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Pastoral counselors who provide premarital counseling must address the topics 
that are most relevant to couples as they prepare for marriage. This article pre
sents the results of a survey of clergy who provide premarital counseling, demon
strating the relative importance that clergv ascribe to premarital counseling 
topics, as well as the relationship between religious affiliation and ratings of topic 
importance. 

Pastoral counselors often assist couples as they prepare for marriage. 
Although members of other professional groups also offer premarital 
counseling, clergy are the most common providers of premarital 

counseling.1 During premarital counseling sessions, pastoral counselors 
may address a wide range of topics with engaged couples. Because pre
marital counseling programs average about four hours of contact time with 
couples,2 time limitations render it impossible to address all topics that may 
be relevant. Therefore, the counselor must attend to the topics that are 
most pertinent and beneficial in helping the couple prepare for marriage. 
Following a reviewT of existing research that examines the relative impor
tance of topics in premarital counseling, this article presents the results of 
a survey of clergy who provide premarital counseling. The results of this 
survey demonstrate the relative importance that clergy ascribe to premari
tal counseling topics, as well as the relationship between religious affilia
tion and ratings of topic importance. 

The topics addressed in premarital counseling are intended to bring 
about positive changes in the premarital relationship in order to enhance 
the marriage.3 The premarital counseling programs that are described in 
the literature incorporate numerous topics, and topics vary among pro
grams. Commonly addressed topics that are found in the literature include 
the following: careers, finances, friendship and social support, parenting 
and children, religion, family of origin issues, attitudes and beliefs toward 
marriage, gender role expectations, personality characteristics, values, 
adjusting to married life, commitment to marriage, communication skills, 
conflict resolution skills, coping skills, emotional management, fun and 
leisure, the importance of spending time with one's partner, problem-solv
ing, romance, and the sexual relationship.4 In addition to these topics, 
counselors may address client motivation for participating in interventions 
such as premarital counseling.5 Premarital counselors can address motiva
tion by attending to the couple's reasons for coming to premarital coun
seling and discussing the benefits of premarital counseling. 

Previous research examined couples' perceptions of the usefulness of 
various topics. Russell and Lyster examined consumer satisfaction among 
participants in a marriage preparation program in Canada.6 Their results 
indicated that participants are generally satisfied with premarital education 
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programs. The order of satisfaction in specific components of the program 
wTas as follows: (a) family-of-origin issues, (b) finances, (c) communication 
and conflict resolution, (d) sex roles and sexuality, (e) children and par
enting, and (f) family and friends. In a later report, Lyster, Russell, and 
Hiebet t found that satisfaction in specific program components may differ 
according to the context of a couple's marriage.7 For example, they report
ed that couples who are remarrying are more likely to value discussing the 
topic of spirituality as compared to couples who are entering their first 
marriage. 

Williams and Riley examined the topics that participants in marriage 
preparation programs view as most helpful.8 Several different types of mar
riage preparation programs were considered, and all participants in the 
study were couples who had been married for one to eight years. The 
results indicated that nearly two-thirds of couples thought that marriage 
preparation wTas a valuable experience. Results also indicated that some 
aspects were more valuable than others. The researchers suggest that mar
riage preparation should focus primarily on dealing with the initial transi
tions of adjusting to married life. For couples in this study, the most 
valuable aspect of premarital counseling was spending time with one's part
ner and learning more about him or her. The five most important topics to 
be addressed in premarital counseling programs wTere labeled the "five C's": 
communication, conflict resolution, commitment, church, and children. 

Risch, Riley, and Lawier employed a different approach to identifying 
the topics that are most appropriate to address in premarital counseling.*1 

These researchers surveyed couples in their first five years of marriage in 
order to identify the most common problem areas faced by newly married 
couples. Their findings suggest that the most common issues faced by the 
couples in their sample included balancing job and family, the frequency 
of sexual relations, financial issues, expectations about household tasks, 
communication and conflict resolution, family-of-origin relationships, and 
spending time together as a couple. Risch, Riley, and Lawier assert that 
these problem areas are useful topics to address in premarital counseling 
and educational programs. 

The results of these studies suggest that couples do not value all poten
tial premarital counseling topics equally. However, the topics that previous 
researchers have found to be important vary. Because couples enter pre
marital counseling with unique life experiences and relationship histories, 
each couple may exhibit preferences in the topics they wish to address. The 
present study involves further exploration of the relative importance of top
ics in premarital counseling programs, based on the preferences of 
providers. Clergy often have extensive experience in providing premarital 
counseling. For example, Jones and Stahmann found that clergy who par
ticipated in their survey had an average of 17 years of experience providing 
premarital counseling, and they had seen an average of 8.1 couples for pre
marital counseling within the previous year.10 Therefore, in this study, the 
perspective of clergy is sought in an effort to identify trends across couples 
related to the topics that are important to address in premarital counseling. 

Method 
This study used a cross-sectional survey research methodology. Participants 
were providers of premarital counseling in the state of Florida. In Florida, 
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the state government offers incentives (e.g., a discount marriage license 
fee and a waiver of the waiting period to obtain a marriage license) for 
couples who attend premarital counseling.11 Providers of premarital coun
seling must register with their county clerk of court in order for their 
clients to be eligible to receive the incentives. Professionals who are eligi
ble to provide premarital counseling include psychologists, clinical social 
workers, marriage and family therapists, mental health counselors, and 
representatives of religious institutions. A registry- of premarital counsel
ing providers is available in each county. The sample in this study was 
selected from these registries. 

Lists of providers were available from the 51 (76.1%) of the 67 counties 
in Florida from which registries were made available for this study. From 
the compiled county7 lists, 1000 potential participants wTere selected into the 
study using a systematic sampling procedure. Although 201 providers who 
were selected to be part of the study were unable to be contacted due to 
out-of-date contact information, 210 providers completed the survey. This 
represents a response rate of 26.3%, not including participants who were 
unable to be contacted. Of the 210 individuals completing the survey, 167 
(81.46%) identified their primary7 professional affiliation as clergy. The 
responses of only the clergy- are reported here. 

Each survey respondent was asked to complete a 78-item Premarital 
Counseling Survey (PCS). One section of the survey asked providers to rate 
twenty-three topics that are addressed commonly in premarital counseling 
programs. These topics included (a) adjusting to married life, (b) attitudes 
and beliefs toward marriage, (c) the benefits of premarital counseling, (d) 
careers, (e) commitment, (f) communication skills, (g) compatibility of 
values, (h) conflict resolution, (i) coping skills, (j) the couple's reasons for 
entering premarital counseling, (k) emotional management, (1) friend
ships and social support, (m) family-of-origin influences, (n) finances, (o) 
fun and leisure, (p) gender role expectations, (q) the importance of 
spending time with one's partner, (r) parenting and children, (s) person
ality characteristics, (t) problem-solving skills, (u) religion, (v) romance, 
and (w) the sexual relationship. These topics were drawn from the litera
ture that describes existing premarital counseling programs. 

The following research questions guided this inquiry7: (a) Which topics 
do clergy believe are most and least important to include in premarital 
counseling?; and (b) Do clergy differ in their ratings of the importance of 
topics based on their religious affiliation? In order to answer the first 
research question, a rank-order means analysis was conducted. In this anal
ysis, mean scores were calculated for each of the topics. The scores were 
then ranked according to their means. To answer the second research 
question, ANOVAs were conducted to compare the topic rating of four cat
egories of participants' religious affiliations: Baptist, Methodist, Non-
denominational Christian, and Roman Catholic. 

Results 
The clergy7 who participated in this study represented a range of religious 
and ethnic backgrounds. The frequencies and percentages of religious 
affiliations and ethnic backgrounds of the participants are presented in 
Tables 1 and 2. The average age of respondents wTas 55.34 years (SD=11.05). 
The sample was comprised of 156 (93.4%) males and 11 (6.6%) females. 
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TABLE 1 

Frequencies and Percentages of Religious Affiliations of Clergy 

Anglican 
A.M.E. 

1 
1 

Assembly of God 
Baptist 
Disciples of Christ 
Episcopalian 
Jewish 
Lutheran 

2 
51 
3 
3 
3 

12 
Methodist 18 
Non-denominational Christian 16 
Pentecostal 10 
Presbvterian 9 
Roman Catholic 15 
United Church of Christ 2 
Other 19 

Religious Affiliation Frequency Percentage 

0.6 
0.6 
1.2 

30.1 
1.8 
1.8 
1.8 
7.3 

10.9 
9.7 
6.1 
5.5 
9.1 
1.2 

11.5 

Note: Data were missing for two respondents. 

TABLE 2 

Frequencies and Percentages of Ethnic Backgrounds of Clergy 

Ethnic Background Frequency Percentage 

African American 25 15.0 
Asian American 1 0.6 
Caucasian 135 80.8 
Hispanic 5 3.0 
Native American 3 1.8 
Other 2 1.2 

Note: Respondents could select more than one ethnic background, so the sum of the per
centages is greater than 100%. 

Of the 167 clergy who responded to the survey, 109 (65.3%) indicated 
that they had received some form of professional training in premarital 
counseling. Participants had an average of 20.13 years (SD=12.01) experi
ence providing premarital counseling and had worked with an average of 
7.78 couples (SD=14.30) in the past year. The average length of time that 
participants spend with couples in premarital counseling was 8.79 hours 
(SD=9.01). 

The PCS asked the following question about premarital counseling top
ics: "Based on your experience, how important or unimportant do you feel 
it is to address each of the following topics in a premarital counseling 
and/or educational program?" Scores could range from 1 (very unimpor-
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tant) to 5 (very7 important). The mean scores and standard deviations of 
the topic items for the total clergy sample can be found in Table 3. Over
all, clergy rated the following five topic items as the most important to 
address in premarital counseling: (a) commitment to the marriage, (b) 
communication skills, (c) attitudes and beliefs toward marriage, (d) con
flict resolution, and (e) the importance of spending time with one's part
ner. The following five topics were rated by clergy as least important: (a) 
family-of-origin factors, (b) friendships and social support, (c) careers, (d) 
the couple's reasons for entering premarital counseling, and (e) fun and 
leisure. 

TABLE 3 

Rankings of the Importance of Topics for all Clergy (N=167) 

Topic Mean SD 

1. Commitment to the marriage 4.92 0.47 
2. Communication skills 4.83 0.61 
3. Attitudes/beliefs toward marriage 4.82 0.58 
4. Conflict resolution 4.80 0.62 
5. The importance of spending time with 4.77 0.64 

one's partner 
6. Parenting and children 4.74 0.62 
7. Adjusting to married life 4.72 0.64 
8. The sexual relationship 4.61 0.65 
9. Compatibility of values 4.61 0.67 

10. Problem-solving skills 4.54 0.78 
11. Religion 4.52 0.77 
12. Coping skills 4.52 0.78 
13. Gender roles/Household tasks 4.49 0.67 
14. Emotional management 4.46 0.71 
15. Family finances 4.46 0.77 
16. Romance 4.39 0.77 
17. Personality characteristics 4.33 0.76 
18. Benefits of premarital counseling 4.33 0.84 
19. Family-of-origin factors 4.11 0.81 
20. Friendships and Social Support 4.07 0.74 
21. Careers 4.02 0.80 
22. The couples reasons for entering 4.02 0.89 

premarital counseling 
23. Fun and leisure 3.99 0.78 

Note: Date were missing for five respondents 

The relationship between clergy's religious affiliation and their ratings 
of the importance of topics was examined. The topic ratings by clergy rep
resenting four categories of religious affiliation were considered: Baptist, 
Methodist, Non-denominational Christian, and Roman Catholic. These 
categories represented the largest number of participants. Means were cal
culated for each topic based on participants' religious affiliations, and the 
topics were ranked according to their mean scores (Table 4). 
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TABLE 4 

Rankings of the Importance of Topics by Religious Affiliation 

Baptist (n=51) Methodist (n= 18) Non-denominational Christian (n= 16) Roman Catholic (n= 15) 

1. Commitment (5.00,0.00) 1. Altitudes toward marriage Ί . Commitment (5.00,0.00) 1. Altitudes toward marriage 
2. Conflict res. (1.94, 0.24) (1.78, 0.73) Ί . Communication (5.00, 0.00) (5.00, 0.00) 
3 Communication (4.92, 0.28) 2. Communication (4.78, 0.94) 3 Spending time with one's 1. Commitment (5.00,0.00) 
4. Spending lime with one's 3. Values (107,0.77) partner (4.93, 0.20) Ί . Parenting (5.00, 0.00) 
5. Paienling (4.48,0.43) 4. Commitment (4 07, 0.97) 4. Conllict res. (4.87,0.35) 4 Communication (4.93, 0.20) 
0 Attitudes toward marriage 5. Adjust, to marr. (4.01, 0.01) '4. Religion (4.87,0.35) 5 Conllict res. (4.87,0.35) 

(4.82, 0.53) (i. Finances (4.50,0.78) '(). Finances (4.80,0.41) 0. Spending time with one's 
7. Values (4.80,0.41) 7. Spending time with one's 0. Sex (4.80,0.41) partner (4.80,0.41) 
8. Adjust to marr. (4.80, 0.54) partner (4.50, 0.98) '8. Values (4.73,0.40) 0. Coping skills (4.80,0.41) 
9. Sex (4.73, 0.15) 8. Sex (4.50, 0.79) '8. Problem-solving (4.73,0.40) (). Problem-solving (4.80,0.41) 

10. Religion (4.73, 0.49) 9. Conllict res. (4.50,0.99) 10. Adjust to man. (4.73, 0.80) 9. Religion (4.07,0.49) 
11. Coping skills (4.09, 0.47) 10. Parenting (4.44, 0.98) 10. Attitudes toward marriage 9. Sex'(4.07, 0.49) 
12. Kniotional man. (4.05, 0.52) 11. Problem-solving (4.39, 1.04) (4.73, 0.80) 11. Adjust to marr. (4.07, 0.02) 
12. Finances (1.05, 0.52) 12. (lender roles (4.33,0.09) 12. Romance (4.07,0.49) 12. (lender roles (4.53,0.52) 
14. (lender roles (4.59,0.57) 13. Religion (4.33, 0.84) 13. Parenting (4.07, 0.02) 13. Family-ol-orig. (4 47, 0.04) 
15. Problem-solving (4.58,0.51) 11. Fmolional man. (4.28, 0.07) 14. Coping skills (4.07,0.72) 14. Finances (4.47,0.74) 
lf>. Romance (4.57, 0.50) 15. Romance (4.28, 0.75) 15. Benefits <>Γ premarital 15. Values (4.40,0.51) 
17 Personality (4.47,0.51) 10. Family-ol-origin (1.22, 0.55) counseling (4.00, 0.03) 10. Personality (4.40, 0.03) 
18. Benefits oí premarital 17. Coping skills (4.22,0.94) 15. Fmolional man. (4.00, 0.03) 17. Benefits of premarital 

counseling 18. Benefits oí premarital 17. Personality (4.47,0.04) counseling (4.40, 0.74) 
19. Reasons lor piemarital counseling (4.17,0.92) 18. (lender roles (4.40,0.74) Ί 8 . Fmolional man. (4.33,0.72) 

counseling (1.39, 0.84) 19. Friends/support (4.11,0.08) 19. Careers (4.33,0.72) 19. Romance (4.33, 0.72) 
20. Family-of-origin (4.12, 0.73) 20. Personality (4.01, 1.12) 20. Fun/leisure (4.13,0.74) 20. Careers (4.27,0.80) 
21. Careers (4.12,0.75) 21. Fun/leisure (3.94,0.04) 21. Friends/support (4 13, 0.74) 21 Friends/suj)|)ort (4.20, 0.77) 
22. Friends/support (4.08,0.01) 22. Careers (3.72,0.57) 22. Family-ol-origin (4.00, 1.00) 22. Reasons for premarital 
23. Fun/leisure (4 08) 23. Reasons lor premarital 

counseling (3.72, 0.89) 
23. Reasons lor premarital 

counseling (4.00, 1.20) 
23. Fun/leisure (3.93, 0.90) 

Noie: Rankings aie lollowed by l l ie M e i n ,m<l Standaid Deviation lot cai h i lein. ( l') (leñóles equal Means and Standard Deviations will) anothei Ιορκ 

Dalaweie missing loi 2 Kaplisl and I Non-denominahonal ( Ihnsl ian ( le igy 



Baptists (n=51) rated the following topic items as the most important to 
address in premarital counseling: commitment to the marriage, conflict 
resolution, communication skills, the importance of spending time with 
one's partner, and parenting and children. Methodists (n=18) gave the fol
lowing topic items highest ratings of importance to address in premarital 
counseling: attitudes/beliefs toward marriage, communication skills, com
patibility of values, commitment to the marriage, and adjusting to married 
life. Non-denominational Christian clergy (n=16) gave the highest ratings 
to the following topic items: commitment to the marriage, communication 
skills, the importance of spending time with one's partner, conflict resolu
tion, and religion. Roman Catholic clergy (n=15) rated the following top
ics as most important to address in premarital counseling: attitudes and 
beliefs towTard marriage, commitment to the marriage, parenting and chil
dren, communication skills, and conflict resolution. 

A series of one-way ANOVAs was conducted to determine if there were 
significant differences in the ratings of topics based on the religious affili
ation of the providers. One-way ANOVAs compared group means among 
the four groups of religious affiliations. Following each ANOVA, effect size 
was calculated using the coefficient of determination (R2). For the coeffi
cient of determination, a small effect size is indicated by an R2 value of 0.01, 
a medium effect size is indicated by an R2 value of 0.09, and a large effect 
size is indicated by an R2 of 0.25.12 The F-score, Rvalues, and R2 values asso
ciated with this analysis are found in Table 5. 

TABLE 5 

Summary of One-Way ANOVA Analyses of Topic Comparing 
Baptist, Methodist, Non-denominational Christian, and Catholic Clergy 

Topic F(3.96) /rvalue R2 

Adjusting to married life 0.49 0.69 0.02 
Attitudes and beliefs toward marriage 0.62 0.60 0.02 
The benefits of premarital counseling 2.41 0.07 0.07 
Careers 2.45 0.07 0.07 
Commitment to the marriage 3.09 0.03* 0.09 
Communication skills 0.69 0.56 0.02 
Compatibility of values 2.34 0.08 0.07 
Conflict resolution 3.52 0.02* 0.10 
Coping skills 3.20 0.03s 0.09 
The couple's reasons for entering 

premarital counseling 1.96 0.13v 0.06 
Emotional management 2.32 0.08 0.07 
Family finances 0.86 0.46 0.03 
Family-of-origin factors 1.20 0.32 0.04 
Friendships and social support 0.13 0.94 0.00 
Fun and Leisure 0.42 0.74 0.01 
General role expectations/Household 

tasks 0.95 0.42 0.03 
The importance of spending time with 

one's partner 1.46 0.23 0.05 
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Parenting and children 3.18 0.03" 0.09 

Personality characteristics 1.99 0.12 0.06' 

Problem-solving skills 1.37 0.26 0.04 

Religion 3.10 0.03" 0.09 

Romance 1.90 0.13 0.06' 
The sexual relationship 1.09 0.36 0.03 

Note: ' /κθ.05: Λ denotes a small effect size: Λ Λ denotes a medium effect size 

These analyses revealed that five topics were rated significantly different 
based on religious affiliation: commitment to the marriage, conflict reso
lution, coping skills, parenting and children, and religion. For each of 
these significant findings, unpaired ¿-tests were conducted to determine 
which groups differed significantly from one another for each topic rating. 
For all five topics, Baptist clergy differed significantly from Methodist cler
gy, with the following values for the ¿-test, degrees of freedom, and corre
sponding two-tailed Rvalues: commitment to the marriage (¿-2.41, df=65, 
p=0.02), conflict resolution (¿=2.92, df=65, p=0.005), coping skills (t=2.72, 
df=65, /?=0.009), parenting and children (¿=2.33, df=65, p=0.02), and reli
gion (¿=2.41, df=65, p=0.02). 

There were no other differences in ratings for two topics: commitment 
to the marriage and conflict resolution. Ratings of the importance of the 
topic of coping skills differed significantly between Methodist and Roman 
Catholic clergy (¿=2.22, df=31, p=0.03). Ratings of the importance of the 
topic of parenting and children differed significantly between Methodist 
and Roman Catholic clergy (¿=2.21, df=31, p=0.0S) and Non-denomina
tional Christian and Roman Catholic clergy (¿=2.06, df=28, p=0.0o). Also, 
ratings of the importance of the topic of religion differed significantly 
between Methodist and Non-denominational clergy (¿=2.32, df=31, 
p=0M). 

Although they were not of statistical significance, all but one of the other 
topic ratings indicated a small effect size based on participants' religious 
affiliation. The only topic for which an effect size was not found was friend
ship and social support. The presence of these small effect sizes, in the 
absence of statistical significance, suggests that an analysis with larger sam
ples of clergy representing various religious affiliations may reveal a statis
tically significant difference on the topic ratings based on religious 
affiliation.13 

Discussion 
Clergy believe that a wide range of topics are important to address in pre
marital counseling. However, the participants in this study indicated that 
certain topics were more important to address than others. The five topics 
that were rated as most important overall were (a) commitment to the mar
riage, (b) communication skills, (c) attitudes and beliefs toward marriage, 
(d) conflict resolution, and (e) the importance of spending time with one's 
partner. Although these topics received the highest ratings from partici
pants, clergy rated all 23 topics that were included on the PCS as either 
"very important" or "somewhat important" to address in premarital coun
seling. 

To some extent, the religious affiliation of clergy is related to the rela-

76 



five importance they ascribe to premarital counseling topics. There were 
significant differences in the ratings of five topics—commitment to the 
marriage, conflict resolution, coping skills, parenting and children, and 
religion—based on participants' religious affiliations. Compared to 
Methodists, Baptists rated all five of these topics as more important to 
address in premarital counseling. The following other significant differ
ences in topics ratings were found: (a) compared with Methodists, Roman 
Catholic clergy rated two topics—coping skills and parenting and chil
dren—as significantly more important to address; (b) compared with Non-
denominational Christians, Roman Catholic clergy rated parenting and 
children as significantly more important to address; and (c) compared with 
Methodists, Non-denominational Christian clergy rated religion as a more 
important topic to address. 

The ratings of all other topics, except for friendship and social support, 
may be related to providers' religious affiliations, as small effect sizes wTere 
found for these relationships. These topic ratings may have failed to reach 
statistical significance due to the small number of respondents who repre
sented Methodists (n=18), Non-denominational Christians (n=16), and 
Roman Catholics (n=15). This suggests that future research that includes a 
larger number of participants representing these religious affiliations may 
reveal more significant differences in the importance that clergy ascribe to 
topics based on religious affiliation. Together, these findings suggest that 
pastoral counselors may address different topics in premarital counseling 
based on their religious affiliation. 

The findings of the present investigation related to the topics that cler
gy7 believe are important to address in premarital counseling are general
ly consistent with the previous research that has been done in this area. 
Specifically, the topics that clergy believed are most important included 
communication skills, conflict resolution skills, and commitment to the 
marriage, wiiich are three of the topics that have been identified as being 
important by previous researchers.14 In addition, clergy deemed impor
tant other topics which have been identified less frequently by other 
researchers, such as attitudes and beliefs toward marriage and the impor
tance of spending time with one's partner. It is important to note that all 
of the topics included in this investigation wrere given a high rating by the 
total sample of clergy. This may indicate indiscriminately positive 
responses to the topics included on the survey, suggesting that all topics 
may be important to address depending on the context of the counseling 
sessions. 

Premarital counseling occurs within a broad, multifaceted context— 
including the development of the couple's relationship, religious tradi
tions, the sociopolitical context, family-of-origin influences, and the 
cultural background. All of these contextual variables influence a coun
selor's approach to premarital counseling, as well as each couple's needs in 
preparing for marriage. This study provides preliminary evidence that the 
contextual variables surrounding a couple's engagement impact the topics 
that counselors and couples believe are important to address in premarital 
counseling, as evidenced by the relationship between participants' religious 
affiliations and some topic ratings. Further research should continue to 
examine the influence of other contextual variables on the process and 
outcomes of premarital counseling. 

One important limitation to the generalization of these findings must be 
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noted. Clergy who participated in this study practice premarital counseling 
in a state in which the government has established guidelines for premari
tal counseling programs, and other regional influences may have affected 
providers' responses to the survey. The Florida Statutes require that pre
marital counseling providers who register with their counties must address 
the following four topics with the couples they counsel: communication 
skills, conflict resolution, finances, and parenting and children.13 Other 
states across the nation have implemented similar policies, although the 
requirements of these laws vary.lh The extent to which premarital coun
selors are affected by premarital counseling-related public policies remains 
unclear. As one participant in this study stated, "It is my personal practice 
to only marry a couple after 6-8 hours of premarital counseling even before 
the State instituted their endorsement." However, it is possible that 
providers' ratings of the importance of topics were influenced by the 
requirements of the law. Of the 23 topics, providers rated communication 
skills as the second most important topic, conflict resolution skills fourth, 
parenting and children sixth, and finances fifteenth. Further research 
should be done to examine whether clergy in different states ascribe simi
lar ratings to premarital counseling topics. 

Another limitation to the findings of this investigation is the small num
ber of providers who represented various religious affiliations. Because the 
sample size was relatively small for the four denominations represented in 
the analysis of religious affiliation and topic ratings, effect sizes were cal
culated to determine the strength of the observed relationships. xAlthough 
only five topics were rated significantly different based on participants' reli
gious affiliation, all but one of the remaining topics demonstrated a small 
effect for the relationship. These findings provide preliminary evidence 
that premarital counselors believe it is important to address different top
ics in premarital counseling based on their religious affiliation. More 
research is needed to further examine these differences. 

More research is also needed to examine inclusion criteria for the top
ics that may be addressed in premarital counseling programs. Because time 
limitations render it likely that not all possible topics can be addressed, 
future research should continue to examine which topics are most appro
priate to address with wiiich couples. Clergy rated all 23 topics included on 
the PCS as either "very important" or "somewhat important" to address in 
premarital counseling. Therefore, the needs of the couple may be most rel
evant in determining which topics are addressed in a premarital counsel
ing session. Further research may examine how premarital counselors 
choose the topics they address, as well as identify the most effective strate
gies for doing so with diverse client populations. 

Providers may choose which topics to discuss based on their own expe
rience, training, and preferences. This study demonstrates that clergy 
value topics differently based on their religious affiliation. For example, 
Baptist and Methodist participants differed significantly in their ratings of 
the importance of five topics—commitment to the marriage, conflict reso
lution, coping skills, parenting and children, and religion. This suggests 
that premarital counseling practices may differ across different religious 
denominations, although the source of these differences remains unclear. 
For example, these differences may reflect diverse professional training 
practices, theological orientations, institutional regulations, cultural influ
ences, and/or regional traditions. 
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Conclusion 
The findings of this study have three major implications for pastoral coun
selors who practice premarital counseling. First, a singular prescription to 
topics for premari tal counseling is no t possible. Previous research and the 
current findings suggest that premarital counseling topic preferences vary. 
Couples have a need to address the topics that are most relevant to their 
lives and to their relationships. T h e discussion of many different topics in 
premarital counseling may prove fruitful in helping clients to enhance their 
future marital relationships. Pastoral counselors, therefore, must select the 
topics that are most appropr ia te within the practical constraints—such as 
the length and format—of the premarital counseling session. 

Second, it is necessary for pastoral counseling to maintain a flexible 
approach to discussing the topics that are most relevant to each couple 
dur ing their time in premari tal counseling. Carroll and Doherty suggest 
that standardized programs that include a fixed prescription of topics and 
formats may be less useful than programs that are targeted to the un ique 
needs of couples.17 T h e clergy who part icipated in this study rated all of the 
possible 23 topics as being "very important" or "somewhat important" to 
address in premari tal counseling. Based on the findings of this study, the 
average length of t ime that couples spend with clergy in premari tal coun
seling is 8.79 hours . In this time-limited premari tal counseling, it is likely to 
be impossible to address all of the topics that may be impor tan t for pre
marital couples. Maintaining flexibility allows the provider to address the 
topics that are most relevant to each couple. 

Finally, pastoral counselors should become aware of the contextual fac
tors that influence their work with premari tal couples. Multiple contextual 
variables influence the decisions that pastoral counselors make in premar
ital counseling. Awareness of these variables allows counselors to develop 
premari tal counseling programs that mee t the needs of the clients they 
serve. ·% 
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