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Foreword 

This paper represents well the basic dilemma of preparing people for marriage and 
family life. That dilemma is one of timing, of selecting the most appropriate point of 
intervention for education or preparation. 

Should we teach human relationships or family life courses in the schools? At what 
age, and with what content? Or should we wait until young couples are considering 
marriage and then strike while the iron is hot (so to speak!) with relevant information 
and skills training? On the other hand, will they, at this stage, be too full of the rosy 
glow of romance to listen to any 'formal' or 'artificial' lessons about marriage and 
parenting? The advocates of marriage education assert, with some justice, that. 
prevention is better than cure, that education before problems start may avoid the 
casualty approach of later marriage counselling or family therapy. Yet others would 
claim that marriage education is only truly relevant, its usefulness most apparent, 
when you are actually married. Then skills of communication, sexual counselling, 
conflict management skills, financial advice, parenting tips and so on can be placed 
in the immediately relevant context of constructing a marriage and/or a family of 
one's own. 

But notice the underlying assumption - that being married and having a family 
must be learned, require education in skills and understandings that do not 'come 
naturally'. Many people would challenge that assumption and resist any 'inter
ference' in the private construction of a private family life. And yet many people 
accept the provision, indeed the compulsory nature, of public education for literacy, 
numeracy and for work; they accept public provisions for health care, legal aid, 
welfare support and advice. But for many the notion of 'preparation for family life' 
seems somehow unnatural, best left to separate family contexts, out of the public 
domain. 

The Institute of Family Studies has to address these issues squarely; For if marriage 
and the family are to remain basic institutions in our society we cannot rely solely 
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upon patching up marriages that break down and families that fall apart. There must 
be a better way and, in our view, that way has to be a more realistic and effective 
preparation process. 

The Institute of Family Studies has identified in its research several factors that 
affect marital and family stability. Clearly, lack of an adequate income and job 
insecurity lead to conflict and disruption. So too do poor housing, the early birth of 
children where resources are lacking and clashes over the division of labour both 
within and outside the family home. Such problems require structural solutions 
beyond the reach of individual couples. But a recurring theme in family disruption is 
an inability to accept growth or change in one's partner, a pathetic cry of surprise 
that's/he changed' or 'we grew apart', or 's/he became a different person from the 
one I married'. What this reflects is an inadequate understanding of human needs, 
the human potential for growth, the necessity to negotiate change throughout the life 
cycle. Such a lack arises not only from the frozen Snow White image of unchanging 
perfect love. It permeates our perception of life through the dualities of childhood/ 
adulthood, love/hate, compatibility/incompatibility, stability/instability. We fail to 
conceptualise marital and family stability as a dynamic, ever-changing thing, 
always requiring reinterpretation, adjustment and compromise as we negotiate 
changes in our environment and in our relationships. 

The only way of breaking such a static view of marriage is by re-educating people to 
accept and expect change, to realise that no-one can sensibly or rightfully insist that 
a chosen partner must 'stay the same'. For the essence of modern marriage is 
individual satisfaction, born of companionship, out of free choice. And modern life 
demands change, the skill to negotiate a new niche in a changing scene. 

If that brings us back to the assertion of a need to educate people more appropriately 
for family life, it does not solve the related dilemma of how best to teach them to 
change or what other content there should be in that education program. Hence the 
need for evaluation of alternate approaches, to demonstrate the effectiveness of one 
education model versus another, and to identify for which types of people it will be 
effective, and in what kind of context. 

These are all big and difficult questions. The Eastman paper makes a start in the 
right direction because it reviews a range of available programs and asks how they 
have been or could be evaluated. Moira Eastman worked at the Institute as an 
ERDC* Fellow in 1982. As part of her research training she undertook a compre
hensive review of the literature on evaluation offamily life education programs, out 
of which this paper arose. She has also been actively involved in a project using 
'F ami I y Clusters' to help families share their difficulties and their skills in handling 
them. As she writes, these clusters are for ordinary, happy families so avoid the 

* Education Research and Development Committee 
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stigma of those groups catering for self-confessed failures. As she also writes, the 
notion of failure is itself problematic and leads to real difficulties in both the 
provision and evaluation of family education programs. 

The Institute of Family Studies has funded a number of projects in this area which 
will lead to a better understiillding of 'what works'. We are looking to compare 
different models and different modes so that the debate moves beyond simple 
assertions that pre-marriage education is better than marriage counselling or vice 
versa. We are also looking for evaluation approaches that go beyond simply asking 
clients do they 'feel better' or are they 'satisfied with the course'. We need to know 
how long the 'Hawthorne effect' lasts, whether such programs really have any 
lasting impact on unstable marriages and families where individual needs and/or 
obligations fail to be met. 

Don Edgar 
Director 
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Introduction 

In reviewing the literature related to education for family* life, this paper focuses on 
three main areas: the need for such education, trends in the development of family 
education programs, and the results of evaluations of a wide range of programs. 

There is considerable evidence both of the key role families play in their members' 
well-being and of increasing pressures on families. 

Marked changes have taken place in the practice of family education over the last 15 
years. The growth of family systems theory, research into the characteristics of 
healthy or coping families, and the development of experiential education have all 
influenced the development of programs. 

Evaluation is seen as essential for identifying what characterises effective and 
acceptable forms of education for family life, for protecting clients, improving 
practice, informing the community of the effectiveness of various programs and 
supporting calls for funding. The difficulties of evaluation and the strengths and 
weaknesses of various approaches are reviewed. 

Almost 60 published evaluations of family life education programs were found. 
Almost all showed positive gains. There are strong indications that couples and 
families can improve their patterns of interaction and increase their satisfaction with 
family life through relatively brief and simple interventions. 

Some clues to the relative effectiveness of different approaches emerge; some 
tentative guidelines for the further development of programs are proposed; and 
areas needing further research are indicated. 

In view of the apparent needs of families and the effectiveness of the strongest 
models, family education seems to have a great deal to offer. 

* In this paper 'family' means a group of people living in some relationship to each other, usually in the one 
household. It includes single parent, adoptive and extended families. 
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The need for family life education 

There is considerable evidence that families are a key social grouping contributing 
to their members' competence in many areas. Yet families are experiencing increas
ing pressures resulting in rising rates of family breakdown, with enormous costs to 
individuals and communities. 

The family has emerged as a group of prime importance in developing competence 
in its members. Families have been shown to be the key to the intellectual and social 
development of small children (White and others, 1979). It is often not realised to 
what extent families also set parameters to the social and intellectual development of 
the old~r children and adults (Mischler and WaxIer, 1968; Westley and Epstein, 
1970; Lewis and others, 1976). Attitudes to schooling and success in that area are 
known to be powerfully influenced, on many levels, by family environment and 
values (Marjoribanks, 1979; Penny, c. 1980; Connell and others, 1982.) Families 
are probably the most powerful influence on the psychological health of their 
members (Lewis and others, 1976; Bell and Bell, 1982). A high level of physical 
health and the following of practices associated with physical health occur more 
often in those families whose family style also creates competence in other areas of 
life (Lewis, 1976; Pratt, 1976). A satisfying family life (or other intimate support 
group) is a powerful protector of physical health, while severe distress or disruption 
in family life is a considerable threat to health (Chester, 1971; Ladbrook, 1976; 
Lynch, 1977; Bloom and others, 1979). 

Families have a greater impact on at least some areas of the moral development of 
adolescents than peers or school (Dickinson, 1979) and are a major influence on the 
style of religious attitudes, practices and beliefs developed (Greeley, 1980). A 
child's experience in the family of origin is a powerful influence on his or her later 
parenting style (Bowlby, 1969, 1973; Rutter, 1981). The degree of social concern 
and the willingness to invest oneself in social action has been shown to be influenced 
by experience in both the family of origin and the family of procreation (Greeley, 
1980). 
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Early results of the European Values Study indicate the family to be 'the absolute 
key' to values in many areas of life and to satisfaction with life in general (Heald, 
1983). Norton and Glick (1979) report a similar finding: 

Marriage and family are the most satisfying parts of most people's lives and being married is one 
of the most important detenninants of being satisfied with life. 

It is a matter of concern, then, that there is increasing evidence of stress in families. 
The statistics on alcoholism and drug abuse, breakdown in mental and physical 
health, child abuse and other family violence, teenage pregnancies, teenage run
aways, homeless teenagers and increasing teenage suicide figures all indicate 
increasing pressures on families. 

The key indicator of this pressure, however, is the increasing rate of marriage 
breakdown and subsequent divorce which is a feature of every western society 
(Dominian, 1980). In Australia, 41412 divorces were granted in 1981,9.4 per cent 
more than in 1979. 

On 1971 rates, 15 per cent of Australian marriages could be expected to end in 
divorce; the 1978 rates may be closer to 25 per cent. In the United States (which 
Australia has tended to follow, though lagging behind), the expected breakup rate of 
marriages contracted during the 1980s is 40 per cent (Norton and .Glick, 1979; 
Edgar, 1980). The trend to more frequent divorce and to divorce occurring earlier in 
marriage is illustrated by looking at the cumulative percentage of marriages, by 
marriage groups, ending in divorce (McDonald, 1980). Only 3.5 per cent of those 
marrying in 1951-52 were divorced 10 years after the marriage. The number had 
risen to 12.5 per cent for those marrying in 1969-70. The average duration of 
marriages ending in divorce in 1981 was 10.2 years, compared with 11.0 years in 
1976. However, the percentage of divorces occurring within the first five years of 
marriage has leaped from 15.5 per cent in 1976 to 20.8 per cent in 1981. 

Bane (1976), writing in the United States, suggests that these divorce statistics be 
set in a broad context, especially the context of family disruption due to all causes 
over a long period. She points out that although the percentage of children in the 
United States who experience divorce has steadily increased during the century, 
those experiencing family disruption due to death decreased by an even larger 
margin until quite recently: 

Over the entire century the proportion of children affected by disruption has been large - between 
25 and 30 per cent. (Bane, 1979: 279) 

Bane (1979) estimates that: 

about 30 per cent of children growing up in the 1970s will experience a parental divorce. Another 
15 to 20 per cent may spend time in a single parent family because of death, long tenn separation, 
or birth to an unmarried mother, bringing the total to 45 or 50 per cent. (Bane, 1979: 282) 

In Australia, the number of children involved in divorce has fallen in recent years 
due to the tendency for divorce to occur earlier in the marriage and thus to involve 
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fewer children (Edgar, 1980). Still, about 49600 dependent children are involved in 
divorces each year, bringing the total affected by divorce since 1976 to 330000 
(Edgar and Harrison, 1983). 

Many marriage counsellors and community workers have the impression that the 
di vorce and separation figures by no means account for the total amount of marriage 
breakup or of marital or family unhappiness (Payne and Leung, 1978:9). For 
example, Karen Dunnel's 1976 report on the OPCS survey of over 6500 women in 
the United Kingdom in 1976 showed that: 

only about one half of the marriages that have broken down appear in figures relating to divorce. 
That is, the proportions of women divorced at given marriage durations were on average about half 
the women separated. (Dunnell, 1976:35) 

It can be assumed too, that many families suffer some degree of distress without 
breaking up. Weiss (1975) estimates that, in the United States, 45 to 60 per cent of 
all marriages undergo separation at some point in their existence. 

Knowing the strength of the ties which bind families together, we can assume that 
families only reach a point of separation when their distress is intense (Bowlby 
1969, 1973, 1977a, 1977b; Rutter, 1981). These figures, then, indicate that at some 
points many marriages, maybe the majority of marriages, experience severe stress 
and distress. An increasing number of people are choosing separation and divorce as 
a solution to this stress, which makes it important for communities to understand the 
various impacts of marital distress or disruption on families, and to explore whether 
there are alternative solutions. 

An unhappy marriage often impairs the relationships of both partners with their 
children and with others outside the family. It is correlated with dissatisfaction with 
work and with poor health (Paris and Luckey, 1966; Renne, 1970; Payne and 
Leung, 1978). In other words: 'an unhappily married person is in many ways a 
handicapped person' (Payne and Leung, 1978: 10). 

While divorce is frequently chosen as a solution to marital unhappiness, there is still 
conflicting evidence in the literature on the effects of divorce on spouses and 
children. Researchers often express their conclusions in paradoxical language, no 
doubt because findings do not fit easily into ideological categories. 

After surveying the effects of parental divorce on the play behaviour of children, 
Hetheringon, Cox and Cox (1979) concluded that there was 'no such thing as a 
victimless divorce': 

Although divorce may be the best solution to a destructive family relationship ... almost all 
children experience the intitial period of parental separation and divorce as painful. (Hetherington 
and others, 1979:27) 

Fulton (1979) concludes: 
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... parents did not see divorce as a painless solution to a painful situation. Rather, they viewed it 
as a less painful choice for themselves and their children than the alternative of remaining in the 
marriage. (Fulton, 1979: 139) 

Wallerstein and Kelly (1980), who began their research with the conviction that 
'divorce is and should remain a readily available option to adults who are unhappily 
married' , concluded: 

There is considerable evidence in this study that divorce was highly beneficial for many of the 
adults. There is, however, no comparable evidence regarding the experience of the children. 
There is, in fact, no supporting evidence in this five-year study for the commonly made argument 
that divorce is overall better for children than an unhappy marriage or, for its opposite argument 
. . . neither unhappy marriage nor divorce are especially congenial for children; each imposes its 
own set of stresses. (Wallerstein and Kelly, 1980:306) 

Weiss (l979a:202) found that 'all marriages, happy or unhappy, make an important 
contribution to the well-being of the partners'. He also noted that after separation, 
pining for the lost spouse continued even in cases where the person no longer liked, 
or even strongly disliked, that spouse. 

There is agreement that in the short term, marital breakup is intensely painful for all, 
or most, members of the family. It affects the children's development, and causes 
symptoms of physical distress in both adults and children. It interferes with work, 
parenting ability, school and play (Weiss, 1975, 1979a; Ladbrook, 1976; Benedek 
and Benedek, 1979; Dominian, 1980; Wallerstein and Kelly, 1980). ' 

Several researchers have focused on the health effects of separation and divorce 
(Chester, 1971; Bloom and others, 1979; Weiss, 1979a). They compellingly 
document the frequency with which illness accompanies separation and divorce; an 
indicator of the stress caused by disruption in the primary support group. Bloom and 
others (1979: 181) find: 

The evidence overwhelmingly supports the hypothesis that separation and divorce are stressors of 
the first magnitude. 

And Ladbrook (1976:28) suggests that the high frequency of divorce in the United 
States has 'desensitised' people to the dramatic nature of the upheaval it represents 
in the lives of divorcing persons. 

Few satisfactory studies have been done of the effects of divorce on children. 
Wallerstein and Kelly's (1980) widely quoted research on 131 children in Marin 
County, California, indicates that the period of emotional reaction to the marriage 
breakdown is quite long for both children and adults. A two and a half year period of 
distress is not uncommon and this can often extend to three years for children. 
Hetherington and others (1979) come to a similar conclusion in their study of the 
children of divorced parents, as does Parks (1977) in research into Parents Without 
Partners. 

Wallerstein and Kelly (1980) found in their study that thirty-seven per cent of the 
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children were suffering from some form of clinical depression five years after the 
marriage breakdown. McDermott and others, (1978: 104) note that 'divorce may 
now be the single largest cause of childhood depression'. This prevents us from 
taking comfort in the idea that 'children are adaptable' and 'get over it quickly'. 
Lack of a control group restricts the conclusions that can be drawn from this study. 
However, as Wallerstein and Kelly chose a healthier than average sample, we can 
assume their results to be more positive than those a random sample would produce. 
Further, the families in this study received counselling during the crisis period of 
separation, which may have ameliorated some of the effects of the trauma. 

This small study, and others, give us reason to believe that children and adults in 
both divorcing and dysfunctional families suffer intensely and that this suffering 
interferes with their functioning in other settings and with their general develop
ment. In some cases, though, the stress or the change of divorce seems to precipitate 
a marked positive spurt in development and level of functioning in both children and 
adults. 

Pope and Mueller (1979) surveyed the literature on whether the experience of 
family disruption as a child increases the likelihood of disruption of the child's own 
marriage in later life. They conclude: 

The present evidence indicates a real, though small, amount of intergenerational transmission of 
marital instability. (Pope and Mueller, 1979: 109) 

Kulka and Weingarten (1979) reach a similar qualified conclusion. 

The increasing number of single parent families has raised questions regarding the 
adequacy of this family form to meet its members' needs. Levitin (1979) has 
pointed out that until recently, research into single parent families was flawed by the 
assumption that they are deviant or pathological. Research is now more open to 
discovering the strengths of this family form and the conditions which are associated 
with its well-being (Weiss, 1979b). Few, though, would disagree with Wallerstein 
and Kelly's finding that: 

the divorced family in which the burden falls entirely, or mostly, on one parent is more vulnerable 
to stress, has limited economic and psychological reserves, and lacks the supporting or buffering 
presence of the other adult to help meet the crises of life. (Wallerstein and Kelly, 1980:308) 

A major social response to the apparent increase in family distress and dysfunction 
has been the provision of more humane and more dignified divorce processes. Few 
would wish to reintroduce legislation that coerces spouses to remain in a marriage 
which has become irrevocably distasteful to them. However, the availability of 
divorce, on its own, is not an adequate social response to family stress and distress. 
The following factors support this conclusion: 
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that '52 per cent of divorced couples had hostile interaction requiring court 
intervention following divorce proceedings. Disagreements were largely over 
children and finance' . 

Wallerstein and Kelly (1980: 186) report that 'one fifth of the women and a 
slightly lower percentage of men had initiated litigation in the period from one 
year to five years after the divorce. Others thought of litigation but decided the 
emotional and monetary costs were too high' . 

2 Divorce is not always it realistic response to the source of stress affecting a 
particular family. Wallerstein and Kelly (1980: 19) refer to a signficant number 
of families where divorce 'seemed hardly addressed to the marital stress and 
brought in [its] wake no relief to the family'. If the real source of stress has not 
been dealt with, an inappropriate .divorce can only add to the family discomfort. 

Five years after the divorce, they found that one-fifth of adults felt strongly that 
~he divorce had been ill-advised. Over one-half of children at the five-year mark 
felt that the post-divorce family was no improvement on the pre-divorce family, 
with all its faults (Wallerstein and Kelly, 1980: 188,305). 

3 The next marriage may also be a source of pain. In many western countries the 
divorce rate is higher in remarriages after divorce than in first marriages. The 
proportion of second divorces increased from 8.5 per cent of all divorces in 1980 
to 9.49 per cent in 1981. So, for some people, divorce alone may not bring 
relief. Instead, it will signal a continuation of acrimonious relationships with 
members of the former family or among members of the new, post-divorce 
family. 

4 For some others, divorce is not the transition to a new family (whether satis
factory or not) but to single status, which several researchers conclude leads to a 
poorer prognosis of mental and physical health (Gilder, 1974; Ladbrook, 1976; 
Lynch, 1977; Bloom and others, 1979). 

Messinger (1976) supports eline and Westman (1971) in finding finance and 
children to be the major focus of disagreements in the post-divorce family. This 
is in marked contrast to these same families in their pre-divorce phase, where 
children and finances came quite low as a cause of disagreements. Messinger 
(1976) details the frequency with which post-divorce parents may be torn 
between conflicting obligations, including financial obligations. For example, 
desire to support one's biological children from a previous marriage may inhibit 
or thwart the desire to support the children of a new spouse. The experience of 
being left financially unsupported or of feeling unjustly treated in the allocation 
of the assets of the previous marriage can result in the new spouses being less 
willing to share, or even to be open about, their financial resources. 

Wallerstein and Kelly (1980) found that most women and men were signifi
cantly worse off economically as a result of divorce, and the women were much 
worse off. Keniston (1977:xvi) and Bane (1979:284 ff.) are among the many 
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who urge the necessity of income supports for families, particularly single 
parent families. The need for economic support and chil9 care support is the 
most visible sign of the social costs of increased family breakup. 

Continuing ties to former children, and of children to parents, can create 
problems in establishing parent-child ties in the new family. Messinger (1976) 
describes the lack of social rituals and norms for the post-divorce family. For 
example, step-parents are expected to have the same love and care for a child as 
a natural parent, but are rarely granted the same rights to discipline and control. 

In referring to the special vulnerability of the divorced family, Wallerstein and 
Kelly (1980) mention the 'dismayingly high' incidence of depression which 
they found at each checkpoint in their five-year study: 

In fact, the five-year post-separation incidence of depression which was higher than that 
observed at eighteen months post-separation reflects the stresses and emotional deficits of 
the post-divorce family well after the acute responses to the break up have subsided or 
disappeared altogether. (Wallerstein and Kelly, 1980:309) 

It is clear that the emotional, economic and social costs of both family dysfunction 
and family breakup are high and that preventative measures that will support, 
encourage and give resources to the family are needed. Such programs should be 
readily available while families are managing well and before major dysfunction or 
long-standing conflict develops. The following factors support this argument: 

There is adequate evidence to support Bloom in nominating marriage break
down and separation as 'stressors of the first magnitude' and in recommending: 

Any community interested in improving the well-being of its citizens would be advised to 
examine the social and psychological costs of marital disruption and to examine ways of 
reducing such costs. (Bloom and others, 1979: 181) 

2 Marriage counselling has not been an adequate preventive measure. U.K. 
research suggests that only 10 per cent of marriages which go through the 
divorce courts had been through marital counselling. When couples do go for 
counselling, it is often too late to repair the damaged relationship (Burgess and 
Locke, 1953; Stein, 1975; Mace, 1975a, 1976; Bader and others, 1980; 
Wolcott, 1981). Mace' (1975a:33) is not alone when he expresses the view that: 

To wait until couples are in serious trouble is to choose the worst possible strategic ground 
for the application of our hard-won knowledge and skill. 

3 Stress in families is not confined to families in crisis. Families which could be 
described as 'normal', 'stable' or 'healthy' readily express their frustration and 
anxiety in the face of multiple pressures on them. Hover (1979) studied WOO 
families in the United States and concluded that 'most families feel they are in a 
state of crisis most of the time' . L' Abate comments: 
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4 The importance of families for personal and community well-being and the 
existence of many stresses and pressures on families is readily accepted. Yet all 
too rarely do families experience being supported, encouraged and offered 
resources to enable them to fulfil their tasks. 

5 Attempts to create equality of educational opportunity for children have high
lighted the wide range of advantages some families transmit to their members. 
Characteristics associated with optimal family living have been identified and 
families, when given the opportunity, have demonstrated their ability to adapt 
these patterns into their own family style (White and others, 1979; Bader and 
others, 1981). Most studies of family competence or family health make no 
estimates of the proportion of families exhibiting a high level of competence. 
However White (1979) estimates that only one family in ten arrives at the 
child-rearing practices that the parents of intellectually and socially superior 
children display. Yet White and colleagues were able to teach these practices to 
first time parents relatively easily. There seems, then, to be a real possibility of 
increasing the proportion of families who provide highly advantageous experi
ences to their members. 

6 Families are able to learn and change much more effectively when they are not 
severely stressed. Healthy families are flexible and open to input from other 
systems. Dysfunctional families tend .to be inflexible or chaotic, neither of 
which facilitates learning (Olson and others, 1979). Families with long standing 
problems are poor candidates for family education (L' Abate and Weeks, 1976). 
These facts are all arguments for preventative programs for families, so that 
families have information and resources when they need them and before 
entrenched problems develop. 

7 The community invests considerable resources in education for every other 
aspect of life except for family life and parenting. The underlying assumption 
(that people can 'naturally' achieve success in this area without the provision of 
information, resources and skill training) is called into question by the preva
lence of difficulty in family life. 

The programs proposed to support family life vary according to which theory of 
family breakdown is most subsribed to, and which aspects of social reality are 
thought liable to change. They include: 
• The provision of a basic economic support for families, and employment, 

housing, transport and health services. 
• Strengthening family networks and support systems - or at least preventing the 

breakdown of such networks where they currently exist (Speck and Attneave, 
1973; Lynch, 1977; Edgar, 1980; Dyson, 1981). 

• The provision of family advocacy. Bott (1971) argues that in many societies the 
kinship group acts as a mediating institution and a buffer between the family and 
the wider society. The greater strength of the kinship group enables it to negotiate 
for families. In a similar vein, Keniston (1977) has pointed to the need of families 
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and children for advocates. He attacks the pervasive myth that the healthy family 
is independent and does not need to turn to outside agencies or people for help. 
(The corollary of the independence myth is, of course, that families who seek 
help are failures.) He maintains that the family has never been independent and 
now more than ever relies on social institutions to provide services such as health 
care, education, an economic base and transport. Parents often feel powerless to 
negotiate with these institutions. Keniston says they feel powerless because they 
are powerless against these large institutions. 

In addition to being private nurturers, responsible parents who care about children growing up 
must become public advocates for the children's interests, and that cause must be interpreted far 
more boldly that it has ever been before. (Keniston, 1977:214) 

• Others have looked at the possibility of families developing skills in social 
analysis (Fitzgerald, 1978) and exerting their power in community action to meet 
certain family needs (Family Ministries Office, 1976; Featherstone, 1979; Edgar, 
1980). Penny (1980) and Marjoribanks (1979) in urging that Aboriginal and 
ethnic group parents be informed of what is known of the transmission of 'cultural 
capital' , are advocating this approach. Both the family advocacy and community 
action approaches involve educational (but not 'schooling') programs to raise 
awareness of the need for, and to develop the skills of, advocacy or community 
action . 

• Educational or enrichment programs to enhance family living. These have 
multiplied in recent years and include marriage preparation programs, parenting 
programs, support and skills programs for separating or bereaved partners, and 
programs which teach skills of communication and conflict resolution to indi
viduals, couples or whole families. Their sponsors report widespread enthusiasm 
from clients (Gordon, 1971, 1976; Mace, 1975; Satir, 1975). 

This paper looks only at educational programs, though some primarily educational 
programs incorporate some aspects of these other approaches. 

Although recognition is given to the importance of the family and the fact that many 
families fail to give their members the personal and social advantages that accrue to 
'optimal' families (Lewis and others, 1976), some research has questioned the 
promotion of family education or family enrichment programs as a possible 
solution. 

Lasch (1977) has castigated the invasion of experts into the family with a resultant 
loss of power and autonomy from the family. 'Family education' could be another 
example of professionals benefiting themselves at the expense of families and under 
the guise of aiding family welfare. 

There is a loss of confidence in investment in such social programs. Bane (1976: 
127) summarises this concern: 

18 



Poor results in education have led some to advocate more investment in families, but they have 
also led to considerable cynicism about large scale investment in any social program. 

Other researchers argue that poverty is the greatest handicap families face. In 
Australia, families with children, especially one-parent families, make up a large 
proportion of those who fall below the poverty line. According to some researchers, 
the best single policy to help families is a guaranteed family income (Henderson, 
1975; National Research Council, 1976; Keniston and the Camegie Council on 
Children, 1977). This argument is often extended to imply that the only policies 
needed are income redistribution policies. 

There is a dilemma between the need for equal opportunities and the inequalities of 
family life. As Bane expresses it: 

Family life is incompatible with some aspects of equality among citizens. As long as children are 
raised even partially by families, their opportunities can never be equal; however much resources 
are equalized, affection, interest and care remain idiosyncratically centred in families. (Bane, 
1976: 142) 

In addition, establishing equality between the sexes is seen by some to conflict with 
and threaten the very fabric of family life. 

The family can be seen as a focus of political power. If the family really is a building 
block for society where people are formed for social life, conflict over social policy 
relating to the family is also a struggle for a particular kind of social, cultural, moral, 
economic and political order. It is not surprising, then, that intense conflicts have 
accompanied the White House Conference on Children and the Family in the United 
States (Camegie Corporation, 1980; Steiner, 1980). In Australia, the Family Law 
Act has been a focus of conflict between groups with strong political and ideological 
views, and the work of the Institute of Family Studies occasionally attracts similar 
attention and comment. 

Any social policy affecting the family is thus likely to arouse strong political 
opposition as it will be seen to conflict with the ideological aims of one group or 
another. 

Family education programs have been criticised for being an inherently middle class 
notion, therefore unacceptable to working class families (Payne and Leung, 1978). 
A related charge is the danger of assuming the 'healthy' individual or family life 
equals 'adjusting to society' (Poster, 1978). 'Family education' could be a 
euphemism for 'behaviour modification' or 'thought reform' (Fay, 1977). 

While these objections raise serious issues, they can all be contested. 

Family education does not have to involve an 'invasion' of the family by profes
sionals and experts. Featherstone (1979:47) urges that family policy 'ought to be 
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about helping to provide contexts in which people could help each other' , and that 
families should have more choices about the kind of help they receive. Help sho!lld 
augment family life, not diminish it by subjecting the family to class and race 
disdain or the power of bureaucrats and professionals. If families or individuals 
emerge from an educational program with increased choices, competence, self
esteem, enriched support networks, greater control over their individual and cor
porate lives, surely this is an empowering of the family, not the reverse. 

Claims that anti-poverty programs should precede educational ones have been 
answered by Featherstone: 

It is one thing to underscore income and redistributive issues, to point to the decisive necessity for 
family support and full employment. It is another to forgo thinking about the services children and 
families need and to lapse into the current defeatism that says anything government does is 
terrible. (Featherstone, 1979:46) 

The concern that family education would further entrench the inherent inequality of 
family life is a serious one. However, some programs and policies aim to increase 
support between families. Cooke (1981) claims that the Institute of Human Devel
opment in Western Australia has been successful as a catalyst helping to integrate 
disadvantaged families with more effective social networks. The Brotherhood of St 
Laurence's Family Centre Project is another example claiming success (Benn, 
1976). 

The objection that ideology relating to the family is too divisive an issue to allow 
social support programs for families to be developed is based on an assumption of 
one uniform approach to which all families and family groupings would have to 
submit. What in fact is developing is a wide range of approaches which of necessity 
(because participation is voluntary) respect, and cater to, the values and needs of the 
clients. 

That family education and family enrichment programs have a middle class orienta
tion is a serious charge. Studies to identify the nature of positive interaction in 
families tend to have been done on middle class families and thus may be biased 
towards middle class norms and expectations. However, not all research into family 
competence has been conducted exclusively with middle class families (White and 
others, 1979). Research into slum families (Minuchin, 1967) reaches conclusions 
consistent with research into middle class families. In Australia there is evidence of 
a desire for family education from working class families (Hughson, 1980; The 
Committee for the Family, 1983). 

Whether programs attempt to foist alien values and styles onto families depends on 
what process of education is used. If the process forces clients into a passive, 
recepti ve role (only), if by implication it blames or demeans clients, or attempts to 
make them more dependent on 'professional' or 'expert' help, the charges of 
manipulation and invasion are valid. But if clients emerge with added skills, 
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self-worth, insights and understanding, the program can claim to be empowering. 
Client-centred evaluation allows the participants' concerns in this area to emerge. 

Before turning to the outcomes of evaluations of these programs, it will be helpful to 
consider the context in which they have been developed (especially noting changes 
in the practice of education for family life over the last 15 years) and some of the 
issues involved in evaluating a human service such as education for family life. 
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Trends in the development of family life education programs 

A review of the literature shows marked changes in methods of family education 
over the last 15 years. Fifteen years ago, a family life education program would 
probably have taken part in a school setting, with an audience ofteenagers who had 
no choice about their attendance. A didactic style would have been used to tell 
smdents about family life and instruct them in the attitudes and behaviour con
sidered appropriate when they eventually assumed the roles of spouse and parent. 

The didactic style gradually gave way to include discussion segments and the use of 
audio-visual resources. However, most recent reports and programs assume the 
superiority of experiential and dynamic learning methods. The clients of the 1980s 
will almost certainly be adults, attending of their own choice, possibly with their 
partner or other members of their family system. The participants will learn skills, 
concepts and attitudes of immediate use in the family role they have already 
assumed or are about to assume. The learning process is likely to involve partici
pants in direct interchanges with other members of their family, or other partici
pants, contrasting with the role of passive recipients of knowledge common in the 
1950s and early 1960s. 

Most current family life education programs are focused on key family life stages or 
family life tasks, such as programs for: 
• the premarital or early marriage phase; 
• the first time parent (infancy); 
• parent skills (older children); these include programs such as Parent Effectiveness 

Training (PET), and Systematic Training for Effective Parenting (STEP); 
• marital enrichment or couple communication; these include programs such as 

Marriage Encounter, Marriage Enrichment, and Minnesota Couples Communi
cation Program (MCCP); 

• family separation; there are some programs for families or family members 
coping with bereavement or divorce, or preparing to contract a new marriage 
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(Messinger, 1976; Welch and Geranvold, 1977; Levy and Joffe, 1978; 
Neuvonnen and Krieger, c. 1980). 

L' Abate (1981) provides a description of the major programs in use in the United 
States. Many of these programs are available in Australia. 

This change in the approach to family education cannot be understood without 
reference to the growth of theory in several related areas, such as, family systems 
theory, experiential learning theory, and attempts to formulate a concept of health in 

. families. 

Family Systems Theory. Family systems theory has developed out of psychiatry, in 
particular group psychotherapy, with an important contribution form Bateson' s 
(1972) research on communication and paradox (Watz1awick and others, 1967; 
Malcolm, 1978: 49 ff.; Poster, 1978: 110 ff.). It has been developed by a diverse 
group of practitioners and the term covers a broad continuum of approaches. 

There are some common themes. In referring to the family as a system, theorists see 
the family, both nuclear and extended, as similar to societies, large and small 
corporations and organisations. Being an open system, the family undergoes 
transformations as it moves through its life cycle. Though it has processes to 
establish equilibrium, it is never static. Within the family, there are routine patterns 
of interaction to deal with circulation of information, power, affection, and 
resources for the members (Kantor and Lehr, 1975). These patterns derive in part 
from the family'S own theory of what it is about - its beliefs, ideals, expectations 
and values. The successful meeting of family needs depends partly on the capacity 
of this system to cope with inputs and demands from sources both internal and 
external to the family. Stressful inputs from external systems may require change in 
the family's 'theory system', which gives meaning to the experience offamily life. 
For example, a different set of expectations may be accepted which results in the 
mother going to work, the father becoming principal care-giver; or the family may 
change its environment through migration. Successful adaptation within the family 
depends on adequate means of communication among family members (Satir, 
1972). Some family structures are likely to be constantly prone to stress because of 
the quality of their internal systems. Hierarchy, sex roles and sexual relating are 
other factors in interaction patterns. 

Family theorists have noticed that both healthy and disabling patterns tend to 
persevere in families over generations. This applies more to pathological family 
systems, because excessive rigidity is typical of pathology (Minuchin, 1974). 
Family historians also note that 'families exhibit an astounding tenacity in holding 
their mutual outlook in the face of contradictory information or events' (Musto, 
1980: 124). 
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The fact that 700 people were present on one day of the 1982 Australian Family 
Therapy Conference indicates the impact of systems theory in the whole area of 
psychotherapy. Its influence on family education is in the realisation that a purely 
cognitive approach is not appropriate for inducing change in a family system. 
Working with individuals will have limited effect, because the system's powerful 
mechanisms of maintaining stability will tend to return the individual to his or her 
former way of relating. However, working with dyads (especially the parents, 
whom Satir calls 'the architects of the system'), or with the whole system, has the 
potential of introducing a change in the system itself which is then likely to be 
maintained. 

Experience has shown that families can become aware of their own patterns of 
behaviour; can choose new ways to behave; and can increase their choices over their 
own processes in the future (Papp and others, 1973; Minuchin, 1974; Praetz and 
Eastman, 1980). As families with severe and longstanding dysfunction are charac- . 
terised by high defensiveness and rigidity, it is much easier for healthy families to do 
this (Minuchin, 1974; L'Abate and Weeks, 1976; Olson and others, 1979; Russel, 
1979). There is thus an argument for informing healthy families of what has been 
learnt about family functioning, rather than restricting this knowledge to rescue 
operations (which of course are essential) of families already in crisis. Key aspects 
of the family system which are seen to provide a focus for family education are: 
• rules; 
• communication; 
• self-esteem; 
• relationships with the outside world (Satir, 1972). 

Experiential learning . The techniques for experiential learning have been popular
ised to a great extent through the Group Life and Encounter movement of the 1960s 
and 1970s. They have been accepted largely because people find them absorbing 
and they allow very rapid learning (Blatner, 1973). They are very suitable for topics 
such as communication, interactions, self-concept and self-esteem, conflict resolu
tion, decision-making, rules, family values, and the relationships of family to other 
groups and society generally. Matters of daily experience can be explored using the 
experiential learning cycle (Miles, 1959). New communication skills may be learnt 
by communicating, observing what happened (by identifying feelings and insights 
and observations from oneself and from others), selecting new behaviours to be 
tried, practising new behaviours, again observing the results, applying and inte
grating what has been learned and generalising to future behaviour. 

Experiential learning assumes that people are agents of their own learning, rather 
than objects to be filled with potted wisdom derived from the learning of others 
(Freire, 1969, 1972; Knowles, 1970). It assumes that people's ability to learn 
depends on their own motivation; and that because of their innate creativity, people 
are able to discover and create solutions uniquely suited to their own dilemmas, 
problems or concerns. 
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A concept of health infamily systems. Family education is also affected by current 
understanding of what constitutes a healthy family. Some theorists have questioned 
the very notion of family health. At times, the position has been adopted that 
families are intrinsically destructive to their members (Millet, 1970; Laing, 1971; 
Cooper, 1972). 

Poster (1978) has accused family therapists of declaring a clear boundary between 
healthy families and sick families - and hence refusing to acknowledge the socially 
induced sickness of the normal, ordinary family. However, family therapists 
frequently comment on the continuum of client and non-client families (L' Abate 
and Weeks, 1976) and suggest that all families have weaknesses and strengths, and 
no judgements should be made about the 'healthiness' of particular families. Others 
react against the idea of setting up norms for what families should be like. 

Apart from the understandable reluctance to judge, diagnose and categorise other 
humans, it is hard to understand how one can maintain that there are no particularly 
healthy families. In every area of life, some groups perform extremely well. It 
follows that there must be some families who are exceedingly good at being a 
family. It must be possible to identify and learn from these families, as White and 
others (1979) did with parents who produce intellectually and socially superior 
children, and as Maslow (1968, 1971) did with particularly well-functioning adults. 
Indeed, it is difficult to see how any attempts at family education can proceed 
without data on what a healthy family is. If certain family processes are associated 
with well-being in family members and others are implicated in the creation of 
illness and dysfunction, the community (and, especially parents) needs to know 
about it. 

However, the privatisation of the family (Poster, 1978), increasing segregation of 
people by age (Bronfenbrenner, 1976), and the lack of institutions which have all 
members of the family as clients (Bott, 1971) have led to a situation where very little 
is known about 'normal' or 'healthy' families. Knowledge of families tends to come 
from agencies dealing with those who have had to seek help for some dysfunction or 
lack of resources and therefore writing about the family is often done from a 
pathological or problem oriented viewpoint. As a result, there is very little in the 
literature on identifying healthy families and their characteristics. What has been 
published tends to be based on studies using very small samples (though Olson is 
currently conducting a nationwide research program in the United States and 
Stinnett's research is being extended to a national project) so the considerable 
convergence apparent in the findings needs to be interpreted conservatively. 

Olson and others have proposed a typology of families in which healthy families are 
those which maintain a balance between the extremes of chaos and rigidity on one 
dimension, and enmeshment and disengagement on the other (Olson and others, 
1979; Russell, 1979). A similar analysis is made by Kantor and Lehr (1975), who 
identify three main types of family systems: the closed, the open, and the random. 
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Lewis and others (1976) studied 44 families, of whom 11 were patient families and 
the rest volunteers who responded to an advertisement in a church newspaper. The 
typology of families which resulted from this study takes a very simple, functional 
definition of a healthy family and from that creates four categories of family 
competence: optimal, competent, mid-range dysfunctional, and severely 
dysfunctional. 

Lewis and colleagues follow Parsons and Bales (1955) in defining the major tasks of 
the family as the stabilisation and growth of the parental personalities and the 
production of autonomous children. A healthy family is one that fulfils these 
functions. These researchers find the observation of five key variables can reveal a 
family's level of competence. 

The structure of the family refers to whether there is a clear hierarchy, the degree 
of permeability or rigidity of boundaries between members and SUbsystems, and 
the strength of the parental bond in relation to cross-generation or extra-family 
alliances. (Is the parental bond the strongest alliance in the family or does a 
parent-child, parent-grandparent, or other alliance take precedence?) 

2 Family mythology refers to the family's perception of itself. A healthy family's 
perception of itself tallies closely with that of an outside observer. In other 
words, it has a strong reality base - a feature markedly absent from non
competent families. 

3 Capacity for problem solving refers to the family's ability to solve problems 
through negotiation and to the efficiency of the family's response to problems, 
its speed in solving them or its tendency to be left with insoluble problems. 

4 Autonomy involves both separateness and the ability to function on one's own. 
The autonomous person is able to separate his or her own feelings and thoughts 
from those of others and is able to be an initiator rather than only a responder to 
initiatives taken by others. 

When family members are so close that they are 'stuck-together' (Bowen, 
1976:242), they become so unclear of their separate identities that they tend to 
speak for one another, are deeply threatened by differences, and block moves 
towards individuation and separation. Olson and colleagues (1979) and Davis 
(1980) agree on the need for a balance of closeness with separateness. 

5 Family affect refers to the range offeelings that can be expressed, family mood 
and tone, and the presence or absence of insoluble conflict. 

Optimal families. Lewis and colleagues (1976) found that optimal families were 
characterised by a clear pattern of parental leadership. Power was shared by the 
parents, who exercised it without using authoritarian techniques of coercion and 
threats. These families demonstrated effective problem solving. They were 
'charged affectively', by which the authors meant that there was a warm tone to the 
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family. The authors found the frequency of sexual intercourse varied widely from 
family to family, but what characterised the group was that both husbands and wives 
separately declared themselves very satisfied seXUally. The husbands in these 
families were busy and successful, but had energy and affect left for their wives and -
children. Optimal families demonstrated a high level of closeness, with no sacrifice 
of individuality. Expression of feeling often met with an empathic response. There 
was a high level of acceptance of individuals and of individual difference. Humour 
was common and the families' view of themselves tallied· with that of outside 
observers. The strongest relationship in these families was that between the parents. 
The families were well affiliated with the community. Members approached human 
encounters expecting love and acceptance. These families accepted and rewarded 
individual differences. 

Children in these optimal families did not exhibit clinical symptoms. There was a 
freedom from free-floating anxiety and any depression or anxiety present was 
usually related to a realistic cause, such as exams. They showed less worry over 
physical differences than other groups. The interviewers found them open and 
trusting, and their speech clear and spontaneous. These youngsters were accom
plishing tasks appropriate for their age and demonstrated high levels of initiative. 
Parents agreed independently about each child's personality. Parental values were 
being smoothly incorporated by the children. 

Lewis and colleagues emphasise that these optimal families are alike in that their 
underlying processes are alike. However, they are very different in style. A 
comparison of the optimal family with three other levels in Lewis' s typology will 
put Lewis's views in clearer perspective. 

The competent family. The competent family is described as having a distinct 
hierarchy. Power is clearly in the parents' hands, but is less shared than in the 
optimal family. Rather, there is a pattern of dominance and submission. Husbands 
tend to be emotionally remote; wives pained, disappointed and complaining. 
Communication is clear and there is an acceptance of responsibility for one's own 
feelings and actions. These families solve problems well and have a baseline mood 
of affection, though the atmosphere is more often polite. There is some degree of 
incongruence between the family's view of itself and how outside observers see the 
family. 

The mid-range dysfunctional family. The structure of this family is either the stable 
dominant-submissive style where one parent consistently dominates the other, or it 
is a style of constant open warfare with neither parent ever really winning. Indi
viduals have clear boundaries, but there is little intimacy. Blaming is frequent, as is 
external scapegoating to maintain self-esteem. Empathy is rare. Conflict is not open 
and there is little use of negotiation. The exercise of raw power is the norm. 
According to Lewis and colleagues (1976) the mid-range dysfunctional family is the 
most common type seen by mental health professionals. 
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Severely dysfunctionalfamities. In these least competent families, the weak parental 
coalition is replaced by powerful intergenerational coalitions. Individual boun
daries are blurred. For example, family members speak for each other and purport to 
know each other's thoughts and motivations,so· that it is very difficult for the 
outsider to discover who thinks what. Gross inefficiency is the rule, and autonomy 
discouraged. Symptomatic individuals from severely dysfunctional families tend to 
have severe symptoms such as schizophrenia, alcoholism and drug addiction. 

The Family Strength Research Project in Oklahoma (Stinnett, 1979) produced 
findings consistent with those ofLewis and colleagues. It found six variables typical 
of strong families. They were: 

1 Appreciation of members for each other. 
2 Time spent together. 
3 Good communication patterns. 
4 A high degree of commitment. 
5 A high degree of religious orientation. 
6 Ability to cope with crisis. 

The study has been extended to a national sample and Stinnett (1979) claims the 
findings are being replicated at this level. 

Connie Hansen, an experienced family therapist, conducted an intensive participant
observation study of three families in 1966-67. Her method involved living with 
each family for one week. 

Her findings correlate closely with those ofLewis and colleagues. Some of them are 
listed below. 

In the most functional family there is the least use of authoritarianism, threats of 
punishment and punishment extending into other areas of the children's lives, 
although it was clear that the parents were in charge. To accomplish their goals 
with their children they tend to use more persuasion and humour, to treat the 
children with the same kind of respect that they ask for themselves, and to 
promise continued friendship with them. 

2 Directives are clear, with reminding, follow-up and consistency to the point that 
the directives are met. She did not observe directives given that the parents did 
not insist be met. 

3 Parents seem to 'listen' at a deep level to their children and thus arrive at realistic 
expectations of them. 

4 There seems to be a 'context for relief'; there are periods in the day, particularly 
after work and at dinner, when attention is given to relaxation and sharing of 
interests rather than to more productivity or criticism. 
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5 Parents seem to be genuinely interested in their children and have adequate time 
for them, which they show by maintaining attention to the point of completion 
about issues that involve their children. 

6 Parents do not seem to feel guilty or reluctant about stopping their children when 
they become too demanding. 

7 Parents seem to provide good models for the points they are trying to teach their 
children. They 'practise what they preach'. 

8 Parents expect considerable high quality effort from their children. 

9 Parents assume that the child will grow by himself. They do not feel full 
responsibility to 'make' the child grow (Hansen, 1981). 

McCubbin and associates at the Family Social Science School in Minneapolis have 
studied family stress and the coping strategies that families employ. They have 
found that maintaining self-esteem, maintaining an optimistic view of the situation 
and eliciting community support to be key coping strategies which enable families 
to survive severe and chronic stress (McCubbin, 1979; Boss and others, 1979; 
McCubbin and others, 1980). McCaughey and others, (1977) also found that coping 
families were well integrated into the community and were able to elicit support 
when it was needed. 

Other studies with findings consonant with the above on the family environment 
which correlates with 'competence', autonomy and well-being in family members 
are those of Mishler and WaxIer, 1968; Westley and Epstein, 1970; Stachowiak, 
1975; Baumrind, 1978; Dickinson, 1979; Bell and Bell, 1982; Curran, 1983. 

Family educators have chosen to focus on many of the areas identified as significant 
in research into healthy families. Programs often emphasise: 
• the use of power; 
• the ability to negotiate; 
• skills in group problem solving and decision-making; 
• skills of conflict resolution which avoid tactics destructive to the other's self

esteem or to the relationship; 
• the ability to recognise and express feelings and to listen and respond to such 

expressions with empathy; 
• the ability to affirm others, and accept affirmation from others; 
• awareness of one's own family system and choosing how that system will 

operate; 
• integration into the community. 
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Evaluation of family life education programs 

Many programs incorporating the above concepts are being developed with the aim 
to enrich and support family life and researchers and practitioners agree that they 
must be evaluated. Without such evaluation, we do not know the comparative 
merits of various programs, or which programs show the best potential for future 
development. Family educators have called for more guidance from researchers on 
'what works' (Kammeyer, 1968; Mace, 1975b). Miller and others, in their 1968 
literature search, found little agreement on what couples needed to know in order to 
launch their marital career successfully. There was some agreement on prerequisite 
developmental tasks such as satisfactory sexual adjustment, a communication 
system, problem solving skills and relationships with friends and relatives: 

However, the team was unable to find material which was theoretically sound and systematically 
designed to teach couples how (behaviourally) they might go about accomplishing the tasks 
believed to be essential to successful initiation into the first phase of the family life. (Miller and 
others, 1976:22) 

Since 1968, however, there has been frequent agreement with Miller and others 
both on the need for and the lack of well-designed research into the effectiveness of 
marriage preparation programs (Clinebell, 1975; Schumm and Denton, 1979; 
Druckman and others, c. 1981). Accountability to clients alone requires evaluation 
(and dissemination of the results) of these programs. Sawin (1978) and the Maces 
(1976) have commented on the necessity of selecting 'good' leaders or educators for 
family education programs. The Maces (1976), claiming that what matters in leader 
couples is the quality of the people and the quality of their relationship, comment: 
'such qualities are difficult both to define and to measure'. Evaluation can be a tool 
helping to define and measure these qualities and eventually to select such 'good' 
leaders. And evaluation is obviously necessary both in seeking funding for such 
projects and in fulfilling accountability for such funding. 

The complaint that so little evaluation has been done at all in this field (Clinebell, 
1975; King and others, 1978; Bader, Microys, Sinclair, Willet and Conway, 1980) 
has become less valid in very recent years, as the last section of this paper will 
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indicate. However; the evaluation done so far does not answer the questions that 
governments, sponsors, practitioners and clients pose. Where there is agreement on 
the need for evaluation of programs designed to support and enrich family life, there 
is also general agreement on the difficulty of successfully achieving this goal. The 
problems are manifold. 

How are researchers to find suitable criteria of success? Family members may 
judge the effectiveness of a program by increased intimacy, support, joy, peace, 
spontaneity and warmth in their relationships, and a lowering of hostility and 
defensiveness. How is the outsider to develop objective measures of such 
qualities? Some couples or families separate some time after taking part in 
family enrichment programs. Is this to be judged as evidence of the program's 
failure? Both partners, or one, may consider the decision to separate to be 'the 
smartest thing I ever did' (Wallerstein and Kelly, 1980) and credit the enrich
ment program with helping them to come to this decision. 

The variety and multiplicity of sponsor and client goals compounds the problem 
of choosing criteria of success and therefore makes the choice of measurement 
instruments and goals of evaluation necessarily difficult (Suchmann, 1967; 
Sjoberg, 1975; Sjoberg and Net, 1968; House and others, 1978). 

2 The timing of evaluation presents similar problems. When can a pre-marriage 
program, for example, be judged effective? At the end of the course? Three 
months after marriage? Five years after marriage? At various stages of parent
ing? Or when the children of the marriage finally set up their own families? Is the 
claimed change really a fleeting response without enduring impact? Is the 
apparent lack of effectiveness masking a 'sleeper' effect which becomes evident 
over a period of weeks or months? As late as 1979, Schumm and Denton (1979) 
report that a time-frame of one year was the maximum used in any evaluation of 
pre-marriage programs at that date. Since then, Bader, Riddle and Sinclair 
(1981) have published the results of a five-year follow-up evaluation. Family 
privacy is one constraint making follow-up studies very difficult, but more are 
needed. 

3 Chen and Rossi (1980) assert that it is very rare for evaluations of social 
engineering programs to show signficant results. House and others (1978), 

. noting the same phenomenon also question whether so much effort can have so 
few measurable outcomes. It may be that the problem lies in our theory and 
instruments of evaluation rather than in the almost total failure of our programs. 
Other researchers have pointed to the lack of evaluation instruments in this area 
(Payne and Leung, 1978: 10; Druckman and others, c. 1981) and to the lack of 
data with which to compare any results that are gathered (Walberg and Marjori
banks, 1976:548). 

4 Some experienced practitioners have commented on a resistance to evaluation 
by educators, some of whom expect the evaluation to be critical or hostile. If 
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evaluation tends not to find value in most programs, the educators may have 
reason to be wary. 

5 Evaluation methodology is apt to measure attitudes instead of behaviour, and 
reports of behaviour instead of behaviour itself (Phillips, 1971: 11). For 
example, White and others, (1979) showed that parents may very successfully 
learn skills and change attitudes and demonstrate this to researchers. However, 
they found that only first time parents actually incorporated the new skills in 
their behaviour at home. Clients also may report changes in their behaviour 
which are not obvious to an observer. Or they may in fact change and fail to 
notice this change themselves. 

6 Space (1980) reports a tendency for evaluators to look for a change that was not 
actually planned for in the program. Perhaps the reason for this is the evaluator's 
tendency to choose a goal for evaluation on the basis of what is measurable, 
rather than the most significant goals from either the educator's or client's point 
of view (House and others, 1978; Chen and Rossi, 1980). 

7 Evaluators frequently exclude many program goals (House and others, 1978). 
The inability of traditional research designs to handle many variables partly 
accounts for this trend. Kilmann and others (1978) showed a tendency for 
couples to improve on only one variable when several variables were measured. 
Thus the tendency to exclude many program goals increases the chances of not 
finding any significant result. 

8 Many programs have unintended effects which evaluators may fail to notice. 
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Chen and Rossi, (1980) propose a 'multi-goal theory-driven approach to evalu
ation' in which theory is used to predict likely results of a particular treatment 
and in that way to select the goals of evaluation. Asserting that social reforms 
tend not to be based on social science, Chen and Rossi question the official 
goal-fixed paradigm of evaluation because: 
• Policy makers do not look to social science in the design phase. 
• Social sciences (except maybe economics) have yet to develop an adequate 

set of theories that are relevant to social problems. 
• Two kinds of social theories are needed: theories that model social problems, 

and theories that model programs. 

Conventional evaluation, according to Chen and Rossi, tells whether a program 
affects a narrow range of intended measurable effects. They suggest that a 
different evaluation could tell us what effects actually occur (intended and 
unintended) and enlarge our knowledge of both the social problem and adequate 
treatments. 

Conventional evaluators often passively accept the goals they are asked to 
evaluate. Through constructing a theoretical model of the problem a closer link 
between program design and evaluation can be achieved. Chen and Rossi 
expect, then, a much closer link between program designers and evaluators at 
the design stage. 



9 The measurement and evaluation process itself is a signficant intervention that 
affects the results (Cicourel, 1964; Sjoberg and Net, 1968; Denzin, 1970). This 
was demonstrated most clearly in White's Preschool Project (White and others, 
1979), in which the research design involved comparative studies of four 
groups. The group that was measured only, but received no treatment actually 
scored highest of all the groups on the desired changes. It can also interfere with, 
hinder and even destroy the process being evaluated. King and Groundwater
Smith (1978) refer to the use of questionnaires and other instruments competing 
for time with the actual program being measured and forcing changes and 
cut-backs in the program. Or the presence of outside observers and the measur
ing process may interfere with an ,atmosphere of spontaneity and trust which 
may be a key ingredient in achieving the goals of a particular program (Bemard 
van Leer Foundation, 1979). 

10 House and others (1978: 154) have pointed to the need to control for the effects 
of particular leaders and particular settings. The attempt to evaluate Follow 
Through (an extension to Head Start) indicated that 'each model's performance 
varies widely from site to site' . 

11 Self-selected groups and groups characterised by special needs (family crisis, 
economic need, or family dysfunction) are known to respond differentl~ from a 
'normal' popUlation (Madden and others, 1976; White and others, 1979; Bader 
and others, 1980) .. Controlling for self-selection of groups has dramatically 
reduced the significant changes achieved by an education program (Madden and 
others, 1976). On the other hand, L' Abate and Weeks (1976) have shown that 
some programs are unsuitable for some clients but may be very effective with 
other groups. The existence of some 'program-resistant' people does not neces
sarily invalidate a program and the matching of program to client type and stage 
of life cycle is one of the tasks of evaluation. 

12 Costs and difficulties of evaluation have forced a concentration on questions 
such as 'which model works best?' and a shelving of the potentially more 
rewarding questions: What makes the models work? How can one make the 
models work? (House and others, 1978). 

Evaluation designs 
Evaluation designs can be broadly categorised as: 
• Self-report, participant observation, and interview; 
• Standardised tests and measurement intruments; 
• Field studies, case studies, process analysis. 
Each approach has certain strengths and weaknesses. 

Self-report, participant observation, and interview. Znaniecki (1969) and others 
have demonstrated the difference between natural systems and human systems in 
which actors' meanings have such a primary place. Because of the importance of 
'meaning' in human systems, methods of knowledge designed purely for natural 
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systems are deficient in learning about human systems. Self-report, participant 
observation and interview methods are well suited to gathering actors' meanings. 
They are adaptable to the 'numerous, vague and ambiguous' goals which Sjoberg 
(1975) suggests are inevitable and necessary in client-centred programs if the 
legitimate demands and interests of clients are to be met. This approach credits 
clients with the ability to name their own problems and concerns, and their goals in 
taking part in a particular program. As a corollary, it assumes clients can identify 
changes or learning resulting from a program. It is sometimes forgotten that most 
standardised measures rely eventually on the clients' ability and willingness to 
identify their concerns and learning and report reliably on their own behaviour or 
attitudes. 

Another advantage of this approach is that it can be used in a way which allows 
clients to present their own construction of reality (Berger and Luckman, 1966). If 
participants' responses are restricted entirely to questionnaires framed from the 
researcher's view of reality, there is a danger of what Cicourel (1964) calls 
'measurement by fiat'. That is, the researcher has imposed his viewpoint by closely 
controlling the categories to which participants may respond. Client-centred 
approaches can exercise control against errors by collecting data from a number of 
sources, observing behaviour itself instead of relying only on tests of attitudes or 
reports of behaviour, and using a range of observers. 

Some weaknesses are evident in this aproach. It is not easy to compare responses 
across groups or to replicate studies. It is difficult to train interviewers and observers 
to achieve comparability of data. For example, White's Preschool Project (White 
and others, 1979), which was funded at the rate of one million dollars a year, for 13 
years, lost critical data which seriously reduced the learning from the whole project 
because one observer did not follow the standard procedure and correct rating 
system. 

Standardised tests and measurement instruments. Standardised tests and measures 
have the advantage of producing results which can be related across various 
populations. They frequently include' lie' checks or other aids to reliability. If they 
are well developed and have been extensively used, estimates of their reliability and 
validity exist. they are more convincing to the sceptical outsider. However, there 
are also problems in their use. The instruments used may often be very crude 
measures of family environment or interaction. For example, the Piers-Harris 
Children's Self-Concept Scale includes assent to 'I am different from other people' 
as a sign of low self-esteem. Many would consider recognition and valuing of one's 
own uniqueness to be a sign of high self-esteem. The problem, however, is not so 
much whether particular questions are appropriate, but how such instruments can 
measure something as complex and subtle as family environment. 

The problem of choosing instruments in view of clients' multiple, overlapping and 
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contradictory goals; the tendency not to evaluate for most goals; and the tendency to 
choose a goal on the basis of its measurability rather than its significance in the 
program have all been mentioned. 

In addition, not enough instruments have been developed. Often, the instruments 
used were developed to diagnose a relationship or quality. Instruments such as the 
Piers-Harris Children's Self-Concept Scale, the Moos Family Environment Scale 
and the PREP ARE Premarital Relationship Inventory, while useful at the diagnostic 
level, have been found deficient when used to measure changes over time (Carnes, 
1981). Yet these are some of the most frequently used instruments. 

Test administration takes up time which strains the goodwill of clients and intrudes 
on and hampers the process the tests are intended to measure (King and 
Groundwater-Smith, 1978; Bemard van Leer Foundation, 1979). The measurement 
process itself is a significant intervention which may either enhance or block 
treatment effects (White and others, 1979; Bader and others, 1980, 1981). The mere 
answering of a relationship-focused standard questionnaire has been shown to 
accelerate the progress of a relationship towards either marriage or separation 
(Rubin and Mitchell, 1976, reported in Druckman and others c.1981). This raises 
ethical issues and a need for an awareness of the possibility of unexpected side 
effects of research into significant relationships. (This applies to all methods of 
research used.) Or it is quite possible that the measured change is not incorporated 
into family life (White and others, 1979). Another consideration is the overt or 
covert ideological underpinning to whatever instrument or criterion is chosen 
(Gurman, 1978). 

Field studies, case studies, process analysis. These evaluation designs can be used 
to check whether the changes in behaviour and the learning of skills reported are 
actually incorporated into behaviour in the family. It was the field study and process 
study component in White's Preschool Project (White and others, 1979) that 
revealed the differences between first time parents and parents of second or later 
children. While most parents could be taught the skills that characterised the 
parenting behaviour of parents with children who were developing particularly well 
intellectually and socially, White and his colleagues found that only first time 
parents incorporated this behaviour into their repertoire at home. This accounted for 
the marked differences in outcomes for first time and later time parents, a finding 
that could only have been guessed at without this component. 

White and others (1979) argue for the value of process analysis in determining 
whether changed parental behaviour results in a changed experience for a child. For 
example, when a parent reads a story to a child, the session may be experienced by 
the child as a time of rapt attention, a daydreaming session, or a time of boredom. 
Field studies and process analyses have obvious advantages in checking the relia
bility of clients' reports of behaviour, that is, of observing behaviour directly 
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instead of relying on reports or memories of behaviour. Equally important is the 
opportunity to gather reports from those people most likey to notice or experience 
the clients' behaviour- in this case, other family members. 

In arguing for more longitudinal field studies, White and others (1979) report that 
through longitudinal work, they learnt considerably more than was contained in the 
quantitative data, including learning that could not have been anticipated and 
therefore could not have been the focus of measurement in a traditional study. 

Case studies give an in-depth view of a situation and are useful in supplementing the 
information provided by questionnaires. They can provide hypotheses for further 
testing or contribute to new theory, as did Bott's study of family and social networks 
in London (Bott, 1971). However, qualitative studies are often expensive, time 
consuming and difficult at design, execution and analysis of data stages (La Rossa, 
1977; Strauss, 1977). It is not surprising, then, that White's $13 000 000 study is the 
only project found in this literature survey which made extensive use of well
designed, longitudinal field study and process analysis in developing and evaluating 
an educational program for a major family life task. 

Field study, process analysis and participant observation approaches, when not 
supported by data from more objective measures, have been criticised as being more 
open to bias, distortion and wishful thinking than are standardised tests interpreted 
by statistical analysis. To accept this judgement without reservation would be to 
overlook the corresponding critique of statistical methods which the qualitative 
researchers have mounted (Znaniecki, 1969; Phillips, 1971; Filmer, 1973; Sjoberg, 
1975). 

This judgement also disregards the techniques of data collection, verification and 
analysis that have been developed for these qualitative approaches (Cicourel, 1964; 
Becker and Geer, 1970; Sjoberg, 1975; Bullivant, 1978) and reflections on the best 
methods to learn about people and social phenomena compared with methods 
developed to investigate natural systems (Znaniecki, 1969). 

However, some proponents of qualitative approaches agree that it may be more 
difficult to convince the sceptical outsider of the results of qualitative studies 
(Strauss, 1977). Codd suggests: . 

(It) has failed to achieve much of what was initially promised. In particular, it has been too easily 
dismissed as 'subjective' 'impressionistic' ... (Codd, 1981:278) 

It seems, then, that while most methods have their strengths, no single approach to 
evaluation can avoid serious flaws. Consequently, a variety of approaches and 
designs are necessary so that a more reliable overview can be obtained. 

Results of program evaluations 
Over 60 reports of a variety of family life education programs were reviewed. It is 
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difficult to summarise the outcome of the evaluations for two reasons. Firstly, the 
programs were of many different types, varying in goals, methodology and content. 
They were aimed at different phases of the family life cycle and different members 
of the family, such as: 

• couples in the pre-marriage or early marriage phase; 
• communication or other programs for couples of any age and stage; 
• parents at the time of birth of the first child; 
• parents of young children and adolescents; 
• adolescents who were seen to need sex education and relationship programs; 
• whole family groupings; 
• separating and divorcing couples; 
• individuals and families involved in re-marriage. 

Secondly, reports varied from simple descriptions of the content and methodology 
of the course to carefully designed evaluations using a range of measures, data from 
a variety of sources and complex strategies to minimise error. 

What follows is an overview of trends which emerge from the evaluation studies. 
The evidence is stronger for some of these trends than for others. 

1 It is possible to teach skills, change attitudes and alter family or couple inter
actions by relatively simple and short interventions or programs. Evaluations of 
programs claiming to assist in these areas show the following: 

• Parents became less authoritarian and more democratic following training in 
parenting skills (Schultz, 1981a, 1981b). 

• Positive changes in mother-child interactions were demonstrated following 
parent education programs (Schultz and Nystul, 1980; Schultz, Nystul and 
Law, 1980). 

• Measurements of children's self-esteem increased after their parents took part 
in a parent skills program (Schofield, 1979). 

• Families demonstrated more effective decision-making (Stanley, 1978) and 
reported greater family happiness and improved family functioning (Schultz, 
1981a) after parents atte~ded a parent skills course. 

• Couples substantially increased the number of their positive messages and 
problem solving statements (Witkin, 1976; Farris and Avery, 1980), in
creased in self-disclosure, empathy and warmth (0' Augelli and others, 1974; 
Travis and Travis, 1975), demonstrated a greater willingness to seek help 
when necessary (Bader and others, 1980, 1981), and increased their ability to 
negotiate conflict (Bader and others, 1980, 1981) after participation in a 
variety of couple communication and relationship skills workshops. 

• Couples who participated in a premarital and post-marital program on 
communication and conflict negotiation demonstrated that disagreement 
areas can have a positive rather than negative impact on the marriage (Bader 
and others, 1980, 1981). The control group showed a very different pattern. 
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• Couples learnt and demonstrated in the 'at home' situation the use of self
defined helpful communication patterns (Margolin and Weiss, 1978). 

• Couples increased the range of their available communication styles and 
hence had greater choices of how to relate, including the choice to maintain or 
change their current ways of relating to one another (Nunnally and others, 
1975). 

• Children showed an increased positive relationship with mother and father 
(and an increased negative relationship with the father) (Schultz, 1981b) after 
the parents completed a parenting skills course. 

• Couples who completed the PREPARE Premarital Relationship Inventory, 
both with and without counselling, experienced greater post-wedding adjust
ment compared with couples who attended a traditional program or no 
premarital program (Druckman and others, c. 1981). 

These findings were all from carefully designed empirical studies using control 
groups and statistical methods and they are supported by three literature 
surveys. 

Duval (1965: 184) concluded, after surveying 80 evaluations of marriage 
courses in schools and colleges, that 'marriage courses have proven to be 
remarkably effective in all measures used to evaluate them to date'. 

D' Augelli and others ( 1974) reviewed the literature of programs to teach honest 
communication, empathy and sharing of feelings in intimate relationships and 
concluded that skills to assist individuals and families in dealing with their own 
concerns can be taught effectively and efficiently. 

Beck (1975) reviewed three programs of marriage enrichment and concluded 
that positive effects on the marital relationship can be achieved by a relatively 
brief, concentrated approach focused on modification of marital interaction 
patterns. 

2 There is a trend away from the pureli cognitive, biological, instructional 
programs of the 1960s to include more dynamic programs which involve 
couples or family members in direct interchanges. Some aspects of this shift in 
orientation are evidenced by the following: 
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• Programs taught primarily in school or college settings (the 80 family life 
programs reviewed by Duvall (1965) were all school or college based, see 
also Luckey, 1967; Baker and Darcy, 1970; Force, 1970; Crosby, 1971) are 
shifting to programs for all stages of the family life cycle held in community 
venues such as church halls, family welfare agencies and weekend retreat 
centres (Force, 1970; Benson and others, 1975; Bader and others, 1980, 
1981). 

• Verbal, cognitively based programs in which an 'expert' tells clients about 
family development, values, and sexual development (Stern, 1969; Force, 
1970; Crosby, 1971; Kerckhoff and Hancock, 1971) are converting to more 
dynamic programs which involve family members in direct interchanges 



(Beck, 1975) and provide opportunities for members to get some 'feedback' 
on how they are relating. This information on how they currently relate may 
come from the interaction which develops in couple or group dialogue, from 
video replays, from role plays and role reversals or from answering structured 
questionnaires using computer-assisted analysis and reporting on results (an 
example is the PREPARE Premarital Relationship Inventory). Opportunities 
to try out and practise different ways of relating are provided in role plays and 
interchanges with partners or other participants. A strong emphasis on a 
relaxed atmosphere of trUst where new behaviour may be tried out is a feature 
of many current programs. 

• Relatively unstructured programs of lectures and free-flowing discussions 
(see Oussoren's and Kondroth's criticisms of these reported in Bader and 
others, 1980) are moving to carefully structured approaches based on theo
retical models and with specific content and processes (Schultz, Nystul and 
Law, 1980). These are often 'packaged' programs such as PET (Parent 
Effectiveness Training), STEP (Systematic Training for Effective Parent
ing), and MCCP (Minnesota Couples Communication Program). 

• Models where the client listens and the assumption is that change comes from 
hearing information or gaining greater understanding and -insight (Sacks, 
1965; Stem, 1969) are changing to programs which emphasise the learning of 
specific skills such as 'active-listening', 'no-lose negotiating' or becoming 
aware of destructive comments and learning alternative strategies to replace 
familiar but unhelpful ones (Stein, 1975; Simon, 1976; Bader and others, 
1980, 1981). 

• There is a move from a previous emphasis on sex education and family 
planning, often with a 'problem' orientation (Duval, 1965; Baker and Darcy, 
1970; Crosby, 1971), towards an emphasis on relationship issues (Marshall, 
1967; Gordon, 1976; Sawin, 1978, 1982) and an attempt, sometimes short
lived, to focus on family strengths (Satir, 1972; Sawin, 1978, 1982). This 
approach often includes sex education, but in the context of relationship and 
family life issues (Siegel, 1969). 

A series of changes in the names commonly given to family life education 
programs in recent decades indicates the changing emphases and assumptions 
of educators over that time. Force (1970) found the following progression of 
program titles in her literature search: social hygiene; sexual hygiene; sex 
education; preparation for marriage and parenthood; family living; education 
for marriage and family living; and family life education. 

Burnard (1976) describes a similar change in emphases, methodology and 
underlying educational assumptions in the Australian context. 

Assessing whether the shift in approach documented above is justified is a key 
question for evaluation research. There is considerable recent evidence to 
suggest that the new developments are justified. The comparative study of 
different levels and styles of premarital courses carried out by Druckman and 
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others in 1981 indicated that traditional marriage preparation courses were 
equivalent to almost no intervention at all (at least on the dimensions meas
ured), while the newer programs showed significant results. 

Schultz and Nystul (1980) comment on the failure of Adlerian Mother Study 
Groups to affect mother-child interaction in the same way as PET and 
Behaviour Modification. They hypothesise that this failure was due to the 
lack of role plays and skills practice in the former program. Role play and skill 
practices are frequently components in the newer approaches. Space (1980) 
lists six studies which referred to a need to incorporate intensive programs to 
work on specific skills if better results were to be achieved. 

Beck's 1975 survey of findings on the outcomes of marital counselling 
covered 24 studies of communication training, behaviour modification and 
marriage enrichment groups. Of the communication training programs, Beck 
reported that 'this type of training may well hold considerable promise as a 
new approach to prevention (of marital problems)' (Beck, 1975:163). Over
all, Beck concluded that the studies seemed to support the 'newer modalities' 
that utilise more structure and simultaneously involve both husband and wife 
in direct communication exchanges. 

3 Conjoint approaches (in which two or more members of the family participate 
together) are more successful than programs directed to individual members in 
isolation from the family. 
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There is increasing evidence in the marriage counselling field that conjoint 
approaches (working with both spouses simultaneously) or conjoint group 
approaches (groups of couples) work best (Cookerly, 1976). Gurman and 
Kniskern (1978) report that deterioration of the relationship is more likely in 
indi vidual and group marital therapy than in conjoint therapy. The improvement 
rate in individual marital therapy was found to be an unimpressive 48 per cent, 
compared with rates as high as 76 per cent for conjointly interviewed couples 
(Gurman, 1973) and an overall improvement rate of 66 per cent for couples who 
received conjoint treatment (Gurman, 1973; Beck, 1975). Cookerly (1976) 
reports one study with a five-year follow-up which found that 56.4 per cent of 
clients whose treatment was primarily conjoint were still married, compared 
with 29.8 per cent of those treated primarily in individual therapy. 

Family systems theory suggests that the family's powerful mechanisms toward 
stability and homeostasis tend to block any moves for change coming from an 
individual member and will return the system to its previous dynamics 
(Watzlawick and others, 1967; Miller and others, 1976). Programs aimed at 
individuals in isolation from the family system would thus be unlikely to be 
effective. However, if a change can be introduced into the family system (for 
example, by the marital couple both learning more effective negotiation or 
conflict resolution skills), an ongoing change can be expected. In the only 
five-year follow-up done at this time (Bader and others, 1981), an increasing 
improvement over time was reported for a program with marital couples. 



Stanley (1978) compared PET parent education with parents only and with 
parents and adolescent children. Overall, she found that parents from the family 
group changed behaviour, and parents from the parents-only group changed 
attitudes. Adolescents who participated in the program significantly improved 
their scores in moral reasoning. At follow-up one year later, the participating 
adolescents' scores had continued to rise (but not at a significant rate), while the 
scores of the adolescents from the parents-only group had actually decreased, 
though not to the pre-test level. The one-year follow-up found all five families 
from the family group had continued to have family meetings at home, 
compared with only two out of six of the parents-only families. 

Crosby (1971:12) reports that the controversy surrounding school based pro
grams on family life issues disappears if the education process begins with 
parents and community. He reports that concern with issues of family privacy 
dissolves when parents, community and school authorities join together in 
planning, implementing and evaluating family life education programs. Again, 
from a systems perspective, it can be expected that families will react strongly to 
unsolicited and non-consultative interventions which may alter family 
dynamics. Values, of course, are an important component offamily dynamics. 

Doherty and Ryder's (1980) criticisms of PET include the warning that it can 
damage the family to teach a basic change in the philosophy and behaviour of 
parenting to one parent only. They report individual cases where this has created 
a division between the parents, with consequent expression of superiority, 
disdain and alienation between the spouses. 

There appears to be considerable evidence to support the further development of 
couple and whole-family programs. Comparison of these programs with those 
for individuals in isolation from the family context is an important evaluation 
issue. 

4 It is necessary to match programs to client needs. Not all programs suit all clients 
(Hunnicutt and Schapiro, 1976; L'Abate and Weeks, 1976; Space, 1980). 

One dimension that affects client acceptance of a program is client personality 
and learning style (Neville, 1971). Another key variable is stage of personal and 
family life cycle. This will be dealt with more fully under the 'timing' of 
educational interventions. One study found evidence that clients learned most in 
areas where they were currently struggling in their relationship (Hinkle and 
Moore, 1971). 

5 Some families or couples are not good candidates for enrichnient programs. 
L' Abate and Weeks (1976) argue that this does not necessarily mean the 
program is defective. They state that families unlikely to benefit from enrich
ment programs are those in which there are: 

• entrenched problems; 
• long standing dysfunctional patterns of relating to one another; 
• members (especially parents) who are uncooperative with the program or 
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leaders and who deny or externalise all problems (that is, who blame agencies 
outside the family for all problems). 

Sawin (1978) advises against accepting a 'dysfunctional' family into a family 
cluster unless the family is receiving therapy. Hunnicutt and Schapiro (1976) 
see couples with 'a current disabling condition' as unsuitable for marriage 
enrichment programs. Their pre-session interview checks whether couples: 
• show an awareness of the possibility of improvement in the marriage; 
• can commit themselves to full attendance at the program and to payment of 

the fee; 
• have some Willingness to share feelings with other couples. 

Sawin (1978) stresses the need for a home visit where leaders check with each 
family member on willingness to attend and participate and specifically ask: 
'What do you want to have happen now you are in cluster?'. 

These research conclusions are consistent with Beck's 1975 comparison of 
studies of marital counselling and education programs that did not show positive 
results with those that did. The programs which did not show positive results 
were with multi-problem families and families with long entrenched diffi
culties. Clients were not 'volunteers. They were not a homogeneous group, but 
came from a whole school system or other large administrative structure. In 
contrast, the studies reporting positive results were of homogeneous groups, 
volunteers, or people looking for some help (suggesting a difference in motiva
tion), either non-problem or single-problem families, and the programs were 
related to client needs or interests. 

There is a high level of agreement among researchers and practitioners who· 
have addressed the issue of identifying families unlikely to benefit from educa
tional and enrichment programs. Their findings fit in with those of family 
theorists who define an unhealthy family as a rigid family and therefore one that 
is very unlikely to change (Minuchin, 1974; Olson and others, 1979; Russell, 
1979). 

The poor results to be expected from working with families who have long 
entrenched dysfunctional patterns of interacting are an argument for enrichment 
and educational programs for non-problem families (Carnes and Laube, 1975; 
Satir, 1975), in other words, for investment in prevention rather than only in 
attempts to cure serious difficulties once they have developed. 

6 Both decay of learning and 'sleeper' effects occur after family life education 
programs. Kilmann and others (1978), in evaluating marital enrichment groups 
based on fair-fight training and a sexual enhancement component, found that 
some significant effects dissolved at follow-up. Others were not significant until 
then. Schultz and Nystul (1980) found the mother-child interaction changed 
over the 12 months after treatment. The change was consistent with a change in 
attitude that was later incorporated into behaviour on the mother's part. Schultz 
hypothesises that a change in attitude may come before a change in behaviour 
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and that an internalisation of learning process may occur in the 12 months 
following a fairly intensive parent education program, such as PET. Nadeau 
( 1971) found changes in attitude suffered less decay than behavioural changes 
over the two-month period following participation in a marital enrichment 
group. Bader and others ( 1980, 1981) found that a slight but continuing increase 
in learning occurred over five years in couples who took part in a premarital 
program with a follow-up session six months after the wedding. 

Decay of learning and sleeper effects raise issues for the timing of program 
evaluation. Longitudinal and follow-up studies seem particularly necessary. 

7 The timing of the educational or enrichment program in relation to family life 
cycle is very important. Bader and others (1980, 1981) found that patterns of 
conflict set early in the marriage tend to continue. The control group showed a 
dramatic deterioration in their patterns of conflict in the first year of marriage; 
after that, a slight but steady further deterioration took place. The effect of the 
main area of disagreement on the marriage slumped to a negative impact during 
the first year. The experimental group avoided both the deterioration in the 
pattern of conflict and the increasingly negative effect of the main area of 
disagreement on the marriage. Instead, the main area of disagreement continued 
to have a high positive effect on the marriage. The five-year follow-up showed a 
small but persistent increase in differences between the control and 
experimental groups. This suggests that intervention at the critical pre-marriage 
and early marriage stage, before destructive patterns of conflict have emerged, 
can have a long-term positive effect on the marital relationship. 

Some have questioned whether the pre-marriage stage is a suitable time for 
education, arguing that couples are too idealistic at this stage for change to take 
place (Guldner, 1971). However, PREPARE type programs have reported that 
up to 10 per cent of couples d~cide to separate after receiving the results of a 
143-point questionnaire which reports back to them on some main areas of 
agreement and disagreement and on strengths and weaknesses in their relation
ship. Many couples who intend to marry are reported to be unaware of their 
intended spouse's views on raising children, on politics, spending habits, or 
leisure activities (Callender, 1981). Spokesmen for Marriage Encounter's 
program for engaged couples likewise report a significant number of couples 
who decide, once communication between them has been fostered, that they are 
unsuited to each other, and terminate the relationship. It seems, then, that 
pre-marriage is not (as has been claimed) necessarily a stage completely 
defended against insight and change. Bader and others (1980, 1981) recom
mend the addition of an educational segment six months after the marriage, but 
do not recommend abandoning premarital education programs. In fact, their 
study indicates that the whole pre-marriage and early marriage period is a 
crucial one for preventiye strategies. 

These findings are supported by research in the United Kingdom, which shows 
that the first five years are crucial in a marriage. Almost 50 per cent of marriage 
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breakdowns date from this period, although separation and divorce may not take 
place until many years later (Dominian, 1980). 

White and others (1979), in their programs for the development of parenting 
skills, found that firstborn children surpassed the later born by a decisive 
margin. Process analysis of parents at home supported the conclusion that child 
rearing practices of first time parents are more sensitive to change than those of 
parents of two or more children. It would seem, then, that first time parents are a 
better audience for parent education than parents of second and third children. 

Fein's (1976) study of the first weeks of fathering found a need and a desire for 
parenting education coinciding with the first experience of fathering. 

A major component of Wall er stein and Kelly's (1980) study was evaluating a 
short-term, child oriented counselling intervention at the crisis stage of separa
tion and divorce. They were surprised at the extent of confusion and need for 
guidance that parents express as they go through the divorce process, and point 
out that most parents lack models to follow at this time. 

There is a diminished capacity to parent which shows up, for example, in the 
number of parents (fully one-third) who fail to warn children of the impending 
separation: 

Four fifths of the youngest children studied were not provided with either an adequate 
explanation or assurance of continued care. In effect, they awoke one morning to find one 
parent gone. (WaIlerstein and Kelly, 1980:39) 

Wallerstein and Kelly urge the provision of counselling for families at this crisis 
stage. Benedek and Benedek (1979) support this finding and Hetherington and 
others ( 1979) declare it ' a major social responsibility to develop support systems 
to assist the family members' over the divorce crisis (Hetherington and others, 
1979:46). 

Messinger (1976) shows, from interviews with 70 remarried couples, plus 
experience from counselling, that people are typically unprepared for even the 
predictable stresses of remarriage involving children. She urges an educational 
program to prepare for remarriage. 

It appears that 'just married' and 'first time parent' are 'teachable moments' in 
the farnily life cycle (White and others, 1979; Bader and others, 1980, 1981). 
Research indicates that there are other such times when family members are 
eager to learn and look for added resources with which to respond to a new 
situation. Evaluation of family life education programs could further clarify the 
issue of the most appropriate timing of these programs. 

8 Programs of 12 hours or more give better results than shorter programs. 

The programs that achieved significant results in evaluation studies tended to be 
from 12 to 24 hours long (D' Augelli and others, 1974; Simon, 1976). 

Beck's 1975 overview of the outcomes of marital counselling found an increas
ing rate of improvement with increasing time in counselling. It is likely that a 



similar dynamic would apply in educational approaches and also that a point of 
diminishing returns would be reached. 

Hughson (1980) reports that a period of eight weeks is not long enough for the 
changes in attitude and behaviour fostered by PET to take place. Fourteen per 
cent of the parents were concerned about the integration of the learning and 
wanted some follow-up to the program. 

Schein's model of attitude change (Schein, 1973) suggests that three phases are 
necessary: 

• an 'unfreezing' of existing attitudes and beliefs, so that a person becomes 
willing to seek alternatives; 

• the presentation of a coherent and relevant body of beliefs, which the client 
begins to assimilate; 

• a process of 'refreezing' , where the new attitudes and behaviour become part 
of the person's world view and behavioural style. 

Hughson (1980) believes that PET has the greatest limitations at the stage of 
'refreezing' and implies that too short a time is the major cause of problems. She 
recommends support: groups to provide some follow-up to PET courses. 

The benefits of sessions once a week compared with intensive weekend or 
longer sessions are another, related issue. Space (1980) comments in a review of 
five studies that little research has been done on the most appropriate time-frame 
for whole-family education programs, and that this is an area that needs 
clarification. 

Stanley (1978) and Riskin and McCorkle (1979), among others, have findings 
which support the contention that it takes a long while for the 'seed' planted in a 
family life education program to grow. 

9 There is an increasing availability of programs to support people through 
important family life stages, and there are indications that people are seeking 
such support. 

Doherty and Ryder (1980) report that 400 000 parents had taken PET courses in 
the United States. In Australia, PET and STEP are widely organised by schools, 
churches, kindergartens, and other community organisations. In at least one 
office of education (the Catholic Education Office, Melbourne), there is a 
full-time staff member providing such courses and training leaders of courses. 
Concurrently, teachers are being trained in similar techniques to reduce the 
conflict that may arise between home and school. Pre-marriage courses are 
provided mainly by the churches and the Family Life Movement. Marriage 
Encounter provides a couple-led program for engaged couples and weekend 
retreats for married couples. 

Divorce and bereavement counselling or support groups are becoming available 
(Weiss, 1975; Ladbrook, 1976; Levy and Joffe, 1978; Neuvonnen and Krieger, 
c. 1980). In Australia, the National Association of Loss and Grief and the 
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Council of Adult Education have provided such groups, and marriage counsel
ling organisations also incorporate separation and divorce counselling. 

10 Self-help support groups are of particular interest and seem to reach a wider 
audience than professionally organised programs (Gartner and Riessman, 
1977). 

Nursing Mothers' Association, Childbirth Education Association, Parent 
Australia, Marriage Encounter, Marriage Enrichment, Parents Without 
Partners, and the playgroup movement are all examples of client-led move
ments providing support, resources and education for important family life 
events or tasks. MELD, a program offering a 'blending of information and 
support for new parents' may be introduced to Australia soon and it, too, is 
'peer-led' . 

As they are run by non-professionals, they are less financially exclusive and 
avoid the problems of families being unable to benefit because they cannot 
afford the fees, or of families losing more autonomy to professional 'invaders' 
(Lasch, 1977). Many church-run and government-approved counselling 
agencies have minimum or sliding scale fees to assure accessibility to their 
programs. 

Alcoholics Anonymous, AI-Anon,- and Grow are examples of self-help groups 
with impressive results in supporting people suffering the effects of alcohol 
addiction or mental illness - two major causes offamily stress and breakdown. 
Benedek and Benedek (1979) note that: 

even self-help groups of high quality do not seem to enjoy the esteem to which they are 
entitled (from professionals), resulting in undue limitation of potentially beneficial 
referrals. (Benedek and Benedek, 1979: 166) 

Lasch (1977) argues that there is a clash of interests between professionals and 
families. Evaluation plays an important part in clarifying this important issue. 

11 Coping wIth stress is a viable target of preventive family health policy. Families 
can improve their coping strategies in ill health, separation and other stress 
situations (Ladbrook, 1976; McCubbin, 1979; McCubbin and others, 1980). 
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The work of McCubbin and colleagues of the Family Social Science group at the 
University of Minnesota has shown that stress, especially stress related to family 
relationships and family finances, has an injurious effect on the health of a 
chronically sick child - and possibly on the health of every family member. 

A major and effective coping strategy used by families under stress is to procure 
support from the cornmunity (Boss and others, 1979; McCubbin, 1979; 
McCubbin and others, 1980). Families with effective networks, or well inte
grated into the community, tend to be healthier or able to cope better (Speck and 
Attneave, 1973; Attneave, 1976; McCaughey and others, 1977; Henderson, 
1980). 

Strategies or programs that enrich people's relationships and strengthen their 



ability to make and sustain satisfactory relationships are therefore likely to result 
in considerable gains in well-being. 

12 Improvement in the couple relationship has effects that extend beyond that 
relationship. The nationwide study of the Family Service Association of 
America (FSAA) counselling services showed that over half the clients reported 
improvements extending beyond the marital relationship. 

These improvements extended not only to the couples' relationships with their children but 
also to other aspects of family functioning, to total family functioning and to the 
interaction of family members with the larger social network. The aspects of family 
relationships in which progress was reported included improved patterns of communica
tion, better handling of conflict, more reciprocity in need satisfaction ... and more 
mutual comfort and enjoyment. Gains in family members as individuals were perceived 
not only in the husband and wife but also in the children. . . 

Improvements in relationships outside the family included in some instances changes in 
employment, income, housing, recreation, school, and legal problems. In many of these 
areas, changes were noted more frequently than in the marital problem itself. (Beck, 
1975: 154) 

Beck's observations came from self-report and client-report studies. Some 
empirical studies also found changes extending beyond the marital couple who 
received treatment (Hughson, 1980; Schultz and others, 1980), but this has not 
been a major focus of research. 

13 Improvement in family relationships may be possible even in cases commonly 
perceived as beyond reconciliation. 

Beck (1975) reports three studies in which reconciliation counts are one measure 
of the effectiveness of the programs. If the results are merged, 64 per cent of the 
treated cases were reconciled compared with only 28 per cent of those randomly 
assigned to a no-treatment control status. When counts were taken of the more 
successful treatments only, the percentage of reconciliations increased to 78 per 
cent. Beck comments: 

... the findings were amazingly positive, considering the known difficulty of reversing 
the conflict spiral after a couple have begun the litigation process. (Beck, 1975: 170) 

In view of the known economic, physical and psychological costs of family 
breakdown (for some family members at least), these small studies deserve 
further investigation. 

14 There is conflicting evidence on whether the style of family education programs 
developed so far is suitable for a broad cross-section of families or only for 
middle class clients. 

Payne and Leung (1978) suggest that working class people prefer segregated 
marital roles and resist marriage education which inculcates middle class 
assumptions of shared roles and companionship marriage. They also note the 
experience of the Centre for Personal Encounter in Adelaide (COPE) that 
working class people do not book into courses and therefore need to be contacted 
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in a different way and resources provided somehow 'within the existing 
system'. 

However, Papp, (1973), Miller and others (1976), and Hughson (1980) found 
education programs. The programs described all contained role play and skills 
practice and so did not rely entirely on cognitive and verbal approaches. They 
also required and allowed a high degree of participation from clients. 

The Marriage Education Institute of Victoria (one of the largest providers of 
pre-marriage education in Australia, with 2272 clients in 1981) finds recruit
ment in working class suburbs no more difficult than in middle class suburbs. A 
church-based survey of families in the outer western suburbs of Sydney found a 
high rate of agreement among the groups consulted that 'marriage preparation 
courses were essential'. Half the groups involved believed that 'the present 
helps available to married people with problems were insufficient' (The 
Committee for the Family, Outer Western Region of Sydney, 1983). There is 
some evidence, then, that the notion of educational and preventive approaches 
to family well-being is not intrinsically unacceptable to working class families. 
This is not to deny the very real dangers of attempting to foist middle class 
family values or learning styles onto working class families. 

15 Program leadership raises many issues, few of which have been systematically 
addressed. 
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Space (1980) notes that in the 'whole-family' programs she surveyed, leader
ship varied from no leaders to one or two leaders. Some programs specified a 
male-female couple. Space notes that no rationale was offered for any of these 
styles of leadership. Other researchers (Genovese, 1975 and Sawin, 1978, for 
example) also found evidence of the male-female couple leadership in 
communication and marriage enrichment courses. 

There is a trend to non-professionals, carefully selected and screened and given 
special training to enable them to lead successfully. Mace (1975a) argues that: 

the best facilitators [for Marriage Enrichment courses] are- married couples who play a 
fully participatory role as members of the group, rather than the separate, authoritative 
role assumed by the therapist. (Mace, 1975a:41) 

He further argues that the evidence of the effectiveness of such leaders is 
'reassuring' and that, as the groups are not therapy and couples with serious 
difficulties are strongly discouraged, non-professionals are adequate to the task. 
Durlak (1979) reviewed 42 studies which compared the effectiveness of profes
sional and paraprofessional helpers. Most studies indicated that para
professionals achieve clinical outcomes equal to or significantly better than 
those obtained by professionals (see also D' Augelli and others, 1974). 

Mace and Mace (1976) find that non-professionals can quickJy develop the 
skills needed, while professionals need to unlearn certain attitudes to develop a 
particip-ating style. Full professional rates would make the cost of a marriage 
enrichment weekend prohibitive for most people. 



Sawin (1978, 1980) stresses the need for adequate training of leaders. Leader
ship training and evaluation is provided by MCCP, Marriage Encounter, 
Engaged Encounter, Marriage Enrichment, PET, STEP, and most programs 
which reach such a level of organisation that they can be' offered to large 
numbers of people. 

While several programs claim to select and screen leaders carefully, few publish 
on what basis this selection and screening is done. Mace and Mace (1976) select 
leaders on the basis of the personal quality of the people and the quality of their 
relationship. Eligibility as a leader depends on participation in two marriage 
enrichment groups led by two different leader couples whose evaluation is the 
key part of the selection process. Mace claims that leaders can make a reliable 
judgement after 15 to 16 hours exposure to the couple. With MCCP, entrance to 
leader training is dependent not on a professional degree, but on experience and 
ability in group leadership. After leadership training, the trainee conducts three 
workshops as an 'apprentice'. Certification depends on the written evaluations 
of participants in these workshops. 

Sawin (1978) stresses the importance of the leaders 'modelling' desired 
behaviour, such as open negotiation, shared power, expression of feeling, 
listening in depth, respect for all members - especially children. Hunnicutt and 
Schapiro (1976) emphasise the leader role of facilitating communication, a 
frequently mentioned leadership task. Leaders are also expected (in some 
models more than in others) to present a coherent set of theories or concepts that 
underlie the approaches being taught. 

16 Factors associated with client deterioration have been identified for marital 
therapy, but little attention has been paid to such factors in couple or family 
education. Gurman and Kniskem (1978) identified a therapist style frequently 
associated with deterioration in marital therapy. This style was characterised by: 
• little structuring and guiding of early sessions; 
• direct confrontations of highly affective material very early in therapy instead 

of reflecting back feelings; 
• labelling of unconscious motivation early in the~apy rather than stimulating 

interaction, gathering data or giving support; 
• failing to intervene to moderate interpersonal feedback in families in which 

one member has very low ego strength. 

These types of behaviour should be less relevant in an educational context. 
However, educational approaches which unintentionally fall into a therapy 
mode frequently make one or more of the above errors. Gurman and Kniskem' s 
findings support these programs which carefully structure and guide the educa
tional process, stimulate interaction, teach skills of communication and use 
procedures that focus on positive (rather than negative) interaction. 

17 Stevens (1978) suggests that successful parent education programs achieve a 
balance between prescriptiveness and personalisation. Hughson (1980) found 
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that PET's highly structured approach made it effective despite variations in 
instructors, settings and participants. However, it is not responsive to differ
ences in individual needs or rates of learning of participants. There has been 
some criticism from sponsoring agencies that PET is too prescriptive and that 
STEP, being more flexible and open to the leader moulding the program to his or 
her own style, is more acceptable. At the other end of the spectrum, an 
'emerging design' model, such as family clusters, which teaches leaders skills 
of leading intergenerationallearning groups and of designing programs from the 
needs of the group, may suffer from not being prescriptive enough. Evaluation 
may help to clarify what is an appropriate balance between prescriptiveness and 
personalisation. 

18 Programs vary regarding the extent to which they teach a conceptual framework 
which underlies and integrates the skills and attitudes being taught. Different 
assumptions underlie the more prescriptive approaches which teach specific 
conceptual frameworks and skills and attempt to develop specific attitudes, and 
the more client-centred approaches which attempt to encourage couples or 
families to define their own concerns, set their own agenda, and find their own 
solutio.ns. Some models combine both approaches to some extent. For example, 
Understanding Us (Carnes, 1981) provides families with a conceptual frame
work such as 'the family map', and guidelines which enable them to reflect on 
their own processes, share their perceptions and choose to change, or to retain 
and strengthen aspects of their family style, as they see fit. It is not clear how 
necessary a conceptual framework is to 'effective' family education. 
• Sherwood and Scherer (1975) stress that a shared model of how stability and 

change operate in a family gives a couple a 'shared meaning' which makes 
learning to understand and control their own family system easier. 

• Papp aM colleagues (1973) found that providing concepts of how families 
function reduced the threat of (and increased the motivation for) learning to 
understand one's own family system. 

• Some programs report difficulty in integrating theoretical and dynamic 
elements (Carnes and Laube, 1975). 

19 Professionals (doctors, lawyers, clergy, teachers, and health care workers) 
should be a key target group for preventive educational approaches, because 
they are frequently the first to be contacted by people suffering from marital or 
family distress. 
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In the United Kingdom, Dominian (1980) documents how frequently people 
suffering severe family dysfunction present with physical symptoms to a 
medical practitioner. He recommends that doctors be able to respond to the 
patient's need for help in the marriage or else refer the patient for help. 
Australian research by the Institute of Family Studies also finds the local doctor 
is one of the first to be called on for help. Chester (1971:235) suggests that 
'general practioners may be strategically located to mediate in situations of 
marriage breakdown' . 



In the United States context, Benedek and Benedek (1979) lament that com
munity education on the needs of the divorced and children of divorce is directed 
essentially to the small audiences which seek it out: 

There are virtually no programs of specialised education designed to prepare doctors, 
lawyers, the clergy or other professionals for teaching the considerably larger number of 
people they might be in a position to teach. (Benedek and Benedek, 1979: 164) 

They point to the educational possibilities of television in this field and complain 
that so far: 

. . . television provides a romantic and misleading impression and is certainly not 
calculated to prepare either children or adults for the financial, emotional and social 
consequences of divorce and its aftermath. (Benedek and Benedek, 1979: 164) 

The uniquely Australian system of Infant Welfare Centres has moved increas
ingly to an educational role, especially in the area of early childhood develop
ment and in establishing learning and support groups for parents. 

20 Few studies have reported negative findings on the programs evaluated, but 
several articles raise questions concerning certain programs. 

Doherty and Ryder (1980) describe and criticise the PET program and 
philosophy, and discuss possible negative effects of PET on families. PET's 
philosophy and program are criticised for: 
• a technical, mechanical approach to parent-child relationships; 
• scapegoating parents; 
• claiming to have' all the answers'; 
• maintaining a naive view of family dynamics, in particular a lack of systems 

awareness; 
• seeing family bonds as fragile. 

PET is described as having the potential to: 
• increase covert manipulation in families; 
• lead parents to mistrust their own capabilities; 
• generate unnecessary guilt feelings in parents; 
• create or increase family division, especially when only one parent attends. 

Doherty and Ryder base their criticisms on an analysis of the PET program and 
philosophy and on the observation of acquaintances who participated in the 
course. They have not evaluated participants' experience or response in a formal 
way. 

Davies (1978) compares six models of parenting education used in Australia, 
with particular reference to the skills taught, concept of and attitude to power, 
and use of conflict resolution techniques. He questions the concentration on 
skills at the expense of other dimensions of parenting, suggesting that parents 
also need: 
• knowledge of the normal development and psychological needs of children; 
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• more emphasis on the family as an interactive unit; 
• some emphasis on cognition, because Piaget and others have shown that 

socio-emotional and cognitive development go hand in hand; 
• involvement in the planning and implementation of their own parenting 

programs, so that professional intervention does not lead to loss of confidence 
in their self-worth and common sense. 

Rinn and Markle ( 1977) evaluate 14 studies on the effects of PET on parents and 
children. They focus on methodology and conclude that: 

the research on PET has been limited in scope and inadequate in design. Of the studies 
reviewed none possessed the methodological rigor necessary for informed judge
ments regarding the effectiveness of the technique as a parent-training strategy. (Rinn and 
Markle, 1977: 108) 

Rinn and Markle' s assumption that the only approach to the study of human 
groups is through traditional empirical design as developed for the natural 
sciences shows a lack of awareness of the controversy which has raged over this 
issue for 50 years (see, for example, Weiss, 1966; Znanieki, 1969; Strauss, 
1977). It could be argued in reply that the constraints of research into human 
groups (especially with the complications that arise concerning family privacy 
l;md volunteer or self-selected groups) make it impossible in anyone study to 
meet all the criteria that Rinn and Markle require. 

For example, Gurman and Kniskem (1981) raise three issues relating to the use 
of control groups in stUdies such as these. They argue that it is impossible to 
have a true control group, to really 'match' treated and untreated SUbjects, and 
that it may be unethical to delay treatment once people in need have volunteered 
for an available program. 

However, a number of well-designed research studies (Effectiveness Training, 
1976) into PET and other such programs and the general consistency of the 
findings suggest that PET does have positive and measurable effects. 

De Young (1979) criticises Marriage Encounter on the basis of its methods of 
recruitment, assumptions of male superiority, unexpectedly heavy focus on 
religious belief, and the lack of focus on social and occupational structures 
which alientate individuals from themselves and each other. This report is 
written on the basis of the author's own participation in the Marriage Encounter 
weekend. He also states: 

Most of the couples we talked to . . . did in fact feel that their marriages had been 
strengthened by participation in Marriage Encounter. The author and his wife felt the same 
way. (De Young, 1979:33) 

Smith, Shoffner and Scott (1979) review the marriage and family enrichment 
movement. Their major concerns are: 
• clients developing unrealistic expectations; 
• failure to control leadership training and standards adequately. 



While the questions raised by these writers are valid, it should be noted that they 
arise from personal reflections on the issues, not from evaluations of programs 
based on client responses or measures of effectiveness. 

Evaluation methodology 
Some findings relevant to issues in the evaluation of family life education programs 
emerge from this literature search. 

I The results of self-report studies and studies without control groups are con
sistent with studies using traditional empirical design. 

Studies which use a combination of objective measures and/or self-report and/or 
reports by significant others tend to report converging results from the different 
measures (D'Augelli and others, 1974; Travis and Travis, 1975; Margolin and 
Weiss, 1978). 

Gunnan and Kniskern (1981), from their review of outcome research, assert 
that the results of 'poorly controlled' studies are entirely consistent with those 
using traditional empirical design. They argue, as others have done, that there is 
no such thing as a true control group and that most' controlled' studies turn out to 
be comparative studies. One problem in getting a true control group is that of 
matching individuals or couples, which, at best, can only be approximate. 

Beck (1975) carried out a nationwide survey of clients' and counsellors' views 
on family agency services in the United States. She found consistency in reports 
from counsellors and clients on whether counselling resulted in improvement in 
the total problem situation and in specific areas such as approach to problem 
coping and family relationships. But there was a tendency for clients to report 
more improvement than counsellors, especially in areas of family relationships. 

Beck ( 1975) challenges assertions that a high recovery rate occurs in the absence 
of treatment. Her analysis of control group changes reported in 32 studies (all 
systematically reporting outcomes in statistical terms, using multiple measures, 
either published studies or completed PhD dissertations - few of which could 
be seriously faulted from the research methodology point of view and which 
Beck claims exceeded the prevailing standards for published works in the 
marital area) showed th"at short-term changes were consistently small, of mixed 
direction, and, with rare exceptions, not statistically significant. However, 
there were examples of deterioration on some dimensions. She concludes that 
Segal's (1972) and Eysenck's (1952) estimations of spontaneous recovery do 
not apply to the marital relationship. Gurman (1973) comes to the same 
conclusion and states that there is probably no such phenomenon as spontaneous 
remission. 

Direct laboratory observations of behaviour, and documentary evidence tend to 
confinn the findings of the client and practitioner report studies. Further conflf
mation comes from the fact that the dimensions of the relationship which 
showed significant change in empirical studies (such as increased satisfaction 
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with the marriage, improved attitudes towards each other, changes in com
munication patterns, reduced hostility and conflict) correlated with the areas 
identified by practitioners as showing change. Areas in which counsellors found 
little change (such as patterns of dominance) similarly showed no significant 
change in the more formal assessments. 

It seems, then, that assessments by self-report and participant observation tend 
to give reliable data. Beck concludes: 

Thus one finds a convergence not only among a number of different studies, but also 
among research findings as a whole and the observations of practioners. (Beck, 1975: 167) 

2 Evaluation tends to find single focus programs more effective than those that are 
less structured and focused. 

Programs that focus on one or -two dimensions, such as problem solving, 
communications skills, fair-fight training, or sexual enhancement, frequently 
show positive results in evaluation (Nunnally and others, 1975; Miller and 
others, 1976; Kilmann and others, 1978). 

Druckman and others (c. 1981) have some evidence for the non-effectiveness of 
traditional courses of marriage preparation. It may be that single focus programs 
often have a theoretical base, which makes it possible to design appropriate 
evaluation (Chen and Rossi, 1980). Also, learning is perhaps more likely to 
occur in a single focus program of limited duration. 

3 There is a need for more and better research instruments and baseline data 
against which to evaluate programs (Druckman and others, c. 1981; Olson, 
1981). Walberg and Marjoribanks, researchers in learning environments, 
comment: 

Compared to the variety of agricultural, business, manufacturing and health indexes, 
some issued periodically for many decades, data on children's traits, precious though they 
are, are indeed spotty and unreliable and have not been thoroughly analysed. (Walberg 
and Marjoribanks, 1976:548) 

4 There are frequently undeclared ideological assumptions underlying programs 
and evaluation. For example, to evaluate on the basis of increased democratic 
attitudes in parents or enhanced empathy and warmth in spouses makes assump
tions about what is desirable, 'better' or 'normal' in marital and family relations 
(Gunnan, 1978). Qualitative evaluation overcomes this problem to some 
extent, as it allows clients to evaluate programs according to their own perceived 
needs, outcomes and values. 

5 The literature is unanimous in perceiving a need for more evaluation. Beck 
concludes from her overview of evaluation studies: 
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Although these numerous tests with exceedingly small samples give one the confidence to 
proceed, they have done little to illuminate a host of practical issues. For questions of this 
type, much larger samples, new instruments that tap new dimensions of change, and a 
much larger research investment are needed. (Beck, 1975: 17 I) 



Conclusion 

It seems reasonable to· assume that the way we behave in our families is markedly 
influenced by the family in which we grew up and by such factors as education, 
work, income level, degree of urbanisation, media influences and social networks. 
Thus it could be expected that the short programs of which education for family life 
typically consist would not significantly alter the patterns and roles learned over 
years in the family of origin. 

However, the evaluations of many programs being developed show them to be 
surprisingly effective. These findings indicate that family life education should be 
developed further and that evaluation will be of great importance in such 
development. 

Some practical issues needing answers which evaluation could supply are: 
• Which programs work best and why? 
• What are the components of effective programs'? (Comparison studies of various 

programs will help here. To date, they are very rare.) 
• Is the trend to the 'new modalities' justified? 
• What is the optimal timing of various programs in relation to the family life cycle? 
• What is the optimal length of various programs? 
• What are the various benefits of one session a week programs compared with 

intensive two or three day programs? 
• How can client needs be discerned and responded to in program design? Can 

guidelines be developed to assist in selecting programs for particular groups of 
people? Is the whole concept of family life education a middle class approach, not 
acceptable to working class families? 

• Are any programs, program elements or leadership styles associated with a 
significant amount of deterioration in clients or clients' relationships? 

• What is the most appropriate constellation of family members for family life 
education processes - individuals, couples or whole family groups? At what 
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times, in what contexts, for what purposes are the different constellations most 
suited? 

• What is the value (and what are the possible harmful effects) of the many 
self-help groups now available? Should some be more widely referred to by 
professionals? 

• What are the qualities of 'good' leaders? How can they be identified and trained? 
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Functions of the Institute 

The functions of the Institute, as defined by the Family Law Act 1975, are: 

• to promote, by the conduct, encouragement and co-ordination of research and 
other appropriate means, the identification of, and development of understanding 
of, the factors affecting marital and family stability in Australia, with the object of 
promoting the protection of the family as the natural and fundamental group unit 
in society; and 

• to advise and assist the Attorney-General in relation to the making of grants, out 
of moneys available under appropriations made by the Parliament, for purposes 
related to the functions of the Institute and the supervising of the employment of 
grants so made. 

The Institute's activities centre around meeting the following needs: 

• research on social and economic factors affecting the well-being of families of 
different types in Australian society; 

• development of an objective understanding of what is happening to the family in 
Australia, including identification of the strengths, as well as problems, of 
Australian families; 

• dissemination of information about families and family structures to all those 
whose work directly affects the lives of families; 

• monitoring and reporting on the impact of government policies and administra
tive practices on families of various types in Australia; and 

• evaluation of the effects of marriage counselling, pre-marital education and other 
services, including those areas of law aimed at assisting families. 

Thus the objects of the Institute are essentially practical ones, concerned primarily 
with learning about real situations through research on Australian families. 
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The Family Information Centre 

As a government research agency the Institute of Family Studies has a major role to 
play in the collection and publication of information on Australian families. To 
facilitate and coordinate these information activities, the Institute established the 
Family Information Centre (FIC). The Centre has three main information programs; 
publications, library collection, and data base development. 

There is a close inter-relation between these three programs. The activity of 
research leads to the demand not only for a storehouse of relevant information 
(library collection) from which to draw, but also a current index of Australian 
research on families (data base development) and a method of disseminatio"n of 
information about IFS activities, projects and research results (publications). The 
formalisation of these activities through the FIC means that each of these programs 
has a service orientation, first to IFS research staff and to others outside the Institute 
such as researchers, teachers, practitioners in the helping professions, members of 
other governmental institutions or departments and the interested public. 
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