	Relationship education is widely available to couples and is intended to reduce the prevalence of relationship distress, divorce, and the associated personal and social costs. To realize the potential benefits of couple relationship education, it needs to be evidence-based, offered in ways that attract couples at high-risk for relationship problems, and focused on factors that put couples at high-risk for future relationship problems.

	Marriage is one of the most nearly universal of human institutions. No other touches so intimately the life of practically every member of the earth's population. (Terman, 1938, p. 1)

	I think a man and woman should choose each other for life, for the simple reason that a long life with all its accidents is barely enough for a man and a woman to understand each other; and in this case to understand is to love. (John Butler Yeats)


	


Couple relationship education1 developed from the work of religious marriage celebrants such as priests, rabbis, and ministers who offered brief counsel to marrying couples in the hope of strengthening those marriages (Hunt, Hof, & DeMaria, 1998). In the early 1950s, religious organizations, and in particular the Catholic Church, began to offer structured relationship education programs in a group format for marrying couples (Hunt et al, 1998). In the mid-1950s in the United States (Hunt et al., 1998), Australia (Harris, Simons, Willis, & Barrie, 1992), and other Western countries, secular organizations also began to offer programs. By the late 1990s, between one quarter and one third of marrying couples in the United States, Australia, and Britain were attending some form of relationship education (Halford, 1999; Simons, Harris, & Willis, 1994; Stanley, 2001; Sullivan & Bradbury, 1997).

Most relationship education programs offered in Western countries, with some notable exceptions, have not been systematically evaluated (Halford, 1999; Stanley, 2001). When it comes to the great problems faced by Western countries as the result of marital distress and divorce, there is a legitimate tension between the desire to know more about effective couple relationship education and the desire to act now (Stanley, Markman, & Jenkins, 2002). In this chapter, we examine relationship education as a means of promoting positive couple relationships based on current knowledge, even though our knowledge has major limitations.

Evidence-based couple relationship education is an emerging field. In 1995, the American Association for Marriage and Family Therapy sponsored the last review of the couple intervention literature. In that review, research on relationship education and the prevention of marital problems was mentioned in several articles; however, there was no article specifically devoted to reviewing research on relationship education. The invitation to write the current chapter devoted solely to relationship education symbolizes the creation of a critical mass of research on couple relationship education.

We view couple relationship education as a set of evidence-based tools and principles that complements couple therapy. As a field, marriage and family therapy is faced with challenges in reaching people who need our services. Several of the other articles in this series document how much high-quality couple therapy can help distressed couples. However, we know that in the United States and Australia the majority of divorcing couples (between 80% and 90%) have not consulted a mental health professional (Glenn et al., 2002; Wolcott & Glezer, 1989). In general, people with marital problems were more likely to see a member of clergy for help than a mental health professional (Glenn et al., 2002). Relationship education offers a complementary approach to couple therapy whereby marriage and family therapists' (MFT) expertise can be shared with couples. Furthermore, we suggest that an important way MFTs can broaden their reach to couples is by collaborating with clergy in offering relationship education.

In this chapter we begin by examining what is known about the influences on sustaining positive couple relationships. Approaches to couple relationship education and evidence for their effectiveness are considered. In conclusion, suggestions are offered as guidelines for best practice of relationship education to promote positive couple relationships.

INFLUENCES ON COUPLE RELATIONSHIPS

The vast majority of partners entering committed couple relationships report high initial relationship satisfaction (Bradbury, 1998; Glenn, 1998; Markman, Stanley, & Blumberg, 2001), and hope that relationship will be life-long (Millward, 1990). However, on average, relationship satisfaction declines across the first 10 years of marriage, and a substantial proportion of couples endure relationship distress before ending their marriage (Glenn, 1998; Holman, 2001). The divorce rate for first marriages is about 40% to 45% in the United States, the United Kingdom, and Australia, and about 35% in Germany (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2001; McDonald, 1995; United States Census Bureau, 2002). Data on cohabiting couple relationships are much more limited than for married couples, but suggest that the rates of relationship problems and breakdown are substantially higher for cohabiting couples than for married couples (McDonald, 1995).

Despite the high divorce rates in many Western countries, the majority of married couples remain together all their lives. Furthermore, at any given time in the United States and Australia, approximately 85% to 90% of currently married people report high to very high relationship satisfaction (Beach, Arias, & O'Leary, 1986; Stanley & Markman, 1997). Most experts agree that a happy marriage affords numerous benefits for individuals (Glenn et al., 2002; Halford & Markman, 1997; Waite & Gallagher, 2000), and that marital distress is a generic risk factor for a variety of child and adult mental health problems (Coie et al., 1993).

Given that almost all couples commence their marriages with satisfying relationships, what enables some couples to sustain continuing high relationship satisfaction, while satisfaction erodes for others? There are over 200 published longitudinal studies attempting to predict couple relationship satisfaction and stability from psychological and sociodemographic variables (for reviews see Bradbury, 1998; Glenn, 1998; Holman, 2001; Karney & Bradbury, 1995; Larson & Holman, 1994). Halford (1999) extended a model proposed by Karney and Bradbury (1995) and suggested that there are four broad classes of variables that impact the trajectory of relationship satisfaction over time: couple interaction, life events impinging upon the couple, enduring individual characteristics of the partners, and contextual variables. Contextual variables refer to the cultural and social circumstances within which couple relationships exist.

The variables described below can be thought of as risk and protective factors that influence the chances of a couple sustaining a happy relationship over time or of heading down the path towards distress and/or divorce. We consider some of these factors to be static, in the sense that they are not likely to change as a function of intervention, and some are dynamic, in the sense that they can be changed in preventive interventions involving relationship education (Stanley & Markman, 1998).

Couple Interaction

Couple interaction refers to the cognitive, behavioral, and affective processes that occur when partners are together. Couple communication has been the most extensively studied aspect of couple interaction. Effective communication predicts relationship satisfaction (Karney & Bradbury, 1995; Markman & Hahlweg, 1993), and observed effective communication in engaged couples predicts stable, highly satisfying relationships, at least over the first 5 to 10 years of marriage (Clements, Cordova, Markman, & Laurenceau, 1997; Gottman, Coan, Carrere, & Swanson, 1998; Markman, 1981; Markman & Hahlweg, 1993; Pasch & Bradbury, 1998). However, there are two caveats to the research on couple communication and relationship satisfaction. First, some aspects of couple communication are predicted by relationship satisfaction, and it seems likely that satisfaction and communication reciprocally influence each other (Noller & Feeney, 1998). Second, the specific communication deficits that predict deterioration in relationship satisfaction are somewhat inconsistent across studies, and there is controversy over what communication behaviors may promote sustained relationship satisfaction (Gottman et al, 1998; Stanley, Bradbury, & Markman, 2000).

It is noteworthy that the communication observed in engaged couples does not correlate with their reported relationship satisfaction at the time (Markman & Hahlweg, 1993; Sanders, Halford, & Behrens, 1999). It seems that communication difficulties do not stop couples from falling in love or forming committed relationships, but sustaining relationship satisfaction is more likely when there is good communication and conflict management (Markman, 1981; Pasch & Bradbury, 1998). For couples that have been married for some time, these same communication assets predict sustained relationship satisfaction and decreased risk of relationship breakup (Clements et al., 1997; Gottman, 1993, 1994; Markman et al, 2001 ; Notarius & Markman, 1993).

There are a number of other aspects of couple interaction found to predict a satisfying relationship. Holding realistic and flexible relationship expectations about the importance of communication, appropriate methods of conflict resolution, family and friends, and gender roles is correlated with relationship satisfaction (Eidelson & Epstein, 1982) and also predicts satisfaction (Larsen & Olson, 1989; Olson & Powers, 1986). Attribution of the cause of any relationship difficulties to stable characteristics of the spouse predicts deteriorating relationship satisfaction (Fincham, Bradbury, Arias, Byrne, & Karney, 1997; Fincham, Harold, & Gano-Phillips, 2000). Reporting relationship history with a shared view of events (labeled as a sense of "we-ness"), and emphasizing working jointly to overcome adversity (labeled as "glorifying the struggle"), predicts sustained relationship satisfaction (Carrere, Buehlman, Gottman, Coan, & Ruckstuhl, 2000; Stanley, Whitton, & Markman, in press). Furthermore, the extent to which partners make individual effort to sustain their relationships, which is referred to as relationship self-regulation (Halford, Wilson, Lizzio, & Moore, in press), also is associated with relationship satisfaction. Relationship self-regulation includes attending to and monitoring the relationship, being able to describe influences on the relationship, having goals for the relationship, and taking self-initiated action to enhance the relationship (Halford et al., in press).

An important minority of engaged and marrying couples shows continuing or even escalating verbal and physical aggression in the early years of their relationship (Murphy & O'Leary, 1989; O'Leary et al., 1989). The occurrence of even low severity violence (the most common forms involve pushing, slapping, or shoving) is a predictor of relationship breakup in the early years of marriage (Lawrence & Bradbury, 2001; Rogge & Bradbury, 1999). This less severe couple violence seems to be associated with problems in conflict management within the couple (Holtzworth-Munroe, Meehan, Herron, Rehman, & Stuart, 2000), and the aggression most often is reciprocal (O'Leary et al., 1989; Straus & Gelles, 1986). Such aggression can be the target of relationship education programs (Holtzworth-Munroe, Markman, & O'Leary, 1995). In contrast, more severe acts of violence such as beating up, kicking, punching, and attacking with a weapon most often are perpetrated unilaterally by men (Holtzworth-Munroe et al., 2000). The perpetration of such severe aggression often is associated with risk of injury or even death for women (Browne & Williams, 1993). Even without physical injuries, women repeatedly assaulted by their partners have a high risk of depression, alcohol abuse, psychosomatic disorders, and are high users of the health care system (Cascardi, Langhinrichsen, & Vivian, 1992; Stets & Straus, 1990). Severe violence by men often involves high levels of coercive control, and the men who perpetrate such violence often have strong antisocial or dysphoric personality traits (Holtzworth-Munroe et al., 2000).

Life Events

Life events refer to developmental transitions, and acute and chronic circumstances that impinge upon a couple or individual partners. Relationship problems often are argued to be more likely to develop during periods of high rates of change and stress (Karney & Bradbury, 1995). For example, the transition to parenthood often is associated with a decline in couple relationship satisfaction (Cowan & Cowan, 1992). However, some couples report that transition to parenthood enhances relationship satisfaction and commitment (Belsky & Rovine, 1990; Shapiro, Gottman, & Carrere, 2000).

Couples with more positive couple interaction are believed to be particularly resilient to the negative effects of stressful life events (Markman, Halford, & Cordova, 1997). In fact, successfully supporting each other through stressful events predicts sustained relationship satisfaction (Shapiro et al., 2000). Mutual support through traumatic events, such as severe illness in one partner, is reported by many couples to bring them closer together (Halford, Scott, & Smythe, 2000). Couples who have good communication skills, who have flexible, realistic expectations of relationships, and who view major stress as a shared challenge, are likely to find it easier to negotiate the changes required to adapt to major life events (Freedman, Low, Markman, & Stanley, 2002). For example, newlywed couples that show good communication of mutual support are resilient to negative effects of stressful life events (Pasch & Bradbury, 1998). Thus, similar life events may be associated with increased or decreased relationship satisfaction in different couples, depending upon the couple's capacity to jointly support and cope with those events.

Individual Characteristics

Individual characteristics refer to stable historical, personal, and experiential factors that each partner brings to a relationship (Bradbury, 1995). Many normal personality variations do not contribute much variance to prediction of relationship satisfaction (Gottman, 1994; Karney & Bradbury, 1995; Markman et al., 2001). However, high ability to regulate negative affect (low neuroticism) consistently has been found to predict high relationship satisfaction (Karney & Bradbury, 1997). Moreover, a secure attachment style reflecting low anxiety over abandonment and comfort with emotional closeness also predicts sustained relationship satisfaction (Davila & Bradbury, 2001).

A major risk for relationship distress is psychological disorder. High rates of relationship problems consistently have been reported in populations with severe psychiatric disorder (Halford, 1995), and in people with depression, alcohol abuse, and some anxiety disorders, especially panic disorder and general anxiety disorder (Emmelkamp, De Haan, & Hoogduin, 1990; Halford, Bouma, Kelly, & Young, 1999; Halford & Osgarby, 1993; Whisman, 1999). Relationship problems and individual problems can exacerbate each other (Halford et al., 1999). In addition, certain personal vulnerabilities may dispose people to both psychological disorders and relationship problems. For example, deficits in interpersonal communication and negative affect regulation are risk factors that predict the onset of both alcohol abuse (Block, Block, & Keyes, 1988) and relationship problems (Arellano & Markman, 1995; Clements et al., 1997; Lindahl & Markman, 1990; Markman & Hahlweg, 1993). This common risk factor might be part of the reason for the correlation between marriage and alcohol problems.

Relationship history predicts relationship satisfaction. In the family of origin, having parents who stayed together in a mutually satisfying relationship (DeGraaf, 1991; Glenn & Kramer, 1987; Glenn & Shelton, 1983; Pope & Mueller, 1976) and used nonviolent conflict management (e.g., Burgess, Hartman, & McCormack, 1987; Mihalic & Elliot, 1997; Widom, 1989) predicts relationship satisfaction and stability. A strong couple relationship between one's parents is associated with more positive expectations of marriage (Black & Sprenkle, 1991; Gibardi & Rosen, 1991), and with observable assets in communication and conflict management in couples prior to marriage (Halford, Sanders, & Behrens, 2000; Sanders et al., 1999). Positive expectations and effective communication are likely learned from parents' relationships and subsequently mediate positive adult relationships of the offspring.

In a couple's own relationship history, the longer and better couples know each other before marriage (Birchnell & Kennard, 1984; Grover, Russel, Schumm, & Paff-Bergen, 1985; Kurdek, 1991, 1993), and choosing not to cohabit before marriage (Janus & Janus, 1993; Kline et al., 2002; Trussel & Rao, 1987) are associated with greater reported relationship satisfaction after marriage. In many Western countries (Sweden, France, Switzerland, West Germany, East Germany, the United States, and Canada), premarital cohabitation is associated with high rates of divorce (DeMaris & Rao, 1992; Hall & Zhao, 1995; Kieran, 2002). Premarital cohabitation is also associated with low marital satisfaction (Stanley et al., in press), poor perceived and observed communication (DeMaris & Leslie, 1984), high marital conflict (Thomson & Colella, 1992), higher rates of wife infidelity (Forste & Tanfer, 1996), and high perceived likelihood of divorce (Thomson & Colella, 1992).

It is unclear what causal connections, if any, exist between premarital cohabitation and poor marital outcomes. It could be that the association is an artefact in that individuals who choose to cohabit have certain personal characteristics that make them more likely to divorce (Clarksberg, Stolzenberg, & Waite, 1995). Alternatively, cohabitation may have a causal impact by prcssuring couples who would have otherwise broken up to marry, putting them at risk for later marital dissolution. A third possibility is that some characteristics of the couple relationship itself, such as limited commitment by the partners, might result in cohabitation before marriage. This limited commitment might mediate increased risk of relationship problems. Consistent with this last possibility, recent research suggests couples who cohabit prior to engagement may be more at risk for marital dissatisfaction than those who live together only after making the commitment of engagement (Kline et al, 2002). Decisions about duration of the relationship prior to marriage, and whether to cohabit, are influenced by a wide range of factors including individual characteristics, the views of family and friends, religiosity, and relationship commitment. Any of these variables might explain the observed association between cohabitation and elevated risk of relationship problems.

Context

Couple relationships occur within a cultural context that defines how couple relationships are supposed to be. While there are general assumptions about relationship standards shared across Western cultures, there also are important variations both within and between those cultures. For example, German couples without relationship problems engage in similar levels of verbal negativity as Australian distressed couples (Halford, Hahlweg, & Dunne, 1990), suggesting that greater levels of negativity are more acceptable and less dysfunctional in the German cultural context than in Australia. Partners who differ in their ethnic, racial, or cultural background often differ in their expectations and beliefs about relationships (Jones & Chao, 1997). This diversity in partner assumptions and beliefs can be a source of great strength for a relationship when the partners are able to draw on the wisdom and strengths of different cultural traditions. At the same time, substantial differences in expectations can be a significant source of conflict between the partners (Jones & Chao, 1997). Marriages in which partners have very different cultural backgrounds break down at somewhat higher rates than other marriages (Birchnell & Kennard, 1984; Kurdek, 1991), though the magnitude of this effect is small (White, 1990).

A related issue is the relationship between religiosity and marital satisfaction. Research suggests when both partners attend church regularly they have a slightly lower risk for marital dissolution and report higher marital satisfaction (Call & Heaton, 1997; Mahoney, Pargament, Tarakeshwar, & Swank, 2001). In addition, having similar religious beliefs and activities contributes to marital success (Heaton & Pratt, 1990). Taken with the research presented above on cultural differences and similarity, it seems that couples fare best when they have similar core values and beliefs.

While the partner role is central to most adults in couple relationships, other roles of each partner are part of the context in which couple interaction occurs, and these other roles can impact in a positive or negative manner on the couple relationship. Work often provides extra stimulation and ideas to enrich the relationship, but excessive work demands also can compete for time with the partner (Thompson, 1997). There are consistent findings that approval of one's spouse and relationship by friends and extended family are predictive of better relationship satisfaction and stability (Booth & Johnson, 1988; Kurdek, 1991). At the same time, excessive intrusion by family on selection of dating partners and subsequent mate selection may predict relationship problems (Benson, Larson, Wilson, & Demo, 1993).

Conclusions

A wide range of variables predicts the trajectory of relationship satisfaction and stability. It is known some of these variables interact. For example, poor communication and support has a large negative impact on relationship satisfaction'mainly when couples confront high rates of negative life stresses (Pasch & Bradbury, 1998). However, we have little knowledge of how most variables predicting relationship outcomes interact with each other (Bradbury, Cohan, & Karney, 1998). Despite these limitations in our knowledge of prediction of risk for relationship problems, we still can identify couples that are at relatively high risk of future relationship deterioration. Given that a substantial proportion of couples will sustain high relationship satisfaction without relationship education (Halford, 1999), it would seem useful to target couples at high risk of problems in order to maximize the potential benefits of relationship education.

COUPLE RELATIONSHIP EDUCATION

Approaches to Couple Relationship Education

There is a wide diversity of currently available couple relationship education programs (Berger & Hannah, 1998). Usually these programs are made up from a mixture of four components: awareness, feedback, cognitive change, and skills training. Awareness focuses on the transmission of information, clarification of expectations, and increasing couples' awareness of key relationship processes that influence relationship outcomes. Feedback consists of individualized assessment and feedback to the couple about their current relationship functioning. Frequently the feedback is provided via an inventory. The most widely used inventories are PREPARE (Olson, Fournier, & Druckman, 1996), the Facilitating Open Couple Communication Understanding and Study (FOCCUS; Markey & Micheletto, 1997), and Relationship Evaluation (RELATE; Larson, Newell, Topham, & Nichols, 2002). In these programs, each partner completes a self-report inventory that assesses a broad range of couple functioning dimensions, and the couple is provided with systematic feedback about the results of that assessment. Cognitive change attempts to encourage cognitions believed to promote positive couple relationships. For example, Markman et al. (2001) advocate discussion that promotes commitment to the relationship and benign (nonblaming) attribution of the causes of negative partner behavior.

In skills training, couples receive a mixture of lectures, demonstrations, and audio-visual presentations about key relationship skills, plus opportunities to practice these skills and receive feedback from educators. There are a number of examples of such programs including Guerney and colleagues' Relationship Enhancement Program (RE; Guerney, 1977, 1987; Guerney & Maxson, 1990), Markman and colleagues' Premarital Relationship Enhancement Program (PREP; Markman et al., 2001), the Minnesota Couples Communication Program (MCCP; Miller, Nunnaliy, & Wackman, 1975), and Practical Application of Intimate Relationship Skills (PAIRS; DeMaria & Hannah, 2002).

The various skills-training programs have a number of content areas in common. For example, positive communication, conflict management, and positive expressions of affection are included in Relationship Enhancement, PREP, and MCCP (Guerney, 1977; Markman et al., 2001; Miller et al., 1975). There also are significant variations. For example, in PREP there are multiple foci of intervention, but a substantial emphasis early in the curriculum is the prevention and remediation of destructive conflict, as this is argued to be central to the prevention of relationship problems (Markman et al., 2001). In Relationship Enhancement, the development of partner empathy receives very strong emphasis (Guerney, 1977), while this has less emphasis in PREP. In the Couple CARE program (Haiford & Moore, in press), self-regulation of communication, rather than training specific communication skills, is emphasized. Moreover, programs have changed as research has shed light on what predicts relationship outcomes. For example, MCCP and RE have devoted more emphasis to conflict management while PREP focuses more attention now to commitment, respect, love, and friendship (Markmanetal., 2001).

The Effects of Relationship Education

There are many research studies that have evaluated relationship education and enrichment, and there have been numerous reviews and meta-analyses ofthat evidence (e.g., Bagarozzi & Rauen 1981; Bradbury & Fincham, 1990; Christensen & Heavey, 1999; Dyer & Halford, 1998; Giblin, Sprenkle, & Sheehan, 1985; Guerney & Maxson, 1990; Hahlweg & Markman, 1988; Sayers, Kohn, & Heavey, 1998; van Widenfelt, Markman, Guerney, Behrens, & Hosman, 1997). There is a general finding that most couples that complete competently run pre-marriage education programs report high satisfaction with the programs (Harris et al, 1992). This high satisfaction is evident across programs that include various mixes of awareness, feedback, cognitive change, and skills training (Halford, 1999). When given comprehensive programs with all these components, participants rate the skill training in communication as the most helpful (Stanley et al., 2001). Although high consumer satisfaction is desirable and participant perceptions of the value of various components are informative about face validity, neither of these outcomes demonstrates an effect of relationship education on relationship outcomes.

Only relationship education with a strong skill-based focus has been evaluated in controlled trial evaluations. The pioneering studies of Guerney and colleagues, and Miller, Wampler, and associates, established by the mid-1980s that skill-based relationship education produces large improvements in relationship skills immediately after programs (Giblin et al., 1985; Hahlweg & Markman, 1988). Some immediate, modest improvements in relationship satisfaction also were reported, though many studies found little or no immediate impact on relationship satisfaction (Giblin et al., 1985; Hahlweg & Markman, 1988). Building on these very important early studies, subsequent research from the mid-1980s to the mid-1990s showed that changes in how couples communicate and handle conflict persist over time (see van Widenfeldt, et al, 1997; Silliman & Shumm, 2000; or Silliman, Stanley, Coffin, Markman, & Jordan, 2002, for reviews).

The primary goal of relationship education is to promote long-term relationship satisfaction. However, we have been able to locate 12 controlled trials evaluating relationship education programs for currently satisfied couples that include follow-up assessments of 6 months or more. All these programs have targeted engaged, dating, or recently married or cohabiting couples, and have consisted of four to eight face-to-face group sessions of 2 to 3 hours duration. All of these studies were of skills-based programs, and the studies are summarized in Table 1.

Relationship skills acquired through relationship education are maintained over a period of some years (Hahlweg, Markman, Thurmair, Engel, & Eckert, 1998; Halford, Sanders, & Behrens, 2001; Markman, Renick, Floyd, Stanley, & Clements, 1993), though attenuation of training effects may occur over a 5- to 10-year period (Stanley, Markman, St. Peters, & Leber, 1995). Only five published studies have follow-ups of more than 12 months, and all of these studies have focused on PREP or a variant of PREP. Markman and colleagues found in two studies that skills-based relationship education was associated with enhanced relationship satisfaction or functioning 2 and 5 years after marriage (Hahlweg et al., 1998; Markman el al., 1993). The Markman et al. study also found that across the 3-, 4-, and 5-year follow-ups, the intervention couples reported significantly fewer instances of spousal physical violence than control couples. However, in a third study using a Dutch version of PREP, no intervention effects were evident at 2-year follow-up (van Widenfelt, Hosman, Schaap, & Van der Staak, 1996).

In the Hahlweg et al. (1998) and Markman et al. (1993) studies that showed long-term benefits of PREP, some of these effects (on satisfaction and divorce rates) became evident only after 4 to 5 years. The 2-year follow-up in the van Widenfelt et al. (1996) study might be insufficient to allow enough erosion of satisfaction to occur in the control group such that a prevention effect was detectable from PREP. Also, the couples in the van Widenfelt et al. study were more distressed, older, and had been together for much longer than the couples in the Markman et al. or Hahlweg et al. studies. Perhaps the versions of PREP used in these studies worked best for couples early in their relationship to assist them to avoid negative interaction patterns, and to establish positive couple interaction patterns, but was less successful in helping couples who had been together longer to change ingrained interaction patterns. Unfortunately, as the van Widenfelt et al. study did not report data on changes in observed couple communication, we do not know if PREP changed the Dutch couples' conflict management skills.

Neither the Markman et al. (1993) nor Hahlweg et al. (1998) studies were true, randomized controlled trials. Markman and colleagues randomly assigned couples to either be offered or not offered the relationship education program. Only about one third of couples offered the program agreed to participate. In the Hahlweg et al. study, couples could choose whether to undertake the skills-based relationship education program or a standard church-provided program. Thus, there was self-selection into PREP in both studies.

The fourth study was a randomized controlled trial of a skills-based relationship education program, with collection of relationship satisfaction and stability data at 4-year follow-up (Halford et al., 2001). The relationship education program evaluated was Self-PREP which is similar in content to PREP, but has a self-regulation focus. A unique aspect of this study was that couples were stratified into high- and low-risk for relationship problems on the basis of negative family-of-origin experiences (parental divorce or interparental violence). Couples completing Self-PREP were found to have significantly higher relationship satisfaction at 4-year follow-up than couples in a control condition, but this effect was only evident for couples at high risk of relationship problems. The possibility that relationship education may have differential effects for low- and high-risk couples needs further exploration.

The fifth study is, to our knowledge, the largest trial of any couple intervention, and is an ongoing, randomized controlled trial of PREP delivered in religious settings, settings where most couples who marry are already receiving services (Stanley et al., 2001). To date, 105 religious organizations have been randomly assigned to one of three conditions: (a) PREP delivered by trained clergy (RO PREP), (b) PREP delivered by 
University of Denver
 trained psychologists (DU PREP), or (c) naturally occurring premarital relationship education (NO). Early results are that the NO condition couples deteriorate from pre- to postintervention on observed couple communication, while the two PREP groups improve. These data suggest that we can successfully train trainers to use evidence-based programs in community settings and set the stage for widely disseminating relationship education programs (e.g., Johnson et al., 2002).

In summary, there is strong evidence that skill-based relationship education helps couples acquire and maintain relationship skills. There are three studies (two quasi-experimental and one randomized controlled trial) that suggest PREP promotes sustained relationship satisfaction and stability. This is not to say that skill-based relationship education in general, or PREP in particular, is the only effective form of couple relationship education. But PREP and its variants currently is the only form of couple relationship education that has been evaluated in controlled trials for its long-term effects.

The negative findings in one study evaluating PREP suggest that at least the version of PREP used by van Widenfelt et al. (1996) might not be effective for couples with long-established relationships. However, PREP and programs like it are regularly updated based on ongoing basic and outcome research (Stanley, Markman, & Whitton, 2002), and newer variants of PREP might meet the needs for such couples. Alternatively, couple relationship education for couples in longer established relationships may need different emphases than relationship education for couples in the early stages of committed relationships.

The consistent positive findings for the effects of PREP with premarital couples are striking given that there are complex problems associated with longitudinal outcome research. Notably, there often are higher dropout rates from studies for the most distressed couples (usually in control conditions), which suggest that current findings may underestimate true effect sizes (Stanley et al., 2001). In one study the benefit of Self-PREP, an Australian variant of PREP, in sustaining relationship satisfaction was restricted to high-risk couples (Halford et al., 2001). Prevention of relationship distress and breakup is likely to be detected more in high- than low-risk couples, as by definition high-risk are those couples who in the absence of intervention have a high future prevalence of relationship distress. However, even low-risk couples have some risk of future distress, and larger scale trials with greater power than the Halford et al. study may detect benefits in maintenance of relationship satisfaction for low-risk couples. Moreover, there may be positive benefits of relationship education for low- and high-risk couples that have not been assessed adequately because the measures of relationship satisfaction used in existing evaluations have a heavy emphasis upon problems. Specifically, the Dyadic Adjustment Scale (DAS; Spanier, 1976) has been used in most evaluations of skill-based relationship education and it includes a large number of items on conflict. The sensitivity of relationship satisfaction measures like the DAS to positive aspects of couple relationships has been questioned (Fincham, Beach, & Kemp-Fincham, 1997). Consequently, when evaluating relationship education given to couples early in relationships there may well be ceiling effects when utilizing such measures (Dyer & Halford, 1998).

Beyond the effects on skills and maintenance of relationship satisfaction, there are a number of potential benefits that have been articulated for relationship education. Stanley (2001) has suggested that relationship education might promote increased commitment to work on the relationship and facilitate early presentation for couple therapy should relationship problems develop. While these actions are often encouraged in relationship education, studies are needed to test the hypothesis that relationship education enhances these outcomes.

Mediators of Relationship Education Effects

The mediators of the effects of skill-based relationship education have not been evaluated. Markman et al. (2001) argued that negative communication and ineffective conflict management erode relationship satisfaction, and that PREP has an effect, at least in part, by promoting positive communication through teaching skills such as active listening. Gottman, Carrere, Swanson, and Coan (2000) disputed the value of teaching of such communication skills, arguing that the presence of such skills does not predict the trajectory of relationship satisfaction. However, Stanley et al. (2000) suggested that active listening skills can inhibit the use of negative, destructive communication.

Halford et al. (in press) suggest that increases in relationship self-regulation mediate the effects of relationship education. Within this framework, maintaining self-directed appraisal, goal setting, and self-implemented change to promote the relationship mediate the long-term maintenance of relationship satisfaction. While relationship self-regulation has been shown to predict relationship satisfaction (Wilson, Halford, Lizzio, Kimlin, & Islen, 2002), and relationship education to increase self-regulation, it has not been shown that increases in relationship self-regulation mediate enhanced maintenance of relationship satisfaction or stability (Halford & Moore, in press). Progress in providing effective relationship education is likely to be assisted by future research elucidating the mediators of the effects of relationship education.

GUIDELINES FOR BEST PRACTICE IN RELATIONSHIP EDUCATION

Assess the Risk Profile of Couples

As noted earlier, research has identified a number of predictors of the trajectory of relationship satisfaction and stability. This range of variables usefully can be conceptualized as falling into two categories of static indicators and dynamic factors. Static indicators cannot be changed at the time of intervention. For example, age and family-of-origin experiences are static variables that predict the chance of relationship stability and sustained relationship satisfaction. In contrast, dynamic factors can be changed. For example, realistic relationship expectations and effective couple communication predict relationship satisfaction, and these factors can be changed by relationship education (Markman et al., 2001; Stanley & Markman, 1997).

Many risk indicators can be measured relatively easily. For example, parental divorce, age, previous marriages, length of time the partners have known each other, cohabitation history, and the presence of stepchildren can be assessed by simple questions. Assessment of these indicators can help couples or educators to assess the relative risk level for future relationship problems.
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Protective factors, such as good couple communication and relationship expectations, often are more time consuming to assess than risk indicators. For example, observed communication is a reliable predictor of relationship satisfaction, but requires sophisticated audiovisual recording equipment and highly trained observers to conduct the assessment. However, some dynamic protective factors are reliably associated with certain protective indicators. For example, parental relationship stability and nonaggressive conflict management in the family of origin are associated with positive communication in engaged couples (Halford et al., 2000; Sanders et al., 1999). Thus, it is possible to evaluate couples on easily assessed protective indicators like parental stability and nonaggressive conflict management, and these protective indicators are markers of likely positive communication. In couples without these protective indicators, promotion of positive communication can be targeted in relationship education. When communication improves in couples who are low in protective indicators (i.e., couples at high risk of relationship problems), this helps couples sustain relationship satisfaction (Halford et al., 2001).

The widely used PREPARE, RELATE, and FOCCUS inventories have established validity in predicting the course of relationship satisfaction in the early years of marriage (Powers & Olson, 1986; Larsen & Olson, 1989; Williams & Jurich, 1995). It has not been shown that simply completing and receiving feedback based on these measures assists couples sustain satisfying relationships, though it might. Even if research ultimately shows that assessment and feedback by themselves are ineffective, it could be that these assessments can guide couples and relationship educators on the educational needs of couples.

Encourage High-Risk Couples to Attend Relationship Education

In most Western countries 50% or more of couples who marry remain together for the rest of their lives (McDonald, 1995) and the vast majority of these couples report being satisfied in their relationship at least most of the time (Stanley & Markman, 1997). Relationship education provided to low-risk couples may make little difference to relationship satisfaction or stability, as many of these couples would have stable, mutually satisfying relationships without relationship education. On the other hand, relationship education is likely to be of particular benefit to high-risk couples (Halford, 1999; Sullivan & Bradbury, 1997). Yet, relationship education almost always is offered universally to couples entering committed relationships, irrespective of risk level (Halford, 1999). This might not matter if high-risk couples self-select to attend relationship education. Unfortunately, there is little evidence that high-risk couples are particularly likely to attend relationship education; in fact, there is some evidence that high-risk couples may be less likely to attend than low-risk couples (Sullivan & Bradbury, 1997).

There has not been systematic research evaluating strategies to encourage high-risk couples to attend relationship education. However, Karney et al. (1995) reported that mass media outreach encourages high-risk couples to present for research studies on couples. In conducting a study targeting high-risk couples (Halford et al., 2001), we found that newspaper articles describing factors that put couples at high risk, combined with descriptions of relationship education programs that might reduce that risk, yielded high proportions of high-risk couples. In Australia, it has been suggested that government-funded relationship education programs should monitor the risk profiles of couples attending their programs and describe their strategies for encouraging high-risk couples to attend (Halford, 1999).

One underserved higher-risk population includes couples and individuals who face economic disadvantage. We are currently involved in several large-scale dissemination projects in which we are training trainers to teach PREP to couples who are poor and often from minority backgrounds. To date, we have found that there is widespread interest in relationship education in these communities. By training people who couples already know and who are trained to contextualize relationship education skills and principals to meet the needs of the couples they work with, we can reach out to diverse and traditionally underserved populations (Stanley, Markman, & Jenkins, 2002).

Assess and Educate About Relationship Aggression

As noted earlier, physical and verbal aggression occurs at high rates early in couple relationships, even less severe physical aggression is a strong predictor of relationship breakdown (Lawrence & Bradbury, 2001; Rogge & Bradbury, 1999). Yet, reports from relationship educators suggest that relationship aggression is rarely assessed or discussed in relationship education programs (Halford, 1999). Many individuals in the early stages of their relationships have idealized and unrealistic perceptions of their partners, relationships, and their relationship futures (Powers, Applegate, Olson, & Pomerantz, 1994; Powers, Lyons, & Montel, 1996). In this phase, realistic assessment of negative behaviors needs to be presented sensitively to avoid alienating people with positive relationship illusions. But, helping couples to appreciate the dangers of resorting to aggression as a means of managing conflict and helping partners to develop more effective conflict management should be emphasized in relationship education. Less severe couple aggression is reduced by skill-based relationship education that enhances conflict management (Markman et al, 1993).

Offer Relationship Education At Change Points

Traditionally relationship education primarily has been offered to couples entering committed relationships, often coinciding with marriage (Hunt et al., 1998). Entry to marriage is a good lime for relationship education since couples often face significant challenges in developing committed relationships. Most couples find that initial overwhelming attraction to their partner moderates, that new relationship roles and routines need to be developed, and means of negotiating conflict need to evolve (Huston, McHale, & Crouter, 1986; Veroff, Douvan, & Hatchett, 1995). Between 10% to 15% of couples separate within the first 3 to 4 years of marriage (McDonald, 1995) and 33% of couples divorce within 10 years of marriage (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2001).

In addition to the time of entry to a committed relationship, there are a number of other life events and developmental processes that couples experience that can be associated with increased risk of relationship problems. For example, the transition to parenthood, relocation, major illness, and unemployment are all associated with increased risk of relationship problems (Belsky & Kelly, 1994; Gagnon, Hersen, Kabacoff, & van Hasselt, 1999; Jordan, Stanley, & Markman, 1999; Larson & Holman, 1994). Relationship education that assists couples to make these challenging life transitions may help couples sustain relationship satisfaction and commitment.

Promote Early Presentation of Relationship Problems

In couples that have deteriorating relationship satisfaction, satisfaction often progressively deteriorates and leads to contemplation of dissolution of the relationship (Gottman, 1993). In couples with long-standing, severe relationship distress, motivation to change the relationship can be low and long-term success rates for couple therapy are modest (Halford, 2001). Low levels of presenting relationship satisfaction, greater length of time of distress experience (Jacobson, Follette, & Pagel, 1986; Johnson & Talitman, 1997; Whisman & Jacobson, 1990), and severe problems in managing conflict (Snyder, Mangrum, & Wills, 1993) are associated with poor response to intensive couple therapy. Negative patterns of couple interaction typically become entrenched over time and resistant to change (Markman, Floyd, Stanley, & Storaasli, 1988). Erosion of positive feelings between the partners and relationship disengagement often follow from prolonged distress. Low levels of emotional affection, such as little tenderness or low frequency of sex, predict poor response to couple therapy (Jacobson & Addis, 1993; Snyder et al., 1993).

Given that long-established distress predicts poor response to couple therapy, early presentation for brief relationship education when distress is mild might produce better results. Kaiser, Hahlweg, Fehm-Wolfsdorf, and Groth (1998) showed that a PREP-style program helped mildly distressed couples improve their communication and relationship satisfaction and that these benefits persisted for a period of years. Couples with mild to moderate distress provided with two to four couple sessions focusing on assessment, feedback, and brief suggestions increased their relationship satisfaction substantially (Cordova, Warren, & Gee, 2001; Halford, Osgarby, & Kelly, 1996; Worthington et al., 1995). Thus, within relationship education programs for currently satisfied couples, encouragement to present early if problems develop should be emphasized.

Match Content to Couples With Special Needs

Some couples have special needs in relationship education. An example is when a partner has a psychological disorder that impacts the relationship, such as alcohol abuse or depression (Halford et al., 1999). In such couples, helping the partner with the disorder to change his or her behavior is likely an important element of promoting a mutually satisfying relationship. For example, encouraging heavy drinkers to moderate drinking using a brief intervention can enhance relationship satisfaction (Kelly, Halford, & Young, 2000). An effective brief alcohol-focused intervention consists of motivational interviewing, goal setting, and training in how to cope in settings in which there is a high risk of problem drinking (e.g., going to a party where alcohol is being served, going out to dinner at a restaurant where a couple has shared drinks before). When such a brief alcohol-focused intervention is combined with enhancement of couple communication, this improves the couple's relationship stability (Bouma, Halford, & Young, 2002).

An important example of couples with special needs is couples forming stepfamilies. Negotiating parenting arrangements in stepfamilies is often reported to be difficult (Cissna, Cox, & Bochner, 1990), particularly with respect to the role of stepparents in major decisions and discipline of children (Visher & Visher, 1991). Furthermore, the role an ex-partner and biological parent plays in decision-making can be a source of disagreement between both the ex-partners and the current partners (Brown, Eichenberger, Portes, & Christensen, 1991; Wallerstein & Johnston, 1990). Many couples report that stepparent-child relationships and parenting roles are major sources of conflict (Bray, 1988). Effective interventions to promote satisfying stepfamily couple relationships probably need to address the challenges of co-parenting with an ex-partner and helping to develop the relationships of stepparents with children (Lawton & Sanders, 1994).

Enhance Accessibility of Evidence-Based Relationship Education Programs

The evidence-based skill training approaches to relationship education initially were developed and offered through university departments (e.g., Markman et al., 2001). In recent years, projects have been designed to disseminate evidence-based relationship education. The PREP program has been evaluated when offered through religious organizations in the United States and Germany and found to be effective (Hahlweg et al., 1998; Stanley et al., 2001). For example, as reviewed earlier, clergy and lay leaders trained in PREP in a randomized dissemination trial were taught to deliver the program as effectively as psychologists and other marriage and family professionals (Stanley et al., 2001). Moreover, the clergy continue to use significant aspects of the program in their practice with couples up to 3 years later (Markman et al., 2002). PREP and similar skill-based relationship education programs have been offered in weekly group sessions, weekends, and most recently in a flexile delivery mode via videotapes, self-directed learning guides, and telephone-based consultation (Halford & Moore, in press). The increasing diversity of methods of accessing evidence-based relationship education should enhance its accessibility to couples.

Marriage and family therapists (MFTs) can lead dissemination of couple relationship education through strategies like collaboration with clergy, as it is to clergy whom most couples first turn for relationship education and help with relationship problems (Halford, 1999; Johnson et al., 2002). It is possible the perceived expertise about relationships, and social influence thereby accorded to clergy and other leaders in faith-based organizations might enhance the effects of couple relationship education for religious couples. The collaboration between MFTs and clergy might take various forms. One option is for MFTs to be consultants and provide training and support to clergy in their relationship education efforts, such as Hahlweg et al. (1998) and Stanley et al. (2001) have done. Moreover, once known to clergy, MFTs might establish referral networks, as most clergy we know would be glad to refer couples to low-cost, culturally sensitive services, especially those featuring educationally- and research-based interventions.

CLINICAL IMPLICATIONS

Each of the current authors follows the scientist-practitioner model in our careers. The best practice approaches to couple relationship education translate scientific findings to easy to use but powerful principals for both practitioners and clients to follow (Stanley & Markman, 1997). Here we focus on three big-picture research-based principals that inform action and seem to work, that we believe should be in any best practice relationship education program, and are in our own programs (PREP, Couple CARE).

Tolstoy was wrong! Tolstoy (1961) wrote "All happy families are like one another; each unhappy family is unhappy in its own way" (p. 17). Decades of research have proven him to be wrong-in fact, the opposite is true (Notarius & Markman, 1993). Marital happiness comes in many shapes and forms, whereas marital distress is linked to a small number of negative patterns, which are often called "danger signs" (Markman et al., 2001). The good news here is that we don't have to give advice about how to have a great relationship, but to educate people about how to avoid the pitfalls that lead to distress and divorce. Thus, we can respect the vast diversity of cultural, ethnic, and religious traditions and differences between and among couples and focus on educating all partners about the importance of handling differences constructively-to talk without fighting about the inevitable conflicts and sensitive issues that all couples face (Markman et al., 2001).

Protect and preserve positive connections. Despite the importance of handling negative emotions, there is clearly more to having a stable, satisfying relationship than just dealing well with conflict. People get married for many reasons: in order to be friends, have fun, be a team, share everyday tasks, and raise a family, and to share love, romance, and sensuality. Couples need to ensure there is sufficient time in their lives for these great things to happen. Best practice relationship education programs inform couples of the natural tendency to take relationships for granted, and help couples develop strategies for making and keeping their relationship the top priority in their lives (Stanley, 1998).

Do your own part. Halford and colleagues (Halford, 2001; Halford, Sanders & Behrens, 1994, 2001) have focused their relationship enhancement efforts on promoting relationship self-regulation, getting each person to do his or her own part to have a great relationship. This work has translated the theory and research on the importance of regulating negative affect in intimate relationships that is shared by social learning (Lindahl & Markman, 1990) and attachment perspectives (Furman & Flanagan, 1997) to action. Too often people who are getting divorced explain what happened by saying "I made the wrong choice, I married the wrong person" (Levine & Markman, 2001). We often tell couples that having a great relationship is much more than finding a suitable partner; a great relationship is made after you make the choice to marry and is about being the best partner you can be (Markman et al., 2001).

In recent work on what is being called safety theory (Markman, Stanley, & Whitton, 2002; Stanley, Whitton, & Markman, in press), we let couples know that research and theory strongly suggest that there are two types of safety: (a) safety in interaction, which is being able to talk openly and well (enough) about key issues; and (b) safety in commitment, which is security of support and a sense of a clear future.In sum, if we had one session with a couple or one opportunity to educate a group of couples, based on research and clinical experience, we would help partners to take personal action to do two things: (a) help them stop (or avoid the tendency towards) fighting destructively and to talk without fighting about important issues, and (b) help them protect and preserve a lasting love through nurturing positive connections and being committed to one another. This will help couples be "Safe at Home!"

CONCLUSION

The huge costs and suffering associated with marital distress and divorce have focused attention on relationship education as a means of helping couples sustain mutually satisfying relationships. While there is much we do not know, there is a substantial body of evidence that guides us in this enterprise. In another decade, we will know substantially more about the key dynamics contributing to relationship happiness as well as more about helping couples have better relationships. We will also have more evidence on which couples respond best to different types of intervention strategies. Yet, the societal need and desire for couples to strengthen their marriages is so high, we need to act on what we know as well as to know we need more knowledge (Stanley, Markman, & Jenkins, 2002). Existing research allows identification of couples at high risk of relationship problems. Skill-based relationship education shows considerable promise as an intervention to enhance relationship outcomes. The implementation of the best practice guidelines proposed in this chapter is intended as a step toward realizing the benefits of relationship education.
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	NOTE

	1 In this chapter we use the term "couple relationship education" to denote any educational process that is intended to assist couples in committed relationships who are currently satisfied in their relationship to sustain that high mutual satisfaction. Often relationship education is provided to marrying or married couples and the term used is "marriage education," but we prefer the somewhat more inclusve term of couple relationship education.
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