirations for almost all citizens. 

If we look back to some of the major social changes engineered in society over the past 50 years, 

almost every one has required a major central public awareness campaign as an early 

component. This has been exemplified by the anti-smoking, drink-driving, and seatbelt wearing 

campaigns. Whilst it is unlikely that any one individual changed deep-rooted behaviour solely as a 

result of such campaigns or adverts, they sent a powerful message which, over time, resonated 

with the public at large. It signalled that these were matters not only of private concern, but of 

public interest too, and so a momentum was established within which the majority of public 

opinion, and hence action, was shifted. 

 

Current areas of national concern include obesity, particularly in the young, but also generally 

across all age groups. There are some interesting potential parallels with the challenges of 

‘relational health’ – both are about strengthening in the public mind the need for responsible 

action to promote a healthy lifestyle – both physically, and relationally. 

 

There is ample anecdotal evidence that at some point such a campaign reaches a ‘tipping point’ 

establishing a new socially accepted norm. This is now the case with regard to drink-driving, 

where it is now the social norm to say ‘No’ to a drink if driving, which was not the case 30 years 

ago when the expression ‘One for the road’ was commonplace. This is not to argue that everyone 

adopts this attitude, simply that the majority now accepts that such behaviour is irresponsible, 

and more concerted attention and measures can now be focused on those individuals whose 

behaviour is considered ‘socially unacceptable’. It appears, however, that there is a dearth of 

research as to what the ‘Tipping Point’ actually is. 

 

As outlined in Chapter 4, there is substantial evidence that UK society is taking an increasing 

interest in relational issues – the increased media attention, plethora of ‘self-help’ resources etc. 

Creating momentum for change is thus not starting from a blank sheet – it is more a case of 

making more explicit that: 

• It is a valid aspiration of every individual to reach their full potential to enjoy meaningful 

and fulfilling adult personal relationships. 

• 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 fit’ in relational terms through CRE is as natural, healthy and desirable as 

‘getting fit’ physically at a gym. 
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Relationship education is already a recognised component of the educational curriculum offered 

by schools, including such programmes as SEAL and the SRE components of the curriculum. CRE 

is the ‘life-long learning’ component of such education. 

 

Any campaign aimed at normalising particular behaviours and attitudes in society needs to be 

multifaceted. For example, the current moves to reduce obesity have involved not only direct 

advertising (the ‘Five a day’ campaign), but also, media interest in cookery, celebrity 

endorsement, involvement of the food supply industry, direct action in schools (both menus and 

the removal of certain vending machines) etc. In similar mode a campaign to normalise life-long 

learning of relational skills will need to engage the media and others in creative ways to convey 

the message at multiple levels. A particular challenge with the issue will be to engage men in CRE 

– relationships are typically regarded as a ‘women’s issue’. 

 

As noted in Chapters 3 and 4, a key component to increasing the demand and uptake of CRE is to 

widen and strengthen the access channels. Initiatives such as those offering CRE through ante-

natal courses, the provision of Couple Workers at local level to coordinate and promote access to 

services, and the routine provision of information through such sources such as doctors, schools, 

libraries etc could all benefit from increased resources. 

 

The younger generation in particular use multiple sources of information to equip them to make 

decisions, including networks of peers, the internet, magazines and books. Whilst direct provision 

by government in such areas is probably neither productive nor useful, support for private 

ventures and initiatives in such areas can be effective, and expansion of some of the pilot activities 

undertaken in the areas of fatherhood, parenting etc should be considered. Many such channels 

can be useful in signposting, and to an extent removing barriers to access to formal CRE. 

 

RECOMMENDATION: A wide-ranging public awareness campaign be undertaken engaging 

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

 

 

5.4 Delivering CRE 

 

In this report we have concentrated primarily on the formal delivery of CRE through personal 

interaction in the form of coaching (based on Relationship Inventories), and on courses.  

 

There is of course a huge spectrum of CRE delivery ranging from informal learning by example 

that occurs by osmosis in families, through a wide range of ‘self-help’ resources (books, DVD, 

internet etc), and on to the formal resources discussed here. It would be neither practical, nor 

desirable, either to seek to regulate or to promote the informal CRE sector. The provision of 

resources in particular is a commercially active sector, operating on a global basis. It is probably 

unwise for government or similar body to seek to intervene, or indeed recommend, resources 

available commercially, or to seek to become a supplier in this market. 
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As we outlined in Chapter 4, there is a large disparity between the current capacity of the formal 

CRE sector to deliver and the potential demand. We estimated that the level of delivery would 

need to be scaled up by doubling the number of people reached each year for at least six years (a 

total increase of 70 times is needed to reach 50% of the population with appropriate CRE). 

However we also noted the latent capacity in those organisations already involved and suggested 

an increase of 5-10 times is needed in terms of provision over a 10 year period. There is a 

potential role for government to support the building of capacity.    

 

RECOMMENDATION: A programme should be set up to increase significantly and rapidly the 

delivery of CRE by doubling delivery every year for a period of six years and targeting 

delivery to 50% of the eligible population in ten years. 

 

One of the key themes to emerge from the research is the need for CRE to be delivered in a 

manner that the recipients perceive as culturally relevant and relatable – down even to the level 

of the rapport established with the individual trainer. We believe this to be a crucial factor in 

shaping the way in which delivery capacity is developed – it needs to recognise local diversity as a 

key factor and be responsive to local demands. For this reason we believe that a ‘bottom up’ 

approach to delivery expansion is preferable to a centralised ‘top down’ driven agenda.  

 

We have also noted that there are challenges not only with provision of courses, but also in 

accessing the couples at the appropriate points in their relationship development. To this end in 

Chapter 4 we propose that, initially at least, three points in relationship development are 

addressed through formal CRE, namely: 

 

• At the point of formalising the relationship. 

• Prior to the birth of a first child. 

• Some form of ‘top-up’ available at later stages in a relationship. 

 

Whilst these points are the clearest in terms of access points, the intention should be to make CRE 

available to all, whatever the form or stage of their relationship, at points that the couple chooses. 

The access points therefore represent a logical starting point on the road to normalising CRE, not 

necessarily the end point. As CRE becomes accepted as normal, an increasing population will seek 

the additional skills they need at other relevant life transitions including possibly re-partnering, 

‘empty-nest’, retirement etc. 

 

As a further corollary to expanding these access points, it is important to ensure that the 

‘gatekeepers’ at relevant points (eg, Registrars, Health Visitors, etc) are appropriately trained to 

identify issues and direct couples to appropriate resources.  There is already a strong framework 

available in this respect in the ‘Brief Encounters’ training from One Plus One. 

 

There is also scope for input of substance to the existing SRE agenda, particularly expanding the 

understanding of young people on the formation of successful and stable relationships. We 

believe this to be important, not only in terms of empowering young people to understand that 

the sequence and types of choices they make about relationships have longer term 
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consequences, but also as it will open up their appreciation of the benefits of CRE in future. There 

are already some organisations working in this area. Although beyond the scope of this report, we 

believe that careful consideration to expanding the relationships agenda within SRE to 

incorporate the latest research on ‘sliding vs deciding’, and the formation of ‘safe relationships’ 

(ie, reducing the propensity towards domestic violence), would be valuable additions in 

preparing young people for the important relationship decisions they will make. 

 

There are natural ‘gate-keepers’ at most of these 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 professions 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. Existing work by organisations such as the National Couple 

Support Network 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 a substantial proportion of the relevant population.168 

Similar initiatives are now underway elsewhere. 

 

The ultimate vision is that CRE should be embedded into a variety of programmes of support. 

Thus for example in the US, CRE is an integral part of the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families 

(TANF) programme, delivered alongside other education and training to assist these families 

advance in life. ‘CRE-plus’ as it is referred to in Chapter 2, has been shown to increase overall 

acceptance, particularly among the marginalised in society. 

 

RECOMMENDATION: The provision of CRE should be expanded through an approach which 

encompasses: 

 

• Actively encouraging, or even requiring, those who naturally form ’gate-keepers’ at 

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

of relationship skills, and the provision of CRE. 

• Encouraging the wide range of local social voluntary providers already in existence 

to expand and develop their services with an approach to regulation which is kept 

to a minimum level, so as to encourage, not stifle, entrepreneurial action. 

• Defining ‘Minimum conditions of satisfaction’ that any course must encompass – ie, 

defining a minimum core curriculum, and minimum duration, but maximising the 

freedom of providers to develop those aspects appropriate for their target 

recipients. 

• Providing funding into the sector primarily through market-led mechanisms where 

the amount of funding received by providers is driven by the quantity of recognised 

CRE delivered. 

                                                 
168 BCFT, from a standing start in 2007, is now reaching about 25% of all mothers in Bristol (about 800 per year).  
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• Supporting local providers of CRE in the training of those involved in delivery of 

services by funding such training. 

 

 

5.5 CRE delivery, regulation and evaluation 

 

CRE, by its nature, touches upon deeply personal issues, and this necessitates a very personal 

approach to the ways it is delivered. Such factors influence not only the delivery mechanisms 

outlined above, but also the approach to regulation and evaluation. The delivery of such services 

relies heavily upon the voluntary sector and faith-based organisations, and their individual 

motivation is generally highly personal and, to an extent, fragile. A heavy-handed regulatory 

approach, or excessive demands to professionalise the sector, are likely to reduce, and not 

increase the supply of volunteers. 

 

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

sector. To balance these requirements we recommend the following: 

 

• A theoretical model be developed encompassing the key aspects of adult couple 

relationship dynamics and identifying in particular those aspects likely to lead to 

instability. 

• Based on this model, specific core content or teaching be identified from the available 

research as ‘minimum content’ for inclusion in courses. This might include an 

understanding of the static and dynamic factors influencing relationships, strategies for 

addressing negative interactions and appropriate ways to build sustainable relationships 

which satisfy both partners. 

• Minimum training standards be established and promoted in the sector encompassing 

both a minimum level of the craft of ‘adult education’ (eg, managing groups, Health and 

Safety, etc), and the background to the ‘minimum content’ outlined above. 

• In order to qualify for receipt of public funding, courses should be registered (with an 

undertaking, or review, that they include the ‘minimum content’), and be delivered by 

volunteers who have been trained to the minimum standards. 

• Roll-out of the programmes and funding approach be piloted 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. 

 

All the above need to be pursued in a spirit of imposing only an ‘essential minimum’ on the 

sector. Even within such a minimum approach, greater flexibility must be encouraged from the 

providers in the sector, many of whom, for historical reasons, are not accustomed to external 

requirements and standards. Whilst it may seem daunting, we believe that the majority of 

organisations will be willing to rise to these challenges. 

 

The primary conclusion from Chapter 2 is that evidence of the long-term impact of CRE is limited, 

not only as a result of lack of research, but also due to the significant methodological issues 

involved in designing truly robust studies in such a multi-factorial environment. The 
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establishment of a national programme will, however, provide the opportunity to undertake 

better long-term outcome evaluation. To do so we recommend: 

• Developing a simple pre-post evaluation mechanism that measures a couple’s changed 

attitudes to certain key aspects of their relationship, linked to the ‘minimum content’ 

described above, to be used by all publicly funded providers. 

• Incorporating key data/questions on the receipt of CRE into the major long-term surveys 

such as BHPS, cohort studies, and possibly the National Census, such that long-term 

trends can be detected. 

• Funding expansion of longitudinal research into the factors affecting family relationships 

and the impact of CRE in a UK context. 

• Development of local statistics on family stability such that comparisons can be made on 

the impact in different areas, and to provide stimulus to local authority action in this area. 

 

To deliver such a programme will require an organisational framework. There are already 

established organisations in related fields, notably the FPI and NAPP whose focus has been 

primarily on parenting. We would propose that initially a separate body be established to address 

the specific needs of CRE, drawn from practitioners, academics and regulators. Such a separate 

body would be sensitive to the particular requirements of the sector, and its early stage of 

development. This body should lead the development of sector, including minimum establishing 

course content, framing regulation and registration, and piloting the delivery framework. 

 

Once the sector is established there may well be scope for reflecting a comprehensive approach 

(incorporating CRE, DV and Parenting) into a more comprehensive organisational framework, but 

we recommend that such rationalisation follow from, and not lead, the framework development. 

If the organisation precedes framework, the latter will be more influenced by the relative maturity 

(and political power) of the various constituents, rather than a mature debate on the relational 

aspirations for the nation. 

 

One of the major objectives of such future rationalisation would be in terms of reaching the ‘hard 

to reach’ sectors of society. In Chapter 4 we outlined the logic of normalising CRE across the 

population in parallel with expanding services aimed at those at highest risk of relationship 

breakdown. Considerable effort and resources have been expended in recent times in expanding 

the provision of parenting and family support through the Sure Start programme. As the lessons 

from this experience are evaluated, and the learning from a growing CRE sector is available, it will 

be possible to develop delivery strategies and approaches specifically targeted onto those most at 

risk in chaotic families, and facing multiple challenges and disadvantages. Such an approach 

respects the clear evidence that a ‘one size fits all’ approach is most inappropriate in CRE. 

 

RECOMMENDATION: A central agency should be established to lead the development of the 

CRE sector, including the development of the key frameworks, regulating the development 

of CRE programmes, and monitoring the impacts of CRE activity. 
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5.6 Funding and incentives 

 

The CRE sector at present is almost exclusively the domain of Third Sector agencies, many relying 

extensively on voluntary efforts to deliver their programmes. Very few of the provider 

organisations seek to recover full costs from recipients of the service, relying instead on a 

combination of personal and institutional donations to fund the work. 

 

Whilst there is considerable goodwill, and indeed latent capacity, in the sector, it will 

undoubtedly require substantial investment if it is to reach the goal of delivering reliable CRE to at 

least 50% of the eligible population within a 10 year period, as recommended in Chapter 4. 

 

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 ‘gate-keepers’ 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. 

 

We have sought to establish ‘Order of Magnitude costs’ for each item and these are set out in 

Table 5.1 below. The methodology and assumptions used to derive these figures are included in 

Appendix 3.  

 

Table 5.1 – Overall costs over ten year programme (in £m of today’s money) 

 

Item (All costs in £m's) Yr 1 Yr 2 Yr 3 Yr 4 Yr 5 Yr 6 Yr 7 Yr 8 Yr 9 Yr 10 Total 

            

Central Institution 4.5 5.0 5.5 5.5 5.0 4.5 4.5 4.5 4.0 3.5 46.5 

            

Training of Gatekeepers 1.5 1.5 1.5 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.8 10.1 

            

Training CRE providers 0.6 0.6 0.8 0.8 1.1 1.5 1.9 2.1 2.1 2.1 13.6 

            

Subtotal - Infrastructure 6.6 7.1 7.8 7.1 6.9 6.8 7.2 7.4 6.9 6.4 70.2 

Infrastructure % of Total 86% 80% 71% 56% 46% 36% 32% 29% 28% 24%  

            

Funding CRE 1.0 1.8 3.2 5.5 8.2 12.0 15.1 17.8 17.7 20.6 102.8 

Funding CRE % of Total 14% 20% 29% 44% 54% 64% 68% 71% 72% 76%  

            

Total (excluding 

Incentivisation) 7.7 8.9 10.9 12.6 15.1 18.8 22.2 25.3 24.6 27.1 173.1 

 

 

 73



5.7 Commentary on costs – and comparison to the cost of relationship breakdown 

 

In considering the costs we suggest that the following need to be borne in mind: 

• The investment in the early years is biased towards establishing the necessary 

infrastructure and driving public awareness of CRE, with the weight of expenditure only 

shifting to delivery itself as the numbers of recipients increases. 

• In 1998 the Hart Review estimated that spending on Marriage Support services (a key 

component of which was envisaged as CRE) should be £3-5m, with substantial increases 

thereafter – our figures are of comparable magnitude. 

• The US Healthy Marriage Initiative is budgeted at about $150m a year which, when 

adjusted for population etc, would be £15-20m a year for the UK.  The majority of this 

goes on both education and research – our figures are of comparable magnitude.  

• The cost of family breakdown over this ten year period is estimated at around £370bn.169 

A reduction of just 1 breakdown per 1000 relationships would make the programme cost 

effective. 

• The costs will plateau once CRE reaches saturation point. If CRE becomes an accepted 

social norm the costs may even fall as people become willing to pay for a service they 

begin to see as valuable. 

 

Whilst we have included the costs for raising awareness etc of the programmes, there is also a 

debate to be held as to the appropriateness and form of any incentives to couples to participate in 

CRE, especially as part of a programme to normalise this in society.  Such 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. 

• 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. 

 

RECOMMENDATION: Funding to the sector from public funds should be increased from an 

initial level of around £7.7m in year 1, to around £27m in year 10 to develop the sector. 

  

                                                 
169 ‘When Relationships Go Wrong: counting the cost of family failure’, Relationships Foundation, Feb 2009. 
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5.8 Financing 

 

There are a number of potential sources of finance to meet the above demands ranging from 

Central Government (ie, the tax payer) through to individual recipients. As a general guiding 

principle we would advocate ‘Beneficiary pays’, but as the benefits accrue to both the 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 do not become 

barriers to receiving CRE. Free provision to the socially disadvantaged, and those at 

highest risk, should be the aim. 

 

We would argue that if the diversity and nature of the voluntary sector provision in this area is to 

be nurtured and grown, rather than be supplanted by a few larger providers, that the 

administration requirements and access to finance for actual provision of courses must be kept 

simple. We have argued above that the application for, and provision of, ‘grants’ for courses be 

avoided, with finance flowing instead directly for the provision of (approved) CRE. This places a 

clear incentive on the providers to maximise the uptake of their courses, and to make them 

attractive to their target market. We would advocate a light-touch self-certification approach with 

the minimum necessary checks and balances to avoid fraudulent claims. 

 

RECOMMENDATION: Funding for expansion of CRE should come from central and local 

government, and from the voluntary sector, with a gradual shift towards direct payment by 

recipients as CRE becomes normalised. 
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6 SUMMARY OF CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

 

 

6.1 Underlying assumptions  

 

Our report is founded upon certain underlying assumptions: 

 

• Every individual should have the opportunity to pursue relational wellbeing in the course 

of their lifetime. The success or otherwise of their close relationships will influence not 

only their personal sense of wellbeing, but their economic activity and their contribution 

to society as a whole. 

• Government has a moral responsibility to create ‘equal opportunity’ for every citizen, not 

only in economic terms, but also in relational terms by enabling and empowering people 

to achieve their relational aspirations. 

• The disciplines of social science can aid our understanding of the factors which lead to, or 

inhibit, relational success. 

• The converse of relational success is relational breakdown, which has severe negative 

consequences not only for the individuals involved, but also for society at large. 

 

 

6.2 Conclusions 

 

Within the report, as we examine the evidence from research, and the survey of current activity, 

we draw certain conclusions: 

 

1. Whilst government uses many measures to address factors influencing relational success, 

including such areas as relief of poverty, parenting skills and protection from domestic 

violence, little is currently done to address the central issue of empowering adult 

individuals to achieve their relational aspirations. CRE is the missing component. 

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

delivered CRE can influence the outcomes for individuals, and collectively for society. 

3. Further evaluative work is ongoing in the US which will help develop the understanding 

of the impact of CRE. If we wish to gain an enhanced understanding in a UK context we 

would need a similar programme of CRE and evaluation here. 

4. There are core components and factors within CRE which can be identified as more 

influential on outcomes for both satisfaction (maximising well-being) and stability 

(avoidance of breakdown). 

5. The context in which CRE is delivered, and the person by whom it is delivered, have an 

important influence upon its impact. 

6. There are key life events (eg, marriage, birth of child, etc) which create access points for 

delivery of CRE and a context where recipients are most receptive.  
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7. The duration of CRE needs to be sufficient to ensure effective learning impact – typically 

up to 10 hours is beneficial. There is little increased benefit in longer durations. 

8. In the UK at present, about 136,000 people (24% of individuals marrying each year) 

receive some form of marriage preparation, but only a small minority receive in depth 

interventions. The numbers for other forms of CRE are significantly smaller.  

9. Around 5000 people are trained and engaged in delivering CRE in the UK at present. 

10. CRE is not well regarded by the population at large, but is well received and then 

recommended by those who do attend. 

11. There is only limited evaluation of the impact of CRE currently being undertaken within 

the sector. 

12. CRE should be routinely available to people at the point where they commit to a long-

term relationship, at the birth of their first child, and at further life transitions.  

13. We have taken, as a simplifying assumption, that to be regarded as ‘normal’, CRE should 

be routinely delivered to 50% of the eligible population.  The expansion of CRE activity 

needed is some 72 times the current level. 

14. The content of courses delivered should be adapted to ensure CRE is focused on the best 

available research into the factors influencing relational stability and satisfaction. 

15. A multi-faceted awareness campaign will be needed to overcome public inertia. Such a 

programme may be best initially focused on reaching those most receptive to the 

benefits of improved relationships, with those most resistant tackled later. 

16. The delivery capacity for CRE will need to be increased some 5-10 times over the same 

period as demand increases. 

17. The expansion, and professionalisation, of the workforce must be undertaken in a 

manner that is sensitive to the underlying motivation of those delivering, and which 

recognises that in CRE in particular, the ‘messenger matters’. 

18. There is a need to develop value-language, and a shared framework, for CRE that reflects 

the diversity of viewpoints both among providers and recipients of CRE. 

19. The field of CRE interacts with SRE, Parenting and DV and we need an organisational 

response which facilitates dialogue and understanding between the different groups so 

as to provide a coherent and comprehensible message to the population. 

20. Progress in improving the effectiveness of CRE will require both a comprehensive 

theoretical framework and a comprehensive evaluation system. 

 

 

6.3 Recommendations 

 

From our conclusions we generate a number of recommendations for action: 

1. A comprehensive and coherent model and structured response should be developed 

encompassing all areas of Relationship Education (CRE, Parenting, DV and SRE). 

2. A wide-ranging public awareness campaign be undertaken engaging all areas of society 

with the benefits of being ‘relationally fit’. 

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

doubling delivery every year for a period of six years and targeting delivery to 50% of the 

eligible population in ten years. 
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4. The provision of CRE should be expanded through an approach which encompasses: 

a. Actively encouraging, or potentially requiring, those who naturally form ‘gate-

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

promote awareness of relationship skills, and the provision of CRE. 

b. Encouraging the wide range of local social voluntary providers already in 

existence to expand and develop their services with an approach to regulation 

which is kept to a minimum level, so as to encourage, not stifle, local initiative. 

c. Defining ‘Minimum conditions of satisfaction’ that any course must encompass 

– ie, defining a minimum core curriculum, and minimum duration, but 

maximising the freedom of providers to develop those aspects appropriate for 

their target recipients. 

d. Providing funding into the sector primarily through market-led mechanisms 

where the amount of funding received by providers is driven by the quantity of 

recognised CRE delivered. 

e. Supporting local providers of CRE in the training of those involved in delivery of 

services by funding such training. 

5. A central agency should be established to lead the development of the CRE sector, 

including the development of standards of training, regulating the development of CRE 

programmes, and monitoring the impacts of CRE activity. 

6. Funding to the sector from public funds should be increased from an initial level of 

around £7.7m in year 1, to around £27m in year 10 to develop the sector, all at today’s 

prices. 

7. Funding for expansion of CRE should come from both Central and Local Government, 

and from the voluntary sector, with a gradual shift towards direct payment by recipients 

who can afford it as CRE becomes more widely accepted. 
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APPENDIX 1 

 

RELATIONSHIP EDUCATION - BUILDING A NATIONAL AGENDA 

 

Terms of Reference 

 

The agreed terms of reference for the project are: 

 

A  To examine and research the provision of relationship education for adults and particularly 

couples to support the case for significant investment in relationship education. The long-term 

aim is to reverse current trends in the breakdown of marriages and long-term cohabiting 

relationships. There is research evidence to show that strengthening couple relationships would 

benefit society by: 

 

• Increasing general wellbeing in society. 

• Providing greater stability for children with consequent benefits to educational 

attainment, cognitive development, behavioural and relationships outcomes. 

• Reduced expenditure (workload) for social services departments and other ‘first aid’ 

services. 

• Reduced demand for new housing, particularly one/two bedroom units. 

• Reduction in stress-related medical interventions: including GP consultations, 

prescriptions for anti-depressants. 

• Strengthening the role of the extended family. 

• Reducing the demand for external childcare provision. 

 

B  In particular to: 

 

a) Marshal and review international evidence relating to the effectiveness of relationship 

education in facilitating couple stability and reducing the risk of family breakdown, etc. 

 

b) Make the case for systematic and comprehensive investment in relationship education as 

a preventative strategy. 

 

c) Undertake a detailed survey of organisations working in the field and current areas of 

expertise, including Christian churches and other faith-based organisations. 

 

d) Note and log most effective practice for accessing potential clients for relationship 

education services, particularly through civil registrars, ministers of religion and other 

counselling services and by general promotion within a community context eg schools, 

health centres, Sure Start Children’s centres, etc. 
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e) Set out and track models for development of community-based voluntary services 

including: 

 

• Recruitment and training of helpers and volunteers. 

• Co-ordination and partnership working for city and county-wide services. 

• Promotion of ‘model’ community trusts. 

• Liaison with social services, schools, criminal justice and other public sector agencies. 

 

f) Explore how funding of this sector could most effectively be spent to achieve the desired 

relational outcomes in terms of: 

 

• Organisations best able to leverage additional funds based on government grants. 

• Costs of education provision and success rates. 

• Availability of personnel to carry out expansion of courses. 

 

g) Estimate levels of funding required, and how the Government can most efficiently and 

effectively distribute that funding among potential relationship education providers. 
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APPENDIX 2 

 

ON-LINE SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE 

 
 

 

Relationship Education Survey

Page 1 

Introduction

 

Many thanks for taking the time to help us with this survey. Through the responses we receive we hope 

to be able to build a much fuller picture of what is available throughout the UK, and to make strategic 

recommendations as to how such work can have a much wider impact to the benefit of all in the UK. 

There are a total of 16 questions about your organisation, followed by the opportunity to tell us about up 

to three different programmes that you run, with 24 questions for each programme. If you have more 

than three programmes please consider grouping them, or alternatively contact us and we'll make an 

extended questionnaire available to you. It will take about 20 minutes to answer for one programme, and 

a bit longer if you have two or three. 

This first page simply asks for some basic information about you as the respondent. 

 

 

1. Your name*

   
    

2. Your email address*

   
    

3. Your organisation*

   
    

4. Your position in the organisation*Please give us your role or job title.
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Relationship Education Survey

 

Page 2

About the organisation
 

This page asks for basic data about the organisation for whom you are responding 
 

 

5. Organisation address and telephone number*Please tell us where we can contact the organisation

  
 
 
 

    

6. What is the legal form of the organisation*

  

Registered Charity

Private Limited Company

Company Limited by Guarantee

No legal form

Other, please specify     

    

7. Is your organisation part of a larger organisation?*

  

No - we are autonomous

Part of International Group

Part of national group

Other, please specify     

    

8. Please tell us your approximate annual revenue or turnoverPlease enter in £ sterling. Approximate figures 

are fine.

   
    

9. When was your organisation founded?Please give us the approximate year of formation.The value must 

be between 1500 and 2008, inclusive.

   
    

10. What geographical area do you principally serve?*Please base on where the majority of those you serve 

come from
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Global (or virtual)

European

UK

Regional

Local (Parish/ town or similar)

Other, please specify     

    

11. How many staff do you have in the categories below?*Please base on headcount rather that ‘full time 

equivalent’ or similar

  

Salaried staff (ie on PAYE 

payroll)  

Associates (ie paid for 

specific tasks or 

assignments)
 

Volunteers (ie doing work 

in an unpaid capacity)  
 

    

12. Staff qualifications and experience*For staff involved in delivery of your programme, please tell us the 

approximate typical education level and years experience of staff in each category needed to fulfil their 

role (eg Degree level, NVQ level 1 or similar).

  

    Education Level  Years experience

Salaried Staff      

Associates      

Volunteers       
    

13. Staff training and development*Please briefly describe your approach to staff training and development

  

 
 
 
 

    
   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
. 
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 Relationship Education Survey

. 
 

Page 3

About your programme(s)

 

This is the first of three pages about the programme(s) you offer. This page looks at broad information 

about the programme, the second asks about the content, and the third about evaluation. If you offer 

more than one programme there is a button at the end of this section to allow you to input data for up to 

two more programmes. If you have more than three programmes, please either consider grouping them, 

or alternatively contact us and we'll develop a special input framework for you.

 

 

14. Name of Programme*

   
    

15. How is the programme mainly delivered by you?*

  

Direct delivery to users (eg a course)

Provision of resource for others to use (eg a video)

Other, please specify     

    

16. How would you describe the means of delivery?

  

Counselling

Coaching

Training

Teaching

Experiential learning

Other, please specify     

    

17. Is your programme designed to work for individuals or couples together?

  
Individual

Couple
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Either
 

    

18. About the audience - group size?*Please indicate the typical group size that receives the programme

  

Individual

Couple

Small Group (<6)

Medium Group (>6 but <20)

Large Group (>20)

Other, please specify     

    

19. Tell us about the socio-economic mix of those using the programme*Please base on actual 

attendance/use rather than where it is targeted, as a percentage of all attendees. Estimated or 

approximate figures are fine.The sum of the numbers entered must equal 100.

  

‘Socially Deprived’  

‘Blue Collar’  

‘White Collar’  

‘Executive’  
 

    

20. Please tell us something about typical users or attendees*Please give us information which you would 

consider representative of typical users or attendees (eg Age 25-35)

  

Age  

Educational level  

Ethnic background  

Religion  
 

    

21. How would you characterise the relationships of users or attendees?*Give each category as an 

approximate percentage of total attendees, remembering that some attendees will count in more than 

one group. Approximate percentage figures are fine.The sum of the numbers entered must equal 100.

  
Single  

Cohabiting  

 85



Engaged to be married  

Happily married  

Marriage/Relationship in crisis  

Separated or divorced  
 

    

22. Programme frequency, duration and structure*Please tell us about how the programme is structured. NB 

- by session we mean a continuous period when attendees are engaged with the programme - so a full 

day course, or residential weekend retreat for example, is one session.

  

Number of programmes per 

year  

Number of sessions per 

programme  

Duration (Hrs) of each session  

Is there Post-programme 

follow up?  
 

    

23. What is the approximate cost (to your organisation) for each user/attendee?*Please include both direct 

costs (eg trainers time or accommodation) and indirect overheads (eg admin etc). Please give in £/user

   
    

24. How is this cost funded?*

  

Charge to user

Donations by users and others

Central grant funding

A mixture of these

Other, please specify     

    

25. How do users/attendees get to hear about your programme?*
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Relationship Education Survey

 

Page 4

Programme content
 

This second page explores a little of what the programme actually covers.
 

 

26. Content of the programme*Please give us section or chapter headings or similar for the programme so 

we can understand what it covers

  

 
 
 
 

    

27. Is the focus on Relationship Stability (ie not splitting up) or Relationship Satisfaction (eg wellbeing or 

happiness)?*Please indicate on the three point scale below where your focus is 

  Mostly Stability  Balance of both  Mostly Satisfaction  

    

28. Is the focus on Skills (eg tools, techniques etc) or values and beliefs (eg underlying attitudes)?*Please 

indicate on the three point scale below where your focus is 

  Mostly Skills  Balance of both  Mostly Values and Beliefs  

    

29. Is the focus on past (eg sorting out issues or experiences) vs focus on the future (eg vision and purpose of 

relationship)?*Please indicate on the three point scale below where your focus is 

  Mostly past  Balance of both  Mostly future  

    

30. Is the focus on education or inspiration/motivation?*Please indicate on the three point scale below where 

your focus is 

  Mostly educational  Balance of both  Mostly inspirational  

    

31. Is the focus on general relationship issues, or on specifics associated with marriage?*Please indicate on 

the three point scale below where your focus is 

  Mostly general relationship issues  Balance of both  Mostly marriage  

    

32. How flexible is the delivery of your programme?*

 

 87



  

Entirely adapted to specific attendees/users

Follows a structure with lots of scope for adaptation

Tightly structured with little flexibility

Rigid structure with no room for adaptation
 

    

33. What is the source of your programme?*

  

Home grown based on experience

Application of academic research

From parent organisation or similar

Other, please specify     
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Relationship Education Survey

 

Page 5

Programme Evaluation
 

This final page looks at how you evaluate your programme
 

 

34. What do you measure from your programme*Please pick the response which best represents your 

approach

  

No measurement

Satisfaction with programme

Repeat attendance/usage

Changes in behaviour

Long term impact on relationship

Other, please specify     

    

35. How do you measure your outcomes?*Please pick the response which best represents your approach

  

We don't measure

Self reporting by users/attendees

Observation by staff/leaders

External third party assessment

Other, please specify     

    

36. How do you use the evaluation data?*Please briefly describe how you assess and use the data you get 

from evaluating your programme.

  
 
 

    

37. Do you have another programme you would like to tell us about?*If you answer ‘Yes’ you will get a new 

set of these three pages to complete
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Relationship Education Survey

 

Page 6

And finally!
 

Very nearly there, just two more questions and we're through!
 

 

38. Do you have any stories or anecdotes about your programme(s) and their impact that you would be 

prepared to share with us?*

  Yes No

    

39. Please may we contact you using the email address you gave at the start to clarify any questions?*

  Yes No
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APPENDIX 3 

COST ESTIMATES: METHODOLOGY AND ASSUMPTIONS 

Basis of estimates 

• The estimates are intended to provide an order of magnitude estimate for the total sums involved, and the approximate phasing over the proposed ten year 

period. Provision is made for academic research etc to verify that the programme is effective. 

• Costs for the central institution have used the reported costs for the FPI as a basis 

• The phasing is based on a ten year period to reach the targets set out in Chapter 4 of the report.  

• Costs for publicity etc have been loaded towards the earlier years to drive demand for the services 

• Training costs have been phased to ensure that there are adequate numbers of trained educators etc to meet demand. 

• Central government and local government costs to oversee the programme are not included. 
 

Summary Cost Estimate (£m) 
 

Item (All costs in £m's) Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4 Year 5 Year 6 Year 7 Year 8 Year 9 Year 10 Total 

            

Funding of Central Institution 4.5 5.0 5.5 5.5 5.0 4.5 4.5 4.5 4.0 3.5 46.5 

            

Training of Gatekeepers 1.5 1.5 1.5 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.8 10.1 

            

Training CRE providers 0.6 0.6 0.8 0.8 1.1 1.5 1.9 2.1 2.1 2.1 13.6 

            

Subtotal - Infrastructure 6.6 7.1 7.8 7.1 6.9 6.8 7.2 7.4 6.9 6.4 70.2 

Infrastructure % of Total 86% 80% 71% 56% 46% 36% 32% 29% 28% 24%  

            

Funding CRE 1.0 1.8 3.2 5.5 8.2 12.0 15.1 17.8 17.7 20.6 102.8 

Funding CRE % of Total 14% 20% 29% 44% 54% 64% 68% 71% 72% 76%  

            

Total (excluding Incentivisation) 7.7 8.9 10.9 12.6 15.1 18.8 22.2 25.3 24.6 27.1 173.1 



Costs for Central Institution, Publicity etc 

 

Item/Assumption Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4 Year 5 Year 6 Year 7 Year 8 Year 9 Year 10 

           

Basis of estimate is the costs of FPI as being a similar scale 

and type of operation. Taken from 2006 and 2007 FPI 

annual reports, and approximately averaged           

           

Administration of funding to CRE providers 300 300 300 300 300 300 300 300 300 300 

Communications and Public education 400 400 400 400 400 400 400 400 400 400 

Information to CRE recipients 250 250 250 250 250 250 250 250 250 250 

Policy and research 450 450 450 450 450 450 450 450 450 450 

Governance 50 50 50 50 50 50 50 50 50 50 

Allowance for misc/contingency 50 50 50 50 50 50 50 50 50 50 

Basic annual running cost 1,500 1,500 1,500 1,500 1,500 1,500 1,500 1,500 1,500 1,500 

           

           

Initial set up costs, including government admin etc to 

establish - allow 1,000          

Funding external R&D programme 1,000 1,500 2,000 2,500 2,500 2,500 2,500 2,500 2,000 1,500 

Advertising and Publicity campaign 1,000 2,000 2,000 1,500 1,000 500 500 500 500 500 

           

           

           

Total costs 4,500 5,000 5,500 5,500 5,000 4,500 4,500 4,500 4,000 3,500 

 



Costs to equip and train “Gate Keepers” 

 

Item/Assumption Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4 Year 5 Year 6 Year 7 Year 8 Year 9 Year 10 

           

Registrars           

Estimate there are about 3000 Registrars for the UK. 

Assume all trained over initial three year period, and 

then about 200 per year to cover for recruitment etc.            

Numbers to be trained 1000 1000 1000 200 200 200 200 200 200 200 

Cost to train - assume £250/head           

Total cost (£'000's) 250 250 250 50 50 50 50 50 50 50 

           

Health visitors           

There are about 12000 Health Visitors in England - allow 

an additional 20% to scale for UK. Assume all trained 

over initial three year period, and then about 20% per 

year to cover for recruitment etc.            

Numbers to be trained 5000 5000 5000 3000 3000 3000 3000 3000 3000 3000 

Cost to train - assume £250/head           

Total cost (£'000's) 1250 1250 1250 750 750 750 750 750 750 750 

           

           

Total costs to train "Gatekeepers" 1500 1500 1500 800 800 800 800 800 800 800 

 

 



Costs to Train CRE Providers to required standard 

 

Item/Assumption Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4 Year 5 Year 6 Year 7 Year 8 Year 9 Year 10 

           

The estimate of training is based on up-skilling the current 

trainers and providers and expanding capacity to match 

the numbers of individuals receiving CRE (see Funding 

CRE table)           

           

Numbers of CRE recipients 26,000 50,000 100,000 200,000 340,000 580,000 860,000 1,220,000 1,475,000 1,875,000 

           

Capacity of each trainer = 100hrs/year. Each course to be 

at least 8hrs, with average of 10 recipients per course           

Theoretical Number of trainers needed 208 400 800 1,600 2,720 4,640 6,880 9,760 11,800 15,000 

"Efficiency" - ie the real delivery of each trainer 

/theoretical capacity 10% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45% 50% 

           

Number of trainers needed 2080 4000 5333 8000 10880 15467 19657 24400 26222 30000 

           

Estimate of training take up/demand 2500 2500 3000 3000 4500 6000 7500 8500 8500 8500 

Drop-out rate  5% 10% 15% 20% 20% 20% 20% 20% 20% 

Total trained available 2500 4875 7388 9279 11924 15539 19931 24445 28056 30945 

           

Proposed funding to "train the trainer" 

£250/head  (£'000's) 625 625 750 750 1125 1500 1875 2125 2125 2125 



Funding delivery of CRE 
 

Item/Assumption Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4 Year 5 Year 6 Year 7 Year 8 Year 9 Year 10 

           

Number of Individuals reached           

           

Based on the estimates of current provision and expansion 

targets suggested in Chapter 4           

Relationship Formation 11,000 20,000 40,000 80,000 150,000 300,000 300,000 300,000 300,000 300,000 

Birth of First child 1,000 5,000 10,000 20,000 40,000 80,000 160,000 320,000 375,000 375,000 

Subsequent life change 14,000 25,000 50,000 100,000 150,000 200,000 400,000 600,000 800,000 1,200,000 

           

Total individuals 26,000 50,000 100,000 200,000 340,000 580,000 860,000 1,220,000 1,475,000 1,875,000 

           

Cost of provision           

Current costs vary between £10-£100 per head, depending on 

the level of cost of facilitators actually allocated. We have assum-

ed a median figure of £50/head at the start, but as the scale rises 

we anticipate economies of scale to reduce this by up to 50%           

Cost per head 50 47.5 45 42.5 40 37.5 35 32.5 30 27.5 

           

Currently costs are recovered entirely from individuals or 

donations. We have assumed that initially there will be strong 

funding support (to drive expansion of the sector), but that as the 

popularity etc rises the level of subsidy will decline.           

Proportion of costs funded 80% 75% 70% 65% 60% 55% 50% 45% 40% 40% 
           

Total cost (£'000) 1,040 1,781 3,150 5,525 8,160 11,963 15,050 17,843 17,700 20,625 



Appendix 4 
 

CONTRIBUTORS/ PARTNER ORGANISATION 
 
Name Organisation  
   
Mike and Lyn Thomas 2=1 (UK)  
Harry Benson BCFT  
Christine Tuffnell Care for the Family  
Gary Haire Christian Guidelines Ltd 
Sue Burridge Church of England  
Kenneth Lane Dispute Resolution Consultancy 
Bill Webster Doncaster College  
Sally Turner Exeter Community Family Trust 
Mark Daniel FamilyLife, a ministry of Agape 
Michael Clark Haslemere Area Marriage Support Group 
Paola Tartaglia HTB, Marriage Course 
Vanessa Waddell HTB, Marriage Course 
David & Sue Tucker Lifechange  
Paul Finn Maintaining Marriage  
Terry Prendergast Marriage Care  
Dave Percival Marriage Encounter - Anglican 
Barry and Chrissy 
Turner 

Marriage Resource GLSE, The Marriage Course Advisors, St John's Church 
West Wickham 

Vivien Southall Mid Devon Community Family Trust 
Ursula Copp Mothers Union  
Barrie S Jones One Accord  
Penny Mansfield One Plus One  
Fiona Glenn One Plus One  
Laura Dimmock One Plus One  
John Deagle Prepare/Enrich UK  
Claire Tyler Relate  
Neil Tester Relate  
Nick Turner Relate  
Alan Thomas Relate  
Tim Barlow Romiley Lifecentre  
Karen Holford South England Conference of Seventh-day Adventists 
Simon Pellew Time for Families  
Max Sinclair Treasures In Heaven Charitable Trust 
Edward Hartley Universal Peace Federation 
Mrs Elaine Wainaina Wellspring Therapy and Training 
Nick Gulliford www.affinities.org.uk  
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