


“Father absence has risen greatly in the last four 
decades. Between 1960 and 2006, the number of 
children living in single-mother families went from 
8% to 23.3% and 34% of children currently live 
absent their biological father. ...The $99.8 billion 
spent directly on assistance to single-mother 
households amounted to nearly 4% of the total FY 
2006 federal budget.” 

Nock, Steven L. & Christopher J. Einolf. The One Hundred Billion Dollar 
Man: The Annual Public Costs of Father Absence. (2008). National Fatherhood 
Initiative. www.fatherhood.org

“Children with involved, loving fathers are 
significantly more likely to do well in school, have 
healthy self-esteem, exhibit empathy and pro-
social behavior compared to children who have 
uninvolved fathers. Committed and responsible 
fathering during infancy and early childhood 
contributes to emotional security, curiosity, and 
math and verbal skills.”
 
U.S. Department of Health & Human Services: Promoting Responsible 
Fatherhood. www.fatherhood.hhs.gov/Parenting/index.shtml 

Children from a fatherless home are:
•	 5 times more likely to commit suicide
•	 32 times more likely to run away
•	 20 times more likely to have behavioral 

disorders
•	 14 times more likely to commit rape
•	 9 times more likely to drop out of school
•	 10 times more likely to abuse chemical 

substances
•	 9 times more likely to end up in a state-

operated institution
•	 20 times more likely to end up in prison

 
Sedlak, Andrea J. and Diane D. Broadhurst. The Third National Incidence 
Study of Child Abuse and Neglect: Final Report. U.S. Department of Health 
and Human Services. National Center on Child Abuse and Neglect.  
Washington, D.C., September 1996.
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Research compiled by Patty Howell, Ed.M., A.G.C. 

To order copies of the Healthy Marriages, Responsible Fatherhood 
booklets, visit www.CaMarriage.com
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The best predictor of father presence is marital status; 
when a father’s romantic relationship with the child’s 
mother ends, more likely than not, so does father 
involvement with their children.1

Introduction

The 1950s classic American two parents/two kids family still 
exists, yet families have evolved into a variety of forms and 
it now seems that not all family forms are created equal. The 
prevailing high incidence of divorce has left many families 
with an absent father, and while most Americans will quickly 
agree that father-absence is less than desirable, a survey of 
the literature reveals its impact to be more significant than is 
widely believed. Going well beyond the role of bread-winner 
and Little League coach, fathers have an impact on virtually 
every facet of their children’s lives, and, shockingly, their 
impact may in some ways be greater than that of mothers. 
This is an important, largely untold and exciting story.
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The excitement comes from recognizing an important 
opportunity for intervention. As we look to Marriage Education 
and Relationship Education as well-documented means for 
helping couples form and sustain healthy marriages, we look 
to increasing the likelihood of fathers’ involvement with 
their children which in turn increases the likelihood of many 
positive benefits for their children. As the data in this booklet 
reveal, for parents who form and sustain a healthy marriage, the 
odds increase of their being able to live above the poverty line 
and raise children who are healthy, well-socialized, successful 
in school, successful in their relationships and successful in 
life. These data reveal a clear trajectory between Marriage 
Education, healthy marriages, responsible fatherhood and 
a host of desirable outcomes for children. Recognizing this 
trajectory gives urgency to the socially-invaluable benefits of 
widespread Marriage Education/Relationship Education.

With the national social services costs associated with divorce 
and family fragmentation conservatively estimated at $112 
billion a year,2 this burden to taxpayers is dwarfed only by 
the related tragic impact of marital breakdown on millions 
of American children growing up without the benefits of an 
involved and loving father. This is a toll our culture cannot 
sustain and need not endure. Marriage and Relationship 
Education programs offer proven, cost-effective tools for 
helping couples build and sustain relationships that will help 
support and grow healthy children who are equipped to build 
and sustain a healthy society. And, these educational tools will 
help America’s fathers reap the countless joys and benefits of 
being the kind of Dad their kids want and need.
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Although the size and context of referenced studies 
differ, the weight of a growing body of evidence supports 
the difference that marital outcomes make on father 
involvement and on the lives of their children.

Links between Father 
Involvement and 				 
Its Impact on Children

Overall Impact of Father Involvement

n	 In an analysis of more than 100 studies, researchers 
concluded that father love is at least as important in 
predicting a number of different child outcomes, including 
psychological adjustment, conduct problems, cognitive 
and academic performance, mental illness, and substance 
abuse as is mother love. “…evidence suggests that the 
influence of father love on offspring’s development is as 
great as and occasionally greater than the influence of 
mother love.”3

n	 Using data from the National Survey of Families and 
Households (N=994) and controlling for mothers’ reports 
of maternal involvement, researchers found paternal 
and maternal involvement to be independently and 
significantly associated with children’s behavior problems. 
Father time, father support and father closeness were all 
negatively associated with children’s behavior problems 
and the effects for father involvement were greater than 
those for maternal involvement.4
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n	 A study of 2,722 British adolescents aged 14-18 exploring 
whether paternal involvement can protect against low 
levels of well-being even when maternal involvement 
and risk and protective factors are controlled for, found 
that although both father and mother involvement 
contributed significantly and independently to offspring 
happiness, father involvement had a stronger effect.5

n	 “Children of fatherless families are less likely to 
attend college, are more likely to have children out of 
wedlock, and are less likely to marry; those who do 
marry are more likely to divorce… Children from single-
mother households earn less as adults than children 
from two-parent families (and are) more likely to be 
incarcerated.”6 

n	 “Over the past three decades, an expanding body of 
literature concludes that fathers’ engagement with their 
children is associated with positive cognitive, social, 
and emotional outcomes for children from infancy 
to adolescence. Conversely, children of disengaged 
or negatively engaged fathers are at risk for a host of 
cognitive, social and emotional difficulties.”7

Father Involvement and Poverty

n	 Children in father-absent homes are five times more likely 
to be poor. In 2002, 7.8% of children in married-couple 
families were living in poverty, compared to 38.4% of 
children in female-householder families.8 A child with a 
nonresident father is 54% more likely to be poorer than 
his or her father.9
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n	 Children raised by never-married mothers are seven 
times more likely to live in poverty than children raised 
by their biological parents in intact marriages. Overall, 
approximately 80% of long-term child poverty in the 
United States occurs among children from broken or 
never-formed families.”10

n	 “Daughters from female-headed households are much 
more likely than daughters from two-parent families to 
themselves become single parents and to rely on welfare 
for support as adults… [L]iving with a single mother 
at age 16 increases a daughter’s risk of becoming a 
household head by 72% for whites and 100% for blacks. In 
comparing daughters continuously living in two-parent 
families with those living with an unmarried mother at 
any time between ages 12 and 16, researchers concluded 
that exposure to single motherhood at some point during 
adolescence increases the risk of the daughter later 
becoming a household head… White girls living in a 
single-parent household at any time during adolescence 
are 127% more likely to receive welfare benefits as an 
adult, and black girls living in a single-parent household 
at any time during adolescence are 164% more likely to 
receive welfare benefits as an adult, in comparison with 
daughters from two-parent households.”11
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Father Involvement and 			 
Drug and Alcohol Abuse

n	 “Fatherless children are at a dramatically greater risk 
of drug and alcohol abuse, mental illness, suicide, 
poor educational performance, teen pregnancy, and 
criminality.”12

n	 Using a nationally representative sample of 13,000 
middle and school-aged students from the North 
Carolina Population Research Center’s ADDHEALTH 
database, researchers concluded that “There is a chain of 
causation from independent variable (family structure) 
to intervening variable (father or mother closeness) 
to dependent variable (adolescent drug use).” When 
controlling for all other variables including mother 
closeness and family structure, “father closeness is a 
statistically significant and robust predictor” of drug use 
and that “growing up in an intact family is both a direct 
and an indirect cause of reducing or suppressing drug 
use.”13

n	 In a study of 6,500 children from the ADDHEALTH 
database, father closeness was negatively correlated with 
the number of a child’s friends who smoke, drink, and 
smoke marijuana. Closeness was also correlated with 
a child’s use of alcohol, cigarettes, and hard drugs and 
was connected to family structure. Intact families ranked 
higher on father closeness than single-parent families.14
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n	 In a retrospective study of drug addicts controlling for 
family structure and mother closeness, researchers 
found that father attachment or closeness was a major 
variable differentiating addicts from peer and community 
controls.15

n	 In a study at Columbia University, researchers found 
that children living in two-parent households with a 
poor relationship with their father are 68% more likely 
to smoke, drink, or use drugs. Teens in single mother 
households are at a 30% higher risk for these behaviors 
than those in two-parent households.16

n	 “The absence of the father in the home affects significantly 
the behavior of adolescents and results in the greater use 
of alcohol and marijuana.”17

Father Involvement and Achievement

n	 Infants of highly involved fathers, as measured by 
amounts of interaction, including higher levels of play 
and caregiving activities, are more cognitively competent 
at 6 months and score higher on the Bayley Scales of Infant 
Development, are better problem solvers as toddlers and 
have higher IQs by age three.19

n	 A landmark study by the U.S. Department of Education 
in 1997 found that “children in two-parent families with 
highly involved fathers were 42% more likely to get 
mostly A’s, 55% more likely to enjoy school and 28% less 
likely to repeat a grade than were children in two-parent 
families with fathers who had low involvement. This 
study also found that these positive effects are extended 
to the children of highly involved, non-resident fathers: 
54% more likely to get mostly A’s, 70% more likely to 
enjoy school and 50% less likely to repeat a grade than 
children whose non-resident fathers had no or low 
involvement.”20
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n	 Children of involved fathers are more likely to have higher 
levels of economic and educational achievement, career 
success, occupational competency, better educational 
outcomes, higher educational expectations, higher 
educational attainment, and psychological well-being.21

n	 Students living in father-absent homes are twice as likely 
to repeat a grade in school; 10% of children living with 
both parents have ever repeated a grade, compared to 20% 
of children in stepfather families and 18% in mother-only 
families.22

n	 The absence of the father lowers cognitive test scores for 
young children in general,23 especially the math scores of 
daughters.24 By age 13, there is an average difference of 
½ year in reading abilities between children of divorced 
parents and those who have intact families.25

n	 Children aged 3 to 12 in families with married, biological 
parents performed, on average, better on a mathematical 
calculation test than peers in families with a biological 
mother and a stepfather, families with an unmarried 
biological mother and a cohabiting partner, or families 
with a biological father only.26

n	 Children reared by a divorced or never-married mother are 
less cooperative and score lower on tests of intelligence 
than children reared in intact families. Statistical analysis 
of the behavior and intelligence revealed “significant 
detrimental effects” in these children and growing up in 
a female-headed household was identified as a statistical 
predictor of behavior problems even after adjusting for 
differences in family income.27
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n	 “Children with fathers at home tend to do better in school, 
are less prone to depression and are more successful in 
relationships. Children from one-parent families achieve 
less and get into trouble more than children from two 
parent families.”28

n	 A study of 2,292 African American children found that 
“boys from intact homes had somewhat higher grades, 
were more likely to come to school prepared, and had 
higher educational aspirations.”29 Father presence 
appears to have a “moderate but significant positive 
effect on African American boys’ school performance.”

n	 Approximately 20-25% of children from divorced families 
experience long-term difficulties in relationships, 
academics, occupation, mood or behavior. It seems to be 
particularly important for girls’ long-term prospects for 
academic and occupational success “to see their father as 
an active presence during adolescence.”30

Father Involvement and Crime 		
and At-Risk Youth

n	 In a longitudinal study of 1,197 fourth-grade students, 
researchers observed “greater levels of aggression in boys 
from mother-only households than from boys in mother-
father households.”31

n	 “Children of fatherless families use mental health services 
at a higher rate than children of two-parent families, have 
more behavior problems at school, and are more likely 
to enter the juvenile justice system. They do less well at 
school… Their higher use of drugs, alcohol, and tobacco, 
and their poorer physical and mental health, may cause 
them to use medical services more than children of two-
parent families.”32
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n	 Using data from the public-use sample of ADDHEALTH 
database on a nationally representative sample of 13,000 
middle and high-school-aged students, researchers 
found that when controlling for all other variables 
including mother closeness and family structure, father 
closeness is a statistically significant and robust predictor 
of adolescent delinquency, specifically for violence, 
disorder and running away. Furthermore, the study finds 
that in intact families there are consistently higher levels 
of both mother and father closeness, which both have 
independent effects on delinquency.33

n	 “Adult children of single-mother families are more likely 
to be incarcerated, even when a wide range of other 
factors of their families of original and social status 
are statistically controlled.”34 Even after controlling for 
income, youths in father-absent households still had 
significantly higher odds of incarceration than those in 
mother-father families. Youths who never had a father in 
the household experienced the highest odds.35 A 2002 
Department of Justice survey of 7,000 inmates revealed 
that 39% of inmates lived in mother-only households.36

n	 A survey of 13,986 women in prison showed that more 
than half grew up without their father. 42% grew up in a 
single-mother household.37

n	 A U.S. longitudinal study which tracked over 6,400 boys 
over a period of 20 years found that children without 
biological fathers in the home are roughly 3x times more 
likely to commit a crime that leads to incarceration than 
are children of intact families.38

n	 A child raised outside of an intact marriage is more 
likely to commit crimes as a teen and young adult. Boys 
reared in single-mother households and cohabitating 
households are approximately 2x more likely to commit 
a crime that leads to incarceration in comparison to 
children who grow up with both parents.39
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n	 “Studies focusing on African American boys find that 
those living without a father in the home are much 
more likely to get into trouble with the law, get into 
fights, and have a school-related discipline problem. One 
study of 948 Black male adolescents found that father 
absence promotes delinquency independently of, and 
much more strongly than, low socioeconomic status and 
peer delinquency”… Father-absent homes “often fail 
to effectively instill pro-social attitudes in young Black 
men.”40

n	 Data from the National Longitudinal Adolescent Study of 
Adolescent Health (N = 13,231) showed that adolescents 
living with married, biological parents are less likely 
to exhibit delinquent behaviors such as deliberately 
damaging property, stealing, seriously injuring another 
individual, selling drugs, etc., than youths living with 
their mothers only, those living with their mothers and 
married stepfathers, or those living with their mothers 
and mothers’ cohabiting partners.41
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Father Involvement and Mental and 
Physical Health

n	 Based on birth and death data for 217,798 children born 
in Georgia in 1989 and 1990, infants without a father’s 
name on their birth certificate (17.9% of the total) 
were 2.3 times more likely to die in the first year of life 
compared to infants with a father’s name on their birth 
certificate.”42

n	 Overall, children who live without their fathers are more 
likely to experience health-related problems.43

n	 The National Longitudinal Survey of Youth found that 
obese children are more likely to live in father-absent 
homes than are non-obese children.44 Children who 
lived with single mothers were significantly more likely 
to become obese by a 6-year follow-up.45

n	 “A family structure index—a composite index based 
on the annual rate of children involved in divorce and 
the percentage of families with children present that are 
female-headed—is a strong predictor of suicide among 
young adults and adolescent white males.”46 “Fatherless 
children are at dramatically greater risk of suicide.”47

n	 “Boys who grow up in father-absent homes are more 
likely than those in father-present homes to have trouble 
establishing appropriate sex roles and gender identity.”48

n	 “Father hunger” often afflicts boys aged 1-2 whose 
fathers are suddenly and permanently absent. Sleep 
disturbances, such as trouble falling asleep, nightmares, 
and night terrors frequently begin within 1-3 months 
after the father leaves home.49

n	 Children of involved fathers are more likely to 
demonstrate a greater internal locus of control50 and have 
a greater ability to take initiative, use self-direction and 
control.51
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n	 Children in households whose involved, loving fathers 
are present are significantly more likely to have healthy 
self-esteem, exhibit empathy and pro-social behavior, 
and avoid high-risk behaviors including drug use. 
Committed and responsible fathering during infancy and 
early childhood contributes to emotional security.53

n	 Father warmth and nurturance significantly predicts 
children’s moral maturity, is associated with more pro-
social and positive moral behavior in boys and girls,54 and 
is positively correlated with high scores on measures of 
internal moral judgment, moral values, and conformity 
to rules.55

n	 A study of preschool children admitted to New Orleans 
hospitals as psychiatric patients over a 34-month period 
found that nearly 80% came from fatherless homes.56 
“Children living with a never-married mother are more 
likely to have been treated for emotional problems.”57

n	 Girls with divorced parents are at particularly high risk 
to develop depressive symptoms during adolescence.58 

Among girls, the long-term impact of divorce was 
mediated via low self-esteem and lack of closeness 
to father.59 Divorce and parental distress contributed 
independently to adolescent distress, supporting the 
notion of “double exposure” effects. Long-term effects 
of divorce on symptoms of anxiety and depression were 
stronger among girls than among boys.60

n	 Children of involved fathers are more likely to have 
positive peer relations and be popular and well liked. 
Their peer relations are typified by less negativity, 
less aggression, less conflict, more reciprocity, more 
generosity, and more positive friendship qualities.61
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n	 Boys who live without their fathers consistently score 
lower on a variety of moral indices, such as measures of 
internal moral judgment, guilt following transgressions, 
acceptance of blame, moral values and rule conformity.62 
Girls who live without their fathers are more likely to 
cheat, lie, and not feel sorry after misbehaving;63

n	 In a study using longitudinal data from the National 
Child Development Study of 17,000 children from 
England, Wales and Scotland, after controlling for mother 
involvement, father involvement at age 7 was associated 
with good father-child relations in adolescence and later 
marital satisfaction in adult life, was found to be protective 
both against psychological maladjustment in adolescence 
and against psychological distress in women in adult life, 
was strongly related with later educational attainment, 
and also was negatively related to an adult experience of 
homelessness in sons of manual workers.64

Father Involvement and Physical and 
Sexual Abuse

n	 British data show that the lowest level of serious abuse 
occurs in the always-intact married family; stepfamily 
abuse levels are six times higher; always-single mother 
family abuse levels are 14 times higher. The most 
dangerous family structure is when the mother cohabits 
with a boyfriend who is not the father of the child, where 
the abuse rate was found to be 33 times greater than in 
the intact married family.65

n	 The rate of sexual abuse of girls by their stepfathers is at 
least 6x higher,66 and may be as much as 40x greater,67 

than sexual abuse of daughters by their biological fathers 
who remain in intact families.
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Father Involvement and Sexuality

n	 “Children from mother-only families have less of an 
ability to delay gratification and poorer impulse control 
(that is, control over anger and sexual gratification.) 
These children also have a weaker sense of conscience or 
sense of right and wrong.”68

n	 Women raised in female-headed families are 53% likelier 
to have teenage marriages, 111% likelier to have teenage 
births, 164% likelier to have premarital births, 93% 
likelier to experience marital disruptions.69

n	 Being raised by a single mother raises the risk of teen 
pregnancy, marrying with less than a high school degree, 
and forming a marriage where both partners have less 
than a high school degree.70

n	 Researchers using a pool from both the U.S. and New 
Zealand found strong evidence that father absence has 
an effect on early sexual activity and teenage pregnancy. 
Teens without fathers were twice as likely to be involved 
in early sexual activity and seven times more likely to get 
pregnant as an adolescent.71



“Now I’m just scratchin’ the surface

‘Cause what’s buried under there

Was a kid torn apart once his pop disappeared

I went to school got good grades…

But I had demons deep inside…

Now all the teachers couldn’t reach me

And my momma couldn’t beat me

Hard enough to match the pain of my pop not 

seeing me…”

Rapper Jay-Z, “The Black Album”, 2003.
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“I know what it means to have an absent father… And I know the toll it took on me. So I resolved many years ago that it was my obligation to break the cycle—that if I could be anything in life, I would be a good father to my girls; that if I could give them anything, I would give them that rock—that foundation—on which to build their lives. And that would be the greatest gift I could offer.” 
Senator Barack Obama. Father’s Day Speech, Chicago, June 15, 2008.
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n	 In surveying 3,828 adolescents ages 14-16, those living 
with their biological father and mother were 2.4 times less 
likely to be sexually active than those living with their 
mother and her cohabiting partner, 1.7 times less likely 
than those living with a never married single mother, 1.8 
times more likely than those living with a divorced or 
separated single mother, and 1.9 times more likely to be 
sexually active than those living with a stepfather after 
parental divorce.72

Links between Marriage and 
Father Involvement
Data indicate that fathers who are married to their 
children’s mothers are more involved in and supportive 
of their children… leading to numerous better outcomes 
for their children.

n	 The best predictor of father presence is marital status; 
when a father’s romantic relationship with the child’s 
mother ends, more likely than not, so does father 
involvement with their children.73

n	 For many fathers, the relationship to a child is coterminous 
with the father’s relationship with the mother.74 More 
than 20% of children see their noncustodial fathers only 
a few times a year or not at all.75 31.7% of nonresident 
fathers had not visited their children in the past year.76
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n	 Researchers have found a positive correlation between 
marital quality and the quality of the father-child 
relationship77 as well as his competence as a parent.78 
46% of Californians whose parents divorced had fathers 
who were not too involved or not at all involved, as 
compared with just 13% of those whose parents had not 
divorced.79

n	 When marital conflict is high, fathers have a more 
difficult time being involved with their children, which 
weakens the father-child relationship.80 Whereas, 
strengthening the interparental relationship can support 
quality fathering.81

n	 A study of 1,656,044 African American mother-child 
pairs found that “infant mortality rates are much lower 
among the married”… A study of 65,923 births to African 
American mothers found that “marital status had a 
greater impact on birth weight than number of children, 
maternal education, cigarette use, and socioeconomic 
status.”82

n	 Many divorced fathers “neither see nor support their 
children in a systematic way.83 Ten years after divorce, 
almost two-thirds of noncustodial fathers have no 
contact with their children.84 Never-married fathers are 
more than twice as likely as divorced fathers to have no 
contact with their children.85

n	 “African American fathers who are married and living 
with their children are much more financially and 
emotionally supportive, and spend more time socializing 
their children (setting limits, disciplining, helping the 
child with personal problems). African American boys 
living in intact homes are much more likely to report that 
their father is important to them. This marriage premium 
extends to at-risk populations.”86
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n	 In a national study of 13,000 of adolescents using the North 
Carolina Population Research Center’s ADDHEALTH 
Database, researchers concluded that “Marriage not only 
provides the highest levels of father closeness, but also 
the highest levels of mother closeness (which has its own 
independent, positive effects on adolescents), and the 
lowest levels of negative peer influence, resulting in the 
lowest levels of adolescent drug use.”87

n	 Non-residence is the key predictor of low levels of 
involvement by fathers.88

n	 Children of divorced parents are less likely to have 
close relationships as adults with their fathers.89 30% of 
children living apart from their fathers have no contact 
with their father at all, and an additional 31% have in-
person, phone, or letter contact with their fathers less 
than once per month.”90

n	 In a study looking at the involvement of married biological 
fathers in comparison with unmarried biological fathers 
among a sample of 2,531 children and their parents, when 
controlling for ways that married fathers engaged with 
or were available to their child, and—after controlling 
for race, father’s age, child’s gender and age, number of 
children, percentage of months lived with the father, 
father’s work hours per week and earnings, and whether 
the father paid child support for children outside the 
house—unmarried biological fathers spent on average 
four hours less a week with their biological children than 
married biological fathers… Unmarried biological fathers 
showed a statistically significant lower rating of warmth 
toward their children than married biological father 
did… The biological child of cohabitants consistently 
received smaller investments from their fathers than 
a biological child of married parents.”91 Researchers 
“found evidence to support the view that marriage per se 
confers advantage in terms of father involvement above 
and beyond the characteristics of the fathers themselves, 
whereas biology does not.”92
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n	 Losing regular contact with their father was seen 
by children as the worst aspect of their parents’ 
separation.93

Links Between Marriage 
Education & Marital Outcomes

Contextualizing These Data

The quality of marriages range widely and the impact 
of marriage across populations has an equivalent range, 
both with respect to its impact on the couple and on the 
children involved. As healthy marriages are associated with 
various benefits for health and well-being of children, these 
advantages, as indicated in the MIDUS—Midline in the 
United States study, “depend, in part, on marital quality.”94 

The work of Marriage Education presents a promising 
approach for increasing marital quality.
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Data from Meta-Analytic Studies on 
Marriage Education

n	 A meta-analysis of over 100 studies on the impact of 
Marriage Education found clear evidence that Marriage 
Education programs work—“to reduce strife, improve 
communication, increase parenting skills, increase 
stability, and enhance marital happiness.”95

n	 A meta-analysis of 20 different Marriage Education 
programs across 85 studies involving 3,886 couples found 
an average positive effect size of 0.44, indicating that the 
average couple participating in any one of the Marriage 
Education programs studied improved their behavior 
and quality of relationship so that they were better off 
than more than two-thirds of the couples that did not 
participate in any Marriage Education program.96

n	 A meta-analysis of 16 studies observed meaningful 
program effects with regard to gains in communication 
skills, marital satisfaction, and other relationship 
qualities. The average couple after taking the Marriage 
Education training was able to out-perform 83% of 
couples who had not participated in the program in the 
critical area of marital communication.97
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n	 A longitudinal study on a well-known Marriage Education 
program found that, compared with couples without the 
training, participating couples maintained high levels 
of relationship satisfaction and sexual satisfaction and 
lower problem intensity three years after training; they 
also demonstrated significantly greater communication 
skills, less negative communication patterns, and 
greater conflict-management skills up to 12 years after 
instruction, and reported fewer instances of physical 
violence with their spouses three to five years after 
training.98

n	 In a meta-analysis of studies on the relationship between 
ME programs and problem-solving skills, marital conflict 
and marital satisfaction, 12 of the 13 studies found 
significant differences favoring couples who received 
the treatment, with the mean effect size being .80 of a 
standard deviation. Across all marital outcomes, the 
typical couple who received marital education scored 
higher than 79% of the couples who did not.”99
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n	 In a meta-analytic study on 117 studies… Marriage and 
Relationship Education (MRE) was found to produce 
“significant, moderate effect sizes on two different 
outcomes that were commonly examined… For 
relationship quality, those effects range from .24 to .36. 
For communication skills, the effects were somewhat 
larger, ranging from .36 to .54. Moreover, when followup 
assessments were employed and evaluated, there was 
not much evidence of diminishing effects… Thus, it 
seems reasonable that federal and state policy makers 
are interested in exploring whether greater availability of 
MRE services can help more couples form and sustain 
healthy marriages.”100

n	 In a review of 67 Marriage and Relationship Education 
(MRE) reports that yielded 143 distinct evaluation 
studies, researchers concluded that MRE “appears to 
be capable of functioning as universal, selective, and 
indicated prevention”, results described as “encouraging” 
because they address the dilemma about how to balance 
the need for universal prevention programs provided to 
all interested individuals with the need for selective or 
indicated prevention programs designed to serve more at-
risk or distressed individuals.” In answering the question 
“Does MRE work?”, the researchers conclude “There is 
mounting evidence that, in general, it does”, both as a 
universal preventive and also as a selective or indicated 
intervention. 101
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