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IMPACT OF PRAYER ON COUPLES RELATIONSHIP TO BE EXPLORED

ATHENS, Ga. -- Can prayer strengthen couples’ relationships? That’s the fundamental question of a $1.1
million, three-year study beginning this fall by University of Georgia researchers.

“We are comparing three conditions to find an approach that is optimal for couples,” according to
Steven Beach, director of the UGA Institute for Behavioral Research and a psychology professor.
“We’'re confident that the information and listening skills developed in the marital area over the past
30 years are useful to couples when they use them. What we’re testing is the best way to help couples
incorporate those skills into their relationships. Our hypothesis considers the possibility that prayer may
make a significant difference and help couples develop and use relationship skills when they are in
conflict.”

The study will involve 500 African-American couples between the ages of 21-45 who are either
married or have set a specific date for getting married. The study will use PREP, the Prevention and
Relationship Enhancement Program, which has been validated in numerous studies as an effective tool
for helping couples improve their relationships. Couples will be divided into three groups. One group
will work through the PREP program on their own; a second will meet in small groups with a trained
leader who will lead them through the PREP program; and a third group will meet with a trained
leader, but this group also will use a series of prayers that tie into skills they’re learning in the PREP
program.

“Based on earlier research, it’s estimated that about 97 percent of the potential target population will
be comfortable with prayer, which will be all that is required of them in terms of their religious
beliefs,” Beach said. “Because of the area where the participants live, we estimate that almost all of the
participants will come from a Protestant Christian background, but this program is one that could be
easily adapted to a variety of denominations and religious traditions.”

Beach and his colleagues will investigate whether couples who regularly pray for each other will find
their relationships strengthened in a way that doesn’t occur for those not using prayer.

“Research shows that most couples want their marriages to be successful,” he said. “So the key is
finding ways to better empower them to attain that goal.”

Beach acknowledged that there is currently a mood of confrontation between religion and science,
particularly in biology and physics, but said he hopes projects like this will be a step toward addressing
that division.

“Leaders in the scientific community and the religious community need to find more opportunities for
open discussion and exchange, not more opportunities for confrontation,” he said. “That is why | am
particularly grateful to the John Templeton Foundation for sponsoring this project and bringing us into
a dialogue with Ebenezer Baptist Church in Atlanta.”
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By combining a science-based skills intervention with a program that encourages partners to pray for
each other every day, the researchers hope to provide an example of the potential benefits that come
from a melding of science and religion.

“During the past 20 years, psychologists have developed conceptual tools that highlight the limitations
of skills alone. This research may show that by adding prayers couples can begin to appreciate the
importance of intentions and willingness in achieving long-term goals,” he said. “In religious circles
these processes are talked about as problems of the heart, and prayer is viewed as having an
important, cumulative impact over time.”

In addition to Beach, co-investigators on the project include Lily McNair of Spelman College, Velma
McBride Murry of the University of Georgia and Frank Fincham of Florida State University. Tera R.
Hurt is project coordinator.
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