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This study evaluated the effectiveness of the PREPARE Program for couples receiving
premarital counseling in community settings (churches and counseling centers) by profes-
sionals with only the required one-day training. There were 153 premarital couples in three
groups: the PREPARE Program group (59 couples who received an average of 4 feedback
sessions), the PREPARE No Feedback group (46 couples who received feedback after the
post-test), and the Waiting List Control Group (48 couples who received PREPARE and
feedback afier the post-test). Only the PREPARE Program group significantly increased
their couple satisfuction, while there was no change in the PREPARE No Feedback or the
Waiting List Control groups. Significant changes were made in the couple types only in
the PREPARE Program group and the Program had a significant impact on 90% of these

couples.

There is increasing interest by profes-
sionals (therapists and clergy) and
couples in premarital counseling (Berger
& Hannah, 1999). The best estimates
are that about 75% of first marriages
take place in a church setting, but that
rate drops to only about 20% for second
marriages. Most studies of premarital
counseling, except for the recent study
by Stanley et al. (2001) have not
involved professionals working in their
work settings but programs offered in
university settings. The present study is
community based and involves clergy
and counselors who are currently offer-
ing the PREPARE Program in their own
settings.

In a major review of outcome stud-
ies with premarital couples, Carroll and
Doherty (2003) found that premarital
programs had a significant impact on
couples. In making a case for premarital
education, Stanley (2001) indicated that

there are four main benefits of these pro-
grams. These include helping the couples
deliberate more, sending a message about
the value of marriage, helping couples
learn that others can be helpful, and
learning important relationship skills.
Others have questioned the impact
of any premarital programs (Schumm &
Silliman, 1997), especially for high risk
couples (Sullivan & Bradbury, 1997).
Simons (1999) describes premarital pro-
grams as focusing on increasing
awareness and/or skill building. He
maintains that while premarital pro-
grams are not able to provide sufficient
impact to help high-risk couples, they
might have a positive impact on less
troubled couples. Gottman, Coan,
Carrere, and Swanson (1998) maintain
that the skills taught, such as active lis-
tening skills, are not the critical variables
in predicting and impacting the long-
term success of marriage. Stanley,
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Bradbury, and Markman (2000) retort
that active listening is critical to marital
success, and that couples value learning
better communication skills.

The ultimate goal of premarital coun-
seling is to help couples stay happily
married and to prevent divorce. The rate
of divorce in the United States remains
at about 50% (U.S. Bureau of Census,
2000). Clearly, divorce takes an enor-
mous toll on couples and their loved
ones. It has been shown that marital dys-
function is one of the major social,

psychological, and health risk contribu-.

tors to the deterioration of our families
and society, costing us billions of dollars
yearly (Waite & Gallagher, 2000).
Conversely, there are a variety of pos-
itive outcomes associated with being
married. In their recent comprehensive
review of studies of marriage, Waite and
Gallagher (2000) found that married
couples had healthier lifestyles, lived
longer, had more satisfying sex, and were
wealthier than single persons. Also, in a
national survey of 21,501 married cou-
ples, Olson and Olson (2000) found that
happily married couples had better com-
munication and conflict resolution skills,

higher levels of couple flexibility and cou-

ple closeness, and greater personality

compatibility than unhappily married
couples.

[t is assumed that if more couples
would seek premarital counseling, then
many potential relationship problems
could be avoided in the future. According
to Fraenkel, Markman, and Stanley
(1997), the rationale for prevention is to
provide couples with core skills and con-
cepts for handling the inevitable issues
and problems of married life before they

arise.
Purpose of Study

The specific purpose of this study is
to evaluate the effectiveness of the PRE-
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PARE Program (Olson, 1996) in the
community setting where the premarital
couple was seeking premarital counsel-
ing. The two major hypotheses are:

1. Premarital couples taking the
PREPARE Program will signifi-
cantly increase their couple
satisfaction compared to the PRE-

PARE with Feedback and the
Waiting List Control Group.

2. Premarital couples taking the
PREPARE Program will signifi-
cantly improve their scores in
important areas of their relation-
ships and improve their couple
type compared to the PREPARE
No Feedback group.

The premarital program used was the
fourth version of the PREPARE Program
that was designed to expand the assess-
ment scales and integrate six couple
feedback exercises. The Program begins
with the couple taking the 165-item
PREPARE couple inventory. Next, the
couple receives three to four feedback ses-
sions using six couple exercises. The six
goals of the program and matching cou-
ple exercises are designed to build
relationship skills (communication and
conflict resolution) and increase insight
and awareness so that couples can be
more proactive in strengthening their
relationships over time. The program is
currently used by more than 50,000
counselors and clergy in the United States
and more than 1.5 million premarital
couples nationally have taken a version
of the program.

The study consists of three groups:
the PREPARE Program group, the PRE-
PARE No Feedback group, and the
Waiting List Control group. The PRE-
PARE Program group is designed to
measure the effect of taking the PRE-
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PARE Inventory and having about four
counseling sessions based on the results.
The PREPARE No Feedback group is
intended to measure the effect of simply
taking the PREPARE Inventory alone
with no counseling sessions. The Waiting
List Control Group is used to evaluate
how a couple changes over time with no
inventory or counseling sessions.

The counselors in this study are all
current PREPARE users and received no
additional training in preparation for this
research study. They all attended the full-
day required training of those using the
PREPARE/ENRICH Program. These
counselors had responded to a mailing
that the researchers sent out asking for
volunteers to participate in the study. All
couples received counseling in a “real
world” setting at either the counselor’s
church or counseling center and were
recruited individually by the counselors.
Each counselor was randomly assigned to
offer only one of the three programs in
this study.

Review of Literature

Pioneering Study on PREPARE Program
One of the earliest studies on premarital
programs was done in the late 1970’s by
Fournier, Druckman, Robinson, and
Olson (1979). This study assessed the
effectiveness of five types or levels of pre-
marital preparation, ranging from no
program to four premarital counseling
sessions. Pre- and post-test assessment was
made with three groups which used PRE-
PARE and only post-testing with two
comparison groups. The two comparison
groups were only assessed three months
after marriage.

‘Group 1 (Waiting List Control
group) received no premarital counseling
until after the study was completed.
Group 2 (Clergy Typical Offering) had
some type of premarital program typi-
cally offered by their clergy. Group 3

Marriage & Family: A Christian Journal

(PREPARE Delayed Feedback) received
the pre-test assessment (PREPARE)
before marriage, but received the PRE-
PARE feedback three months after the
wedding. This group was intended to
assess the effect of simply taking PRE-
PARE alone. Group 4 (PREPARE
Limited Feedback) received PREPARE
and one session of feedback on PRE-
PARE by a trained counselor about three
months before the wedding. This session
was meant to inform the couple about
their strengths and weaknesses as identi-
fied by PREPARE. The couple briefly
discussed some issues but did not attempt
to resolve conflicts. Group 5 (PREPARE
Counseling group) received four premar-
ital counseling sessions by a trained
marriage counselor, and strength and
growth areas were discussed. The couples
were also encouraged to express their feel-
ings, attempt to resolve conflicts, and to
improve communication and problem-
solving skills.

Results indicated that all three PRE-
PARE groups (3, 4, & 5) that took
PREPARE had higher marriage adjust-
ment and satisfaction scores than the
comparison groups. Couples from these
three groups felt PREPARE was accurate,
increased their awareness of difficulties,
improved their relationship, and would
recommend it for others. The PREPARE
Counseling group, which had four pre-
marital counseling sessions, did better
than simply taking PREPARE on the
objective measures. These couples felt the
additional premarital sessions were very
beneficial and highly recommended
them.

Three Longitudinal Studies on the PRE-
PARE Program 4

Fowers and Olson (1986) carried out
the first longitudinal study to determine
the predictive validity of the PREPARE

inventory. This three-year follow-up
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study consisted of 164 couples who took
PREPARE during their engagement and
followed them three years after marriage.
A couple satisfaction scale was used to
identify happily married and unhappily
married couples. Two other groups were
identified including divorced couples
and those couples who cancelled their
wedding plans. It was found that happi-
ly married couples scored significantly
higher on the PREPARE inventory
compared to dissatisfied couples,
divorced couples, and couples who can-
celled their marriage. This study also
demonstrated that PREPARE scores
could predict with 80-85% accuracy,
which couples were separated and
divorced from those that were happily
married three years after marriage.

A second longitudinal study by
Larsen and Olson (1989) replicated the
results of the first study on the predictive
validity of PREPARE. Similar to the ini-
tial research, this study was a three-year
follow-up of 179 couples who took
PREPARE during their engagement.
The results indicated that PREPARE
was very accurate (80-85%) in predict-
ing couples who got divorced from those
that were happily married. The study
also showed that the higher the score on
the PREPARE inventory scales, the
more satisfied the couple was in their
marriage.

A third three-year longitudinal study
of 393 couples focusing on the marital
outcomes of the four premarital types
three years after marriage was done by
Fowers, Montel, and Olson (1996). In
an earlier study of 4,618 premarital cou-
ples who took PREPARE, Fowers and
Olson (1992b) identified four types of
premarital couples which were called:
Vitalized, Harmonious, Traditional, and
Conflicted. These four types were creat-
ed using cluster analysis based on the
Positive Couple Agreement (PCA)
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scores from the 12 relationship areas. In
the longitudinal study, Fowers, Montel
and Olson (1996) examined the rela-
tionship between the four PREPARE
premarital types and marital outcome.
Vitalized couples were found to have the
highest satisfaction and the lowest rate
of unhappy and divorced couples.
Conversely, Conflicted couples had the
lowest satisfaction and the highest rate
of unhappy and divorced couples.

In summary, these studies on PRE-
PARE demonstrated the reliability and
validity as well as the clinical value of the
instrument. The current study extends
this work to investigate the clinical util-
ity of the newest PREPARE Program
(Version 2000) compared with just tak-
ing the PREPARE instrument as well as
a waiting list control group.

Review of Other Couple Programs

Several other couple programs were devel-
oped in the 1980s and outcome research
has also been completed on the effective-
ness of these programs. These other
couple programs include the Couple
Communication Program developed by
Sherod Miller, Elam Nunnally, and Dan
Wackman (Miller & Sherrard, 1999), the
PAIRS Program developed by Lori
Gordon (Gordon & Durana, 1999), the
PREP Program developed by Howard
Markman and Scott Stanley (Stanley,
Blumberg, & Markman, 1999), and the
Relationship Enhancement Program devel-
oped by Bernard Guerney (Cavedo &
Guerney, 1999). More details on all these
programs and studies can be found in the
excellent book, Preventive Approaches in
Couples Therapy, edited by Berger and
Hannah (2000).

The purpose of the current study is
to examine the effectiveness of the PRE-
PARE Program when provided by
professionals (clergy and counselors) in
their typical community settings who
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have attended only the required one-day
training workshop in the PREPARE
Program. The major hypotheses are that
premarital couples will benefit from par-
ticipating in the PREPARE Program
(PREPARE couple inventory and receiv-
ing about four sessions of feedback and
counseling) and less so from just taking
the PREPARE couple inventory, com-
pared to a control group.

Method

Sample

This is a quasi-experimental study with a
total of 153 premarital couples (268
individuals), with 59 couples in the
PREPARE Program group, 46 in the
PREPARE No Feedback group, and 48
in the Waiting List Control Group. The
final sample included premarital couples
from 23 states across the United States.
The majority of couples in this study
were between the ages of 20-25 years
(43%), or 2630 years (29%).

At pre-test, 47% of the couples were
less than 2 months away from marriage,
28% were 3—6 months away from mar-
riage, 18% were 7—12 months from their
wedding date, and the remaining 7%
were 13 or more months away from
marriage. The average time before mar-
riage was 5 months. The highest
percentage of couples (36%) had known
each other for 5 or more years, while
30% had known each other for 3-4
years. About 27% of the couples had
known each other 1-2 years, while 7%
had known each other less than 1 year.

In terms of education, 34% of the
couples completed some college or tech-
nical school, 40% had a four-year college
degree, and another 17% were at the
Graduate/Professional level. The vast
majority (77%) of participants had full-
time employment. About 14% of the
participants earned less than $9,999,
40% earned berween $10,000 and
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$29,999, and abour a third of the sample
earned between $30,000 and $49,999
per year. About 10% ecarned between
$50,000 and $99,999, and another 4%
earned $100,000 or more yearly. The
participants held a variety of occupations
with about one quarter reporting
Clerical, Sales, or Technician positions,
and another 22% working as Manager,
Teacher, or Nurse.

The majority of couples were of a
Christian religion (74%), while 26% of
the couples listed “Other” religions. The
majority of couples (89%) were
Caucasian, 6% were African American,
and another 5% were Hispanic/Latino.
About 37% of the couples lived in a
large city, 27% were from a small city,
one quarter resided in a town, and the
remaining 11% lived in a rural area.

Using chi-square analysis, there were
no significant differences between the
couples in the three groups in terms of
age, years they knew their partner, edu-
cation, employment, occupation,
income, ethnicity, and community. The
PREPARE No Feedback group had sig-
nificantly fewer couples getting married
within 0-2 months than the other
groups, and the PREPARE No Feedback
group had more Catholic and fewer
Protestant couples than the other groups.

PREPARE/ENRICH Counselors
Volunteered for Study
Professionals who currently used the
PREPARE/ENRICH Program with 10
or more couples were asked if they
wanted to participant in this study, and
25 professionals volunteered from across
the country. These professionals (70%
clergy and 30% professional counselors)
had an average of 7 years experience
using the PREPARE Program.

The professionals received no special
or additional training in the PREPARE
Program, other than the one-day train-
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ing workshop all counselors attend. The
PREPARE/ENRICH training workshop
is eight hours in length and consists of a
detailed review of the materials used in
the program. The majority of time is
spent on training the counselors how to
interpret the results of the Compurer
Report and then use the information
effectively giving couple feedback using
the six couple exercises.

Counselors Offered Program

This study used a quasi-experimental
design where the 25 professionals that
were trained in PREPARE/ENRICH and
they were randomly assigned to offer only
one of the three groups to couples. For
example, a counselor who was assigned
to offer the PREPARE No Feedback
Group could ask couples if they were
interested in participating in this specific
group. If the counselor learned that a
couple did not want to participate in the
group, then the couple would not partic-
ipate in the study and would receive
whatever program the person typically
offered.

The idea of using random assignment
of counselors to offer one group versus
couples was based on a pilot study. The
study indicated that these professionals
offering the PREPARE Program in the
community had a very difficult time
understanding and offering random
assignment of the premarital couples to
the three different treatment conditions.
As a result, the professionals were ran-
domly assigned to only offer one of the
three options to couples.

Measures

Couple Satisfaction Scale. This satisfac-
tion scale was the major outcome vari-
able for this study. This 17-item scale
was derived from the ENRICH Marital
Satisfaction scale which contains 10

items and the ENRICH Idealistic
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Distortion scale, which contains 7 items
(Fowers 8 Olson, 1992a). The 10-item
Marital Satisfaction scale consists of one
item for each of the major categories in
the PREPARE and ENRICH Inventory
and they include: communication, con-
flict resolution, role relationship, sexual
relationship, spiritual beliefs, etc. The
idealistic distortion scale measured the
level of social desirability in the person
taking the assessment. That scale was
used to revise the individual couple sat-
isfaction score downward based on the
level of idealism, thus creating the
Revised Individual Score (REV).

Fowers and Olson (1992a) found
high concurrent validity and predictive
validity for the Couple Satisfaction scale.
The alpha reliability for the Couple
Satisfaction scale is .86 and test re-test
reliability is .86. The scale has been vali-
dated with norms based on over 25,000
married couples in the United States.

Research Scales. There are 20 scales in
the PREPARE Couple Inventory and
most of the scales contain 10 items
(Olson, 1996). There are 12 couple rela-
tionship areas (such as communication,
conflict resolution, etc.), 4 couple and
family system scales, and 4 personality
scales. The norms are based on more than
150,000 couples, the average alpha relia-
bility is .82, and the average test re-test
reliability is .81. The couple inventory
provides a REV Score for each person on
the 12 relationship areas and also a PCA
score for each area.

Counseling Summary Form. After the
counselors offering the Program com-
pleted each session, they completed a
Counseling Summary about the length
of the session and what couple exercises
were completed. After all the feedback
sessions were completed, the counselors
were also asked three questions about
how much the couple improved in terms
of communication, conflict resolution,
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and goals. The questions were evaluated
on a 5-point Likert Scale: 1=Not
Improved, 2=Slightly Improved,
3=Somewhat Improved, 4=Generally
Improved, and 5=Greatly Improved.
Couple Feedback Form. The couples
in the PREPARE Program group were
asked to complete a Couple Feedback
Form to describe what they felt was dis-
cussed in the counseling sessions and
how useful each area was to them. The
Couple Feedback Form contained ques-
tions about the six couple exercises:
Strength and Growth Areas, Assertiveness
and Active Listening, Conflict
Resolution, Family-of-Origin, Finances,

and Goals.

Procedures

Each couple in all three groups (PRE-
PARE Program, PREPARE No Feedback
and Waiting List Control groups) signed
a Consent Form, and completed the
Couple Satisfaction Scale at pre-test and
two months later at post-test. The cou-
ples in the PREPARE Program group
and the Program No Feedback group also
took the PREPARE couple inventory at

Table 1: Research .De'sign"for}'P‘rem‘ar‘i'tal Study

pre-test and post-test. All the couples in
the PREPARE No Feedback group and
the Waiting List Control group experi-
enced the complete PREPARE Program
after participating in this study.
PREPARE Program Group. This
group consisted of 59 premarital couples
who took the PREPARE couple inven-
tory and received an average of four
one-hour feedback sessions. This group
(as well as the PREPARE No Feedback
group and Waiting List Control group)
was conducted by counselors and clergy
in their own community setting. After
each counseling session, the counselor
completed a Counseling Summary that
outlined the content of the sessions,
number and length of sessions, and
recorded the couple’s improvement in
certain areas. At the end of the last coun-
seling session, the couple completed a
Couple Feedback Form that asked ques-
tions about their counseling experience
and what they learned. :
PREPARE No Feedback Group. This
group consisted of 46 premarital couples
who took the PREPARE couple inven-
tory and received no feedback or

Couple
Satisfaction PREPARE Couple
Scale Inventory Counseling Counselor  Feedback
Pre Post Pre Post Sessions Summary  Form

PREPARE Program yes yes yes yes During yes yes
Group (n = 59) study
PREPARE No yes yes yes yes* After no no
Feedback Group (n = 46) study
Waiting List Control yes yes no no* After no no
Group (n = 48) study

Note: *Couples in PREPARE No Feedback and Waiting List Control groups received feedback and counseling with

the PREPARE inventory after the study was completed.
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counseling sessions until after the post-
test assessment. After completing the
Consent Form and Couple Satisfaction
Scale, these couples took the PREPARE
Inventory but they received no feedback
or counseling until after the eight-week
waiting period. After the waiting period,
the couples filled out the Couple
Satisfaction Scale and received their feed-
back sessions on PREPARE.

Waiting List Control Group. This
group consisted of 48 premarital couples
who only took the pre- and post-test
Couple Satisfaction Scale and did not
take the PREPARE couple inventory or
receive counseling until after the post-
test. After the study, they received the
complete PREPARE Program.

Treatment Approach

Description of PREPARE Program

The PREPARE/ENRICH Program was
developed to help counselors and clergy
work more effectively with premarital and
married couples (Olson, 1996; Olson &
Olson, 1999). The PREPARE Program
is designed to help premarital couples
prepare for marriage and the ENRICH
Program is designed to enrich the rela-
tionship of married couples. The program
was designed to assist counselors and to
help couples focus objectively on critical
relationship issues and teach relationship
skills.

The first step in the Program is for
each couple to complete a couple inven-
tory (PREPARE or PREPARE-MC),
which consists of 30 background ques-
tions and 165 items. After the couple
completes the inventory, the answer
sheets are sent in for scoring. The coun-
selor then receives a 15-page Computer
Report of the couple’s results, upon which
the counseling is based. It is suggested
that the counselor have about four coun-
seling sessions with the couple.

During the feedback and counseling
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sessions, the counselor uses the couple’s
Computer Report as a tool in guiding the
couple through the six PREPARE cou-
ple exercises. The counselor also receives
a Counselor Feedback Guide that outlines
the six goals and how to conduct the six
exercises of the PREPARE Program. The
couple is provided with a 25-page
Building a Strong Marriage Workbook that
contains the materials for completing the

PREPARE couple exercises.

Counseling Sessions in PREPARE
Program Group

For the PREPARE Program group, the
researchers instructed the counselors to
focus their counseling sessions on the six
goals of the PREPARE Program and the
related six couple exercises: (1) exploring
couple strength and growth areas, (2)
strengthening couple communication
skills, (3) learning how to resolve couple
conflict, (4) exploring family-of-origin
issues, (5) developing a financial plan and
budget, and (6) developing personal, cou-
ple, and family goals.

The average number of sessions that
the counselors had with each couple was
4, with a range of 3-6. These sessions
averaged a total of 4.5 hours in length,
with a range of 3-8 hours. The coun-
selors focused heavily on the six couple
exercises, especially strength and growth
areas and the communication and con-
flict resolution exercises. They
emphasized Strength and Growth Areas
(mean = 77 minutes), Conflict
Resolution (mean = 48 minutes), and
Family-of-Origin issues (mean = 48 min-
utes). Three other areas were covered
with all of the couples included
Communication (mean = 44 minutes),
Finances (mean = 29 minutes), and
Couple and Family Goals (mean = 29
minutes).

About one third of the couples were
given between one to three homework
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assignments over the course of the coun-
seling sessions. Overall, about half of the
assignments given to the couples were the
Ten Steps for Resolving Couple Conflict
Exercise, and the other half was the
Budget Exercise. If the couple completed
three assignments, the Ten Steps exercise
was usually assigned twice and then the
Budget Exercise.

Results
Couple Satisfaction
The Couple Satisfaction Scale (Fowers &
Olson 1992a) was used as the major out-
come variable and pre-test and post-test
data was collected for all three groups.
Two types of scores were created for this
analysis: a REV score and a PCA score.
This satisfaction scale contains 10 items,
each tapping a relevant area of the couple
relationship (i.e. communication, conflict
resolution, etc.)

Also, a 7 item Idealistic Distortion

Scale was used to measure much each per-
son was distortion their answers in a
socially desirable direction. REV scores
on couple satisfaction for the male and
female were created by revising their cou-
ple satisfaction score based on their level
of idealistic distortion. For more details
on this correction factor for couple satis-
faction and all the PREPARE individual
scales, see Olson (1996).

In addition to the REV scores, a PCA
score was derived from the couple’s
responses on the Couple Satisfaction scale
and all of the other scales in PREPARE.
The PCA score is created by comparing
the item responses for each partner and
counting the items where the couple
agrees about a positive characteristic of
their relationship or both disagree with a
negative characteristic. It is a percentage
score based on the number of responses
on which partners agree on each area and
it ranges from 0 to 100%. The major

Table 2: Pre-test & Post-test on Couple Satisfaction using Individual Revised

Scores (REV) and Positive Couple Agreement (PCA)

Couple Satisfaction

Male 79.6 (13.0) 82.0 (12.1) 1.50*
Female 78.2 (14.7) 79.8 (14.0) .70
Couple (PCA)  72.7 (19.9) 76.1 (20.8) 1.40%

Male 78.6 (13.6) 78.9 (14.1) 10
Female 80.9 (9.6) 82.0 (10.5) .50
Couples (PCA) 71.0 (17.3) 74.3 (19.1) 1.10

Male 829 (8.6 81.6 (11.8) 43
Female 81.9 (11.3) 80.4 (15.1) 51
Couples (PCA) 75.4 (17.4) 76.9 (19.5) .69

*p<.05
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advantage of the PCA is that it provides a
specific score for each couple that meas-
ures positive consensus rather than an
individual score.

Using ANCOVA to control for pre-
test differences, the first major hypothesis
was supported in that there were signifi-
cant increases (using the PCA score) in
the couple satisfaction scores for the PRE-
PARE Program, but no change in the
PREPARE No Feedback group and the
Waiting List Control group. The mean
pre-test scores and post-test scores for the
three groups were: PREPARE Program

Using PCA

Table 3: Pre-Post Changes in PREPARE Program & PREPARE No Feedback groups

PREPARE Program Group

(72.7 to 76.1); PREPARE without feed-
back (71.0 to 74.3); Waiting List Control
Group (75.4 to 76.9).

Using the REV individual, the only
significant change was in the male’s REV
score in the PREPARE Program. No

other pre- post changes were significant.

Results on the Major PREPARE Scales

For each of the PREPARE scales, a PCA
was created for each couple. Evaluating
the changes in the two PREPARE groups
was complicated by the fact that the
PREPARE Program group had signifi-

PREPARE No Feedback Group

(n =59 couples) (n = 46 couples)
Category Pre-test Post-test t Pre-test Post-test t
M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)

Personality lssues 51.2 (27.4) 56.4 (29.8)

2.0% 46.4(25.1) 536 (25.3) 1.8

Conflict Resolution 50.1 (26.8) 54.2 (29.4)

0.9 445(23.2) 500 (24.8) 1.2

Leisure Activities 65.4 (23.1) 67.0 (21.4)

0.5 62.7 27.9) 668 (27.3) 0.9

Children & Parenting 62.9 (20.6) 73.7 (17.5)

3.5%** 514 (246) 596 (21.3) 16

Role Relationship 73.8 (17.6) 77.5 {(17.2)

2.3* 659 (24.8) 773(17.2) 19

Couple Closeness 86.8 (15.1) 91.0 (12.9)

2.0* 741 (30.2)  86.4 (17.6) 26**

*p<.05.

Fp<.01. ***p<.001.

No star = Not Significant
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cantly higher pre-test scores on 10 of the
13 scales compared to the PREPARE No
Feedback group. Because of these signif-
icant pre-test differences, two different
approaches were taken for the data analy-
sis. First, analysis of covariance
(ANCOVA) was used to control for the
covariance (differences) in the pre-test
scores. Second, t-tests were used to ana-
Iyze each group separately. This analysis
would illustrate any pre-post changes
within groups for each variable.

The second major hypothesis was
supported by the ANCOVA findings
which indicated that the PREPARE
Program group had significantly greater
change than the PREPARE No Feedback
group on Marriage Expectations and
Children and Marriage. These findings
are consistent with the t-test analysis
which shows greater significant change
on these scales for the PREPARE
Program than the No Feedback group.

The t-test analysis was done using
PCA scores (see Table 3). The PCA score
“indicates the level of positive agreement
partners report in each of the content
areas. The PREPARE Program group
showed significant change, from pre-test
to post-test, in 10 of 13 content cate-
gories (see Table 3). This group showed
the most positive change in Marriage
Expectations, Financial Management and
Children and Parenting. Improvement
was also significant in Communication,
Personality Issues, Family and Friends,
Role Relationships, Spiritual Beliefs, and
Couple Closeness, and Couple Flexibility.

The PREPARE No Feedback group
showed significant change in only 4 of
13 cartegories (see Table 3). The signifi-
cant change occurred in Communication,
Family and Friends, Couple Closeness
and Couple Flexibility.

Four Types of Premarital Couples:
One of the strengths of this study is the
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use of couple typologies rather than vari-
able analysis (Olson, 1981). Typological
analysis shifts the focus from change in
variables to change in an actual couple.
Another advantage of a typological sys-
tem of couples is that one can observe the
overall change across several scales as a
group rather than change on individual
scales (Olson, 1981). This enables one to
assess results based on a higher level of
variance and avoid the contamination of
lack of independence of husband and
wife scores. Ultimately, couple level
analysis provides more meaningful and
useful data about couples rather than
variables.

Using cluster analysis of 4,618 pre-
marital couples, Fowers and Olson
(1992b) identified four types of premar-
ital couples that ranged in couple
satisfaction from highest to lowest includ-
ing: Vitalized, Harmonious, Traditional,
and Conflicted. The four types of pre-
marital couples identified by Fowers and
Olson are illustrated in Figure 1. The four
couple types were created using the PCA
scores for the major categories from PRE-
PARE. The Vitalized couples had rather
high couple agreement scores across most
of the categories, while the Conflicted
had low couple scores in most areas. The
Harmonious couples had numerous
strengths and are similar to the Vitalized
couples but had somewhat lower scores
across most categories and a much lower
score in the Parenting category. The
Traditional couples had higher couple
scores in religion, roles and parenting and
lower scores in communication, conflict
resolution and personality. Using an algo-
rithm from the cluster analysis program,
the premarital couples in this study were
classified into one of the four premarital

types.
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Changes in Couple Types for the Two
PREPARE Groups
For the chi-square analysis, the
Vitalized/Harmonious and the
Traditional/Conflicted were combined
so that there were at least five cases per
cell.  The 2x2 chi-square analysis
showed significant positive change in
couple types for the PREPARE
Program group (X? = 2.77, p < .07).
The number of Vitalized/Harmonious
Couples increased from 28 (47.5%) at
pre-test to 37 (62.7%) at post-test.
Also, the number of
Traditional/Conflicted couples
decreased from 31 (52.5%) at pre-test
to 22 (37.3%) at post-test.

For the PREPARE No

Feedback group, there were changes in
the expected direction, but they were
not significant (X* = 1.89, n.s.). In that
group, there were 13 (48.1%)
Vitalized/Harmonious  couples  at
pre-test and 18 (66.6%) at post-test.
For the Traditional/Conflicted couples,
there were 14 (51.8%) at pre-test and 9
(33.3%) at post-test. While changes in
the predicted direction occurred in
both groups, the change was
significant in only the PREPARE
Program group.

Couple Type Changes for PREPARE
Program Group

For the 59 couples going through the
PREPARE Program, the number of

Table 4: Types of Couples in PREPARE Program Group at Pre and Post-Test

POST-TEST
Vitalized Harmonious Traditional Conflicted Total %
o 17 1 3 21 35.6
Vitalized (81%) (5%) (14%) 0
2
i 7 11.9
R Harmonious % (29%) 0 0
E
T
E » 12 2
S Traditional (48%) (8%) 25 424
T
Conflicted 4 1
67% (16.5%) 6 102
Total 32 5 19 3 59
% 54.2 8.5 32.2 5.1 100

. = Couple increases one couple type or more

= Couple stays the same at pre and post

D = Couple decreases on couple type or more
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Figure 1: Four Types of Premarital Couples Based on PREPARE

Mean PCA Scores
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Vitalized Couples (happiest couple type)
increased by 52%, from 21 to 32 couples
(See Table 4). At pre-test, about one-third
(35.6 %) of the couples were Vitalized
and over half (54%) were Vitalized at
post-test. Most of the Vitalized couples
(81%) stayed Vitalized, but they also
increased their scores on many scales.

Change was also assessed on the other
three types of couples that were not
Vitalized couples (21 out of 38). Over
half (55%) of the three other couple types
increased one or more levels, 40% stayed
the same and only 5% moved down one
type. For the Harmonious couples, about
71% moved to Vitalized (5 out of 7) and
the other 29% stayed Harmonious.

For the highest risk couples, the
Conflicted types, 83% moved to a more
positive couple type (5 out of 6 couples)
and only 17% of them stayed Conflicted.

ship. Excluding Vitalized couples (who
cannot move up any higher), over half of
the couples (55%, 21 out of 38) moved
up at least one couple type and 29% (11
out of 38) moved up two levels. Also,
there was a 52% increase in the number
of Vitalized couples (32 vs. 21) and most
of the Conflicted couples (83%) moved
to a more positive couple type.

In summary, the PREPARE Program
had a significant impact on 90% of the
couples. Only 6 out of 59 couples (10%)
moved to a lower couple type.

Results from Counselors Perspective

Counselors in the PREPARE Program
group completed an average of four coun-
seling sessions with the couples. At the
end of each session, the counselor com-
pleted a Counseling Summary. The
Counselor was asked three questions

Over two-thirds (67%) became about the couple and the questions were
Traditional and 17% became evaluated on a 5-point Likert Scale:
Harmonious. 1=Not Improved, 2=Slightly Improved,

The second hypothesis was further
supported in that the couples in the PRE-
PARE Program made very positive
changes in their type of couple relation-
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3=Somewhat Improved, 4=Generally

Improved, and 5=Greatly Improved.
The counselors reported that the cou-

ples’ communication skills “generally
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improved” (mean response was 3.8); the
couples’ conflict resolution skills “gener-
ally improved” (mean response was 4.0);
and the personal, couple, and family goals
“generally improved” (mean response was
3.9). Overall, the counselors reported that
all of the couples “generally improved” in
communication, conflict resolution and
awareness, and agreement of personal,
couple, and family goals. It should be
stated that because these results are from
the counselor’s perspective, these data are
subjective and biased. One may argue
that positive results are very likely to have
been reported regardless of what the
counselors did with the couples.
However, their observations are very sim-
ilar to what was found from the couple’s
perspective on the PREPARE scales.

Results from Couple’s Perspective

The couples in the PREPARE Program
group were also asked to complete a
Couple Feedback Form to describe what
they felt was covered in the counseling
sessions and how useful each area was to
them. The Couple Feedback Form con-
tained questions about the six couple
exercises: Strength and Growth Areas,
Assertiveness and Active Listening,
Conflict Resolution, Family-of-Origin,
Finances, and Goals.

All six couple exercises were used with
most of the couples. All couples reported
that they discussed Strength and Growth
Areas, Assertiveness and Active Listening,
Conflict Resolution, and Family-of-
Origin. In addition, 92% reported that
Finances were discussed in their counsel-
ing. Goals were reported as part of
counseling by 95% of the couples.

The Couple Feedback Form also
included questions about how useful each
of these content areas were to the cou-
ples. The responses were indicated on a
5-point Likert scale including Not Useful
(1), Slightly Useful (2), Somewhat Useful
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(3), Generally Useful (4), and Very Useful (5).

The couples reported that each of the
six couple exercises was “generally useful”
to “very useful,” and overall they were
“very useful” (4.5). The couples felt that
the exercise on Strength and Growth
Areas was “generally” to “very useful”
(4.4); the assertiveness and active listening
couple exercise was also reported as “gen-
erally” to “very useful” (4.3) as was the
Conflict Resolution exercise (4.4).
Discussion about Family-of-Origin was
reported by the couples as “generally use-
ful” (4.0); Finances was described as
“generally useful” (3.8), as was Couple
and Family Goals (4.1). In terms of over-
all usefulness of the counseling sessions,
the average response of couples was “very

useful” (4.5).

Discussion

The results of this study clearly indicate
that the couples in the PREPARE
Program group showed significant
improvement in their couple satisfaction.
Significant improvement was also shown
on 10 of 13 relationship scales and in
their couple type. This was in spite of the
fact that the PREPARE Program group
had high pre-test scores so the “ceiling
effect” could limit the amount of
improvement that could be made by
these couples.

The number of Vitalized couples in
the PREPARE Program group increased
by 52% from pre to post-test. More than
half (55%) of the three other types
(Harmonious, Traditional, and
Contflicted) increased one or more levels
and 29% increased two couple type lev-
els. Having a more positive couple type
(i.e., Vitalized being the highest) is pre-
dictive of those that are happily married
versus divorced three years after marriage
(Fowers, Montel, & Olson, 1996). This
finding is from the three-year longitudi-
nal study that followed premarital couples
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about six months before marriage to three
years after marriage. The Vitalized and
Harmonious couples had the happiest
marriages and lowest divorce rate. The
Conflicted couples had the lowest rate of
marital happiness and highest divorce
rate.

In addition, Conflicted couples in
the PREPARE Program group decreased
by 83%, and these couples are at most
risk for divorce. This is an important
finding since some have criticized pre-
marital programs for not having an
impact with high-risk couples (Simons,
1999; Sullivan & Bradbury, 1997).

Counselors in the PREPARE
Program group evaluated the couples’
progress and reported that the couples’
communication skills, conflict resolution
skills, and personal, couple, and family
goals “generally improved” over the
course of counseling. The couples
reported that each of the six couple exer-
cises were “generally useful” to “very
useful,” and overall they were “very use-
ful.”

While both PREPARE groups, with
and without feedback, made significant
changes in several categories, the PRE-
PARE Program with feedback had
significantly more change in 10 of 13
scales while taking PREPARE without
feedback changed significantly only 4 of
the 13 scales. It is only in the PREPARE
Program with feedback where the impact
is significant enough to improve the cou-
ple type.

For the PREPARE No Feedback
group, there may be three possible rea-
sons for the small changes that resulted
from just taking PREPARE without feed-
back. First, some change may be
attributed to the fact that this group had
lower overall PCA scores at pre-test and,
therefore, had more room for improve-
ment in each category. Second, answering
the 165-item questionnaire may have
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stimulated the couples to think and talk
about their relationships. Third, the cou-
ples knew that they were not receiving
counseling or feedback based on their
PREPARE Inventory until after the
study. Consequently, they may have felt it
was more important to discuss their
responses and may have attempted to
work through some issues on their own.

In summary, the results of the current
study indicated that only in the PRE-
PARE Program with Feedback was there
significant improvement in couple satis-
faction, in 10 of the 13 relationship areas,
and the couple type. Overall, the PRE-
PARE Program group had a significant
impact on 90% of these couples. Only 6
of 59 couples (10%) moved to a lower
couple type. For couples taking the
Program with Feedback, the number of
Vitalized couples increased by 52% and
the number of Conflicted couples
decreased by 83%. In general, these find-
ings suggest that the couples overall
relationship improved to couple types
where there may be less risk of divorce
(Fowers, Montel, & Olson, 1996).
Therefore, the PREPARE Program can
be a very useful prevention program that
may lead to increased marital satisfaction
and a reduced rate of divorce.

Limitations

First of all, the sample size of this study
was smaller than desired. Recruiting cou-
ples proved difficult. Some contributing
factors were that the couples in the PRE-
PARE No Feedback group and the Wait
List Control group had to wait approxi-
mately eight weeks before they received
premarital counseling and feedback on
their PREPARE Inventory. Since many
couples did not allow much time between
seeking premarital counseling and their
wedding date, some couples chose not to
participate in the PREPARE No
Feedback or Wait List Control groups.
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Another confounding variable in this
study is related to the treatment being
tested and the assessment of this treat-
ment. The couples in the PREPARE
Program group took the PREPARE
Inventory and then received an average
of four counseling sessions based on the
results of the Inventory. Then, as a post-
test, the couples completed the same
inventory again. The instrument with
feedback is the treatment, and the instru-
ment is one of the tests of the treatment.
Some would argue that since the couples
received feedback on the inventory, espe-
cially disagreement items, they would be
likely to take the inventory again with
this knowledge and therefore answer in a
way that would make them seem health-
ier than they really were.

Another limitation of this study was
that it was a short-term (pre- versus post-
test) rather than a longitudinal design.
Although a longitudinal design is ideal,
the researchers decided it was not an
option based on ethical considerations.
Both the PREPARE No Feedback group
and the Wait List Control group received
treatment after the post-test. The investi-
gators believed that it was unethical to
deny couples the premarital counseling
they were seeking, and since all three
groups eventually received the same PRE-
PARE Program, no valid follow-up study
can or will be conducted. The study was
conducted over an eight-week period,
and although the PREPARE Program
group showed significant improvement, it
is not clear from this study, whether these
are long-term results. The best way to
generalize is based on the three-year lon-
gitudinal study (Fowers, Montel, &
Olson, 1996) which showed the value of
a more Vitalized couple type.

Counseling Implications

First, this study indicates that premarital
counseling using the PREPARE Program

544

offered in the community by counselors
and clergy has a very positive impact on
the couple relationship. This is particu-
larly important since clergy were the
largest group offering the program and
they did it in their own setting. Also, they
received no special training for this proj-
ect except the typical day-long training
required for the PREPARE/ENRICH
Program. The positive outcome of the
PREPARE Program was demonstrated by
their increase in couple satisfaction,
improvement in most of the relationship
scales and positive change in their type
of couple relationship.

Second, just taking the PREPARE
Couple Inventory without feedback had
an impact on the couple in that it
increased their couple satisfaction, led to
improvement in 4 of 13 scales, but there
was no change in the type of couple rela-
tionship. Third, the Waiting List Control
group did not demonstrate any change
on the Couple Satisfaction Scale.

Given the statistic that about half of
all marriages end in divorce, effective pre-
marital prevention programs are needed.
The results of this study indicate that the
PREPARE Program increased the num-
ber of Vitalized couples by 50% and
decreased the number of Conflicted cou-
ples by 83%. Previous longitudinal
studies on PREPARE (Fowers, Montel,
& Olson, 1996) demonstrated that
Vitalized and Harmonious couples have a
lower rate of divorce and higher marital
satisfaction than Traditional and
Conflicted couples. Therefore, since the
current study has provided some evidence
that the PREPARE Program improves
the couple type, then it can be tentatively
stated that PREPARE may increase mar-
ital satisfaction and decrease the risk of
divorce for married couples.
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