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Summary 

• The cost of family breakdown to the UK taxpayer is conservatively estimated at 

£20-24bn per year
1
. High proportions of lone parents receive state support. 60% 

receive housing benefit
2
 and 40% receive out of work tax credits

3
, compared to 

10% of couple parents in each case. The £11,500 average cost per year of the UK’s 

1.9m lone parent families is a proxy for the marginal cost of each additional lone 

parent family.  

• Government therefore has a huge incentive to reduce family breakdown where 

possible. Relationship education is an effective low cost way to strengthen 

families, prevent and reduce conflict and family breakdown
4
.  

• Low-cost relationship education programmes have the potential to access 

150,000 families at key life stages of marriage and parenthood each year, based 

on existing local schemes than can be made available nationally.  

• Two national schemes implemented through voluntary sector networks would 

cost a net £4m per year, equivalent to a tiny investment in prevention compared 

to the ultimate costs of treatment. For example, the proposed post natal scheme 

would pay for itself if only 0.7% of those who would have split up stay together. 

That’s 78 couples nationwide. The actual improvement in family stability is likely 

to eclipse this undemanding requirement by a huge margin.  

• Other preventive schemes can and should also be implemented, for example in 

the military and prisons, with similarly high potential.  

• Although the best relationship education programmes derive from a large 

worldwide body of prediction and outcome research, little of this research has 

been conducted in the UK. An accompanying research programme is essential to 

demonstrate both the immediate impact on attending couples as well as the 

longer term impact on national family stability.  
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Relationship education 

• A well-established body of predictive research shows that common patterns of 

behaviour amongst couples in the early stages of relationship distinguish couples 

who do well from those who do less well
5
.  

• A growing body of outcome research shows that couples who learn about these 

changeable patterns subsequently have more positives, fewer negatives and less 

conflict in their relationship, and reduced divorce or separation rates
6
.  

• This has now been demonstrated using a broadly similar approach amongst 

engaged couples
7
, unmarried new parents

8
, and prison families

9
.  

• Arguably the most robust recent study, using a randomised control design, 

showed that divorce rates amongst military couples who attended a 12 hour 

programme were significantly lower after one year than amongst those who did 

not (2% vs 6%)
10

.  

 

Lay educators 

• One of the major advantages of preventive relationship education is that 

professional or counselling expertise is not required.  

• Outcome studies show that lay educators with minimal training produce similar or 

better results compared to university trained educators
11

.  

• Almost all evidence-based programmes are now “taught out of the box” by 

ordinary parents, usually after observing a demonstration of the programme.  

 

Access 

• There are two main life stages where family breakdown is most concentrated.  

• Amongst couples getting married today, one third of the 45% of couples who will 

eventually divorce do so between their second and seventh anniversary.  

• Amongst couples having a baby, 9% of married couples and 35% of unmarried 

couples will separate before their child’s fifth birthday.  

• In terms of efficiency and potential impact, any preventive programmes should be 

focused on these two access points: marriage and childbirth
12

.  
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Pre-marriage 

• Most of the outcome research on the effectiveness of relationship education has 

been conducted with engaged couples. The key finding is that divorce rates in the 

first five years tend to be around 30% lower amongst newlyweds who attend 

some form of well-organised relationship programme
13

.  

• A criticism of this research has been that the more stable outcomes might be due 

to some as-yet-unidentified characteristic amongst attenders. However a 

randomised control trial amongst only couples marrying in church showed that 

relationship education programmes benefit couples
14

.  

• In the UK, two thirds of weddings are conducted by civil registrars and one third 

by churches and religious bodies
15

. Currently only a handful of registrars signpost 

relationship education of any kind whereas around one quarter of churches offer 

“marriage preparation”, which may or may not include relationship education. In 

recent years, the National Couple Support Network has had some success in 

bringing together various local organisations and individuals who deliver marriage 

preparation programmes. For example, 3-5% of all couples getting married in 

Bristol attend a programme within this network. There is therefore enormous 

scope for increasing access to couples and availability of programmes.  

• A national scheme that accessed just 10% of civil weddings and 20% of religious 

weddings would cost £6m per year and could potentially save £18m per year. 

Scheme costs can be almost entirely funded by a £20 increase in wedding fees, 

with a 100% discount as an incentive to attenders and a course cost of £100 per 

couple. At this level of 14% take-up, the scheme would be expected to cost a net 

£1m per year and reduce family breakdown by 1,500 couples every year
16

.  

 

Post-natal 

• A recent large scale US community study has shown that unmarried new parents 

can benefit from good quality relationship education
17

. Since 35% of UK 

unmarried new parents are likely to split within five years, even small increases in 

stability would have a significant impact.  

• In Bristol, a shortened programme called Lets Stick Together now consistently 

accesses 30% of all first time mothers in the local area. Access is via health 

visitors, existing post-natal groups, health clinics and Surestart Childrens centres. 

There are no outcome studies yet for this one hour programme. However Lets 

Stick Together is a condensed version of the best available 12 hour programmes 

used in the US community study cited above. Evaluation results are 

overwhelmingly positive amongst married, cohabiting and single parents
18

.  
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• A UK national scheme based on the Bristol model could access some 125,000 first 

time mothers per year. Of these, 6,000 married mothers and 5,000 cohabiting 

mothers will separate before their child’s fifth birthday, at a cumulative cost of 

£330m before year five only. The cost of a national post-natal scheme, including 

start-up, would be £2.4m per year.  

• This scheme is cost effective if it achieves even a fraction of the impact of longer 

programmes, reducing family breakdown by 0.7%. This is equivalent to 78 couples 

staying together out of the 11,000 couples who would have otherwise split. Put 

another way, the scheme still pays even if 5% of the couples who would have split 

during the following year delay for a year
19

.  

 

Other schemes 

• Breakthrough Britain outlined a series of viable relationship education schemes 

using other access points that would also reduce family breakdown
20

. These 

include prison families and military families.  

• Offering programmes to prison couples in particular improves the potential to 

reduce rates of reoffending, which are lower when there are family visits during 

the sentence and family links on release
21

. Established programmes are run 

mostly by the charity Time for Families in a dozen or more prisons.  

• One of the most robust predictors of family breakdown amongst military families 

is the personal experience of combat (not separation as is often assumed)
22

. The 

latest and best designed studies of relationship education have specifically 

demonstrated the benefit of relationship education to military families
23

.  

 

A brief description of relationship education 

• The strongest predictors of success in the early years are our negative behaviours 

or bad habits. In later years, the positives tend to matter more. In Lets Stick 

Together, we teach both.  

• The simplest way to understand relationship education is to apply these ideas to 

the way you relate to your own loved ones.  

• So for bad habits, we use the acronym STOP signs: S=Scoring points, T=Thinking 

the worst, O=Opting out, P=Putting down.  

• Relationship education is about changing the things that you can change. STOP is 

not what your spouse or partner does to you. You can’t change them. It’s about 

identifying how you sometimes react when you feel tired or under pressure. Each 

STOP sign is a little warning to check your attitude. By noticing your STOP signs, 

you can nip them in the bud, often simply by apologising or talking about it. When 

you change yourself, the relationship will change automatically for the better.  

• Pick one of the STOP signs that you tend to do automatically and see what 

happens when you decide to do it a little less often next week.  

• For more information, see www.letssticktogether.com  
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