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A large randomized telephone survey was conducted in Oklahoma to learn why couples choose to attend or not attend marriage education or other couple services.  The purpose of the study was to help the Oklahoma Marriage Initiative increase attendance at PREP workshops.  
Approximately two-thirds of Oklahoma residents would consider using relationship education, such as workshops or classes, to strengthen their relationships, with women slightly more interested than men.  The interest is higher among those who have received premarital education (86%) than those who did not (68%).  The premarital stage is clearly the most socially acceptable time for couples to 
receive relationship education.  Of those who have attended classes, over 70% report having had a very good to excellent experience, and almost 90% would recommend premarital education to engaged couples they know.

The Medicaid sample were less likely (23.2%) than the general population (29.6%) to have attended any 
type of relationship education.  They also were less likely to have a very good or excellent overall experience if they did attend a workshop or classes (60% compared to 72.2%).  However, Medicaid respondents were much more likely (71%) than the total sample (52.1%) to consider attending classes to strengthen their relationship, and more than 90% said they would recommend premarital education to engaged couples they knew.
Sixteen factors were identified that keep couples from attending programs such as relationship education.  These factors can be placed into three broad groups:  personal level constraints, relationship constraints, and external constraints.  

Themes of relational factors were Problem Solving, which included conflict resolution skill, ability to find solutions, ability to recognize conflicts, and stress; Safety, which dealt with physical or verbal threats or violence in a relationship; and Partner Consensus, disagreement over whether to participate in classes or services.  A significant relationship constraint expressed by almost 60% of participants 
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was that they could easily disagree with the partner about whether to attend relationship education.  About 1 in 4 reported safety issues, and 1 in 5 reported a lack of problem-solving skills. 

Internal themes were Trust, including trust versus mistrust of others, feeling supported by others, and openness to others; Religion, conceptualized as both internal and external, including personal relation with God and religiosity; Temperament, which assessed being relaxed versus anxious and calm versus angry; Self-conscious, worry about what others think; Concern for Image, pressure to look good, including concern about what others might think if they needed marriage education classes; Judgmental, thinking less of someone who attended marriage education; and Pessimistic, wondering what was wrong with the relationship of a couple who attended marriage education.  Nearly 4 in 10 said they would feel bad if they thought they needed relationship education, about the same proportion that said they feel pressure to make sure their relationship looks good to others.

External themes were Religion, including attending religious services; Shame, that is, fear of disapproval by family, friends, or clergy and the idea that the family must solve its own problems; Responsibilities, including arranging care for children or elders, which leave too little time or energy to attend classes; Financial, not having enough money to secure marriage education and meet other obligations; Social Support, feeling supported by friends in needing to attend classes or services; Social Environment, including use of alcohol or drugs by friends; and Family Demands, as measured by the number of children.  Nearly half of respondents, even more so males, identified the cost as a major constraint keeping them from attending a program, and a similar number said time is a major problem.  About 6 of 10 reported that their family always has solved their own problems without outside help.  About 90% of the respondents considered themselves moderately or very religious, and they were much more likely to attend programs sponsored by a church (68%) or private practitioner (61%) than by a public sponsor (33%).  In addition, nearly 1 in 4 were uncertain that clergy would encourage couples to attend relationship education.
IMPLICATIONS FOR COOPERATIVE EXTENSION.  In providing relationship education classes such as PREP (The Prevention and Relationship Enhancement Program), extension educators can benefit from knowing what factors hinder potential participants from attending.  The vast majority of the population consider themselves religious, and a significant number were not sure that their clergy would endorse relationship education.  Encouraging clergy to provide explicit endorsement of programs might increase attendance.  It also is significant that Medicaid recipients are very open to relationship education, even though they are


less likely to have had a positive experience in the past. 
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