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Participants were more enthusiastic about the former
framework mainly because of the difficulty of isolating the
components of programs. It was noted that even the order 
in which individual topics are delivered can influence 
participants’ responses, as would the interaction between
the educator/s and the participants. Closer evaluation of 
program components was suggested as part of a larger
study, or as a separate series of smaller studies, but the main
concern was with the overall effectiveness of premarriage
education.

Research design
A preliminary design for actually conducting a

project to comprehensively evaluate premarriage education
was briefly outlined. Three main features were proposed:
longitudinal design; inclusive of the range of programs avail-
able, based on their structure, commonality of components,
and educative style (for example, didactic compared with
experiential); and incorporating a detailed analysis of cur-
rent programs.

Measures
The kind of evidence required to establish that premarriage
education programs are effective in attaining their goals and
in helping to promote strong marital relationships gener-
ated a great deal of discussion. It was noted that broader
social outcomes (for example, changes in the divorce rate)
should be distinguished from individual and couple out-
comes (personal growth, improvements in relationship
quality). On a cautionary note, it was pointed out that 

outcome measures would need to be selected in the context
of the goals of each program.

What would need to be measured in a study of premar-
riage education? If premarriage education were effective,
then short-term, medium-term and long-term differences
between participants and non-participants would be
expected on a number of variables.These could include:

• relationship satisfaction, quality, duration;

• knowledge of self, partner, subject matter, and services
available;

• application of skills in daily life;

• emotional intimacy and support;

• individual partner wellbeing (psychological, physical);

• expectations of marriage (self and partner);

• relationship ‘management’skills;

• destructive conflict; and

• capacity to form and maintain a long-term relationship,
and adapt to life stressors (such as unemployment,arrival
and departure of children).

Participants also referred to the need to measure individual
characteristics such as values, expectations, risk indicators
and risk factors prior to a couple’s participation in premar-
riage education, and to monitor their effects across the
course of the relationship. Further conversation about data
collection touched on the possibility of gathering observa-
tional data of couples’ interactions. This was regarded as
feasible if the numbers were modest.

and the expectations that newly-marrying couples
may have about their relationship.

For further information about the voucher scheme,
or copies of the Department’s fact sheet,telephone the
voucher hotline on 1800 456 555.

Pre-marriage education
Coinciding with the launch of this initiative,the Aus-
tralian Institute of Family Studies in September this
year hosted a one-day round table in conjunction
with the Australian Catholic University to which
marriage educators and researchers were invited.
The day focused on the aims behind pre-marriage
education, the current state of research in this area,
and the developments which new research should
take in the future.

A summary report has just been published as an
Institute Briefing Paper by Robyn Parker, A frame-
work for future research in pre-marriage education,
Australian Family Briefing, no. 8, November 1999,
and copies of this are available on request.

– Peter Saunders
AIFS Research Manager

The major initiative to be taken under the National
Families Strategy since our last issue has probably
been the launch of two pilot marriage education
voucher schemes – one in Perth, the other in
Launceston.Each pilot will run for 12 months or until
all vouchers have been redeemed. All couples get-
ting married during the period of these trials will be
given a voucher worth up to $200 which they can
spend on pre-marriage education.

All marriage celebrants in the two trial areas have
been invited to participate in the new scheme, and
couples can redeem their voucher at an accredited
Family Relationships Service Provider organisation of
their choice (either religious or secular).

The Department of Family and Community Ser-
vices has published a fact sheet to coincide with the
launch of the pilot voucher schemes. This explains
that pre-marriage education is designed to help
couples develop strategies and techniques to 
support and enhance their lives together, and that
courses generally cover areas such as communica-
tion, conflict management, finance, child rearing

NATIONAL FAMILIES STRATEGY: UPDATE
In the last issue of Family Matters we published an article by the Minister for Family and 
Community Services, Senator Jocelyn Newman, outlining the government’s new National Families
Strategy, and we promised to keep readers up to date with developments.
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