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Some things shown by research to affect marital decline are:

· Economic factors – unemployment, low-income, poverty, debt, poor housing
· Cultural Issues – neighborhoods, religion, disadvantaged minorities
· Education – low-literacy, dropping out of high school
· Legal Involvement – incarceration
· Children outside of marriage - non-marital parenthood

A study referenced in this article, the Fragile Families Child Wellbeing Study, was the first national study of unmarried parents.   This study 
followed a birth cohort of 5,000 children and their parents where 3,712 of these births were non-marital.   The mothers and fathers were interviewed at the child’s birth, and then sequentially at years one, three, and five.  It is important to note that 73% of the families in this 20-city study were poor or near-poor.

This study found that, surprisingly, unwed parents are greatly interested in marriage and after having children they still remained romantically involved but did not ever marry.  Additionally, most were poorly equipped to support themselves financially and had low levels of education, work experience, skills, or family and community support.  A simultaneous finding was that unmarried parents were younger and more likely to already have children with one partner than are married parents. In summary, the reasons that couples did not remain together fall into two categories: financial and relationship obstacles.  A final notable finding was that relationship quality had a larger effect on the likelihood of marriage than did employment.  

The Challenges of Offering Relationship and Marriage Education to Low-Income Populations (continued)

The article continues with a discussion on relationship and marriage education programs like marriage education in the Catholic Church using an instrument called FOCCUS, a relationship enrichment program for low-income multi-cultural communities in California called Survival Skills for Healthy Families, as well as PREP which is based on extensive research on couple relationships. The state-run Oklahoma Marriage Initiative funded primarily through TANF funds is also discussed.  This is especially beneficial information to Extension educators.  

Finally, reference is made to marriage education programs specifically targeted for low-income populations: The Michigan Enhancing Family Formation Project, The Louisiana Healthy Marriage & Strengthening Families Initiative, and several federally funded programs.  
In closing, the authors mention five challenges to reaching low-income populations with relationship and marriage education programs:

1. Identifying realistic program goals

2. Selecting target audiences

3. Reaching participants

4. Recruiting facilitators

5. Developing the program’s guiding principles

Implications for Cooperative Extension:   With Oklahoma being one of the top three states with the highest divorce rates, it is imperative that we have an understanding of ways to prevent this and/or ways to intervene on multiple levels.  Knowledge of what increases the likelihood of divorce and what protects couples from divorce will benefit community education and prevention/intervention efforts. This article particularly examines these issues among low-income parents, comparing those that are married with those that are not.  This information will be useful to educators involved with relationship and family/parent education programs. 
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