
WHAT IS PREMARITAL EDUCATION?
     In 2007, 34,522 Michigan marriages 
ended in divorce or annulment,1  impact-
ing the lives of almost 31,000 minor 
children. 2   With these numbers, it is no 
surprise that over 90% of Michiganders 
surveyed believe divorce is a major prob-
lem in the United States today.3   But there 
is hope: A survey of Michigan households 
shows that premarital education has the 
potential to address many of the concerns 
over which these families split, such as 
unrealistic expectations, the prevalence of 
confl ict or argument, and a lack of com-
mitment to making the relationship work.  
In fact, 42.2% of divorcees surveyed said 
that having little or no helpful premarital 
preparation was itself a major factor in 
their split.4   By offering an incentive 
for premarital education, Michigan can 
help our community reap the benefi ts of 
strong marriages and avoid the public and 
private costs of divorce.

     There are two kinds of premarital 
education – general, healthy-relationship 
education, and programs designed for 
engaged or committed couples.  They 
are different from couples counseling 
or therapy, though some mental health 
professionals offer them.  Premarital 
educations programs take a variety of 
forms and are administered both in 
religious and secular settings.  While 
their content and approach varies, they 
usually share a core curriculum that 
focuses on effective communication, 
confl ict management, and problem-solv-
ing skills.5   Many involve discussion of 
common areas of confl ict, as well as the 
kinds of attitudes and behaviors that of-
ten lead to break-downs in relationship.  
Established programs do not promote 
a particular family model but teach the 
kind of processes and skills that are 
needed to succeed in a marital partner-
ship. 6   The cost of these programs varies, 

but most organizations offer assistance or 
waivers to those in need.
     Because healthy-relationship education 
is skill-based, it can be learned at an early 
age.  The Michigan Healthy Marriage 
Coalition is partnering with a number of 
schools in Lenawee County to teach stu-
dents these important lessons.  They are 
using the Connections program, which 
includes two curriculums - one focusing 
on dating, and another, for older teens, 
which includes information on choosing 
a life partner.  Both curriculums include 
information about the characteristics of 
healthy relationships, dealing with strong 
emotions, and effective communication.  
They include elements of the well-known 
and effective PREP program.  
     The Coalition also offers three premari-
tal education programs aimed at couples 
in the area.  Foremost among these is the 
research-based PREP program, elements 
of which are also included in Connec-
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Summary - Marriage education programs provide a tool to strengthen and preserve mar-
riages. Rigorous testing proves these programs help couples and they enjoy widespread 
support. Public policy could provide much needed incentives to extend marriage education 
to even more couples. A reduction in divorces will result in lower public expenditures in 
the court system and human service agencies which often shoulder the burden of public 
costs associated with fractured families.
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tions.  PREP teaches couples the factors 
that have been shown to lead to divorce 
and how to 
c o u n t e r a c t 
them in their 
marriage by 
bu i ld ing  a 
strong, posi-
tive relation-
ship.7   The 
Coalition also 
sponsors the Pick a Partner program 
and Smart Steps, a program designed for 
stepfamilies.
     Healthy Marriages Grand Rapids of-
fers two marriage preparation programs.  
Secrets of Successful Marriage is an eight 
hour program offered over two Saturday 
sessions.  In addition to the traditional 
skill-based curriculum, the program 
offers information on recognizing the 
infl uence of one’s family background, 
managing fi nances, and blending step-
families (in remarriage sessions).  The 
second is Keys for Couples, a program 
for those being married by members of 
the Kent County District Court.  This four 
hour workshop focuses on relationship 
expectations, communication, confl ict 
resolution, managing money, friend-
ship and intimacy, and commitment.  A 
similar program is offered in Lenawee 
County.

WHAT DOES THE RESEARCH SAY?
     Because marital roles are negotiated 
in today’s culture, relationship and com-
munication skills are, now more than 
ever, the key to a successful marriage.  
The available research on premarital 
education shows that it can help couples 
learn these skills and achieve their mari-
tal goals.  
     A recent and rigorous systematic review 
of the research on marriage and relation-
ship programs was published in 2005.  
After scouring nearly 13,000 abstracts, 
the authors selected 39 studies represent-
ing the highest scientifi c standards for 
inclusion.  Even after excluding several 
of the studies with the most favorable re-

sults for premarital education programs, 
the authors found that, on average, 

such pro-
grams have 
“signifi cant 
positive ef-
fec t s”  on 
couples.”8   
Specifical-
ly, couples 
experienced 

statistically signifi cant improvements in 
their communication and overall satis-
faction with their relationship.9   
     Similarly, another review of the rel-
evant research found that, “the average 
person who participated in a premarital 
prevention program was signifi cantly 
better off afterwards than 79% of people 
who did not participate.”10   Couples who 
participated made “signifi cant immedi-

ate gains” in communication, confl ict 
management, and overall relationship 
quality which last “at least six months to 
3 years.”11   The authors concluded that 
while there has not been much research 
comparing the different premarital educa-
tion programs, it is clear that programs 
addressing confl ict negotiation are, in 
fact, effective.  Moreover, a meta-analysis 
of the available research suggests that 
“varied educational formats (e.g. group 
sessions, individual couples counseling, 
weekend retreats, etc.) and types of edu-
cators (e.g., professional vs. lay leaders) 
may be equally effective . . . .”12  
     Besides the traditional, systematic 
research on the effectiveness of premari-
tal education, surveys of couples also 
attest to its effectiveness.  According 
to a report published in the Journal of 
Family Psychology, couples who took 

part in a premarital education program 
reported higher marital satisfaction and 
commitment than those who did not.  
They also reported less confl ict in their 
relationship.  Moreover, the researches 
found that participation in a premarital 
education program “was associated with 
about a thirty percent decline in the odds 
of divorce.”13 

     Premarital education programs also 
offer other, unmeasured benefi ts.  These 
include reinforcing the idea that marital 
success takes work and normalizing re-
lationship challenges, both of which can 
give couples hope in times of challenge.  
Participation in such a program may 
increase the likelihood that the couple 
will seek help later if they face trouble 
in their relationship.  Programs may also 
serve as a gateway to other services such 
as help with unemployment or substance 
abuse.14 

WHY LEGISLATE?
     According to the National Marriage 
Project, “the great majority of American 
high school seniors still want to get 
married, with 82 percent of girls and 
70 percent of boys recently saying that 
‘having a good marriage and family life’ 
is ‘extremely important’ to them.  These 
percentages, in fact, represent a slight 
increase from the late 1970s.”15   The 
success of their marriages will depend 
largely upon a set of relationship skills 
which are rarely taught as part of formal 
education.  Promoting marriage and 
healthy relationship education for teens 
and engaged couples, will benefi t these 
groups as well as the community which 
pays the costs of failed relationships.
     Foremost among the public and private 
costs of divorce is the involvement of the 
state in divorce, custody, and child sup-
port proceedings.  Families must bear the 
intrusion of the state into every area of 
their lives, from their fi nancial situation 
to how they discipline their children.  
This intrusion, moreover, is costly not 
only in terms of lawyers fees but for the 
tax payer.  For example, Michigan’s 2008 

executive budget allocates over $213.3 
million just for the collection of child 
support.16   Perhaps most of all, spouses 
and children lose the major benefi ts as-
sociated with healthy marriages.  For ex-
ample, social science research has found 
that married people, on average, live 
longer, healthier, and happier lives than 
those who divorce.  They also do better 
economically.17   Children raised by their 
married parents have better physical and 
mental health, do better in school, have 
better relationships with their parents, 
and are less likely to become juvenile 
delinquents than those whose parents 
are divorced.18   Thus, failed marriages 
are associated with increased strains on 
the juvenile justice, public assistance, 
and healthcare systems. 
     For these reasons, Michigan should 
take the opportunity to join the eight oth-
er states offering a low cost incentive for 
couples to participate in premarital edu-
cation.19   Moreover, there is wide public 
support for such a measure.  In fact, over 
90% of Michiganders surveyed agreed 
that “all couples considering marriage 
should be encouraged to get premarital 
counseling before they marry,”20 over 
60% believed the state should provide 
financial assistance to low-income 
couples who could not afford premarital 
education21 and over 50% favored going 
further and making it a legal requirement 
for all couples entering marriage.22

     Support for marriage education pro-
grams has been consistently high since 
Michigan Family Forum began track-

ing public opinion in 1995. At that time, 
two-thirds of Michigan households said 
premarital education could play “a major 
role in preventing divorce.”23 According 
to a 1997 poll of Michigan residents, 80% 
of participants found their premarital edu-
cation program helpful.24 Unfortunately, 
less than half (45%) of married Michi-
ganders surveyed had participated in 
premarital education.25

     Also, legislation supporting marriage 
education would tap into the resources 
and energies of established community-
based organizations such as the Michigan 
Healthy Marriage Coalition and Healthy 
Marriages Grand Rapids.   By working 
together to build strong and healthy 
marriages, we will build a stronger and 
healthier Michigan.
     It is often said that law is a teacher. 
Family scholars believe that public policy 
to encourage premarital education is, in 
itself, a strong message that a healthy, 
stable marriage matters not only to indi-
viduals but also to the broader communi-
ties.26 Policymakers in Lansing have an 
opportunity to take a signifi cant step to 
correct a social ill, weak marriages, in a 
way that is successful and enjoys public 
support. Their action will signal the im-
portance of marriage even before their 
policies are able to take effect.

Source: National Healthy Marriage Resource Center
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...public policy to encourage premarital 
education is, in itself, a strong message 
that a healthy, stable marriage matters 
not only to individuals but also to the 
broader communities.

Support for Low-Income, 
Marriage Education Tax Credit (2004) 

State
Marriage 
License 

Fee

Fee with 
Premarital 

Preparation

Number 
of Hours 
Required

Details

Florida $88.50 $56 4 Hours
Specifi es qualifi ed providers. 
Allows instruction delivered 
over “electronic medium.”

Georgia Varies Varies 6 Hours

License fee varies by county 
and although the marriage 
license fee is waived, other fees 
may apply.

Maryland Varies Varies 4 Hours License fee varies by county.

Minnesota $100 $30 12 Hours Requires use of premarital 
inventory.

Oklahoma $50 $5 4 Hours

Must be conducted by a “health 
professional” as defi ned. 
Encourages use of Prevention 
and Relationship Enhancement 
Program (PREP).

Tennessee Varies (Reduced by 
$40) N/A Fee reduction only applies to 

state residents.

Texas $60 Free 8 Hours

Must be a skills-based and re-
search-based curriculum; HHSC 
must maintain a public Web site 
with information on premarital 
preparation.



tions.  PREP teaches couples the factors 
that have been shown to lead to divorce 
and how to 
c o u n t e r a c t 
them in their 
marriage by 
bu i ld ing  a 
strong, posi-
tive relation-
ship.7   The 
Coalition also 
sponsors the Pick a Partner program 
and Smart Steps, a program designed for 
stepfamilies.
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couples.”8   
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evant research found that, “the average 
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better off afterwards than 79% of people 
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participated made “signifi cant immedi-
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quality which last “at least six months to 
3 years.”11   The authors concluded that 
while there has not been much research 
comparing the different premarital educa-
tion programs, it is clear that programs 
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of the available research suggests that 
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tal education, surveys of couples also 
attest to its effectiveness.  According 
to a report published in the Journal of 
Family Psychology, couples who took 

part in a premarital education program 
reported higher marital satisfaction and 
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They also reported less confl ict in their 
relationship.  Moreover, the researches 
found that participation in a premarital 
education program “was associated with 
about a thirty percent decline in the odds 
of divorce.”13 
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offer other, unmeasured benefi ts.  These 
include reinforcing the idea that marital 
success takes work and normalizing re-
lationship challenges, both of which can 
give couples hope in times of challenge.  
Participation in such a program may 
increase the likelihood that the couple 
will seek help later if they face trouble 
in their relationship.  Programs may also 
serve as a gateway to other services such 
as help with unemployment or substance 
abuse.14 

WHY LEGISLATE?
     According to the National Marriage 
Project, “the great majority of American 
high school seniors still want to get 
married, with 82 percent of girls and 
70 percent of boys recently saying that 
‘having a good marriage and family life’ 
is ‘extremely important’ to them.  These 
percentages, in fact, represent a slight 
increase from the late 1970s.”15   The 
success of their marriages will depend 
largely upon a set of relationship skills 
which are rarely taught as part of formal 
education.  Promoting marriage and 
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and engaged couples, will benefi t these 
groups as well as the community which 
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costs of divorce is the involvement of the 
state in divorce, custody, and child sup-
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to how they discipline their children.  
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executive budget allocates over $213.3 
million just for the collection of child 
support.16   Perhaps most of all, spouses 
and children lose the major benefi ts as-
sociated with healthy marriages.  For ex-
ample, social science research has found 
that married people, on average, live 
longer, healthier, and happier lives than 
those who divorce.  They also do better 
economically.17   Children raised by their 
married parents have better physical and 
mental health, do better in school, have 
better relationships with their parents, 
and are less likely to become juvenile 
delinquents than those whose parents 
are divorced.18   Thus, failed marriages 
are associated with increased strains on 
the juvenile justice, public assistance, 
and healthcare systems. 
     For these reasons, Michigan should 
take the opportunity to join the eight oth-
er states offering a low cost incentive for 
couples to participate in premarital edu-
cation.19   Moreover, there is wide public 
support for such a measure.  In fact, over 
90% of Michiganders surveyed agreed 
that “all couples considering marriage 
should be encouraged to get premarital 
counseling before they marry,”20 over 
60% believed the state should provide 
financial assistance to low-income 
couples who could not afford premarital 
education21 and over 50% favored going 
further and making it a legal requirement 
for all couples entering marriage.22

     Support for marriage education pro-
grams has been consistently high since 
Michigan Family Forum began track-

ing public opinion in 1995. At that time, 
two-thirds of Michigan households said 
premarital education could play “a major 
role in preventing divorce.”23 According 
to a 1997 poll of Michigan residents, 80% 
of participants found their premarital edu-
cation program helpful.24 Unfortunately, 
less than half (45%) of married Michi-
ganders surveyed had participated in 
premarital education.25

     Also, legislation supporting marriage 
education would tap into the resources 
and energies of established community-
based organizations such as the Michigan 
Healthy Marriage Coalition and Healthy 
Marriages Grand Rapids.   By working 
together to build strong and healthy 
marriages, we will build a stronger and 
healthier Michigan.
     It is often said that law is a teacher. 
Family scholars believe that public policy 
to encourage premarital education is, in 
itself, a strong message that a healthy, 
stable marriage matters not only to indi-
viduals but also to the broader communi-
ties.26 Policymakers in Lansing have an 
opportunity to take a signifi cant step to 
correct a social ill, weak marriages, in a 
way that is successful and enjoys public 
support. Their action will signal the im-
portance of marriage even before their 
policies are able to take effect.

Source: National Healthy Marriage Resource Center
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Summary - Marriage education programs provide a tool to strengthen and preserve mar-
riages. Rigorous testing proves these programs help couples and they enjoy widespread 
support. Public policy could provide much needed incentives to extend marriage education 
to even more couples. A reduction in divorces will result in lower public expenditures in 
the court system and human service agencies which often shoulder the burden of public 
costs associated with fractured families.
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