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The effectiveness of family policies and 
programmes depends on their regular 
assessment. That is where qualitative 
and quantitative research on family 
structures, needs, challenges and 
changing intergenerational relations 
are needed. Such research needs to fo-
cus on emerging trends and evaluate 
the impact of implemented policy 
measures on families.  
 
In that context, family impact assess-
ment studies, which seek to assess the 
impact of particular socioeconomic pol-
icies on families, are important.  They 
have the potential to ensure that new 
policies effectively respond to the nu-
merous challenges faced by families in 
a changing world. 
 
[Report of the Secretary-General, Implementa-
tion of the objectives of the International Year of 
the Family and its follow-up processes, A/73/61–
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Government, the academia and other stake-

holders are keen to gather evidence to explain 

the various causes affecting the wellbeing of 

families and its members. Finding the roots of 

the current challenges can be definite or at least 

a huge step forward into tackling, before and in 

a more affordable way, social inclusion prob-

lems. The preventive approach of social chal-

lenges is usually an evidence-based strategy 

with long-term policies.  

 

Research has demonstrated that parental di-

vorce is correlated across cultures with higher 

rates of depression, suicide, anxiety, drug use 

[1], decreased academic performance, criminal 

activity [2], and health disorders including obe-

sity and eating disorders in the children of the 

divorced couples. Additional studies have 

shown that a particularly high risk for divorce 

exists during the period immediately following 

the birth and bringing home of a new baby.  

 

The examples of the studies conducted to ana-

lyze the effects of parental divorce are various 

and can be found in every region. In China, a 

study has shown that the socio-economic status 

of the family plays a pivotal role in the mental 
 
  



health status of children and adolescents. Inad-

vertently, parents may expose children to these 

factors through situations they feel are out of their 

control or out of ignorance, for instance, by leav-

ing home or letting their children be raised by 

other people. It has been shown that children and 

adolescents who live without parents exhibit 

higher levels of depressive symptoms than those 

with parents around them. [3]  

 

Tests of simple effects have revealed in Singapore 

that adolescent boys from single-parent families 

were found to be significantly higher on suicidal 

ideation compared with adolescent boys from 

two-parent families. [4] Regarding health disor-

ders including obesity and eating disorders, in sub-

Saharan Africa data has shown that children from 

divorced couples experience significant health dis-

advantages relative to their peers with married 

parents. [5]  

 

Additionally, a study of urban youth in Finland 

showed that Depression was found to be more 

common among the offspring of divorced families 

than those in cohesive families. [6] A research con-

ducted for youth in metropolitan Boston showed 

that parental divorce is linked with adolescent de-

pression in two ways: (1) it is a source of numerous 

secondary problems and stresses that are causally 

related to depression; and (2) it alters youths’ reac-

tivity to these stresses, in some cases enhancing, 

but in other cases mitigating, their depressive ef-

fects. Economic hardship was also linked to de-

pression, with a connection to divorce as a result 

of single-parent families due to financial stresses. 

Nevertheless, data failed to show that the differ-

ences between youths in single parent and intact 

families predate the divorce. [7]   

 

In Uppsala (Sweden), a report has shown that de-

pressed adolescents with separated parents had 

an excess risk of recurrence of depression in adult-

hood, compared with depressed adolescents with 

non-separated parents. In addition, among adoles-

cents with depression, parental separation was as-

sociated with an increased risk of a switch to 

bipolar disorder in adulthood. Among the matched 

non-depressed peers, no associations between pa-

rental separation and adult depression or bipolar 

disorder were found. [8]  

  

A study motivated by the results of this re-

search sponsored a six-month course for cou-

ples teaching them to navigate the reorganiza-

tion of their household and relationship post-

birth. Couples who participated in the course 

had measurably more stable marriages and 

better mental health following the birth of the 

baby than couples who did not complete the 

course. Similar studies regarding the results of 

marriage and parenting education courses 

yielded the same results, across cultures and 

geographical areas. [9]  

 

Therefore, governments and social institutions 

should invest financial and other resources in mak-

ing early parenting and relationship education 

courses widely accessible in order to invest in 

more stable family structures and the correspond-

ing opportunities to reduce the issues described in 

below. [10]   

 

 

Methodology 

 

To develop this position, data from across cultures 

regarding the use of marriage or couples’ therapy, 

marriage education courses, and parenting educa-

tional courses was reviewed. When possible, spe-

cific research regarding the use of these methods 

in the context of new parent education on divorce 

rates in the period subsequent to the birth of the 

first child was evaluated.  

 

For some geographical areas, this data was una-

vailable. Because the issues that challenge couples 

adjusting to the arrival of a new baby share certain 

facets in common, the effectiveness of these edu-

cational courses in a diverse range of cultural con-

texts can be extrapolated from the available data, 

with the acknowledgement that in cultures where 

psychology, therapy, or public discussion of family 

matters is not affirmed, the usage of a course may 

not be effective. 

 

Data regarding the impact of divorce on child wel-

fare in the Middle East and Asian countries was 

less available than data for Western, African, and 

eastern European countries. Data regarding the 

use of couples’ therapy for couples bringing home 

a new baby was limited to studies conducted in 

the United States.  
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Most research centered on the bringing home of a 

new born child who was the biological child of the 

parents. Use of these courses in the context of 

adoption was not evaluated. Other research may 

be done in the future. Additionally, virtual partici-

pation in these courses is now feasible, but no data 

is available demonstrating the effectiveness of a 

virtual course.  

 

 

Policy recommendations  

 

Governments should partner with local marriage 

or family psychologists or family not-for-profit or-

ganizations to host pilot programs across key de-

mographic groups. The results and participant ex-

periences should be evaluated one and two years 

after the courses to determine the impact of the 

course.  

 

 

Possible methods for administering courses  

 

In order to effectively reach parents and couples, 

governments should partner with local community 

institutions in which parents and couples are al-

ready active. Examples may include schools, 

churches, employers, or even, in some geogra-

phies, fitness centers.  

 

The leadership of an international family or-

ganization based in the United States chose to 

partner with local churches by training church 

staff to present the courses. This approach was 

chosen strategically after determining that few 

couples would follow through in attending a 

course hosted by strangers at an unfamiliar lo-

cation.  

 

 

Incentives for Participation  

 

Sponsoring institutions should charge a nominal 

fee for participation in the course or access to 

online educational materials because research has 

demonstrated that people value resources more 

when the individuals have made an investment, 

even a nominal one, in the resource.  

Local, regional, or national governments may 

choose to reward couples who complete the 

course financially. Financial rewards vary from 

cash vouchers to tax benefits to reduced licensing 

fees for administrative paperwork. Sponsoring in-

stitutions should evaluate each of these options 

and choice that which best fits their circum-

stances, culture, and political context.   

Course Format  

 

 Current technology has made virtual coursework 

possible. Making pre-parenting education courses 

available online may be beneficial in allowing 

individuals, such as couples living in rural areas,  

who might otherwise not have access to the 

courses to participate.  

 

However, participants in studies on pre-parenting 

education courses identified one of the primary 

benefits of the courses as the opportunity to build 

friendships with and provide support to other cou-

ples in the same situation. While virtual resources 

may be a useful complement to in person educa-

tional courses, it is likely the virtual resources 

would not be sufficient to completely replace the 

in-person sessions.  

 

 

Additional considerations 

 

 

Opportunities for Additional Study  

 

Current research pre-dates technological de-

velopments that supports virtual classrooms 

and courses on demand. There is an oppor-

tunity to evaluate the effectiveness of these 

courses, particularly in the context of reaching 

working couples, low-income couples, or cou-

ples living in remote areas.  

 

However, as described above, couples in previ-

ous studies indicated that the opportunity to in-

teract and converse with other couples in similar 

situations was key to their positive experience 

with the course. It is possible the content of the 

courses is only one aspect of the studies and 

that, without the human interaction with other 

couples; the courses would not be as effective.  

 

 

Counterarguments  

 

The acceptance of third-party participation or train-

ing in the context of marriage and family varies 

across cultures. In cultures with very traditional 
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gender roles, male participation in preparation for 

childbirth and upbringing may not be widely ac-

cepted.  

 

Additionally, couples bringing home a child 

through adoption may or may not be aided by 

these courses. Little research exists measuring the 

use of these courses in the context of adoption. 

Evolving and increasingly fluid concepts of family 

and romantic relationships may make defining the 

target participants and measuring the success 

rates of this project difficult.  

 

Little data exists regarding the use of marriage 

preparation courses outside of the United States. 

Couples in marginalized groups, such as migrant 

couples and low-income couples may find it diffi-

cult to access educational courses due to financial 

or other constraints. It may be difficult to measure 

the impact of these courses for families living in 

extreme hardship because numerous sources of 

stress, violence, and poverty may correlate regard-

less of the courses. Some research has suggested 

that pre-marital counselling does not have a signif-

icant correlation to marital satisfaction. [11] 

 

 

Responses  

 

Pre-parent courses are not the solution to all prob-

lems related to family instability, and, in certain 

contexts, may not even be helpful until more fun-

damental human needs are met. The fact that pre-

parenting courses cannot solve all problems or 

reach all people should not the basis for a conclu-

sion that the courses are not worthwhile for those 

who can be positively influenced.   

Conclusion 

 

The negative impact of divorce on children is 

now nearly universally accepted. Society also 

suffers the consequences, through increased 

crime rates and decreased well-being. Reducing 

these trends requires addressing what science 

has demonstrated to be one of their root causes 

– divorce. Effective solutions to the problem of 

divorce must address issues which separate cou-

ples pre-emptively. 

 

Investing in parenting education courses will help 

some couples develop the skills necessary to pre-

pare for the birth of their first child and success-

fully navigate the fragile period in their relation-

ship which follows.  

 

Partnering with established community institu-

tions, such as schools, churches, and professional 

associations will allow these courses to reach the 

intended audiences through established struc-

tures, and thus improve the effectiveness of the 

courses.  

 

Establishing on-demand parenting education 

programs and other online resources is an ad-

ditional way to provide information to new 

parents, but should not be used in lieu of in 

person courses, which allow parents to build 

friendships and share experiences with each 

other.  

 

In conjunction with other pro-family efforts, sup-

port and education for early parents is likely to 

reduce the divorce rate and build a brighter fu-

ture for the youth and the nation.
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