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Relationship difficulties and help-seeking
behaviour

Executive summary

Couple relationship breakdown is prevalent in to
estimated that 45% of marriages will end in divorce'. Other relationships, including cohabiting

unions are more fragile’. Research has shown that couple relationship breakdown is

associated with detrimental impacts on both the individuals in a relationship as well as any

children present®. This impact upon individuals has not declined, despite the increasing

occurrence of relationship breakdown*®. Preventing relationship breakdown by strengthening

a couplebdbs relationship has pr dding,amdhe paemiegf i t s f o
ability of the couple”*2. As such, understanding how to support and strengthen families is an

important area for research, policy and practice. It is important to note that there is

convincing evidence to suggest that damaged relationships can be repaired, improved and

prevented from breaking down™**®.

This report outlines findings from the secondary analysis of a dataset derived from interviews
with individuals who were in long-term relationships. The data were generated from 112
individual interviews and eight focus group discussions (comprising 64 individuals). Given the
nature of the purposively selected sample (with selection criteria including gender, age,
relationship status, relationship duration, children, socio-economic group, education, ethnicity
and area of residence) there is no reason to suspect the sample are atypical of the wider
population of individuals within couple relationships.

The chapters of the report outline findings in a number of areas including relationship
difficulties; factors which help a relationship endure; attitudes and beliefs about relationships;
and relationship improvement and help-seeking behaviour. Although the data were
generated some seven to eight years ago, comparisons with both older and more
contemporary studies suggest that the difficulties encountered by couples have remained
relatively stable over the previous generation®'"*°,

The report focuses on learning about the best ways to prevent relationship problems,
overcome relationship difficulties and reduce the likelihood of relationship breakdown. The
findings from this study make a valuable contribution towards our understanding of
relationship difficulties and how relationships can be strengthened.

Research questions

The four main research questions, as represented through the four main findings chapters,
are as follows:

When do relationship difficulties occur and what are the consequences?
What do people think helps their relationships to endure?

What attitudes and beliefs do people hold about their relationships?
How do people try and improve their relationships?

= =4 =4 =4

A key strength of the research is that it is based on a large and demographically
representative dataset, which explores the experiences of participants in ongoing
relationships in rich detail, and offers the opportunity for an ecologically valid insight into the
processes which occur in relationships. The qualitative nature of the study is particularly
important, as people are speaking from their everyday reality and meanings. Any strategies



for improvement in, or strengthening of, relationships are more likely to succeed if they can
address or are rooted in these real-life accounts.

Key findings

Relationship Difficulties

1. The main difficulties reported by interviewees were in relation to the transition to
parenthood and the challenges of raising children; finance; health and well-being; the
influences of in-laws, family and friends; and infidelity. Relationship difficulties were
most frequently reported during the transition to parenthood. Problems during this
transition included difficulties associated with conception through to dealing with older
children.

2. Two key wunderlying issues were evident
relationship difficulties. These issues were the unequal balance of control in a
relationship and poor communication.

3. Anincrease in emotional distance between a couple was sometimes the
consequence of relationship difficulties. Some participants reported that they had
experienced periods of doubt about remaining in their relationship. Some of the
reported consequences illustrate the process of relationship breakdown®. In contrast,
some reported that by working through their relationship problems they had become
closer to their partner.

Factors that help relationships endure

1. The most frequently reported factors that participants considered would help any

relationship to work were being in a rel

into a relationship, communicating well, and having trust in a partner.

2. The most valued aspects ofthep a r t i crelgii@ashipswire closeness,
independence, having children, and support. Feeling close to a partner involved
understanding a partner and being understood, sharing a sense of humour and
laughing together, and having a friendship with a partner. Having independence from
a partner was valued by many participants. Independence allowed people to maintain
personal friendships, spend time away from their partner and further their own
i nterests. I't also included respecting
was important to balance independent activities with time spent as a couple and as
part of a family.

3. The participants believed that their relationships had been strengthened by good
communication, living through and sharing difficult life events, spending time together,
having compatible personalities, and learning about and understanding their partner.

4. People observed that over time there were changes in themselves, their partner and
their relationship. Some participants recalled that they had a greater understanding of
their partner, had become more mature over time, and that their attitude to their
relationship had changed. These factors had sometimes altered their attitude and
behaviour towards a partner in a positive way.

a
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Relationship attitudes and beliefs

1. Participants perceived their relationships in many different ways. Five groups

emerged from the analysis, representing the range of perceptions: 6 . . . i t §s not
6...itds probably just averageb6; O Weabdr € c o mp |
6ésolid, bhiitch tvdesb wenewowr ked at 6

2. Each group was associated, to differing extents, with a variety of different themes
which emerged through the data analysis. The themes concerned factors such as
relationship satisfaction, conflict, the development of their relationship over time,
closeness, communication, and emotional engagement.

3. The attitudes and beliefs about relationship development underpinned many of the
themes which emerged within the groups. Two distinct groups emerged - those with a

6devel opmemdevedl coppmedmt al 6 rel ationship perspe

4. A 6devel opmental 86 perspective involved bel
changed through time. These views were associated with participants who conveyed
that they were active agents with control over the course of their relationship. They
described change in their relationship; overcame difficult times and doubts in their
relationship; reported learning about themselves, their partner, and their relationship;
and put their knowledge to use by investingin r el at i o nfokeiwthaé wor k 6 .
6devel opmental 6 perspective considered thei

the present. There is a clear link heretothe longer-t er m out |l ook of O6mut ua
than O6contingentd ¢ ommhabitingrelatonship£'™nt i fi ed amon

5. Some of the partici-danebopmggeat é6dparédpenti ve

relationship was viewed as an inflexible entity. These views were evident where
participants conveyed a low sense of agency or control over the course of their

relationship and, in some instances, people

good relationship. Common expressions were
rather than worked to create a good partnership; that they did not perceive a great
deal of conflict or change within their relationship; that they did not invest heavily in

relationship 6worké; and that they felt unabl

6. 6Devel opmen tdael vée laonpdmednntoanl 6 r el ati onahi p bel

variety of differently-dpeetepmedtatébariedbns hioj

were not confined to those reporting dissatisfying relationships. To illustrate, some of
t heledr e compl et edl ywehraghbedye dga ppraepnt alsh i n t hei
although they had not yet reported any relationship strain.

7. Based on womends greater willingness to engacf

relationship and to seek out relationship support, they were also more likely than men
to hold such Odssvel opmental 6 bel

Relationship improvement

1. The primary method of resolving relationship difficulties reported by the participants
was by talking through issues. Talking could prevent arguments and serious
relationship problems from developing. Although some participants found discussing
issues was sometimes uncomfortable, the majority reported that it was important to
talk through issues in order to maintain the long-term health of the relationship.

2. Arguments and conflict were viewed as a natural part of a relationship by most of the



participants. The data suggest that arguments could be used productively to foster
relationship improvement, or they could be destructive in nature and lead to
relationship erosion. Many of the participants reported that arguing was a skilful
process. Unwillingness or an inability to engage effectively in an argument could be
frustrating to a partner and result in increased tension. Failure to fully resolve an
argument was dangerous because it could lead to a cycle of repeated arguments and
damage to the relationship.

The most frequently used source of relationship support was through informal routes
such as close social contacts. The participants reported that having someone to listen
to their relationship problems was beneficial, and helped them to understand their
situation and get through difficult times. The participants also valued receiving
unbiased advice from their family and friends. Many reported that because their
friends and family knew the individuals in the relationship, they could offer new
insights and this sometimes helped them to understand their issues more deeply and
how they could work to resolve them.

Many of the participants felt that a couple should be able to deal with their
relationship problems privately within the dyad, without having to rely on external
relationship support. Support from friends and family was more acceptable than
formal support such as relationship counselling. A few of the participants suggested
that if a couple required formal or professional relationship support to solve a
relationship difficulty, then the relationship was not worth saving and unlikely to be
successful. Most of the participants reported that they would not use a relationship
counselling service.

Many of the participants reported that using formal relationship support was
intrinsically linked with feelings of failure and defeat. The need for relationship
counselling was associated with weaknesses or deficit in an individual. Being a strong
and resilient person was viewed as incompatible with the use of counselling services.
Some participants reported that by the time a couple decide to attend relationship
counselling it was often too late to repair the relationship.

The participants reported a range of factors which made a source of relationship
support more or less acceptable, such as availability and accessibility, degree of
informality, and being non-judgmental. Some of these themes were not compatible,
for example, the desire for anonymity alongside a preference for support from
someone familiar who could empathise with their situation.

The influence of peopl-désebdpmehbpméntal atoor
perspective was apparent in the accounts of relationship improvement behaviour and
attitudes to relationshi p support. A O6devel opmental 6 persp

behaviours such as initiating discussion about issues even if it was uncomfortable to

do so, learning from difficult experiences, expressing dissatisfaction, and engaging in

constructive conflict. Thos e with a O6devel opmental 6 perspec
made their own relationship endure, through closeness and time together,

independence, providing support for each other, and communicating effectively.

A owdWewel opment al 6 p e rnswherepedple Bequerdhsavoidedp ar e
confrontation with their partner, by subjugating their own needs and resigning

themselves to continuing their dissatisfying relationship and failing to resolve

arguments. They commonly held a belief that a couple could not learn to improve

their relationship, and considered relationship support to be ineffective.

Observing, adapting to, and actively accepting change in a relationship was



associated with a 6édevelopmentdavél ppmepéeat Bve
perspective was associated with a lack of awareness of change, or a belief that

change indicated deterioration in a relationship which they appeared to be resigned

to.

100.A person who has a O6devel opmental 6 view of ¢t
had control over the outcome of their relationship. This made it more likely that they
engaged in relationship improving behaviour and sought out relationship support if
they experienced difficulties. This could increase their resilience to future relationship
difficulties.

Implications for policy and practice

The research provides a wealth of detail about the experiences of people in couple
relationships and the findings have clear implications for policy-makers and practitioners
aiming to find ways to strengthen couple relationships. This section presents some of the key
implications.

A 6devel opmental 6 perspective

There was great variation in the accounts of relationships provided by the participants.
Some people viewed their relationships as deeply satisfying and well developed, whilst
others felt that their relationship with their partner was deteriorating and unsatisfactory.
Through investigating the processes within these different relationships, the research
provides us with an opportunity to learn from people with satisfying and successful
relationships, and develop support based on their experiences.

A key feature of this research was the investigation into the relationship beliefs of

participants. These were constidbdedederdbo pme ne iatl e i
nature. A belief that relationships were flexible, controllable and changed over time

underpinned a O6devel opmental 6 perspective. Based
6devel opmental 6 bel i ef smantaiaandimpravé tlyeir telationshgp, mot i v a't
the findings can be used to develop intervention

behaviour towards this perspective.

Those who have a ' de vlikelyopatmosetpranedto be ikderiodearn ar e
adaptive skills early on. They are also already equipped with some wisdom about

relationship trajectories and the ability to make improvements through the accumulation of

knowledge and skills. These are both key to robustness in relationships and can be bolstered

in couples such as those reporting relationship
perspective, however, can be potentially reached through a prior step: one that would

educate them about the benefits of such a stance.

A number of key points associated with this finding are presented below:

Universal early intervention

The results suggest the potential benefit of adopting a universal early intervention approach
to relationship support. There are two groups of participants who may particularly benefit
from early intervention. Firstly, those who are in the early stages of their relationships may
benefit from increased awareness of relationship stages and likely changes (i.e. the
decrease in passion), to inform people that it is normal for this to occur. Secondly,



participants who perceive t hetidrevreeloaptneonntsahliép as
relationship beliefs may be ill-equipped to deal with relationship difficulties should they occur.

Using universal preventative interventions could provide, therefore, crucial learning to all

couples, including those currently in satisfying relationships, even if they are yet to

experience relationship difficulties.

Knowledge about relationships

Based on the research evidence, key pieces of information which relate to preventative
interventions designed to encourage a O6devel opme

1

Relationships change over time - Being aware of this process can help people to
interpret events in their own relationship. As an example, providing information which

raises peoplebs awareness that it is normal f
in the early stages of a relationship may prevent people in new relationships from
misinterpreting this process as deterior at i o n . Peoplebds relationshi

different stages and these are associated with different levels of relationship
satisfaction.

It is normal to experience periods of low relationship satisfaction - In relation to

the point above, people do experience periods of low satisfaction in their relationship

and they sometimes have doubts about staying in their relationship. Often, given

time, peopleds relationship satisfaction i mpr
Low relationship satisfaction is not necessarily a predictor of future happiness and

people can learn to improve their relationships.

Certain circumstances are frequently associated with relationship difficulties -

Relationship difficulties often occur during the transition to parenthood. For most

people the period before the birth of a child is a period of excitement and anticipation.

However, it is important to be aware that the impact of a new child can be detrimental

to a couplebs relationship. Swhekdafcause i ssues i
partners to be irritable with one another; the emergence of gender roles associated

with childcare which can cause dissonance; and males feeling rejected by their

partner after the birth of a child. Faced with these difficulties, people can get caught

up into aviciouscycle, wher eby a fatherés dissatisfaction

childds mother can reduce his involvement wit
less supported and, in turn, being more critical of the father, and so on?. As a child
grows older, further differences in the coupl

an area which often causes conflict. There are also many other circumstances when
difficulties are likely to emerge including financial problems, iliness, and the influence
of friends and in-laws.

People have the ability to control the outcome of their relationship -

Relationships are flexible and can respond to change. Empowering people to

recognise that they can have control over their relationship may have a significant

effect on their relationship improvement behaviour, suchasunder st andi ng a pa
behaviour and feelings, i nvesting in relationship O6wor ko,

The way a couple communicate has a bearing on many aspects of their

relationship-A coupl eds relationship can be devel op
communication. Being open with a partner can help a couple to increase their sense

of closeness or O0togethernesso6é6 and facilitate
supportive relationship.

10



T It is useful to under st-dmedvaygpeopeathink abeuttbhesr be havi
partner6s behaviour has an i mpact on their t1l
useful to consider the circumstances which have caused undesirable behaviour, for
exampl e, a partner 6s theirilneds.dtisialsoiimpgrtanto g ht be di
consider the partnerds | ife experiences and
behaviour. Understanding the reasons behind a behaviour may help reduce

relationship tension.

1 Conflict and confrontation is normal in a relationship - Whilst it may be difficult to
raise relationship issues with a partner that may result in short-term confrontation, it is
likely to be beneficial for the long-term health of the relationship. By being open
about feelings a couple can address a relationship issue before it develops into a
serious difficulty. Failing to raise and deal with issues may be a sign that people are
subjugating their own needs and this can lead to the erosion of relationship
satisfaction. A lack of conflict in a relationship does not necessarily indicate a healthy
relationship.

1 The way people deal with conflict in their relationship is more important than
the conflict itself - It is important to deal with conflict in a constructive manner. The
problems couples face are usually much less important than the way they deal with
them. The findings from this study suggest some people are more adept than others
at resolving conflict constructively. Important considerations during conflict were to
take a break if a situation became too heated, to fully resolve all the issues that were
raised during the argument, and to learn from the conflict.

This kind of knowledge described above canencour age a O6devel tvp.ment al 6 p
There is clear potential for relationships education in schools to promote knowledge that

underpinsa6 devel opment aThé& wilhbe necgssmny to fostez current policy

committed to promoting &trong and positive relationshipsé® through school-based sex and

relationship education.

Providing acceptable sources of support

One challenge for policy and practice is to find ways to increase the uptake of relationship
support services. Another is to develop services which are acceptable to couples, in terms of
the ways in which they experience difficulties and the type of support they find acceptable
when they do. This is especially important at an early stage, when the prospect for improving
relationship quality is greatest. The research identified factors which make sources of
support acceptable to people. These have implications for the development of interventions.
As an example, the vast majority of people preferred support to come from somebody
familiar and who had been through similar experiences to themselves. This suggests that
training peer mentors to develop their listening skills and ability to empathise might be an
effective way of offering acceptable support.

Research shows that an effective time for support is when a couple are becoming parents for
the first time and motivation to get things right is high*. During this time a couple are in
routine contact with various professionals, such as Health Visitors, who are in a strong
position to offer support. Broadening the purview of these professionals by training them to
understand relationships, and be able to offer support and signposting could provide long-
lasting benefits for the couple and for the baby they are going to raise.

A significant finding in this area was that participants often found it difficult to seek out formal

relationship support. This has implications for making services better marketed and
packaged. However, many of the participants also reported that they were unwilling to use

11



services such as relationship counselling and that by the time they decided to do so it would

probably be too late to save their relationship. It is clearly important that relationship support

services are not portrayed as a means of trying to resolve an already failed relationship,

rather as a means of improving the quality of the relationship. In addition, incompatible

concerns such as the preferences for anonymity and informal support from friends and family

suggest the need for a menu of support provision. A menu of support options would also be

appropriate to meet the needs of people at different stages of their relationship. Moreover, a

careful consideration for those with a 6édevel opn
support which does not undermine their own sense of agency and control. Indeed, those with

a O0dewmel opmental 6 perspective may be more recept
information and skills.

A central component of r dloatdidoo msioibgd esmsp p doret |wad ¢
accept neutral advice that people could feasibly enact. However, these were matched by
concerns over burdening friends and family with problems and wanting to keep relationship
difficulties private. Additionally, evidence from this research suggests that issues over
availability, accessibility and acceptability prevent the uptake of more formal types of support.
Innovative solutions such as internet technology may be a means of overcoming such
barriers. Recent research into the preferences of an innovative relationships support website
suggests that the main attractions are that it is immediate, confidential, not face-to-face, and
informative. It also provides a medium to express relationship difficulties and gather advice
from people in similar situations as well as from experienced health professionals®.
Innovative and evidence-based internet support services provide a way of bypassing some of
these significant barriers that people face when seeking relationship support.

Future research and development

As a final note, this study has also identified a number of areas that require further

i nvestigation. Firstly, the disti-dhevt élomp men twaled
beliefs and their ability to improve and strengthen relationships is a finding central to this

study. However, these data do not enable us to grasp an understanding about the

antecedents of these perspectives, and essentially improve our understanding of why some

people hold 6devel opmental 6 beliefs whihstsal 6t her
capability an individual attribute or something developed from the relationship, does it

change through time and, if so, how can this best be achieved? Additionally, a recognition of

whether those with particular relationship beliefs share common characteristics (e.g. by

gender, age, relationship duration, relationship type, etc.) would be of obvious interest.

Secondly, and arguably the greatest challenge is to build on what this study has shown about

improving relationship support. With contemporary policy interest over reducing relationship

erosion and preserving relationship stability, a greater understanding is required about what
interventions are |ikely to be more acceptabl e a
devel opment al éconpeenors motivatedi tomerk ineand understand their

relationship? Whilst a menu of relationship support options is preferred, actually

implementing and assessing the effectiveness of support to strengthen relationships is the

ultimate challenge when applying these findings to developments in policy and practice.
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Chapter 1. Introduction & methodology

1.1 Introduction

Couple relationship breakdown is prevalent in our society today. To illustrate, it is currently
estimated that 45% of marriages will end in divorce with similar, if not greater proportions of
cohabiting unions experiencing relationship breakdown (ONS, 2008). Relationship
breakdown is associated with detrimental impacts on both the individuals in a relationship
and also the children who experience this event (see Coleman and Glenn, 2009 for a
review). These impacts are not declining despite the increasing prevalence of couple
relationship breakdown in our society (Ely et al., 1999; Gruber, 2004; Sigle-Rushton et al.,
2005).

The research presented in this report is underpinned by a recognition that preventing

relationship breakdown by stren gt heni ng a c¢ o ulmé poloand beadfitafori ons hi p
adult and child well-being, and the parenting ability of the couple. Research shows that

people who view their relationship as unhappy can experience an increase in relationship

satisfaction over time (Waite et al., 2002) and that relationships can be strengthened and

prevented from breaking down (Hart, 1999; Schulz et al. 2006; Halford et al., 2008; Hawkins

et al., 2008). In addition to this, there is good evidence to suggest that the quality of a

coupleds relationship has a great i mpact upon th
Feinberg and Kan, 2008). As such, improving the capability of people to strengthen and

improve the quality of their relationship is an important area for research, policy and practice.

This report focuses on learning about the best ways to develop early intervention relationship

support to prevent the development of serious relationship difficulties and reduce the

likelihood of relationship breakdown.

The report outlines the findings from secondary analysis of an existing data set derived from
interviews with individuals who were in long term relationships. The chapters of the report
outline qualitative findings in a number of areas including relationship difficulties; factors
which help a relationship endure; attitudes and beliefs about relationships; and relationship
improvement and help seeking behaviour. By increasing our knowledge in these areas the
research makes a valuable contribution to the current body of relationship literature and
provides insight into effective ways to enhance policy and practice.

The data upon which this research is based were gathered through face-to-face interviews
and focus group discussions undertaken between 2002 and 2003 for research commissioned

by the Lord Chancell orés Department (LCD). The
2006)was to investigate peoplebds experiences of re
attitudes towards seeking relationship support. It was envisaged that the findings from this

research would inform a national survey of coupl

and that the data from this survey would be used to help shape policy and practice
development. However, due to changes in the political climate policy emphasis moved away
from relationships and the national survey was not conducted.

In 2009 the Department for Children Schools and Families commissioned One Plus One to

undertake a more detailed and focused secondary analysis of this comprehensive data set.

Support for this research reflects a renewed government focus on the importance of couple

relationships and an emerging emphasis on the development of policy and practice which

supports parents at times when their relationships come under strain (DCSF, 2008). This

policy emphasis has been further emphasised through the recent Gupport For All: The

Families and Relationships Green Paper6 ( DCSF, 2010) and 6The Centre
Green Paper on t he FSocalJusyicg, 2q0).he Centre for
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1.2 Research questions

The aim of the original study was to investigate
and breakdown and their attitudes towards seeking relationship support. The secondary
analysis of the data-set adds to the findings by focusing on the following research questions:

When do relationship difficulties occur and what are the consequences?
What do people think helps their relationships to endure?

What attitudes and beliefs do people hold about their relationships?
How do people try and improve their relationships?

=8 =4 =4 =4

Essentially, the original report presented a brief description of the relationship difficulties

recalled by individuals in a couple relationship. The secondary analysis was able to extend

this descriptive evidence by providing a deeper understanding of these issues and by

exploring ways in which people did/did not attempt to overcome them. The latter provided

meaningf ul insights into peopleds perceptions, a
relationship support.

A key strength of this research is that it is based on data from a group of participants who

were all in long-term relationships at the time of interviewand only considers the
experiences in their current relationship. Research shows that when a relationship breaks

down individuals go through a process where they reframe their experiences in the

relationship to ensure psychological health (see Mansfield and Collard, 1988 and other

related literature such as cognitive dissonance theory [Festinger, 1957]). This means that it is

difficult to gain a fully valid understanding of the processes in a relationship by examining it

after it has broken down. Therefore, the results presented in this report provide a valuable

insight into relationships and provides a foundation from which to identify how early

intervention may be most effective.

1.3 Sampling and methods

A total of 112 in-depth interviews and eight focus groups (comprising 64 individuals) were

undertaken. All fieldwork was conducted by an external team of four interviewers under the

direction of One Plus One research staff, and was undertaken in London, Bristol and York.

Interviews and focus groupswer e recor ded wi tohsertdneétrapsaibedi ci pant s
verbatim for analysis.

A short screening questionnaire was used to determine eligibility for interview (Appendix 1)
and to purposively select participants. This ensured that the selected participants were
demographically representative of the general population. Factors which were considered
included gender; age; relationship status; relationship duration; number of children; socio-
economic group; education; ethnicity; and area of residence. Additionally the questionnaire
identified any step-children, people whose children had left home and previous significant
relationships (e.g. marriage). The frequencies achieved for each criterion can be found in
Appendix 2a, with Appendix 2b showing equivalent data for focus group participants.

Further details of the methodology, including piloting for the original research, data collection
and data analysis can be viewed in Appendix 3. This appendix also includes methods used
specifically in relation to each chapter (see next). Further appendices present a relationship
satisfaction questionnaire used to trigger responses (Appendix 4), interview topic guide
(Appendix 5), focus group topic guide (Appendix 6), and the coding framework (Appendix 7).
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Note that the focus group findings are presented outside of the main text as the data

generated were generally in contrast to the way the interview data arose. Whereas in an

individual interview setting people were freely able to disclose personal experiences and

opinions, the dynamics in a focus group made this less likely. Consequently, the findings

generated from the focus groups were more indicative of a consensus towards relationship

values and beliefs rather than personal experiences. Whereas interview data commonly
expressed personal findi ngs osusigroup parsgcipdntely r el at i
commonly expressed more generic views such as
approach to the focus groups was typified by the facilitator choosing not to record the

relationship status and precise age of the members (unlike the interviewees). It is for this

reason that the focus group findings are not subsumed within the main text.

on
il

1.4 Research findings

The chapters are presented in an order which represents how the analysis builds towards the
development of key implications for practice development.

Chapter2pr ovi des the participantsd daveaisendutngons abo
their relationship, the consequences of these difficulties and some of the underlying causes.

Chapter 3 presents some of the positive and strengthening factors of relationships which
participants felt helped relationships endure through difficult times.

Chapter4dpr esents the findings of a deeper analysis
relationships and the different attitudes and beliefs which occur.

Chapter5pr ovi des descr i pt i penceptiond of reldtianship enprovencentp ant s 6
and help seeking behaviours, and their attitudes to support. The chapter also integrates the

findings from Chapter 4 intotheanal ysi s t o s how h avdatpteespelamtos bel i e
their relationship improvement behaviour.

Chapter 6 draws together the findings from each of the chapters and considers the
implications they have for policy and practice.

1.5 Research limitations

Prior to the presentation of the results it is important to consider the limitations of the
research and how this affects the interpretation of the results.

Whilst one of the key strengths of the data is that it is based on participants in ongoing
relationships this also provides a reason to be cautious about generalising from the data.

For example, one of the findings of the analysis was that threats to leave a partner (both
threats to provoke a response and actual threats) had often prompted relationship
improvement. This finding is based on the experience of someone who has remained in their
relationship despite the threat, whereas it is possible that for other samples a threat to end a
relationship may have led to its dissolution. Likewise, we must also recognise that the
relationship difficulties presented by these individuals did not lead to separation which may
indicate that the most salient problems between couples are less well represented in this
study.

The interviews were conducted with only one member of the relationship. As such the

responses are based only upon the interpretation of one partner. This means that the

research can provide us with an understanding of
relationship but this cannot be considered to be an objective picture of it.
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General cautions concerning the nature of qualitative interview research include:

T The participantsd accounts may be biased by s
them to over report behaviours or attitudes which they deem to be acceptable. Social
desirability effects are particularly significant due to the sensitive nature of some of
the areas of investigation and lack of anonymity during the data collection process.
1 The participants may have been unable to recall accurate information or lack self-
awareness and insight into their relationships.
1 The data collection may have been subject to investigator effects including poor
interview technique or the interviewero6s own

Finally, it is important to recognise that a researcher is an integral part of the qualitative

research process. Theanalysisi s i nfluenced by a researcher 6s Vv
positions and it is important to view the interpretation of data in these terms.
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Chapter 2. Relationship difficulties

2.1 Introduction

This chapter outlines t he participantsd perceptions of the
relationships. The findings are largely descriptive and topic based but some analysis of

underlying issues is presented. In addition to this some of the key consequences of

relationship difficulties are reported. The conclusion provides a summary of the findings and

integrates the findings with key literature in the area.

2.2 Results

The findings are presented as follows:

1 Types of difficulties
1 Underlying causes
1 Consequences of difficulties

Each section contains a summary of the main findings.

2.2.1 Types of difficulties raised by participants

There were a wide range of relationship difficulties mentioned by participants. The results
present the most frequently reported themes which were the transition to parenthood and
parenting; financial difficulties; health and well-being; friends, family and in-laws; and
infidelity. Additional difficulties less widely reported included: addiction, sexual difficulties,
housework and housing, and lack of time together.

1 Transition to parenthood and parenting

Issues around parenthood and raising children were the most frequently mentioned difficulty.

The nature of these difficulties followed a time course perspective, and were frequently

depicted in this manner through the timeline trigger noted in the methods (Appendix 3)2.

Issues emerged around the decision to have children, difficulties with conception,

miscarriage, abortion, pregnancy, post-natal depression, and the transition to parenthood.

Transition to parenthood presented couples with a number of difficulties including the

salience of gender roles, changes in sexual activity and partners feeling left out or rejected.

The patrticipants also identified a number of other issues unrelated to transition which could

have consequences for relationships. These included: stressdue t o a chil dds il |l
disability, differences in parenting style, exhaustion and the behaviour of a child.

Becoming pregnant

Decisions about having children were a particularly important issue for some couples.
Differences in opinions were the main cause of problems however the opinions and influence
of other people from broader social networks was also significant. The following quote
describes how one participant felt he had a lack of influence and control when deciding to
have children with his current partner.

% This was essentially a graph representing changes in relationship satisfaction since the relationship
had commenced.
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O0..butthenwhen[ i nt er vi e wenasdld [pastied siastad mvdnting kids by me, and

Isaid, opNno | ddyobknowmwvdaéim ¢getti ng omd, deomydway elald ai
to go down twhaayt woariend ,alawmayys win dondt they? S
[Child],andt hen 18 mo she heeded andtherrore for [Child], you know, so we

ended up with [Child 2]a s w@hld, éohabiting, aged 50)

The decision to have children was a process of negotiation for some couples where a

compromise was reached, for example, the decision to have only one child rather than

several. However for others there appeared to be a power-struggle where one partner

ul t i ma toéeThig may becamexample of one partner6 s domi nance then contr ol
course of the relationship or more specifically in relation to the number of children they

wanted. Control is discussed in section2.3.26 Under | yi ng causeso.

A few couples reported that an unexpected pregnancy had resulted in relationship issues.

6Dreadful , i n Thatovas ptoballytthe derydirstp utti née | t hi nk t hat
He didseét wheal ef fect it was having on my |ife,
time. And in fact, | did have counselling at the hospital for that, with one of the midwives.

Because | just didndét want to be p Weddcdmhtt . He

want anot (Female, eariied, dgéd 40)

A number of couples experienced relationship difficulties as a consequence of issues around
infertility. For one couple this arose through the discovery that the female was not infertile
as previously believed.

& was told | might not be able to have ¢ h i | dane [thén] they told me that my fertility is
fine. | had all the tests, and then he turned round and said, well he'd got used to the idea
of not having children, and he doesn't think he wants any. And that was a big conflict with
us, and we have counselling for that6 (Female, cohabiting, aged 33)

Difficulty with conception was associated with relationship difficulties for some couples. A
few participants reported that they had felt pressured and exhausted by their efforts to
conceive. One participant discussed the stress that he had experienced which he attributed
to pressure from his wider social network to have children.

@&nother month goes by and you think, 6 Chr i st , anotohneer bnyodnt hy ohua sk ngo w
Another month you have got to try harder and whatever... In those days my mum said,

6&€me down Saturday night and have a meal her ed.
everybody else was goingé and [we] would come [home]at 106 c | moenkg. We t he
would have to Iike try to try for a baby 1ike t

want to at t handyduwenedoingfit fomthe gake ofdoing it type of thing. It

was important to do it sort of thing ... It was the culture thing, you know. Everyone else,

my mum was sayi hy yaws hi@drdo whedWwWr en byMaewbd, you
married, aged 44)

The experience of miscarriage had a great impact on individuals and this was sometimes
associated with relationship difficulties. For one couple an unplanned pregnancy which
ended in miscarriage had caused great distress and a feeling of helplessness in the male
partner.

0 Whad both you know come completely roundtoit you kndw&wedd deci ded t
throughand web6d convinced ourselves. And we were
know was a complete change, reversal. . . you know therebs only so
do and i fr esaldeyé st on atal lut, yolhkeowd (Mdleadohalsiting, dged 3®)
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One participant reported severe relationship difficulties as a consequence of two
miscarriages which had occurred 20 years before. This participant described periods of
disengagement with her partner after one miscarriage occurred, and the difficulties the
couple experienced in sharing their grief.

0iLke | say, when you go on the down side after
Everybody is to blame, you know what | mean, like you know, and the person you are with

gets it the worst. But | think the only factor that kept us together at times like that, is the

fact that we had a son. So we were both quite committed to him. So you get through

those badtmes. . . | 6d often go amdkethéexcagethatmysory... own, al
that he was waking up at night and like make the excuse about it, and | suppose by

clamping up and not talking, and then he would be the same ... and | mean after the

second miscarriage, Ilwentto[ i nt er vi e we e 0 ®r aboattiee rnoathsranndd y |

took our son with me, and he actually said to a good friend of mine who is a friend of his,

that he didnoét k n obyNFeindle, marriedapaged 1) mi ng back

However, it was more commonly reported that as a result of miscarriage a relationship had
become closer. A few participants described miscarriage as an experience in which they
could both share and support equally and one that was different from other issues, such as
the death of a parent, where typically one partner is being supported and one is providing
support.

6t ds just got more at ease. She can come over
anybody else. None of our friends knew about the miscarriage and stuff like that, because
we didnodét want them to know. Bvdtle itiruhgerewnumind, i | s he

whenwetoldthe m, she coul d c(dageemawié¢diagedB3) t heno.

Becoming a parent

First time parenthood was identifedasp | aci ng par ti cul arelationshipe ss on &
The difficulties covered a broad range, from specific issues, to a more undefined sense of

change for the worse in the relationship. The extract below shows how one participant

perceived deterioration in his relationship during the transition to parenthood. During this

interview a narrative developed which indicated that the participant had disengaged from his

partner and felt that there was no hope for relationship improvement.

¢ wasnbét prepared for the change in the relatic
been as good as | wanted it to be . I't hasnodét thrown up any major
good idea of parenthood and | ifeé My idea of re

relationship after parenthood was a big shock.
turning point in my own personal relationship, that is the one piece of advice that | wish |
had been aware of | supposed (Male, married, aged 30)

Important factors which appeared to affect couples telationships after the birth of a child

were the quality of a relationship before parenthood,t he i nter vi eweesd attit uc
children and commitment to the relationship. In the few cases where interviewees indicated

that they had low relationship commitment before having a child the relationship had

deteriorated since the onset of parenthood. Nonetheless, children were also seen to sharpen

the commitment to a relationship in some instances (see Most valued aspects of

relationships in Chapter 3).

The transition to parenthood was acknowledged as a period of great adjustment by both
men and women. Most of the participants reported that they understood that having a child
would cause additional stress and were able to put relationship difficulties during transition
into this context. Participants reported that during transition there were a number of specific
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issues that emerged. Lack of sleep was a frequently mentioned consequence of having a
new baby and participants reported that they had become irritable with their partner as a
consequence.

0 éit makes you quite, you're shappier and things that, you don't realise why you're being
snappierbuté Yeah these two have been very .bwed s

I ep
haven't had any propernightt s sl eep f or <Mnale,tmaroefl, aded 42 year s

e
0.

In several cases this lack of sleep was perceived to have been particularly damaging for the
relationship.

0 éa couple of years after we were married, when my daughte r was borné She wok
every three hours through the night for three years non-stop. And it nearly drove me

absolutely ma d . I have neewlodysdideeeh ysowblel fobddet it o0
have never forgotten that ti me, it was an absol
middle of the night at 3 o clock in the morning, knowing you have got to be at work at say

7, and over a period of ti me, you get snappy,

yourturn. No i t 6 s Thai was hatdu That was a hard time Male, married, aged

50)

Gender roles for individuals often became salient upon the birth of a child. Some female

participants reported that they felt their partner was not handling their baby correctly, and in

parallel, some male participants described feeling un-trusted, and finding it hard to support

the mother in practical care giving. When one parent took more responsibility for the

parenting role a feeling of being overburdened by the care involved could develop. This was
asoassociated with the other par Omeffemdéleeel i ng excl u
participant described her awareness that she had rejected her partner upon the birth of their

first child.

6Yes, | think the first sort of down actually w
shut [partner] out in a way really. | think | sort of felt | had to do everything myself and

really he wanted to help. And I think | did put the shutters up and push him away actually.

| lasted for probably about two or three months, and | did wonder for a while what we did

actuall y hayv(Eemale marezdaged3b).

This above example also ties in wivtihcitohues ecryocslieodn
whereby feelings of being unsupported lead some women to be more critical of their partners

which in turn leads to men being less satisfied with their relationships and then disengaging

from the child and family life (One Plus One, 2006).

One male participant with a young child at the time of interview acknowledged that there
were currently significant challenges in his relationship which he attributed to the challenge of
being a new father and feeling left out of the relationship.

6t was a very big change yes, it was a very Dbic
first | felt, I suppose itbés probgibwaylkesel fi sh n
mummy and her daughter, | was going out to work and coming home sort of like alright,

hardly a cuddl e for me chrangleat eaveri,s haMalegirtyd sbi qu
married, aged 26)

Feel i ng 0pus beeothe alang térm issuey hodlimited to the time around transition
to parenthood. One male partner noted how parenting their teenage daughter was hard for
him because he had less of a parenting role than his wife and felt he had less of a say in how
his child should be raised, this participant had become unhappy with his situation and
experienced relationship problems as a consequence. Although this impact of the parenting
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role on the partner role can first emerge at the transition to parenthood, it can also arise at
later times in parenting.

For women patrticularly, the gender roles which frequently emerged during this period were
often surprising or difficult to manage. Many female participants indicated that they had felt
isolated by their caring role or that their efforts were not valued by their partner. A few
participants reported how this had caused significant strain on their relationship.

@t one time, not drastic, no splitting up problems or anything like that. It was just a very,

very big strain, because [partner] was obviously working and working as many hours as he

could and | was at home with the baby and being a housewife and cooking and cleaning

and looking after the children. Itgottothest age when | | u(Bemale,esent ed
married, aged 32)

In general the transition to parenthood appeared to be a difficult time for many of the
interviewees. The severity and range of these difficulties varied from participants feeling that
they had been pushed out or burdened by new responsibilities to feelings of being
underappreciated in their role. Lack of sleep compounded these issues by causing
additional tension and irritability. However, regardless of the severity of the relationship
issues most of the participants reported that they had been, or were, able to put their
problems into context and view them as transient issues due to a time of significant change.

Focus group findings

The focus group findings reflected those of the main analysis. The groups frequently mentioned the
impact that children had on a relationship during the transition to parenthood.
6ubre going to get irritable with each otue
know youbére both going to be tired and neith
biting each others heads off6é (Female, aged over 40)

6l't just slows down a bit, you canét just gto
Obviously when you start having a relationship you normally are like rabbits everywhere sort of
thing, kids . (MaensedahderdQd) é 6

The participants also found it difficult to understand the impact of children until they had been born.

6u don't realise until vyou (Remaleagédrumdendd hat t
08f ore having children, Il dondét think you re
big an effect and it is, | u c éwiybuyknow bow it waa lmefore b
children, even after theybébve gone up and | ef
have c h(Fdmdle, agadiover 40)
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Bringing up children together
Although most viewed that bringing up children was clearly a positive experience on the

whole (see Chapter 3), some interviewees described howtheirc hi | dr endés O&6éwaywar do

demanding, or otherwise unacceptable behaviour had impacted upon their relationship.
Many participants indicated that it was a challenge to maintain consistency in parenting and
that relationship difficulties arose where differences in parenting style were apparent.

& would say that over the last 19 years, the biggest cause of tension between us has not

been anything that wedve done between each ot he
mosttension. .. We come at my son sometimes from diff
authoritarian and sheds a bit more | iberal with
two, but | know on occasion she has won the battle, the more liberal approach has won

and | 6ve thought that iisnét t het hwiaryk ladhwe sd omid a

ri ght (Male,imarded, aged 52)

On occasion relationship issues were perceived to be due to an imbalance in parenting
responsibility. The extract below shows how one participant felt that a lack of consistency
in parenting style and responsibility for discipline had caused friction within her relationship.

6él mean we back each other up, but thereods
said, o0F gsakkb 6 e 6 s Ha b s ol uy mylhysbandthatoeedand he gets away

m

with murder with him, épwoua krdw, hamd §dndiniedls ayien g f

like the wicked witch of the north at times, because its only me doing the chastising and he

sort of I|ike, giving in to him, but then hedl

what | mean, so, | do [think] that sometimes when the kids are older you just, it does cause
argume nt s b et wkemale, maaiedbaged 46)

Tensions around discipline were often heightened when step-children were present in a
coupl eds r Raticpantsovhoswere gtep-parents frequently reported a lack of clarity
about how involved they should be in discipline and this resulted in a lack of authority. The
data suggested that commitment to a relationship had an impact upon parenting of step
children, with those who were deeply committed taking on a more equal role in parenting. In
relation to the factors protecting couples through the transition to parenthood noted earlier in
this chapter, the quality of the relationship clearly affects the ability to stem the impact of
potential difficulties.

Lastly, participants with step children occasionally reported difficulties associated with an

awarenes s t hat their partner6és commitment to thei

r

and that the coupl ebds r el iaasiewories dlsewherav(@rgor,s econdary

2001).

dright well let's say to answer your question, let's say 100% of our arguments that we
have, which they're not, but are about her oldest daughter ... Now her eldest daughter is
her eldest child which is something that is extremely precious to her and the way she sees
it is that if | can't live contentedly with her eldest daughter then you know. It's the biggest
disaster in her life you k n o {ale, cohabiting, aged 58)

Focus group findings

The focus group findings reflected those of the main analysis with the participants recognising the
importance of compatibility and consistency in parenting style.

60Yes and differences of opinion when you t
r e a l(Feryafe, aged under 40)

e
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i Financial difficulties

The data showed that couples frequently experienced relationship difficulties which they
attributed to financial concerns.

®ecause if you have got enough money in the bank and everything is paid, it is a lot easier

on the relationship. Weobve really struggl ed

webve got money. | G(Made, nauiedtagepl 83 ce of mi nd

Some participants reported that significant shortages of funds, and difficulties in budgeting
had caused severe and ongoing relationship problems while others reported that arguments
about finance had been temporary and occurred as a process of negotiating priorities and
establishing solutions.

& mean, like all marriages, especially in those days, | mean, we didn't have any money, so
that caused tension because you then have to argue or discuss about what is the best way
forward with money6 (Male, married, aged 53)

A few participants experienced difficulties which they attributed to differences in handling
their finance. These arose when a partner was perceived as too frugal or too extravagant in
their spending habits. Some participants reported an insightintot he or i gi ns of
financial style and on occasions these reflected deeper differences between the couple.

@ think listening to what he's told me in the past, hismoth er was very tnori fty.
an

n

t hei

background to be tirlilf tgyo wvaintdh ,b olo kmesaméet hi ng

it, and we would just go. He would never do that without planning it all. | mean | am very
spontaneous é He would never do that; he woul d
and splash out on somethi n g , he always |l ooks to see if
to bite my tongue, | try to bite my tongue... it would be nice to have some surpriseso .
(Female, married, aged 53)

Control of finance emerged as an issue which had impact upon a relationship. An
imbalance of power or control in financial matters occasionally caused relationship
dissonance. These issues were sometimes related to gender role expectations, where men
were expected to provide a certain level of funding to women, and women were responsible
for the management of household bills.

dtds just hard wor kmejmooeg]sane waeks it imueks it &l opdfdr g i

me and | dmmlyi g, d6§ Ol start worrying, Il 6m a
t

doesndt wobtry @ltheegimoen eyo wy otu s h @emald, cohabiting, i
aged 28)

never

he

\Y

o T

C
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A few of the participants reported the destruct.i

for example through gambling or perceived pathological spending. Whilst the cause of a
compulsion is psychological rather than related to finance, the participants attributed
relationship difficulties to the Thequeaebelowa
shows how one couple were working to resolve issues related to excessive spending and the
additional tension this had caused through one partner retaining sole control of the finances.

&e go through a time of being fine and then | think things annoy [partner] you know like

wi th money. We 6 v e ognosthiap,v elr yh afvuen nnyo rneol naetyi .

All my wages go straightto[ part hedf émy account but heds
everythingé Hebs ki
| 6 m,d Dekeeybody hasgotever yt hing and | donét wadit
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although my wardrobe is full but you think you
with us .@Female, cohabiting, aged 24)

1 Health and Well-being

Many participants described how throughout the length of their relationship they and their

partner had faced a number of health and well-being concerns. The difficulties were

attributed to a number of issues, including physical and mental health and the emotional

impacts of illness. These issues were often perceived to have had a considerable impact

upon t he participantsd relationships especially w
resulted in a need for increased support from a partner.

A key finding was of the impact illness had on p e o @grlogodssand temper. Interviewees

reported that pain made them more irritable and less tolerantof t heir partner 6s be
Participants often reported an awareness of the impact of their behaviour and felt guilty and

some reported being apologetic to their partner for the changes that illness had produced.

Participants were conscious of the detrimental impact on their relationship caused by this

change in their behaviour.

Well obviously it affected it slightly, to the fact that we werebic k er i ng, but it wasr
major rift ofumsawaor®nist awévale imarried) agaddb0)a way 6 .

Some participants suffering from ill health reported that their partner showed an
understanding of the cause of their undesirable behaviour and offered support as a
consequence.

& get moods i f Il 6km aw l|ab sheraadisesfiys hespaimand | get a

lot of support. | don't think I got so much from my first wife because | don't think she

realised how much painlwasinbut | mean | &m on 16 pad{Makgill ers
married, aged 57)

Fear and anxiety around health concerns were common, for partners as well as the

individual with the health complaint. Some participants reported that they felt a need to be

strong for their partner and others reported that they felt that they did not have sufficient

resources to provide support. The extract below shows how a pa
responded to the threat of serious illness.

& went into the hospital to havetheseops wi t h my sister and my best
just could not get my head around the fact that he could not deal with it. He got so

frightened because he lost both his parents through cancer, and | was angry with him that

he was not there, very angry... We eventually got talking and he came round and he said

he could not  h a n @Feneale,icohébiting, aged 44)

Focus group findings
One partici pant reported how concern for her par

dHe'd got a cyst on his brain and he had to have an operation, and it went on for weeks and
weeks before they actually diagnosed him, and we rowed all the time because he wouldn't go
to the doctor. That was awful because | kept falling out with him and saying there could be
something wrong with you and he'd say don't be stupid and we just seemed to row for like a
mo n t htéink he didn't want all the fuss, he was a bit frightened inside and didn't want to let
anybody (Fematevaded under 40)
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1 Friends, family and in-laws

Friends, family and in-laws were often viewed as having a significant impact on a couple6 s
relationship. Problems emerged when there were deliberate attempts to disrupt the couple
relationship, or more subtle disagreements between friends, family and in-laws and partners
where different values emerged.

Controlling or intrusive in-laws were oftenviewedasbeing di sruptive to a cou
relationship as were financial or time demands made by the family of origin. The literature in

this area highlights how the development of a married or cohabiting relationship marks the

beginning of the move from family confidantes to the spouse (as in a companionate

relationship). Whereas the mother is often viewed as the most enduring of confidantes, the

continued use of the mother may also prevent the development of psychological intimacy

within the couple relationship (Mansfield and Collard, 1988).

In relation to the above, there was an expectation that partners would gradually relinquish
these family confidantes as a relationship developed. One participant, however, reported
how the close bond with her family of origin meant that she was less likely to share her
thoughts about relationship problems with her partner and that this had caused him to feel
jealous and resentful.

6l think for me, | [dith dantréer], bessaise t have this thiaglatlouta bout it
my family, | have thisbond. | 6ve got a brother who | ives here,
bet ween us and | am so close to him, that | thi
hi m, he | i kes him, but someti mes he sajyingpsnot und
|l i ke, whenever | have ever spoken tFemaley br ot her

married, aged 54)

In some cases there were indications that people outside of a relationship had attempted to
cause disruption by making a partner jealous and causing division. One participant reported
that his friends had attempted to disrupt his relationship by implying that his partner was
having an affair. The participant believed that his friends had acted in this way because they
were jealous of his relationship.

We have had people deliberately trying to split us up. Blatantly...[Partner] does not go out
with them anymoreé Jeal ousy that | dondédt go out with my
relationship is splitting up and we have gota b a b gMale, married, aged 25)

Ongoing and close ties with ex-partners, friends and family of origin could result in feelings of
jealousy.

@ne of the low points | suppose was when the girl | was seeing before her, we were just
friendsé we reé&mai nfdidfitnteeljdke the fact that we
because all of her ex-boyfriends basically once she had finished with them they

evaporated, she never saw them again. They were exes, they were historyd (Male,

married, aged 30)

Ongoing relationships with friends sometimes caused difficulties because of the frequency a
partner socialised alone and because of concern about who a partner might meet whilst out.

Now, after a while, | was at the stage where | was worried about telling him that | was
going out because he used to, 6 Were are you goin g Mi8 ex went off with somebody else
before they split up and I think he related that with me going out doing that @emale,
cohabiting, age unknown)
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Jealousy was also apparent where a partner developed a close relationship with a member
of the opposite sex.

6fat was quite a bad time for us really because
nothing | even went and seen the girl and she used to phone him and she says, 6 éljust
like talks to me aboutallhis pr o b | dhatsvés really Hard . . . |l 6ve asked him

asked her as well, he said it was nothing like an affair it was just somebody he could talk
to6 (Female, cohabiting, aged 30)

There was strong evi denc earentingand cotattavighibiolggicad x par t n
children could cause difficulties. The extent to which this was understood, and managed by a
partner had important implications for the relationship.

6t Hoes cause argument in the one way that as | said if she thinks | ... showed that little bit

more loyalty, respect for [former partner] as oppose to her ... My son is an issue... he's

made an issue sometimes. Because... whenlstayat [ f or mer p airwillbecar 6 s hom
c as e hobf. .6 dstyedsbacause my sonisthered6 . . and he' || ask me if
round saayg Vyahdtkat causes problemso (Male, cohabiting, aged 29)

Oéllex-part ner s c ur r gpaakto maat all and rtqok tdat i my'sttide to

start with but after a time it became very awkward because he would come to the house

and they'd al/l be closeted together and 1 6d con
were still there after about an hour, and after a while it grinds you down, it's a very clever

way of getting to somebody ... there was this kind of freezing situation in the housed (Male,

cohabiting, aged 58)

1 Infidelity

I nfidelity, and the fear of a partnerés infideld]
Participants whose current relationships had begun as a result of infidelity, or who had

previously experienced infidelity were particularly concerned about infidelity. Deeper issues

concerning a lack of trust, honesty and communication within a relationship were evident in

some of the accounts concerning fear of infidelity.

0 éthe period when | foolishly thought she was havingan af f air, but that was
know where that came from. | think that was the dawning of the realisation that | was

backing out of the family envi(Maemareéedtagednd conce
48)

I nfidelity had occurred i n a numnpieationsddr t he part.
infidelity tended to reflect the suggestion that a long term affair was not the cause of

relationship difficulties but a product of a pre existing relationship difficulties. The following

example shows how one interviewee explained his infidelity and how the couple were

currently working towards repairing and improving their relationship.

& had an affair and [partner] found out aboutitandi t was c¢crazy really, I d
even had the affair, but it had a massive impact on our relationship, massive, but now we

talk i f somethingds bothering morer oplkatteVvarst &n
of jsayéng | reaét yydodve doke, whut 1611 just h
and | would have forgotten about it by the morning,i f sheds done something

I 611 tell her and vi ce v &(Mala cohabiengaged4yr eed t o d

However, another participant reported that his single event infidelity had occurred at a time
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when his relationship was strong, 6 we wer e s o | anddattributed hisybehsviouri d 6
purely to intoxication.

dwenttoseemy br ot her , |  wa $e Hada case @f Krondnberge |ardire it

all, plus spirits, whiskeys and all that, so | was like all over the place, and my brother had a

word, hedidtellme,6® you want todéd@& dondédonémedbenkafter
remember whether | was in [her] bed, and she [partner] caught us | know that, and | was

shocked you know, | was | i ke shocked you know,

I didnodét expect my sodMafe, cohabitimgeagedB82) t hat posi ti on

Summary of types of difficulties

Participants presented evidence to suggest that having children could have a significant
impact upon a relationship, especially in the initial transition to becoming parents.
Participants were aware of these effects from difficulties experienced during the decision to
have children, to difficulties which arose through parenting older children. The severity of the
difficulties experienced due to parenting ranged widely. Many participants were able to
attribute their relationship difficulties to the added pressures that children brought to a
relationship, this was especially apparent during the transition to parenthood. However some
problems reflected more significant issues that were intrinsic to the individuals in a
relationship, such as different attitudes towards raising children.

Financial issues were associated with relationship difficulties. The reasons for these
difficulties varied according to the couple and their financial situation, however the lack of
adequate finance was the most frequent cause of relationship difficulties. Arguments about
finance quite frequently reflected broader issues between individuals, for example different
attitudes, equality and control in the relationship.

Many of the participants reported that the stress of living with illness had a negative impact

upon their relationship. Health complaints wer e observed to affect a pe
making them more irritable and less tolerant. These changes were frequently attributed to

pain and lack of sleep. An inability to reconcileanindivi dual 6s need for care o
personal needs could result in relationship difficulties. Fear about the extent and duration of

a health complaint could exacerbate these issues by making a partner feel that they did not

have sufficient resource to offer support and that they were unable to cope as a

consequence.

Ot her peopl eds i nf | weewitlerangimgmandicould raduliiroan s hi p's
considerable pressure on couples by dividing opinions, and loyalties. Families of origin

retained a long term influence over some relationships, often impacting on the psychological

intimacy between couples. Close relationships with friends and ex-partners were sometimes

associated with jealousy in partners and relationship difficulties. A prevalent issue was the
difficulty of managingex-part ner sdé rel ationships with children
new relationships.

Finally, infidelity and the fear of infidelity were associated with underlying issues in a
relationship including a lack of trust, honesty and communication. Single episodes of
infidelity were viewed separately as different to long-term affairs. Some evidence suggested
that infidelity was as a result of pre existing relationship issues rather than the cause of a
problem. Actual cases of infidelity caused significant relationship issues but the participants
had been able to overcome them.
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Focus group findings

The accounts from the focus groups reflected the findings from the analysis, however, in
addition to these findings one participant spoke about the long term impact that children could
have on a relationship and the importance of maintaining a relationship despite the conflicting
demands children place on a couple.

6But if it doesnét evolve, then | think yo
friends,ther e6s very few of wus in our age group
on, you suddenly realise well whodés this p

what does he do sort of t hiAxcgupladirdy blotbensaies h
having problems with their relationships, basically because you know their children are now

growing up theybéve |l ed these separate I|ive
individuals that | i ke @emnlébgedoser40) vy know ea

2.2.2 Underlying issues

The results so far show how participants frequently associated their relationship difficulties

with specific issuesorcircu mst ances, for exampl e, t.WMistit partne
is important to understand the circumstances in which people experience relationship

difficulties it is also important to consider underlying issues which may play a significant role

inthe devel opment of difficulties.caus&bof t eri dge (20
relationship difficulties such as those identified in the previous section may not be the real

reasons for a coupleds relati onsiicpg eminghbolee ms and
fundamental issues within a relationship. The following section presents the two most

prevalent underlying themes which emerged: 6écont
commonly reported included: threats to values and identity, respect, and insecure start to

relationship).

1 Control i finding a balance

Control in a relationship emerged as a theme across interviews and the instances of
difficulties which were identified in 2.3.1.

6Aot of men wouldn't put up ineeringHorgahiset | ' m | i ke é
everything, holidays, when we're going to do stuff in the house. | mean I'll tell him but apart

from that | take control of mostthingsand he just sort of goes with t
very often object. He'll go 'we can't afford it' and I'll go 'yes we can' and he goes 'l thought

you said we weren't going to do it this year', | said 'lI've changed me mind'. But now he

doesndt get O6&enmpleynarded, aged 41) t

Control could be also be used constructively in a relationship whereby an imbalance was not

necessarily seen as a cause of relationship problems. For example, people being more

aware and accepting of the imbalance of control at the outset of a relationship and regarding

this as a positive attribute. Indeed, some participants reported how they negotiated with and

used control to maintain and improve their relationship and, when an individual presented a
particular strength or weakness, control <could b
However, when an individual was unhappy with a perceived imbalance of control problems

could emerge. Some participants reported their willingness to submit to occasional requests

from their partners in order to avoid or resolve conflict.

& think how naive | was. How I didn6t see t hings. And perhaps | m
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now. I dondét see things perhaps. I n some t
and then in other things, | mean we are having our kitchen done and | can say | want this

hin

and this, but [current partner] can be quite strongandsays®@h no t hat woul dnét |

there§ and sometimesljust t i nk,cam@t be bothered©6. But

ways, and then very weak in other ways. Giving in for a quiet life | supposed (Female,
married, aged 51)

WNo as | said earlier, we havenodét really had an\
was, | think someone asked me out for a beer an
slanging matches and she went out, slammed the door, picked the kids up from school and
it was sorted out ten minutes after she came home. | stayed in and did as | was toldo .
(Male, cohabiting, aged 38)

The data suggestt hat i ssues arose when an individual 6s e

For example, one female reported that she was dominant and controlling in her relationship

and that her husband was happy with this situat.:.

husband had tried to place restrictions on one of her friendships she found this unacceptable
and the couple had separated for six months. Alternatively one participant reported how he
found his partner to be too submissive and wanted her to stand up for herself more
frequently.

Case study 1 shows how one participant recognised and explained his need to exert a
significant degree of control within his relationship.

Case study 1

Adam is a married man in his late 20s. Neither he or his partner have any children. Adam and his
wife met through mutual friends, though they had known of each other when they were at school.
Prior to his current relationship with his wife Adam had a couple of relationships that he felt were
serious. Adamés wife hadaonghips. had any ot her s

According to Adam, his parents separated when he was young because his mother was having an
af fair. Adam found out about his motherds i1
mother left the marital home. He felt rejected by hismot her and descri bes t

Adam described how he destsohis partner to make sure that she is loyal and loves him, and how
he seeks to control how decisions are made in the relationship. Adam believes that he does this
because of the lack of security and control he had in his earlier life.

Adam highly valued the knowledge that his partner had not had any other serious relationships
because he felt that this meant she could not compare him with anybody else. He felt that this
gives him the security to be able to make mistakes.

6l know that if we have an argument and agaif
be nor mal because thatodéds how relationships afp
we very rarely argue but in my job it gets sometimes stressful and | do take it out on her, but |
know that she forgives me all the time because she accepts that, and no matter how many
arguments we have or no matter how marebawhereas ul

l i ke I say my mum and dad just arenété Again,
probably play mind games with her, in the f agd
Sometimes 10611 go ouwtt lamdakilndgnfoovr thhmtandeme 6
know thereds a totally reasonabl e expl anaably or
bring up thalt talrigrnukmetnhtatéds where my thing com
attent i on with my parents and that's why | want
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Communication

T

Communication emerged as the second main underlying theme throughout the interviews.
Within the data there was a theme concerning the destructive nature of a lack of

communicat i on or 6si |l enc e.Gomeipartivipamts reportecealloa tevelooh s h i
communication on a day-to-day basis.

& mean we can sit here, perhaps we'll sit here in the evening when he's in sort of thing,
because he works at this pub and he's working tonight you see, he's there until they close

so he's not home dil late, and we'll watch the telly or we'll read or something, sometimes

we talk if something has happened in the day, but a lot of times we'll just watch the telly

and then wewvhlalt sdaoy yéowe Itlhi nk of t ha&(Eemaled we l
married, aged 66)

A few of the participants reported awisht o know mor e ab outto-dayifei r
and that they found it very important that their partner told them what they would be doing in
advance, for example that their partner should make sure to let them know what time they
would be back in the evening. These issues were generally viewed as minor, however a

long term lack of communication was the cause of more severe problems. Case study 2
shows one participant 6s experelatomsitipp of poor

p

| n ot

partn

commu

Case study 2

Jane is a married female in her mid fifties. She and her husband have one son together and neither
have any children with previous partners. Jane reported that the couple had frequent arguments
which had started before they got married. Jane described a cycle of arguments and withdrawal in
her relationship and described how she would sometimes return to her former home when things
were too difficult.

Jane reported that she and her partner had experienced relationship difficulties when she had
suffered from a miscarriage. Jane felt unable to share this experience with her partner.

ol think | ike | became quite col d, i nsul ar 6.

Jane feels that she has always been the one to initiate conversations about relationship difficulties
and she is frustrated by this.

Recently Jane was hurt when she discovered her husband had discussed their sex life with her
sister. Since this Jane has been unwilling to make the repair attempts which she previously initiated.
The couple have not communicated constructively about this issue and their sexual relationship has
suffered.

61 woul d al waoach thdrsabjeet totsay that fhipgs are really low. |tend to bring it round
to saying |like, o6we don6t do many things toge
same way. 't s not | i ke hedd t ur ralkiagaboutphd woald d
knowo.

6l suppose you let it slip and the |l onger it
to, but he doesné6t say anyt hilikggnpow tlantiere bre tineswhdn
I have thought 16d Iike just to go to bed, bu
l et down. Il was really angry. And | often f
interesetcadédeb we have drifted so far aparto
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Lack of communication was associated with a build-up of resentment and dissatisfaction and

this sometimes resulted in confrontation. The extract belowdesc r i bes a part
frustration at her husbandsdé inability to

& do get angry at times, | go quiet, | go off and do something. | know it's not going to
happen. There's not going to be a row, there's not going to be a discussion. | have to wait,
|l 6ve | earnt now you wait, if you bring i
and at the end if it doesn't work, then | will say [partner] | need to talk about this. We need
to clear the air on this one, and then we'll start the discussion6 (Female, married, aged 44)

A chronic lack of communication was observed to cause significant relationship damage.
The following quote illustrates some of the consequences of poor communication, where the
couple became less close and trust and security were eroded.

back of talking I t hink, communi cati on.

i ci pant
argue.

phase of each doing our own thing. [Partner] and the girls left me very much to it ... | got so

engrossed of what was going on at work because there was a load of redundancies going
oné We were growing closer as a family at work and less at home ... | was convinced at
one stage that [partner] was having an affairé twas this one guy's name kept cropping
u p @ think it was jealousy more than anything else. This guy had got time to talk to
[partner] whereas | hadn'td (Male, married, aged 48)

A pattern of confrontation and withdrawal

narratives. This cycle of behaviour was damaging and was incompatible with the resolution

of relationship problems. The quote below shows how one participant describes this process
occurring in her relationship when attempting to discuss marriage.

6é he willghoyeanhtde. conversation, c¢haetgei ttéth.e. .su

He woul dn't qoy 66alHsoldwtessiny t want t o hgjest
starts laughing ... He just annoys me sometimes. He won't even talk about it but yet he will
sit there, and my sister is going on about her fiancé and all their arrangements, and have

all in depth conversations with them. So | just think ... | can't be bothered ... He ignores me

... sometimes he does wind me up, (Féemale,s
cohabiting, aged 26)

Other patterns of unhelpful or even disdainful communication were evident within some of
the accounts. One interviewee reported how he believed his partner manipulated
discussions to fuel his anger.

O 1% just says, 6 Dshutup@ and she just cafraeduoh{(si
and sheb6s got, I 61 | t el | you what she ha
me up by, if I say something i you see, some people are loud, some people are timid,

bédsk wat

S

some people have got a lpdsitive wHatfl gy andthe biggest thiggs |,

[ par tqetr 6csrli ti cal of me is that | 6ém a perfectio
youtodo, llosemyrag,shegoes§y ou want them to be perdedt

(Male, cohabiting, aged 51)

Focus group findings

Findings from the focus groups reflected the importance participants placed on communicating
well in a relationship and the detrimental impacts that poor communication could have. The
extract below shows how one focus group member felt that if communication had broken down
in a relationship there was no reason for the relationship to continue.

6l tos when communication breaks down, whet
communication totally br eaé&mintdhen isnogpordiny ou

A

continui ng (Remalegajgadever4@ h at 6 .

h
t




Summary of underlying issues
Control and communication emerged as the two main themes underlying the relationship
difficulties reported by participants.

Control could be used constructively in a relationship. Some participants reported how they
negotiated with and used control to maintain and improve their relationships when, for
example, a greater competency was required in certain situations. Some also reported their
willingness to submit to occasional controlling behaviour from their partners in order to avoid
or resolve conflict. However, tensions arose when an individual was unhappy with a
perceived imbalance of control. A few of the participants reported how their attitudes
towards the balance of control in their relationship had changed over time and that

relationship problems had emerged when an indivi

Poor communication was an important and pervasive factor which could both cause

relationship problems and exacerbate pre-existing issues. Participants reported that poor
communication meant that relationship issues were not resolved and could escalate in

severity. This in turn could cause a couple to lose a sense of closeness and trust with their

partner and was indicative of relationship erosion. Poor communication (in terms of

frequency or quality) could be contributing to
and concerns and misattributions about their motives as a result. This echoes pan-European

data (Eurostat, 1995) whereby, aside to domestic violence, the main reason reported for

di vorce was there being 6no |l onger any communi
relative to the 11 other European nations surveyed, the UK response of 68% citing this

breakdown in communication was second only to that reported in France.

2.2.3 Consequences of relationship difficulties

The difficulties described in the previous two
relationships. Some couples reported negative impacts such as increased emotional

distance and separation whilst others reported positive impacts through learning about their
relationship. The key consequences of relationship difficulties reported by participants are

detailed in the following section.

i Increasing emotional distance

Relationship difficulties frequently led to participants feeling further apart from their partner
and being generally less satisfied with their relationship.

0 éas soon as he got back into that bedroom, he just closed down. | could see it and |
used to think, dle was a different person out thered Female, married, aged 51)

A reduction in closeness was frequently associated with coping with particularly stressful
situations like the death of a parent, problems at work or health issues.

dsupposewhen [ par t nerldneanfdadtebl a bitldistahi becduse he was just
so upset really... He didn't want me to handle it, he just wanted to be left alone and things
like that you know ... Well your barriers come up a bit don't they? Female, cohabiting,
aged 45)

Issues such as spending less time together, poor communication and a loss of romance
were also associated with increased emotional distance.

6 A b o u monthsxaago me and him went through a rocky patch just the fact that we just
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getting on with life, | started a job, he was working constantlyé We j ust wer endt r ea
seeing each other and it come to ad®yoglovear gument
me? ,Gve just seemed to be drifting apart, and it was quite a sad sort oftimefor us 0.

(Female, cohabiting, aged 28)

1 Thoughts of leaving and separation

Many of the participants reported that they had at times thought about ending their
relationship.

@And | was getting to the point where | was so frustrated and so was he and we were

saying quite horrible things to each other, like | am going to leave you and you know, and

al |l of a sudden he was sitting down and he just
anymored (Female, married, aged 23)

Most of the participants who reported thoughts of separation revealed that this had been a
transient feeling and quite frequently it had been in response to a stressful life situation rather
than the relationship itself.

&t was after my dad died. And | was taking it out on him, and | asked him to leave because

I di dndét w.aNglthnkivashjustrme and the fact that | was throwing myself

into going out all the time and everything. And | suppose the less time | spent with

[partner] the more | thought | could do without him, and | asked him to leave and said | just

wanted to be on my own with my children. But |
down. It was just my angerd (Female, married, aged 25)

Some participants reported that threats to leave were often unconsidered and made in the
heat of an argument to emphasise the level of distress they were experiencing and were an
attempt to initiate reconciliation. This illustrates the importance of distinguishing between
threats as momentary provocation in order to get a reaction from the partner, or an actual
display of disengagement.

We had a big argument, and | left. Expecting him to come after me, and he didn't6 .
(Female, married, aged 36)

The following example illustrates how a threat to end a relationship provoked discussion and
an opportunity to make changes and improve things.

6t Was something so trivial, | think it was the vacuuming | asked him to do something and

he [ said]i,t o60l6ddlhis,/dachaevee | téd om © § djahdl sod said,

O0Rght | 6v e bstarked crying, can pstairs, got the suitcase out and he come up

and he apologised, just said um hebdés been havin
and this and that, but he will start helpingme. Andhedi d and hedsdnever stop
(Female, married, aged 38)

Some of the participants6é accounts exposed mor e
including emotional detachment from a partner. These participants felt that they were no

longer close to their partner and had no desire to be so. This was reflected through

behaviours reported by the participants from spending more time without their partner to

complete separation. Participants who had emotionally detached from their partners

indicated that their relationship difficulties were not resolvable and that they had become self

sufficient.

6 donét want to be hurt again. I dondt feel I
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sufficient. I  don 6.tdleenmatried)ageal 80 d t o be with her

Finally, one participant reported that he was in a very unhappy relationship which he felt
should be terminated but revealed a continuing sense of duty or care towards his partner.

@ want to see her happy but, if teedméathenobt happ)
us can make each other happy because our worlds are like that you know, totally separate
ways, so it would be better if she met someoned (Male, cohabiting, aged 50)

1 Becoming closer

Many of the participants reported that their relationship had become stronger as a result of
working through relationship difficulties. Participants reported increased depth and
commitment in their relationship as a result of overcoming difficulties.

6 dondét think that anyt hithdgne®low elationship)] d come c |l
because it is what | done to our relationship when my dad died. It was me that pushed him

away and took it outon himandthaté | coul dndét see our relations|
than it had done. We are actually brilliant. | am really happy with my life and my

relationship and the home and the childrend (Female, married, aged 25)

A further example shows how the difficulties associated with raising a child with physical
di sabilities had causedengthemoupl edbs relationship

6ts pulled us definitely together, because youcd
you justé you know, thereds noé There would be
couplessaying, 6 Oh t hi s i s ewenri ng@& a h iveudoiafdurkiéand, we 0
they are all alive and wedve got e @¢(émaet her 0.
married, aged 37)

Whilst it is important to note that these findings are based on a data set which does not take
into account those for whom relationship difficulties may have contributed to the end of their
relationship it is apparent that for some, the process of working through a relationship
problem can result in a stronger relationship.

Summary of consequences of relationship difficulties

A proportion of the participants reported that at some point during their relationship they had
considered leaving their partner. Threats to leave a relationship were most frequently used
to indicate dissatisfaction and to provoke a response and were rarely fully formed intentions.
However it is important to avoid generalisations upon this finding through remembering that
this research is based upon only those who have remained in their relationship and cannot
consider those for whom threats to leave may have precipitated the end of a relationship.

A more serious threat to relationship endurance was the emotional detachment of a partner
as a response to relationship difficulties. In these cases difficulties had been left
unaddressed, partners had begun to spend less time together and had disengaged.
Participants who had disengaged felt that their relationship could not be repaired.

In contrast to these negative findings, the data suggested that some participants had

strengthened their relationship with their partner through successfully overcoming their
difficulties.
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2.2.4 Variation by gender

During the analysis any significant trends in the data which related to gender were recorded.
Key variations included:

1 Female participants disclosed more detail about their life with their partner during the
interview.

1 Females reported that they had a higher awareness of the difficulties in their
relationship than their partner did.

O0Yes. I find that so frustrating. ivelyfecknow t her
there's a problem and he' |l (Focs &mpupiramale, bgecer e' s not
over 40)

1 Females spoke more frequently about the cause of difficulty within their relationship.

1 Females were more likely to report concerns over the leveloft hei r partner 6s
independent social activity.

T Females reported that they talked more openl
than their partner did, both to their partner and others outside the relationship.

1 Females were more likely to report that they had sometimes doubted the future of
their relationship.

1 Males often felt rejected after the birth of a child.

6l agree with what he has just said but the won
the child and doesndt sheemut cangdpdrhdatmwam tsitme iwn
(Focus Group Male, aged over 40)

1 Females were more likely to feel undervalued in their role in the partnership after the
birth of a child and more conflict due to the division of household labour in the
relatons hi p. Thi s r el at es vtiocitohues ecayrcllieedr, dwehsecrreibby
being unsupported lead some women to be more critical of their partners which in
turn leads to men being less satisfied with their relationships and then disengaging
from child and family life (One Plus One, 2006).

6And its sort of I|Iike a half hearted itdéds not r
Sai nsbuGydsmy hf ood b i .l[(HocusmGraup Femdbeeagdd ovierel@

01 kt hihrey do it o(Rocus Group Bemale, agedavel 49)0

1 Males were more likely to report that issues relating to finance and sex had caused
conflict within their relationship.

1 Males were more likely to report worries and uncertainty about making a commitment
and losing their freedom.

0 éyou bump into someone who is young free and single and you go out for a beer and it

is like I am missing this but then you think are you missing it? That sometimes goes
agai nst {fFooas GroumMale,@ged under 40)
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2.3 Discussion

Interviewees reported a wide range of life events which had caused relationship strain and
discussed the impacts of these difficulties. These tensions were attributed to the process of
becoming parents and raising children together; financial concerns; the influence of friends
and family; and health and well-being issues. The extent to which these issues impacted on
a coupled selationship was moderated by two underlying issues which emerged from the
data i control and communication within the relationship. Difficulties were shown to impact
on a relationship in a number of ways from a reduced emotional attachment and thoughts of
separation to increased relationship satisfaction as a result of working through problems
together.

Note here that these perceptions of relationship change, for better or worse, were derived

from individuals rather than both members of the couple. Also, it is important to remember

that this research is based upon evidence from p
introduces a bias into the research 1 the participants who reported actual problems through

the transition to parenthood, financial concerns, infidelity, etc. are also those for whom the

difficulties had not resulted in the termination of the relationship.

Although the results are presented as distinct themes it is important to recognise that there
was a high level of interaction between the issues reported. For example, the transition to
parenthood was often a time of financial strain. The following quote provides an example of
the interaction between finance, the transition to parenthood and time spent together.

dNo it was just the, | was getting more tired. | was doing overtime, but | was doing overtime
because of the baby, | had to so | had more money. To afford a, to rent a flat in [place]
which was seven hundred and fifty pound a month and then on top you have got the baby
and her, and you think she was at home all day so the cupboards were getting emptier and
emptier because she was eating more. The cupboards were getting empty quicker. So she
was accusing me, or suspecting me of seeing other people. That was hard but we got over
thaté (Male, married, aged 25)

Whilst the findings of the chapter are important in their own respect it is imperative to

recognise that many of the findings are supported by established knowledge in the field. As

an example, longitudinal research conducted in the USA (Lawrence et al., 2008) has shown

that high pre pregnancy relationship satisfaction, and a planned rather than an unplanned

pregnancy, affects the extent of relationship strain during the transition to parenthood.

Similarly findings from this chapter concerning communication between couples reflect

Gottman and Silverés (1999) descri ptiamanalogyf t he 6
of a destructive pattern of communication which includes criticism, contempt, defensiveness

and stonewalling and can lead to a lack of closeness.

The interviews provide a valuable insight into currently functioning relationships. However, it

is important to remember that this is a 6dsnap sh
how relationships work it is important to view them as a process. Karney and Bradbury

(1995) highlight the merits of longitudinal research in studying relationships to assess how

relationship quality and stability changes over time. To do this they performed a meta-

analysis of theoretical perspectives of relationships and evaluated the results from 115

longitudinal relationship studies which represented over 45,000 marriages. Through this

analysis they develSirgseAld d fhtea toiVanh ndao ddli oft yMar ri a
represents how they consider marriages to develop and change through time. This model

provides a framework which can be used to consider the findings from the chapter.

The OVul-Btessdbialpittay i on Model of Marriagedé (Karney
identifies the interaction between 6stressful ev
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processesd in affecgtiudndg i marietlyl, gqnaaliittay asndabil it
concerned events such as those identified by this chapter. The model explains how couples

are able to adapt to these events by showing how the link between stressors and marital

outcomes are mediated. The model shows how the difficulties which a couple face are only

one of the factors which play a part in the outcome of a relationship and the way that couples

deal with conflict is more important than the conflict itself (Markman et al., 1994).

Karney and Bradbury (1995) summarise their model as follows:

6é..a model of marital development was outlined
variables that emerged from our review of the data and seem essential for understanding

marital development: the stressful events that couples encounter, the enduring vulnerabilities

that spouses bring to the marriage, and the adaptive processes through which couples

contend with difficult circumstances. Briefly the model holds that married couples must adapt

to a variety of stressful events and circumstances that they encounter over the course of their

lives. The capacity of a couple to adapt depends on the degree of stress they experience and

the enduring vulnerabilities that each spouse brings to the marriage. Couplesé accumul at ed
experiences with adaptive processes gradually influence their perceptions of their marital
guality, which ultimately c¢ont(KaindyandBradbwy, t he st ab
1995, p.26)

These findings are also supported through more recent work from Bradbury and Karney
(2004) who define marital outcomes as governed by dnteractional processes, individual
strengths and vulnerabilities, and stressful events and contextsd(p. 876). Further reference to
the important work of Bradbury and Karney is cited in Chapter 4.

Of particular importance to this chapter is a recognition that the way in which a person
understands or attributes a partnerds behaviour
the conflict in their relationship. Robust evidence suggests that the way a person makes

attributions is associated with relationship satisfaction (Fincham et al. 2000). For example, if

apather arrives home | ate different attributions
intraffic 6) t o i nternal 6()0hd hjeu thdsectaomrgbspretationsc a r e

apportions blame on the partner whilst the first avoids doing so and could in this case lead to

less resentment and a decreased likelihood of conflict as a result of tardiness.

To illustrate the relevance of attribution theory to the understanding of relationship outcomes,
Fincham et al. (2000) studied 130 US couples who had wed in the previous 15-20 months.
Participants indicated the quality of their relationship using the Quality of Marriage Index
(Norton, 1983); the attributions they would make for a series of negative behaviours common
to almost all marriages (using the Relationship Attribution Measure - Fincham and Bradbury,
1992); and the extent to which they felt it was possible to resolve conflicts with their partner
(using an unpublished scale developed by Bradbury, 1989). The results of the study showed
that causal attributions (the way in which a per
negative behaviour) were related to marital satisfaction over time and that this relationship
was bi-directional. The results also showed that efficacy expectations (the extent to which a
person felt that it was possible for them to resolve relationship conflict) mediated the
relationship between attributions and satisfaction.

In summary, the chapter provides a useful insight into the nature of conflicts which occur in

relationships and the times at which they are most likely to occur. However, the way a

couple deals with these conflicts and difficulties is recognised as being more important than

the difficulty itself (Reynolds et al., 2001; Cummings et al., 2008). In addition, the way in

which people understand their partner édetobehavi ou
resolve conflict have a significant bearing on the development of relationship problems and

its long-term stability. Communication plays a key role here as it helps people understand
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their partner and so when communication breaks down the capacity for understanding also
declines.
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Chapter 3. Factors that help relationships to
endure

3.1 Introduction

Relationships are fluid, changeable and may go through many different stages (Kovacs,
1988). These stages have been associated with different levels of relationship satisfaction
from the highs of a new romance to the difficulties associated with establishing
independence within a relationship. This chapter explores the factors which participants
valued in their relationships and felt helped their relationship to endure. All of the participants
were in long-term relationships at the time of interview (a minimum of three years) and
therefore the data set provides a valuable opportunity to explore ongoing relationships, many
of which had endured through periods of significant relationship strain.

3.2 Results

Participantsd responses to questionscoanectedt what
with satisfaction within a relationship. Several participants indicated that where satisfaction

with a relationship was very low the relationship should cease. However, as noted previously

these participants were all in long-term relationships and many of these relationships had

endured through very difficult times with their partner.

Because of the close link between relationship satisfaction and the perceptions of enduring
relationships, the majority of the findings were in relation to the positive aspects of
relationships (e.g. being close) rather than the underlying factors that were seen to maintain
perhaps less satisfactory relationships (e.g. structural barriers relating to financial
dependence, moral obligation, etc. i see 3.3.2 Discussion section for further detail).

The results are organised in two sections as follows:

What makes a relationship endure?
The first section covers the general principles which participants reported would make any
relationship O6workd or endur e.

What makes my relationship endure?
This second section includes the participantsoé d
aspects of their own relationships and includes:

1. Most valued aspects of relationships
2. Relationship strengtheners
3. Positive changes over time
Each section includes a summary of the key findings.
It is important to remember that there is a great deal of crossover between the sections and

the themes presented. However, the structure of the results is designed to convey a sense
of the different ways in which participants discussed what made their relationship endure.
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3.2.1 What makes a relationship endure?

Compatibilty -0t he ri ght persono

OHuman nature is human nature, youbre either
youbdbre not. No matter how much help those i
wrong X and Y theyor e (Male, mgroedpageddd) get al ong

A theme concerning the choice of 6t hgeh tr ipart ner 6 e merPgrtkigants r om t he
believed that for a relationship to be a success

Ghey're just not meant (Matermamiedcabed®’) her | don't t

The compatibility of two people was perceived to be due to personality and shared
expectations. Wher e itghhet 66 rper son had been fsonidanaims partner
and values.

6Yeah | mean because of , eimatcheditevoull bavesbeamal i t i es h
waste of time... it's no good at all if you don't, notonthesames ort of wavel ength
(Male, married, aged 42)

6é f you want different t hi ng ¢Male keahabitingaged gs ar e
38)

Being incompatible with a partner was viewed as an insurmountable problem. Participants
believed that relationship support would not be able to improve or sustain a relationship if the
couple were not right for each other.

6l think you've goammbnagroindatherwiseqon'ee literallyanaof ¢

losing battle and | think they just kept trying to work at it and it just wasn't happening, so,

yes | do think you've got to have some sort of
probably weren'trighttogeth e r t o s(Femald, manried, dgéd.30)

However, and in direct relation to the following section, being compatible with a partner was
not viewed as the sole criterion for a successful relationship. Participants reported that being
with the right person was not enough and that efforts to maintain and develop a relationship
were required in order for it to endure.

6l think it comes down t o bei nandworkindhatthifge r i ght

é if you've got the sort of the raw material as it were, I think then y
know, | know that a couple of my, especially the friends that got divorced, | think it's

al most , it was inevitable that (Femmalewnasriad, t going
aged 30)

Relationship work

OYoubve got to make sure thereds a bond, you
with children or without, you know, make the effort, a lot of effort needs to be

made and it is hard work, it is quite a full time job to keep your relationship

going,ljust t hink youdve got(Femae, culaakieng,tagped 28 f f or t 6

Despite placing importance on being in a relationshipwith6t he ri ght persond t he
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reported that it was necessary to put work into a relationship. Willingness to make an effort
to maintain and improve a relationship was identified by interviewees as an important
influence on the outcome of a relationship.

0l don't think it's Iike true |l ove from start t
[ i ntervi ewdadasprintiple aadthesbelieve in it and stick at it and work at it.
Thatswhy | t hi nk t ha {Male, cobabiting, agetva®y k e d 6

6You've got to go in and do your bMaetmamiedd hope
aged 57)

6...to maké&,theédmrw has got otuo hbaev ea jcuosnip rgoonti steoé
(Male, married, aged 50)

Some of the participants reported that in order for a relationship to endure people needed to
successfully manage the changes which occurred in it over time (both in terms of individuals
and circumstances). Participants were particularly aware of this need in the early stages of a
relationship.

6éThereds always that initial burst of passion
fades. You could not sustaint hat for fifteen/twenty years, yold
physically wear you out for a start. As | ong a

and t oget (Mele, maried aged 42)

Participants reported that relationship problems needed to be identified and addressed in
their early stages in order to avoid significant damage or erosion within a relationship. Some
participants acknowledged that this process was sometimes difficult and could cause friction
in a relationship but that it prevented more serious long term problems from developing.

6... Whether itds something thatodés negative anc
youbdbve still got to go ahead and do it, because
you can sit down and sort out is better than saying nothing, which ends up with more

stress at the end of it, which . (Malemdoied agedr e | ong
38)

Some participants reported that it was important for people to retain an awareness of their
personal needs within a relationship and to avoid compromising themselves in the context of
relationship work.

6You have to give and take but you also have tc¢
make allowances for changes and you have to consider other people's feelings and their

beliefs in whatever decisions you make and . ..
do anything that 1 6&dm terribly unWwappyhwngté. but
(Female, married, aged 36)

One participant revealed a loss of respect for her partner who had attempted to suppress his
own needs in order to become more compatible with her.

6... we're very, very different people and 1|,
It's ridiculous but the kind of food he eats, everything. He's changed an awful lot of his life
to be more in keeping with me, but (Fendhle,n' t t hin

cohabiting, aged 37)
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Focus group findings

Some members of the focus groups focused on the need to compromise and think about the
needs of the other person in the relationship.

dhere has got to be give asadan goikgeo naaysyoududt | ath
going to stay the same as | am, do what | w
(Male, aged over 40)

Some of the members of the over 40s focus groups discussed how they felt attitudes towards
relationships had changed over the last few decades.

I think relationships nowé | think peopl e
[

0
di s p o s(kdel agdi over 40)

Communication

0l f you havendét got t heoncomnuhniincka tyioound vteh egroet,
(Female, married, aged 32)

Communication was frequently mentioned by participants as an important factor which could
both improve a relationship or lead to its deterioration. This finding is reflected in both
Chapters 2 and 4 (also see Eurostat, 1995, in Chapter 2).

6Just breakdown i n cocnanmu rbiec avteir yemdle mamiedip 0ds. e
aged 30)

Participants reported that good communication was a vital component for a good relationship
and had a significant bearing on other factors which contributed to the quality of a
relationship. Participants believed that it was important for individuals to convey the trust,
love and care they felt towards their partners.

6As | say, communi cati on thereis thelevethetehttte t wo peopl e
understanding there, the commitment there, the sharing of mundane things as well, | think
that's very i mpor {(Famalke, marned,ageunkdown) i ons hi po.

Participants believed that the development of trust between two people was intrinsically
linked with the ability to communicate well.

6 Wel | i f they communicat e, i f the communicati on
follow butifyoudon' t communi c at e O6@enale, marded,laged33h e r é

Strong communication between a couple was viewed as an effective means of addressing
relationship difficulties. As shown in the previous section, 6 Re | at i o n,pdrticigantsVo r k 6
felt that addressing relationship problems in their earliest stages was a very important factor

which helped relationships endure.

60l f somethingds bothering one of you it could c
youbve got to be open, so if there is a problen
bubbl i ng i (Femalg marrieds agedes) .
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Focus group findings
The focus groups felt that communication was vital for an enduring relationship.

One focus group member stressed the importance of communicating well from an early stage in
the relationship to ensure that the partners had similar attitudes and expectations.

60The only thing, if you go into a relations/H|
think that can sometimes cause problems, if
(Female, aged under 40)

Trust

60You candét build anything on a relationship
the foundation of anything. You candét both
you canodt grow as a unit N o t(Malemtarriedan be do

aged 29)

Trust, honesty and fidelity were frequently mentioned as vital components within an enduring
relationship. Having trust with a partnerallowed peopl e to feel O0safed wit!
facilitated the sharing of lives, and the developmentof acoupl e s commi t ment t o ea

0 & trust, | put it all down to trust | think you've got to know the person and trust themo
(Female, cohabiting, aged 45)

Participants reported that trust was developed through good communication within a
relationship and emphasised the importance of being open and honest with a partner.

6l think our relationship is honest and é for a
us were we didnodot feel that weeweardbwéehwébeéendgt
trusting each other or anythingé trust and hone
(Female, cohabiting, age unknown)

For most of the interviewees fidelity was reported as being closely aligned with trust. A
partner 6s uldoabise wust koibe lgst. WMany of the participants reported that
infidelity would be such a breach of trust that the relationship damage it caused would be
irreparable and the relationship would not survive.

6l can't i magine any wanttolgavetithEn ... Untesslitdasma k e me
infidelity on his part, which | can't imagine, but if it was, | would find that very hard to cope

with ... | mean by very nature of the fact that if it happened, it would involve lying and lots

of other things as well, and that would ... you couldn't ever regain what we have now, so, |

think that is the onlREemalehriamied, aged) | can t hink o

Despite the prevalence of this belief a few of the participants who had experienced infidelity
in their current relationship reported how they had managed to recover trust and repair the
damaged relationship.

Some of the participants felt that infidelity was a symptom of a problem in a relationship

rather than a cause and one patrticipant reported that an incidence of infidelity would expose
relationship issues and provide an opportunity to address them and develop the relationship.
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0To be honeiffpartnerliwtemty odff and had an affair

because, maybe itwould, It hi nk | l ove her more than that

was a reason for having done t h(sdle narried, ageid
48)

Focus group findings

The focus group findings reflected those of the main analysis. Participants emphasised the
importance of trust and working with a partner to develop this over time.

0 Y e lahink trust is something that you have to work on. It is there at the beginning and then

A

the | evel i ncr e a9qMate, aged overdOne goes onaod.

Summary of what makes a relationship endure
The patrticipants discussed the general principles which they felt were important to make any
relationship work. Whilst the participants discussed numerous principles the most frequently

reported factors were; being in a relationshi

relationship, communicating well and having trust in a partner.

Participants conveyed the understanding that

persondé had been found as a partner. Being

personality, shared expectations and similar aims and values. Some of the participants

tal ked about how it was inevitable that S o0ome

oOwerendt right t ohg partibipmts répartedsthateno amounmti ot rdlafionship
work could keep two incompatible people together.

Being in a relationship with a compatible partner was not enough to sustain a relationship,
putting work into a relationship was viewed as essential. This was especially true in the early
stages of a relationship when the excitement and romance associated with a new
relationship was observed to decline. Participants reported that it was important for
individuals to retain an awareness of their personal needs within a relationship and to avoid
compromising these during relationship work. The participants felt that it was important for
couples to address relationship problems at an early stage and emphasised the need for
good communication to help this happen.

Good communication was viewed as essential in a relationship, and not solely because it
facilitated the resolution of issues. Good communication between a couple facilitated the
expression of positive regard and could convey feelings of love, trust and care. Poor
communication in a relationship was viewed as very damaging to a relationship.

Finally, having trust in a partner was viewed as an vital factor which helped relationships
endure. Trust was intrinsically linked with the ability to communicate well with a partner by
being open and honest. Trust in a partner was related to a sense of security in the
relationship. Participants frequently associated trust with fidelity. Infidelity was often viewed
as a huge breach of trust in a relationship which would cause irreparable relationship
damage.

3.2.2 What makes my relationship endure?

This section presents findings concerned with why participants felt their relationships worked
and endured. The results are presented in three sections which are:
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1. Most valued aspects of my relationship
2. Relationship strengtheners
3. Positive changes over time

Each section concludes with a summary of the key findings.

1. Most valued aspects of my relationship

Closeness

0Al Il my friends say theyob6ve never ever met t
relationship, and who get on so well, because we constantly laugh and make

each other | augh, you know the sex |ifebs go
with al/l my h e gHemagle, neavried, ggedn2B)n g 6 .

People highly valued feeling close with their partner.

6Wenyouknow youbve got a great relationghshep with
saidtomelastnightt 6 Do you kédoew got, a hseaaidda c hbe@®jusy ou Kknov
going to get,wsdpthat quienadothiMalé, cohabiting, aged 51)

A part of being close with a partner involved &nowingdor ainderstandingd t Heepty and
being similarly known and understood.

.they know everything about you, and you know everything about them, and it is just an
onest, open, it '(Bemae, mamiededged53ay t o bed.

>0 O

6Hebés more of a partner than anybody has ever b
that anybody el s @emale sohabiting,ragett56)o wn 6 .

Sharing a friendship with a partner was also reported as an aspect of closeness. Friendship
was nhot necessarily part of a couplebs relations

We are |like friends as well . Heds m9 best frie
(Female, married, aged 25)

Participants frequently talked about the importance of sharing a sense of humour with their
partner. Being able to laugh together at the same things was viewed as a shared connection
and demonstrated a strong bond within a couple.

0To have good sense o6hahumoemas. havel akgoadgi maluc
|l ooks person, | 6ve never |l ooked at somebody phy
sheds really good Il ookingé but if | speak o th

t
and they laugh at my jokes, which can be terribl e, t h e n (Male, mdrried, dgedl ps 6 .
42)

OHe has got a real dry s e m$ueny, dtthihgs likothat. Yaus wel |
have got to have a laugh, | would die of boredom if | just had someone straight laced
sittingt h e (Fendale, cohabiting, aged 26)

Participants also reported that closeness to their partner was facilitated by shared interests
and spending time together. Si mi | ar i nterests gave participants
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with their partner. A few participants reported feeling valued more as a result, by being not
only a partner but someone who enjoys the same things as they do.

6Absol utely magic. We share all the same inter
things. We have a delightful time6 (Male, married, aged 56)

0. .. he wildl make a | ot of effort to make sure
have to be doing anything particularly exciting, but he makes sure that we don't feel that
we ar e bei n(emal® cogabiting, aged44)

Finding activities which both partners enjoyed equally was important to some participants
and provided an enjoyable shared experience. The quote below shows how one couple
negotiated a solution to different interests.

6 Y b lamean [partner]l i kes wal ki ng but | |l i ke wal king and
anythingtodowithwi | d1 i f e iwheregsdparmer]avbuéd rather just march on. |
|l i ke to stop a bit, but yeah | me a walkimgethej ust | i k

coastal footpaths and things, and there's not so much to stop and look at apart from the
view, which w@ald married, abed 45)i k e 6 .

Participants valued holidays with their partners and appreciated sharing leisure time together
but also reported the need to enjoy their everyday lives with their partner.

dhat 6s another thing people canét understand, I
day of it, a full day, weodl | plan it where webd
leave the car web | | go for a drink in town, @&Mak, peopl e

cohabiting, aged 51)

OLaughter, thatodéds the one. Youbve got to | augh
just be happy, relaxed toget lseagalthditime @ se you c a
youbdbve got to be jussabtt oaas$ b Mals eohabitng,@aded 6t her ,

53)

Independence

OWe both accept one an ofemale maried, agedhd)t we dod.

Many of the interviewees valued having independence from their partner. Independence

was understood in both practical terms, for example through spending time apart from a

partner but also entailed respect for a partner6
di sagree with t haedimaintgnaheit owreapidiens. vi e ws

OWe appreci ahnémighiadisdgreeowiitnhi o[ p @inidnroresorbeshing but
sheds a person in her right (HaledmatriedsagedB8® ws as mu

The capacity to maintain personal friendships and have independent hobbies was particularly
valued by some participants. Participants felt that it was important for an individual to
maintain a sense of their own individuality outside of their identity as a partner within a
relationship.

O0Yes ubseecd think you candédt | ose your individual./
people when they get married theyobére | ike that
individuality. Now to me | would find that too claustrophobic so | do what | want. | mean

we still do things together obviously but if | want to do something on my own | do and
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[partner] does the s a (frendale, married, aged 51)

Some participants reported that they appreciated the feeling that their partner was not
restricting them and, equally, that they were allowing their partner some independence.

OMy husband would spend every hour of every day
spend every hour of every day with him [laughs], | like spending time with him but, I think

you need time apart from each other, you need to do your own thing at times, and it, |

mean heds real good y,éByouknew,hedemdétsawant oyome t o
wi t h 16 dFemsake snarried, aged 48)

Some of the participants reported that by having different interests and experiences to their
partner their relationship was enriched. The quote below shows how one participant enjoyed
frequently learning new things about his partner as a result of the couple maintaining their
individual identities.

& think it is possible to spend too much time together as a couple and people we know who

are in that situation, seem very dull people, they are not bringing anything new or

interesting to their relationshdbgut, Oo6Whay danmnodtyc
d o t o lbecayse they know exactly what each other has done all day. We are not like

that. We are constantly surprised and amazed about what each other has to say about

things. .. but iités interesti metndtelnawsemeongthan f e e | I
you know r(Bad, mayriedwagddida) .

Making time for yourself was viewed as particularly important for some female participants
who felt it was important to find some time away from their identity as a mother and partner.
This was especially the case where a participant was raising young children and had little
time outside of the family environment.

6And at that point, | felt as if every, if 1 ¢
a bit, you know the kids could have had a quarter each, he could have had a quarter and

my mot her could have had a quarter, and | didnbo
... | got to the stage where | thoughtdlright,k |
stil]l do nowé, and then lwe hawe ktniomve wthoege tl h ero ne

(Female, married, age unknown)

Many of the participants reported the importance of maintaining independent friendships
outside of the relationship but also cautioned about the need to balance this independence
with shared time as a couple and as a family.

6So you know we do our own thing. But we al so ¢
hard to juggle all of it. You know some people only ever do things with their partner and
never go out with their friends, wel/ |l coul dnbd

me &Female, cohabiting, aged 33)

Independence was also valued for its capacity to provide routes for relationship support
when times were difficult. Participants reported that by maintaining friendships or having
independent activities they had people to turn to for support and a route to spending some
time apart from their partner. For one interviewee in a relationship where both partners had
step-children and children of their own, the independence created by both partners
maintaining their separate homes provided vital relief from periods of intense stress.

&hen things are not going particularly well we tend to go, separate for a little while... we

did not want to feel that we were all pushed together and it has worked really. And | think
that has helped us get through some really tough times. It is not easy when you are
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dealing with wives and ex-h u s b a fFdnsale,.cohabiting, aged 44)

Focus group findings

The focus group members felt that independence within a relationship was very important and
could benefit a relationship

—

C be healthy to have an outside inter

o | an
somet hing t ¢Maw aged ovdr40p mo .

However, the members stressed the importance of balancing time together with independence
to avoid relationship deterioration

6l think its good to have your interests af
together but | think there are boundariesé (Female, aged over 40)

I think long term it would be growing apart and having to watch that you don't get too
i ndep e nRreatkefaded under 40)

One participant felt that independence was associated with freedom and lack of restriction.

6You have to have freedom, ¢ wmiBemale, aggdander dop n '

Children
6l think you know funnily enough even though
changed a |l ot of things I think these | ast f

(Female, married, aged 36)

Children were frequently reported to be a highly valued aspectofacouple 6s r el ati onshi p
Many of the participants reported that having children had changed their relationship with
their partner.

6l't changes yoNaowrydwdveongdhti pomebody el se to c
first now. Like in both of our eyes, although we still | ove each ot her,
after as well. (Female, married, aged 21)

In contrast to the findings of Chapter 2 which showed how children could impact negatively

on a coupleds relationship some chiflrenttdyetherphadr t i ci p a
positive impacts. This was most frequently through an increased understanding of their

partner and a closer bond as a result of parenthood.

6l think thatoés when it started t
had kids together and planning th
par t ner(Maleeraalriedyaged 30)

0O go up you kn
i gs and that

n n

7

0| s u[sgn]daing born, because he was my first, yes thatwasabi g t hitibrouglé
us together, well we were together anyway, but it was just a bonding relationship and it
was quite nice, therewas [son]t her e and h @aley eobabiting, aged38)

One participant identified that having children had caused the couple to change their
behaviour towards one another when attempting to deal with their relationship problems and
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that these attempts were how more constructive.

In keeping with the findings of Chapter 2 some participants warned that whilst children were

such an important and valued aspect of a relationship the investment and time required by
children could cause a c oup Bomé partigipantsalsoireportadhi p t o
that having children together would not strengthen a fragile relationship and could be a

source of additional stress. One patrticipant who felt that her relationship was very

unsatisfactory reported that she had not wanted to become pregnant by her partner but had

initially been hopeful that their relationship would improve as the result of their child together.

6Yeah Isawoylusdt after she was Becuosahelseemwaiso qui t e ¢
k e e n o nAndléoved her instantly, and | thought," we | | maybe i6t. will wor
(Female, cohabiting, aged 37)

Finally, many of the participants reported that having children together provided them with a
reason to remain in a relationship and endure through difficult times.

Focus group findings

Some of the focus group participants reported that having a child had resulted in a stronger
bond with their partner.

6l found it strengt hen(®ale agedoverdd)t created s
One focus group conversation about the consequences of having children showed how some
participants had initially thought that having children would impact upon their relationship and
had been wrong in their assumptions.

0They don't bring you toget heg@emala sagedundendd)e y

6You t hi niemale aged wmdet 40)6 .

6Yes, but you haven' t(Fegad agéedurderdd) me t o go t

6No, you are so tir dremalepagedtindez40f i r st few ye

One focus group member reported that the focus the couple had on their young child had

resulted in the coupleds relationship being
6We went out and we weren't allowed to tal
her. Butitwasli ke what do we talk about 6. ( Femal e
Support

Participants spoke frequently about the value they placed on the support they received from
their partner. Through analysis of the data it became apparent that many of the highpoints
that participants reported in their relationships were at times when they were experiencing
significant life difficulties.

0 i other family disowned him, it was a terrible time for us really, we had to really pull
t o g et hedhadéobodyd (Female, cohabiting, aged 30)
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Some participants reported that providing support to a partner was an important aspect in a
relationship and helped a couple to bond.

0 I$e reckons she has got the world on her shoulders but that is what | am there for. | try
and make life as easy as possibleforherand | dondét koaw gaer 6el se |
cohabiting, aged 42)

Participants valued the knowledge that their partner was concerned for their personal well-
being.

0 We | | [parthen was working, and actually when | got to the hospital my mum was
waiting for me and she didn't leave until | got into bed, she wouldn't leave me, she said, ¢
can't[ p ar t toleemedat {o leave you in case you do a runnerd §Female, married, aged
51)

Some of the participants reported how their partner provided them with support by directly
responding to their physical and emotional needs in an attempt to reduce the impact of
stressful situations.

6He b1 | go off and protdrd @o owmdt dinr ¢ .htkee BB filclh ec o
bring a cup of coffee ind, heddbl alusitghe?dmedas n
take[Son, 6 Come on, come in eadaeekydvbohemumi ahome, f br
heodol | 6 6g t wheelchma,i r , | 61 | t a khahe takeshhinf off,randdetsme | Kk 6 a

calm downd (Female, cohabiting, aged 35)

Ot her participants reported how they were awar e
example, they appreciated it when their partners supported them in disagreements with other
parties.

6 [ p a rtutnedeaurd to his Dad and said, o Bt y ou bl om[dagticipant],d me it
know for a fact Dad that you said whatwassupposed t o be sandd sbddohbe
firsttime that [partnerfhad ever , ever (Bemale dohabitmg, dgedr33)me 6 .

Some participants reported that they tried to protect their partner from stressful situations or
were aware that their partner was doing the same thing by masking their concerns about
difficult situations in order to prevent putting them under additional stress.

6 6m the one that will probably stay wup,n | ie awse
getti ng olfeltabitinddequate, ad | say, when | was unemployed and if there

was any strain | suppose that was the strain thené [ sthed jo make me feel better

about things. She might have been worried about it, she never saidé (Male, married, aged

56)

Summary of most valued aspects of relationships
Themostvaluedaspects of the participantsd relationshi
having children and support.

Being close with a partner involved understanding a partner and being understood, sharing a
sense of humour and sharing friendship with a partner. Closeness with a partner was
fostered by good communication, having shared interests and spending time together.
Participants particularly valued holidays with their partners but emphasised that it was
important to enjoy their everyday lives with each other.
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Having independence in a relationship was also important and involved maintaining personal

friendships, spending time away from a partner, having individual interests and respect for a
partnerods individuality. S 0 meengeace énricbed tha@rnt s f el t
relationship by providing opportunities to share and talk about experiences. Maintaining

independence also provided routes for relationship support, including people to talk about the

relationship and opportunities for time away from a partner. Making time for yourself was

viewed as particularly important by some female patrticipants with young children who found

it was important to have some time away from their role as mother and partner. Participants

reported that it was important to balance independent activities with time spent as a couple

and as part of a family.

Children were frequently viewed as a highly v
children was reported to change misfaunddhptlhaitgs r e
children together had increased their bond with their partner, however the participants felt

that it was important to have a strong relationship before considering having children. The
participants did not feel that having a child could improve a damaged relationship but that

they did provide a reason for a couple to endure through difficult times. Some participants

found that the investment children required meant that their relationship could be neglected

(see Chapter 2).

Support from a partner was a highly valued aspect of a relationship. Many of the
participantsé accounts revealed that highpoints
difficult life events. Giving and receiving support could increase the bond between a couple.

Support could involve physical or emotional support during difficult times and protecting a

partner from a stressful situation.

2. Relationship Strengtheners

Communication

6l f you talk things through oétbkbpn tafindkt ngfl t
out what goes on in his day, and heandfi nds ou
then by talking you just trust somebody and, | don't know, you love their

company then. Things go from there really.
(Female, married, aged 39)

Given that good communication was viewed by participants as important for any relationship

to work it was unsurprising that many participants reported that communication was an

important strengthening tool within their own relationship. This section presents the
participantsd reports about the positive effects
relationships. John Gottman from the USA emphasises that a predictor of relationship

endurance is his 5:1 ratio. For a relationship to survive, he shows that a couple needs to

have five positive interactions for every one negative interaction (Gottman and Silver, 1999).

In relation to this 5:1 ratio, participants reported that good communication strengthened their
relationships by conveying the positive feelings they had towards their partner.
Communication was viewed as a mediator through which other valued aspects of a
relationship could develop including, trust, closeness and friendship.

0l tds total and utter home dtoyn ea nvk tt(aehske,,a bvoluat a v
married, aged 38)

Frequent communication allowed participants to demonstrate care for their partners on a
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daily basis and receive this in return. Some participants believed that this had strengthened
their bond with their partner.

6&ah, and |l ike 10611 be adl wog &t @ff[paltn@rhaind bal lat c
they'llsay, 6 Oh wdes[partnerjwant? 6 a n d Olelé jusk calkngtyg say hellob you

know, and that he's thinking about me éandldot he same to him when | &6m
hi m, | t hink, oh | 611 gi v e (Femalp, cehabtirayjabed 335 ee how

Good communication had helped participants to address their relationship issues before they
developed into more serious problems.

6l candét think of an occ24yeas,nnhatwantohbe discussed. el at i on
I f there is a problem and it candét be discussed
p r o b I(Mafmebémarried, aged 48)

Communication was linkedwithsu pport i n the participantso relat

associated with the development of closeness. Participants reported how by sharing their
problems with their partners they were able to unburden themselves. This also ensured that
their partner was aware of issues and could offer their support.

6fl you ¢ ommu n itledadehingshldn'nsgesnéo bad if they are shared and
talkedabouté and the good things askamr¢wvayle bmakes in
laugh, which makes me feel betteri n s t a(fFemaley married, aged 39)

0.. you can gain strength from each other, and there's no point in thinking, if | show that |
am worried about it, it will affect ... because you become like mirrors after a while. She
knows when | am worriedé [then] they think, 6 Bperhaps this is seriousé Male, married,
aged 53)

Sharing and being open with a partner allowed people to develop a deeper understanding of

each other. Some participants reported that thr
were able to understand why they behaved in a certain way and this helped them to be more

tolerant of behaviour which they disliked. Other participants reported that by learning about

their partner they found they had more in common and their bond was strengthened.

onl fact he hadnét talked a | ot about his past wu
realised that his childhood hadndét been as rosy
do have a lot in common when it comes to why we grew up with a family, that has actually

brought us a lot closer together, as well. We understand each other more now and we

have a lot more in common than we thought we hadé (Female, married, aged 25)

Difficult life events

OWebdbve been though ahatmost€Eouples hevdr everfhavetou f f
deal with and because of that we have something very, very speciald (Male,
married, aged 48)

Some participants reported that the experience of living through difficult life events with their
partner had strengthened their relationship.

tds ¢
i fe pr
aged 56)

l'y as strong, maybe stronger. I
do pull you toget he(Maleamadieds he & s

o Qo
[V e)

ertain
obably
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6Yes, it was hor r elhthkdal &e had awrdging doan| tdonmortgages,

the buil der went bust o nitwasshorrenddus fwma the pointeft hor r en
view of the money, but it made our relationship stronger | supposed (Female, married,

aged 39)

This was patrticularly the case where a couple had experienced a traumatic event together
and could share equally in the event.

6t s beema matd st r on g geah[pactrme’had, dichave & iscériage
quite recently. (Male, cohabiting, aged 36)

Providing support for a partner during stressful times had brought some couples closer
together and was viewed as an important and strengthening process.

6l could organise a |l ot to stop him from having
was just coming back in the evening and was absolutely exhausted 'cause he was
travel |l ing Unvitinbroligbt nsgeeen, & knitted us together in our beliefs even

mo r €é8émale, married, aged 39)

Focus group findings

The focus groups discussed how dealing with relationship difficulties could make a couple
stronger or damage the relationship.

6Yes, but I h

think it' s rhilringsyowotagetheaan whietiker it taars
you apart. But things ar(emaepdagedgnderd40) happen
& makes you a lot stronger, it brings you closer together or it pulls you apart. At the end of any

trauma in arelationshipyouér e ei t her t oget (Female,mgedoverddd r e d

One group member reported that experiencing difficult times with a partner provided an
opportunity to learn about a partner and develop a stronger relationship.

6That i s wh atngendt khakes thg @lationshiprwork. You have got to go through
those problems to find like who each other is really you know. That is when you find out what
kind of per s o(Valeyagedursderdl) wi t ho.

Spending time together

think tha

ol
stronger we'

t é ithee mere timeme'e isgedt with each other, the
v e g(Pamale, achabdingcagedpi4d) e 6 .
Participants reported that spending time alone with their partner strengthened their
relationship, both through the enjoyable times they were able to share and also because of
the natural opportunity it provided to discuss issues which arose during daily life.

6l can't say we ever sit down for an evening an
the best time we talk is if we go out for a meal, we'lltal k about di f {Femakent t hi n
married, age unknown)

I n contrast, a few of the participants6é accounts
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could damage a relationship.

0 W][would] just see each other for an hour here and there, | think that started to put a

strain on us, but it seemed to be just going on and on and after a while we just did our own

thing and one of us wil/ be coming in and going
itwas me, butoneof us suddenl y & aevedknawvrwhererthie gtlret one 6 W
everis.Youknow, we' re doi n @enmhe, rcohabitinyg, agehunkmogrd . 6 .

Consequently some of the participants were conscious of the importance of making time for
their relationship despite conflicting demands.

0 éwe always sort of have the same view, that they have their baths, they've had their

storiesand unlessoneof t hem' s not yoekngw, wehbkg' v b adyved me
usually seen himé that's it. If they can't go to sleep they're in their rooms reading or

pootl i ng rmitoourtidedhem And that's something we've always, from a baby,

we've always done that, so it means that we always see each other and sit down and talk

to each otherd (Female, married, aged 39)

[N

Ensuring that the time spent with a partner was good quality was important to the
participants. Some of the participants reported how too much time together could damage a
relationship rather than strengthen it. The quote below shows how a relationship improved
when a partner started work and the couple spent less low quality time together.

6l did make things easier because we werendét sp
wasndt so tight so the time that we did spend t
able to enjoyeachot her 6 s ¢ o mpauldyspenddimeewétht he chi | dwnon my é
and then when he got home from work we could spend time together as a family and then

later on in the evening we could spend time together on our owno (Female, cohabiting,

aged 21)

Thepar t i ci pantsd accounts generally concerned the
during everyday life and how this had strengthened their own relationships. However for a

few of the participants spending a specific and planned time apart had also been an

important way of strengthening their relationship after serious difficulties.

6So, | think then when hedogbtavmkferdvotwerksgno t o € it

phones, no nothing. | think that was when we really did get back together because that
wasqui t e a (Hemgle, tohabiting, &ge unknown)
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Focus group findings

The focus groups felt it was very important for couples to spend good quality time together
and that this had strengthened their relationships.

O6Webve been tyeaseahdhwe actudllyare mere like still like a courting
couple, so we do makgopltans$ hmexi newemak awae
be planning i n adyv afenae dgedovertd®o weeks éod.

OWhat we do now that we never used to do
and sit in the dining room and we have dinner all together. No radio and no telly,
nothing. We sit down and have a meal together and we all talk. That is why this
relationship seems to Malewgeddvéerady s o much

6lt is literally Ilistening, taki nywudoiyome
just 1 it er a(Fdmgle, ggedoover4d)p ar t 6 .

6l think ités really important to rememb
donét just mean sexually but I mean to g
buttoremember that you do deserve time for e
each other. You know therebés nothing wr
to the pictures an(#emgle agedoveoddt f or meal s 6

Personality

0 éwe're both so differenté everybody says, O06You're so di
r i g h(Fetnal® cohabiting, aged 33)

Participants talked about how having a partner with a personality which complemented their
own had strengthened their relationship.

60 éwe complement each other because | give him a bit of spontaneity and encourage him
to do things he woahdnheé ¢ h.oRemaescbhahdtiog agedé
33)

The patrticipants felt that it was beneficial for a couple to have different personality traits
rather than to be too similar.

60There were no ups and downs, no major rows, an
in that we were too much like an old married cou p | @vidle, married, aged 44)

The participantsdéd data suggested that the differ
relationship were exploited to benefit the partnership. Participants reported that they were

able to offset t $sesiand steraythen a eelatidorshipvy prokiding support

in both practical and emotional issues.

6She just knew iy poblkdt AIfvégb tosapub thd amauntlok

guys thattakethemi c k out of rethetroudevghngoumheus e ? 6, O Slhéem d o e s ¢
quite happy forthat,i t 6 s part of (Male eohabitirlg,aaged 3N s hi p o .
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6l think he certainly calms me down, gquietens n
the go all the time and if I'd have married someone like that we'd have killed each other by
now, i T I 6 m (Femate]maryiedaged 8% t 0 .

The patrticipants also reported that having different temperaments to their partners had
helped them to work through relationship issues effectively.

6Shebs cdmpfFertrehheds mmoee headstrong. And | 6n
dondot clash really, so | give way and talk her
bl own (Makwérried, aged 33)

Understanding

f you say, 060h yéghtgbhenétheﬁllagb, 60h
t if you go, O60Oh Godé dorgalbl gpaweshoydaoa whba
'l do it, but t [Itohvaet OGssu swsheadt
(Female, cohabiting, aged 33)

ol
bu
heo I k n osw | niokwe tshoa,

Having a good understanding of yourself and your partner was viewed as a relationship
strengthener. The participants felt that it was important that people understood and
demonstrated their own needs within the relationship and that this helped partners to
understand and get on well with each other.

6l am just me, whpre ahd [gatnerlngét ort, be@tse Ikiow who | am.
He's very self aware as wel |, and then that ma k
(Female, cohabiting, aged 33)

By knowing what an individual required in a relationship a partner could attempt to meet their
needs and through doing this the bond between a couple could be increased.

OWe know each other's wants and needs. y | mean,
out there thinking about us, so we like to let that other person know, oh we talk about it
quite often actually, about the way our relationship is and the way we feel about each
ot h éendale, cohabiting, aged 33)
By understandingt hei r partner 6 s b eshtleyparticipants raportedthab t i vat i on
they were able to communicate effectively and deal with difficulties in a productive manner.

01 am | e ahatipariner] doesnwreact unless | have done something wrong, and |
have got to realise, you know, that ... [partner] kind of wears his heart on his sleeve, he
gets hurt very easily, so if | say something a bit sharp, that can be what will cause a

p r o b |(Feemade, cohabiting, aged 44)

0 Wen he gets angry or agitated, hishandsgo,l 6 ve not i ceadd|lknbvalté vien hi m,
upset him, and | c @&emale lcohabiting,aged45 m sorrvyo.

Understanding why their partner behaved in a certain way also helped the participants to put
their behaviour into context. This had the potential to diffuse negative feelings towards the
partner and facilitate relationship improvement.

@ think thatdés what hi s iptarse nstosmeutsheidn g ot hdaot, hseo

what youdodomdt know. But now we're out of that

another way to do it. Listeningt o hi m, he &s falhwadyss adrognuee di twi tih hi
first wife, he used to walk away and not talk for days and days and dayso (Female,
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cohabiting, age unknown)

& think we both realised that we were under stress and we both realised a lot of what was
being said was purely venting stress. | think we were both pretty clued in to what was
going ond (Male, married, aged 41)

Participants reported that by having a deep understanding of each other and the way they
behaved a couple could develop trust and become secure and relaxed in their relationship.

60l tds just that we know each other so well now
We donét feel the need to put on adomescouplesd gr ace
d o @ale, married, aged 42)

This trust and understanding allowed partners the freedom to fulfil their individual needs
within the context of their relationship.

OHe enjoys having a |ittl e biyhavinda flatwiththe rt wi t h
b o y swé understand each other6 (Female, cohabiting, aged 44)

Summary of relationship strengtheners

The participants reported that their relationships were strengthened by good communication,
the experience of difficult life events, spending time together, having compatible personalities
and learning about and understanding their partner.

Good communication was a key strengthener and facilitated the development of a number of
valued aspects of relationships including trust, closeness and friendship. Open and frequent
communication allowed a couple to demonstrate their positive regard for each other and
helped individuals to address relationship problems in their early stages. Being open and
sharing problems allowed individuals to unburden themselves and made partners aware of
issues so they were able to offer support. Through being open with each other people could
learn why their partner behaved in a certain way and this helped them tolerate and explain
undesirable behaviour.

Many participants found that going through difficult life experiences with their partner

strengthened their relationship. This was particularly the case where a couple could share

equally in a problem, for example the experience of miscarriage. Being able to help a

partner through such difficult times could stren

Spending time with a partner was viewed as an important relationship strengthener. Time
together allowed a couple to share enjoyable experiences and provided an opportunity to
discuss issues that arose in their daily lives. Participants thought that it was important to
make time together despite conflicting demands. The quality of time spent together was
equally important, and some participants reported that spending too little time or too much
time together could damage a relationship. A few of the participants reported how time
together could help a couple to work through serious relationship difficulties.

Participants reported that having a partner with a complementary personality to their own had
strengthened their relationship. Having different strengths and weaknesses to a partner
meant that a couple could exploit their strengths to improve the relationship. Participants
also reported that having different temperaments could help couples work through
disagreements in a constructive manner.

Understanding a partner strengthened a relations
needs an individual could offer support and this could increase the bond between the couple.
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Understanding a partnerés behaviour and motivat.i
effective manner and deal with difficulties productively. Understanding why a partner

behaved in a certain way helped people to put undesirable behaviour into context and could

help to diffuse hostile feelings. By understanding a partner deeply trust could develop and

this helped people feel secure and relaxed in their relationship.

3. Positive changes over time

Change

o0 Wel | I think, well weltya havenit gotthegnoad t he r o ma
passionate romance, | think any couple will tell you that, that you had when

you were youngstersé but you get more understanding,
ways, more companion, | think you've got to
(Female, married, aged 66)

A theme concerning change over time emerged from the data set. This included
observations of change in self, partners and relationships.

6Yes | think everyone does as they grow up. You
youl think. You | ive d&FRemaleycohabitihgecaged®6) don't youd.

OHe has changed n o wtopmelffan bkingoapset antd yowkndwo
stressed about something. He says,(Fen@lgl m downod
married, aged 36)

Participants reported that some of the changes they observed within themselves and their
partners were due to becoming older and having matured.

OWedre adults more so, even though | was an adu
more responsible and mature adult | thinké (Female, cohabiting, aged 33)

6 éwe are both alot more maturenowand grown up and we think abou
(Female, married, aged 21)

Participants reported that becoming 6matdsred had
their partner (likely to be affected by the varying duration of the relationships in the study).

He is really sensitive real |l ynow hkdowl coddbptpose |
w 0 u (Fenmale, tcahabiting, aged 26)

- o

o | h av e mw, and hwonlt pick a fight. | used to pick a fight. | think I just used to
enjoy a good bust up and an argument, and i f |
(Female, married, aged 36)

Participants observed specific changes in their personality and their behaviour towards their
partner.

used to have my I|little stubborn streak but |

ol
t hag drse , I 6m qui t(Mald raairidd, dged8%) nowo .

Some of the participants reported how their partners had changed and developed during the
time that the couple had been in a relationship together.
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0As shebs grown ol der shebds more confident, she
stand on her own two feet nowé | thpmoke as webve

A

rewarding now than | (Mad darriedheged 42%e f i r st met 6.

OWe werendét to start with. She was quite a € w
e a s i Imean if they came and said they are repossessing the house, she at one time,
shedd be suicidal. Now sheb6ll just go, OSuppos

see what t he§Maeammrrigdj ageel 500 s 6

Participantswer e someti mes aware of how they had infl u
been influenced to change themselves.

6 élsaid, 6 Wel | youdve maghid, mdeWhbaet 7 6 ,kcezrttoegeomledn, t | 6N
because | feel sorry for everybody, I feel hurt
sorry f oor(Femaegmparrieddage unknown)

Focus group findings

The quote below reflects the findings of the main analysis through one focus group
member s report of how she had matured a

6 éwe married very young and the early part of our marriage was incredibly volatile
because we were as a couple, we used to throw stuff all the time. But as time goes on,
youdbre tolerant as | ong a s(Femala agedaover4fet t

Decreasing passion

OWhen you start it is al/l exciting and you w
mi nhutes and all that sort of €é that goes and
You can have that again with someone new but you will be back where you are

fors u r @Male, married, aged 30)

Participants talked about a decline in passion in their relationships. Frequency of sexual
activity was noted to reduce over time.

o1l mean, things are not gquite the same as they
that was, as | say, most young married couples, yes, well fairly active and it has come

down a | i t(Mdleemabiedfagead B3 6 .

0l saok, I 6L u to bits but it can't be the

ove Yyo

Il &m al most B0, antd ¢ h@Eeangle harried agdd48)

This reduction in sexual activity was not viewed negatively in most cases but understood to

have been replaced by a 6deepero6 relationship.

0Thereb6s a high degree of prothabldoy senpwal aatt aa
but in my situation that tends to wane a little bit in favour of a more fulfilling relationship
s hal | (Malesnarsied,.aged 56)

Participants describedhowa O6deeper 6 rel ati onshiclpsenessy ol ved f ac
friendship and increased communication.
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6lnitially | probably thought sex was the most
important things. As | have got older it still does play a part but | now think communication

and talking with each otherabout al |l t he i ssues that you have i
(Female, married, age unknown)

Despite the participantés reports that a reduct.i
relationships had occurred the participants accounts suggested that it was important to

maintain a level of sexual intimacy which was satisfactory to each member of the couple, and

to compromise where partners had different expectations.

Increasing closeness

OWebre close now. We wunderstand @eale anot her,
cohabiting, age unknown)

Many of the participants described how over time they had become increasingly close to their
partner. This was likely to be supported through effective communication (see next section)
increasing the understanding and empathy towards a partner.

6l think obviously we're gettingo®ae marriedd cl oser
aged 45)

6 |  ssaiphao[changed] we know each other better, and we seem to get along better. |

suppose it& better, you can be morehone st wi t h each other, feeling

(Male, cohabiting, aged 26)

Some of the participants described how the transition into a close partnership with shared
identity was a | ong process which involVved some
identity.

& think at first you're used to doing things as an individual and it takes years to actually
start including people in those decisions [and] eventually what | liked mattered and it
wasn't his car (because | don't drive), it wasn't his car, it was ours you know, even though
I 6m notit dsi ¢amelg, dnarried, aged 36)

Developing a close bond was also related to acceptance of a partner.
6... and a certain amount of tolerance, wunder st
ahundr ed percent perfect and youbre not a hundr e

the bad with the goodd (Male, married, aged 57)

Participants reported that through time together a couple grew to understand each other
more.

61 t hi nk getheréorsonedimenygu tendto understand each other, know each

other sometimes without having to say anything you know you just know your partner's

moods without having to Egemaleaaryed bgeh3d) t hen you d
0éshe knowshampe betbdbe my@eld ¢ohabiting, hged32)

A number of the participants remarked affectionately on the intimate understanding of each
other they shared with their partner.
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o1l mean | do spook her out somet irsomethingandVe 61 | be
shedll just turn and | 061 come up with a subjec
she says, ¢low did you know | was going to say that?6 And we do it, not once in a blue

moon but on a (Mategmaftriedraged 803 i s 6 .

OY&knmow there seems to be |ike a telepathy that
thinkingd (Male, married, aged 57)

Focus group findings

One of the focus group members recalled how her relationship had taken time to develop into
a strong and balanced partnership.

6Because when our relationship first start
think that my husbandcould s ol ve al | m yt thipkrthattwhyenows our problains n
areourproblems not it ds f(emalehdged oterod0)s ol v e .

Communication

6But | think | ately welthHnkaseve tiradektiegdolder weé ot mor
are tendi nlemale marreed, kged 39)

Participants reported that over time the communication within their relationship had become
more effective.

OProbably about the [ ast t

up until wo or three
about whatever hedd dponst owohbhdndt tahk tbahiin
we discuss it and if | éammdanrwegn@ld weéitthhdri madgroe &
di sagree and (Femals, cobabiting, aged 38)ut 6 .

6lt just festers. The rowt'is sttiihbWi fththemeds i doye
something thatupse t s me |06§Male, cohabiting, abed 42)

Similarly, some of the participants found that as they got older they were addressing their
relationship difficulties more proactively.

6 Go o d gottb €ayits great. | mean we sorted out a lot of differences as we are getting
older we are talking about it more6 (Male, married, aged 44)

6l think itdés being able to work through it by

Certainlyat t he beginning we never resol yemalet hem, bu
cohabiting, age unknown)

Summary of positive changes over time

People observed that over time there were changes in themselves, their partner and their
relationship. Participants recalled that they had become more mature and that this had
altered their behaviour towards their partner. Changes in personality were observed by the
participants and they were sometimes aware of how they had influenced these.

The participants observed that over time the passion in their relationship decreased. This

was viewed as a hatural process rather than a decline in relationship quality and the
participants reported that passion was replaced by a deeper relationship involving increased
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closeness, friendship and communication. However the participants reported that it was
important to maintain a level of sexual intimacy which both partners were happy with and that
partners should compromise to accommodate each o

Closeness between a couple was observed to increase over time. Some participants
described how developing a shared identity as a couple was a long process. Developing a
close bond was associated with accepting everything about yourself and your partner.
Participants valued the intimate understanding they had of their partner.

Participants reported that over time communication with their partner had become more
effective and that they addressed their relationship problems more proactively.

3.2.3 Variations by gender

During the analysis any significant trends in the data which related to gender were recorded.
Key variations included:

1 Females more frequently stressed the importance of getting communication right in a
relationship

1 Females who were parents to young children were most likely to report the need for
some independence in their relationship.

1 Females were more likely to report that the value they placed on support from their
partner.

1 Females were more likely to report that they were aware of the need for time spent
together and provided more examples of how they had instigated this within their
relationship.

1 Females spoke more frequently about the insight and understanding they had of their
partner 6s behaviour.

1 Females were more likely to observe change in themselves over time.

1 Males believed that women were better at discussing relationship issues.

1 Females believed that they were better at talking about relationship issues
060The thing is, women tend to be better than men
difficult. If my husband has got a problem he'll go very quiet. I'm beavering away trying to
get it out of him, whatever the problem is and he'll just go quieter and quieter. Whereas if it

was a woman, you'd just ask her and it would come out wouldn'ti t(Fncus Group Female,
aged over 40)

1 Males reported that their partners wanted to talk more on a day-to-day basis than

they did.
O0My wife will say well talk to me and | say whsze
t al k about .naturdl exg@estatipnuhatwe willtadktand | think why should there be
that expectation. I f you have something to say

(Focus Group Male, aged over 40)
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6Woman have this need to deadlawne »@E@RB&Ewwpr ds a d
Male, aged over 40)

1 Males and females reported that females were more likely to think about the future of
the relationship and make plans for it.

0They are t he (focues&toupMald) ayatdeovesld).

0They neetdurteo nsottr yyjcust f or t oda yFoosGrdauphar r ow b u;
aged over 40)

3.3 Conclusion

3.3.1 Summary of findings

The participants responses to questions about what made a relationship endure were
predominantly concerned with satisfaction with a relationship and the results reflect this. The
results present a number of positive factors which the participants believed made their
relationship satisfactory.

The general principles which participants felt made relationships work included being in a
relationship with the 6right personé, being abl e
communicating well and having trust in a partner.

The participants talked about their own relationships and what they felt made them endure.

The mostvalued aspects of t he parti ci p adloseness, indedermdéncepns hi ps
having children and support. The participantsd a
been strengthened by good communication, living through (and coming through) difficult life

events with their partner, spending time together, having compatible personalities and

learning about and understanding their partner. The participants found that over time they

observed change in themselves, their partners and their relationship. People became more

mature, passion in the relationship declined, and a deeper relationship developed which

involved increased communication, closeness and friendship.

3.3.2 Discussion

Johnson (1991) identified three facetéguctordl a per s
commitmentddescribes a feeling that one has to continue a relationship due to the constraint

from external pressure and censure from others; dgnoral commitmentéis the feeling one ought

to continue a relationshi pemjand dtersanahcmmnitimentdis e 6s o wn
a feeling that one wants to continue a relationship because it is satisfying and pleasurable.

The findings in this chapter were dominated by 0
participants were describing factors which they felt made them satisfied and want to continue

in their relationship.

As an example, children were viewed by the parti
relationship but Becker (1974, 1977) demdnstrate
specific investmenté which boosts the value of a

relationship. A few of the participants reflected this in their account where they reported that
having children together had provided them with a reason to stay with their partner when
relationship satisfaction was low.
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Robinson and Parker (2008), adapting work by Anderson et al. (2004) and Parker (2002),
report that the following components are evident within a good relationship:

Commitment: a long-term view of relationship and perseverance in the face of difficulties.

Balancing couple and individualneeds: a sensie ssfd 6 wme a canmettiant i ons hi p,

through friendship, and shared values and history.

Communication: communication which in the main is positive and respectful. Individuals
compromise and use humour in the face of difficulty.

Conflict resolution: conflict is understood as inevitable, but individuals fight fairly and pick
battles carefully.

Interaction and time together: quality and quantity are both critical as well as the balance of
couple and individual pursuits. Individuals enjoy their time together.

Intimacy and emotional support: individuals share physical and psychological intimacy with
their partner and this is strengthened through overcoming difficulties.

Many of these components are similar to those reported by Gottman and Silver (1999) in

their exploration of positive relationship attributestermedaé s o u nd maea GThesel hous
include marital friendship, mor e &6 p o sni téinveigtayt6i vtihtay Gegulatonaf r el at i on

conflict through problems ol vi ng, supporting o nét ocam oftlhocearbds
meaning.

The factors reported by Robinson and Parker (2008) and Gottman and Silver (1999) are
strongly reflected in the themes which arose from the analysis. Knowing what helps people
maintain lasting and high quality relationships generates useful information for the
development of relationship support.

Participants in the study directly referred to a number of factors which had strengthened their
relationship. Some of the key themes which are amenable to intervention include:

Communication

Sharing time together

Maintaining an independent identity
Working on the relationship
Support

=8 =4 =4 -8 =4

The participants felt that communication was the key to the development of many of the
valued and strengthening factors of a relationship, such as trust and closeness. The
importance of communication should not be understated, with Bradbury and Karney (2004)
noting how this includes € @&xpressing positive emotions during problem solving, the
importance of constructive engagement in the marriage, and the need for empathic listening
and respondingd(p.868).

Closeness was the most frequently reported valued aspect of a relationship. Closeness

involved many features, such as sense of humour, trust, understanding, having fun together

and positive interactions outstripping negative interactions. Interestingly, one of the aspects

of closeness that the participants reported was sharing a friendship with a partner. However,
friendship was viewed as something which was
relationship, but rather as something which was beneficial to a relationship if it existed.

odfr e

not

Gottman and Silver 4rli9t9&l) fsuiggredesshitm@ti sma vital
refer to as a O6sound marital housed and provides

Bradbury and Karney (2004) describe how positive interaction and engagement between

partners envelopsthecoupl e i n a O06Tefl ond coating that does

expressions stick to the couple and create or further any distress.
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The participants observed the positive changes that occurred in their relationship over time.
Research shows that people who view their relationship satisfaction as very low but remain
in their relationship often experience an increase in relationship satisfaction over time (Waite
et al., 2002). This is reflected in the report of one focus group member.

ol f | | here'& probadbly tlvg or three occasions - well we've been married twelve
years, but together thirteen and a half. There's probably been two if not three occasions
where we could have split up. Then maybe six months after the event you think, am | glad
that we persevered with it because it's all got back to normal. But you can understand how
mar r i a g(@EaocusGuaplFdmale, aged under 40)

Some of the participants reflected on their awareness that their relationship had passed

through a number of stages over time. The most frequently observed change was the decline

of passion and a 6deeper 6 r el atlbP8)dastribedthal evel opi n
various stages that a relationship progresses th
6fdimg onesel fd, O6reconciliationd, and Omutual r ¢
reported that it was important for people to recognise that relationships change over time.

This attitude is explored in greater depth in Chapter 4.
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Chapter 4. Exploration of relationship attitudes
and beliefs

4.1 Introduction

The aim of this chapter is to develop an understanding of how participants perceived their

relationship at the time of interview, and to explore and understand the attitudes and beliefs

within these relationships. The results section provides the main descriptive themes which

emerged from the data presented by grouping together data from participants who perceived

their relationships similarly. The discussion section furthers this analysis by examining an

i mportant concept which emerged as underl ying ma
6narevel opmental 6 relationship beliefs.

The aim of the research was, however, not to replicate the large body of work which has

attempted to classify marriages and couple relationships (e.g. Fitzpatrick, 1988; Olson, 1993;

Gottman, 1994; Johnson et al., 1999). The interview data collected for this research does

not provide a suitable base for work of this nature in that the interviews were not designed to
establish an objective understanding of a partic
one partner from a relationship, and were not designed for this purpose. This makes an

attempt to classify relationships post-hoc in nature and unreliable.

The key strength of this research is that it is based on data from a group of participants who
were all in a long-term relationship at the time of interview. Research shows that when a
relationship breaks down individuals go through a process where their experiences in the
relationship are reframed to ensure psychological health (see Mansfield and Collard, 1988
and other related literature such as cognitive dissonance theory [Festinger, 1957]). This
means that it is difficult to gain a valid understanding of a relationship attitudes and beliefs by
basing research on those which have broken down. Therefore the results presented in this
chapter provide a valuable insight into ongoing relationships. Through exploring the
processes occurring within these relationships we may be able to identify key attitudes and
beliefs which provide insight into the ways in which to develop effective early intervention
relationship support.

4.2 Results

The results are presented within the five groups which emerged during the analysis and are
represented as follows:

(@)

not righto

0 probably just averaged
OWebdbre completely happyb6

6 A

0

we. will get through it2o
ésol i d, but it

E I I ]

6s one which webve worked at b

The groups are presented in an arbitrary order which does not represent any theoretical
assumption about the quality of the relationships under study.

The most salient themes which emerged from each group are presented. They are not a
comprehensive list of all the themes which emerged from the data but those which typify the
groups. Due to the nature of the area under study there is some crossover between the
groups; whilst a case has been categorised on the strength of the data it presents, it is quite
possible that a single case could sit in more than one group.
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Within each group a case study is used to illustrate some of the key themes which emerged.
Case studies do not necessarily contain all of the themes which emerged within a group but
were selected for the salience of the themes which they present.

The summary of findings were presented separately at the end of each section depicting the
groups.

4216 .i.t.6s not righto
m

A

0l o
The participants within this group perceived their relationships to be unsatisfactory. Some of
these participants felt that their relationship would not endure and were taking steps to leave
while others wanted to make their relationship work but were unsure how to do so.

6We have just lgetmdme gte t wee n@laleadohahiting, tged40)06 .

A number of themes were evident within the perception of relationship data that the
participants provided and are presented below.

Lack of closeness or oOtogetherness?o

Participant so ckatod dlawmede motliamnal cl oseness
Some participants observed that emotional closeness had previously existed in their
relationship but had declined.

not saying we are very unhappy peopl e,

and

0 . what | 61 I say, that deep sense yaufknow2oget her n
Like | couldnét remember t he .landkthatusedimbe he put h
t h e (Fentale, married, aged 51)
&n my current relationship there has been a steady decline in happiness6 (Female,
cohabiting, age unknown)
0l t Gass nioft we are at each otherdés throats all thi
mo ment , n (Male, achabiting, lagied 40)

A few participants attributed the current lack of emotional closeness to changes in their

partner 6s behav cigaotthis had Beenra significant gaase df dissatisfaction.
OWe could never walk past each other without to

has all gone out of the window, and it was stuff like that that she stopped doing. But | like
thosesi | | 'y | i (Malé, marriedy agedy36)0 .

Another participant reported that whilst he believed his relationship had been unsatisfactory,
recent changes in his partner had caused it to deteriorate rapidly. The partner in this
relationship had recently given up drinking alcohol after a 20 year dependency and had
developed new interests which the participant was not involved in.

In general, the participants reported low levels of interaction and togetherness. One
participant identified this as a cause for relationship deterioration.

OWe are more |ike fl at mat e.dMell shewas stdreechddingheéro mu c h

own thing, and | have felt cut out of her life ... | had to go out and have my own life. So it
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was just a case of us growing apart| s u p pMale, enérried, aged 30)

Limited Communication

The participants6é data suggested t hwatlackinginmuni cat
quantity and quality.

o | can talk, she finds it hard tlesitalaside, she fin
her...We talk about other things but not about the relationship. When it comes to me and
[partner]t her e i s a barrier, most of t héMalk,i me, chang

cohabiting, aged 40)

e don't communicate well, we argue a lot. He is very volatile and we do not find it easy
to talk to each otherd (Female, cohabiting, age unknown)

Detachment/disengagement

Some of the participants reported that they were unsure whether their relationship would
endure.

6Thi ngs lairkee,sadrmd,both parts you know, t hat he d
I say | don 6 (Femak,imarkied,iaged37) wor k 6.

Some of these participants appeared to be emotionally indifferent to this outcome. This
revealed the extent of their detachment from their partner and how they were preparing
themselves to leave the relationship.

6l dondt know what will happen, I mean ideally
[partner]t o me et s o méMale, dohabiting,saged 50)

6dondédt want to be hurt agai n, | donodot feel | n
sufficient, | dondét (Mae,enarried, age@3®d t o be with her

Whilst a criterion for inclusion in this research was that a participant was in a relationship
some talked about their relationship as if it had ended despite still living together. This
suggested that their emotional involvement in the relationship had ceased and their
relationship was only functioning on a structural level, that is, that they were still connected to
their partner through factors such as shared living arrangements and financial concerns.

6... she said that we havendét got a relationshi
(Male, cohabiting, aged 50)

Commitment

Many of the participants who reported detachment from their partners provided reasons for
remaining in the relationship for the short or long-term. The main reasons given were
children and finance.

0l suppose the only ..nwoeaasons, |dondm swtainl{daugtes]rl e aivse
behind and two, I candét a@ale malried, agedB30)y anywher e

6l n two

or t[stapsom] either beraswortk er édllelge or whatever and by that
time | thi

nk wedl | h(Malegcohalmtingadgédyp0)s epar at e | i ves?b
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6l &6m not fearful of being on my own, although I
children, but wum, financial |l y (Femalencohabitdg, be devas
aged 37)

However, some of the participants reported that despite their dissatisfaction with the
relationship they still had positive feelings about their partner and were personally committed
to the relationship.

6l tds not great but then | wouldnodét want to be
still wouldnét think it is bad ekebeaggthdrunkoat | wa
he beats me ... there are a lot of good things between us ... a lot of caring passes between

u s (emale, married, aged 54)

Improving the relationship

Some of the participants felt that their relationship was over and could not be improved,
however there was other evidence to suggest that some participants were taking active steps
to improve their relationship and were hopeful for its future.

0 We h a vespectifor each other, | am always praising her up but there is, not, but
every now and again we | os(Baletdohahiting, agedpl® ct f or e a

This same participant attributed the low quality of his relationship to the transition to
parenthood and was hopeful that the relationship would improve.

6The equation is that | am p.ardthesirgss. iOncetthat wn t o t
i s all out of the window, if our relationship s
know whether | could, woul d Male tohabiting, bged/4®) wi t hou

A few of the participants reported that they had previously made effort to improve the
relationship but had been frustrated in their attempts.

6l f someooemeowmeshta pro
work this one out, i f th
cohabiting, aged 50)

m | | ike to solve it
s anxi etyMdalehen thato

Some participants reported that the effort that would be required to improve their relationship
was high and that because of this they did not have the resources to do so.

61l t doesnot seem to be very natural, it al | see
we can, if we can learn to respect eachotheragai né and it al(Femaleems a ©b
married, aged 37)

Confusion about how they could go about improving their relationship meant that some
participants were avoiding addressing their problems. Case study 3 shows a further example
of this.

@ am the one who i s bu.(Remategmamed, abedd)l i n t he sanc

Of the participants who felt that their relationship could not be improved and were not making

efforts, one implied that he believed that the initial success of his relationship had been due

to finding the right partner rather than creatin
relationship satisfaction had declined sharply w
reduced, to the point where he considered that their relationship would end in divorce.
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6Yeah, itds def.ilknew whatywarted and when |lfoand parther] and it
mat ched then that was it. I didndét have to
and we .dMaletmhariies,@ged 30)

Similarly some of the other accounts showed that participants believed the responsibility for
the deterioration of the relationship was with their partner and that to improve their
relationship the partner needed to change.

0l suppose s kpoinpmuelhdrelatibnahipgbut sheds already
see, shedbds now g¢Male, cihabiting,eaged 30hi n g 6 .
Case study 3 . 6é itdbs not righto

Sarah is a married woman in her mid fifties. She has been in her current relationship for around
thirty years and she and her husband have one child together who has grown up and left home.
The couple both work part-time. Sarah was married previously and when she met her current
partner shortly after her divorce she was intending their relationship to be a friendship. However
the relationship grew deeper and the couple moved in together. After Sarah had moved in with
her partner she decided she wanted to get married and two years later they had their wedding.

Sarah reported that she and her husband had experienced a lot of problems in their relationship,
particular | y concerning Sarahés miscarriages, her
Sarah says the couple do not communicate very well and they lack empathy with each other.
Sarah feels that their relationship is not satisfactory.

0l 6m nottsweiangethary unhappy people, but it

Sarah gives the i mpr essi onlationghig has erdded owentithe. ISkeer
feels that their problems have caused them to lose closeness or, 6t 0 g e t hferinstansethé
times when she suffered her miscarriages. Sarah described her miscarriage as a very personal
tragedy and one in which her husband could not share.

6.i.t. was kind of something else going wrong
and I think,Isuppose | i ke | blamed him because he <co

Despite her unhappiness in the relationship Sarah does not feel that she wants her relationship
to end.

6.i.t.6s not great but then | wouldndét want to
However Sarahre ports that she is currently unbuyind i
[herflhead in .the sand?®d

6l tés on hol d. You know | just havendét got

Sarah doesndt r eal | y béunhiraprovidgderrelatibonshipdwut she id opgndo 3
suggestions and would like advice.

0l f somebody ou

c Il d advise me and say | ook vyd
just living the da t

donot want to actudg
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Summaryof@ | t s not right o

Varying levels of disaffection and dissatisfaction (Kayser and Rao, 2006) were shown by the
participants in the group. Many of the participants in this group showed disaffection i where
the emotional attachment to a partner had been so eroded that they no longer felt love for
their partner and were indifferent towards them. However some of the participants
experienced low levels of relationship satisfaction whilst retaining positive feelings towards
their partner, referred to by Kayser and Rao as dissatisfaction.

Some of the participants who showed disaffection towards their partner were still committed

to their relationship. This finding concurs with research by Johnson et al. (1999) about the

nature of commitment within relationships. Participants who showed disaffection frequently
reported what Johnsonetal. woul d t er m rmmitnentdc t wr alhed¢daod rel ati ons
example that they would remain in their relationship because of their children or due to

financial considerations (see also Booth and Amato, 2001).

The participants in the group were split between those who wanted to, or were attempting to
improve their relationship and those who did not wish to do so or felt that it was impossible.
Some of those who wanted to improve their relationship reported that they found it difficult to
achieve. Where attempts were made they were confounded by the effort required, the
quality of communication within the relationship and the lack of a clear understanding of how
to go about improving the relationship.

The data suggest that some of the relationships within this group shared features of what

Gottman (1993) referst o as O6hostil e/ detachedd marriages. T
through detachment, lack of emotional involvement and periods of attack and defence. The
6hostil e/ detachedd marriage i s cllaienshipdinwhidh as one

couples are more likely to experience lower marital satisfaction and consider dissolution and
separation. In the later stages of separation Gottman (1994) suggests that couples see
marital problems as severe, falil to talk things over, resolve problems separately, lead parallel
lives and feel lonely in the relationship.

Huston and Houts (1998) found that affection and attentiveness decline during the early

years of marriage. Whilst unrepresentative, some of the quotes from participants evidently
showed the consequence of maladaptation to this normal stage of a relationship.

42. 2 i6t.6.s. probably just averaged

01l 6d just probably, itds probably just avera
average relationshi p ydoen,§au kmowvbe wi t h two chi

The participants in this group perceived their r
moderate relationship satisfaction. Case study 4 provides an example of one of the cases
within this group.

61t i s (Male kohabiting, laged 55)

ol mean obviously yonathingaeettbte mdpdobl sp bastfar
concerned, (Fersale, maried, aged 58).

The themes which were evident within the group are presented below.
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Difficult life experiences

There were frequent reports of difficult life experiences within this group. These included,
difficult upbringing, problems with previous relationships including a violent ex-partner,
insecurity in a partner attributed to his adoption and the inability to have children.

There were also many reports of the problems within the relationships including
communication problems, a lack of support, jealousy and a lack of intimacy.

6l would say itbdéds a good relationship, we have
sometimes itds | i ke being (Malebmamiédhaged37and si st er

The data suggest that some of the participants had not resolved their relationship problems
fully and found it difficult to communicate with their partner about sensitive issues.

Satisfaction with family life rather than relationship

The participants in this group expressed moderate levels of relationship satisfaction.
Sources of satisfaction were often attributed to factors which were not explicitly intrinsic to
the couple relationship, for example, satisfaction came through being provided with money
whenrequired or being in a O6proper familyé6.

6Hebés not perfect but you know he does | ook aft
t r i es (Féarmle,dahabiting, aged 30)

61 get wel/l |l ooked after, I go out when | want
stuff like t h a(Mafe, married, aged 37)

Security
Participants suggested that their relationship provided them with a source of security.

601 t hi nkareaky@oo@ stigdy relationship. Apart from | would like to get married
at s o me(Femalé, oohabiting, aged 21)

One participant whose previous partner was violent reported a sense of security through the
freedom from violence within her current relationship.

o | know | could push and push and push and push
face or t hi(Pemae, dohakitig, agbdeB80) 6 .

Participants recalled a sense of commitment, assurance and guarantee within their
relationships. The participants were committed to their relationships and felt that they would
endure.

& mean, if | look forward to ten years | can still see [name] and | together6 (Female,
cohabiting, aged 33)

Stability matters most

The strongest theme which emerged from this group was that of stability. Many of the
relationships within this group were described in terms of their stability over time, their routine
and by a lack of emotional highs or lows.
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0 | t bebrgdable] from the startthereisnochange é t i s okayé it is fine
same asé really nothing has changedé@&~nNelltheeanoét s a
are no p (Malé cobabiing, .aged 55)

Stability was evident in the structure of the relationship; in time spent together, routine within
the relationship and clearly defined roles for the partners.

6You settle down you do get into your own routi
itsuits[ p ar t(Female, married, aged 52)

Stability was also evident in the participantsoreports of their emotional relationship with their
partner. Many of the participants reported stability in their relationship throughout its course
and an absence of emotional low and highpoints.

OWedre on an even keatl (Fethadearnarfiesl, agetd 48) way | | ook

In certain cases the data suggest a low level of emotional involvement investment in the
relationship.

6 We d o n &t dishgaeeneentaovey anything. She goes her way, | go my way, there is
not disput e Male cohabiting, tiged 55)g 0 .

One participant reported that the routine of day-to-day life had caused the couple to lose
closeness with each other but that her husband became aware of this and had rectified the
issue.

6You just get usazndtyodliknaomyw, tygetdhemdt per haps
much of an effort and | think we sort of separated and the, | was thinking how am | going to

cope on my own and all that and | suppose he re
[ s o (Féntale, married, aged 41)
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Case study 4 . 6é itbdbs aprolagkldy | ust

Rosie is a 33 year old woman who is currently cohabiting with her partner. She and her partner

have been in an on-and-off relationship for ten years. The couple got engaged six years ago but

do not have any firm plans to marry. Rosie and her partner have two children together. Rosie

had a serious relationship prior to the current one and refers to her previous partnerasthe 6 1 o v e
h er [Thisfreéationship ended when her partner unexpectedly broke off their engagement.

0 éthe week after that the factory that | was working in burnt down so, | was homeless because

we hadnét moved into our houseé boyfriendl ess
unsteady character | probably would have kil g
Rosie and her current partner had a fragile start to their relationship, they broke up several times,
tried living together but found it too difficult 6 an a b s o | u tamd had oghhbeen dacle 6
together with each other for two months when Rosie found out she was pregnant with their first
chid,61 was | i ke, 60h my God, c¢an Raoasighathheenglanaihgs e
to go and work abroad as an au pair at this point but chose to have her daughter and settle down
with her partner, 6t h at w Rasie regnets tbagtoming pregnant but does not regret having her
child.

6Yeah, it seemed different. I dondét know why
ourr el ati onship because we wer Somg sor of eommmignenératizer ¢ h
than flitting about 6.

Rosie thinks the relationship will endure and values feeling financially secure and settled.

o Wel | webve got a nice new house, wedre havin
and having a diningroom and aspareroomand a utility andéWedve do
money innit? | think it isd.

Rosie does not feel that the relationship would have endured if they had not had children together

and feels that having them has caused them to argue in a more constructive way and solve
problems for the sake of their children. Ros i
and uses words | i ke soéribeitduyt ldopea thad imdravéd ciicignistandes in the d 4
future will make it better.

6 H o plefingers crossed it should get better because you know, our wages will go up once the,
both the children areatschool. . . so, wedl | , h.oitslodldigetibstteri..t can | g
honestly believe it will get better because the kidswilget ol der and t heydl |l

Rosie was really hurt by her previous relationship and does not want to get hurt again so she has
tried to avoid getting 6 s u c k ® ter ¢gumedt relationship. Rosie still has feelings for her ex, and
does not know who she would choose given the chance again.

Rosie felt that her relationship deteriorated at one stage because she and her partner were not
communicating. Rosie mentioned the possibility of going to Relate to her partner and felt that
when she did this their relationship improved. She thinks that her partner must have taken her
suggestion on board and improved as a result.

e musthave[ t aken Rosi eds suggest iboenc aoufs ec ohuenbsse | bl e en
fine ever since. He just must have,y e a h . He did, yeahél canét sqg
worse than that. I honestly candété | canoét ,

In retrospect Rosie does not think that things were bad enough for them to have actually gone to
Relate and that his poor communication was justdowntohimoé b ei ng. a manéb
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Summaryof6.i.t.6s probably just averagebo

Some of the themes which emerged from this group were similar to those found within

relationshipsre f er r e d toon aal sGtzgdtrick éEe8B)toir 6 i nst iChedit i onal 6 by
(2004). Key <charact er i stelationshipedre inbetdepandiendeil a mgh tegree

of companionship and sharing reinforced by use of time and space, and a regular schedule.

Fitzpatrick observed that within relationships of this type there is a greater emphasis on
stability than on satisfaction and that oO6traditd.i
Similarly, Cherlin (2004),r epor t e st hatwt & o rare Heinedhbs a sharea girgls

identity to which personal interests were subordinated, and a relatively strict division of

labour according to gender.

6l téds quite a steady rel at i on s.l{Hemale, chhabitiggp es o u't
aged 21)

Theparticipbant s accounts showed that satisfaction wi
to factors which were external to the relationship. Waite et al. (2002) studied satisfaction

within marriage and reported that satisfaction does not depend solely on the quality of

interactions with the spouse but how a person views marriage in general I as a social status

and shared ideal. Waite and colleagues suggested if marriage is highly prized a person will

get more satisfaction fromit, 6 The happi nes s manyrsoleinkfe.gdegesdsifi r o

part on how satisfying one finds the day-to-day interactions ... but it also depends on whether

one sees the role itselpf32as i mportant and valuab

@ he does | ook after us a(emnamadhabiting,saged30pr oper f a

Gottmand s r el at i o n(%983) qescribeddiffesienttypes of relationships. As

mentioned by the summaryof 6 i t 6 s mwodf these ggohips Were understood to be

unstable, however Gottman also described three stable relationship types. The participants

within this group shared some similarities with
were defined by Gottman as individuals who suppress or minimise the importance of

difficulties within a relationship to avoid conflict in interaction. Some of the data from the

participants in the group suggested that there were unresolved issues within the relationships

and that a few individuals found it difficult to communicate about sensitive issues with their

partner. There were also some reports of a lack of emotional involvement which on occasion

had caused dissonance in a relationship. These accounts are reflected in Gottman and
Krokoffdéds finding (cited iént hwi |csoonnt iannude dG outstemaonf 1
over the long-term course of marriage may lead to feelings of separateness, interpersonal

distance and low levels of companionship and sharing. (p.47).

42. 3 O6Webre completely happyo

OWedbre completely happy you know, we really

This group was characterised by high relationship satisfaction. This was the most prevalent
relationship perception amongst the participants.

6é wedre just sort of, quite quit gFemadeppy. We | |
married, aged 25)

0l tds mgamat, cloul dnét be happier. I mean we hay
we dondt ar gue, on@ae,cphalstihg, dagddd88) we get

The themes which emerged from this group are presented below.
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Few difficulties

In general this group reported relatively few relationship difficulties and reported a low level
of conflict with their partner.

OVirtually everybody has got some. prohdhdmwer doh
really seem to have so, (Maleimhriied lagedd)or e i n t he mi
60There wasnét any, we havendédt had any conflicts
itds ebaththrkké | dondét know whether i t(®ae, our age
cohabiting, aged 52)

ol 611 bei mlonmsgt odf tthhe time itds been pretty g
any regrets or anything | i k(Mae rhaaied, sgad4y3 | | , it bs

On the whole, participants made a clear distinction between external stressors and their
relationship and viewed their relationship as providing resilience against such factors.

6ln fact none of t hbave[unélearphas caused pr@bleraswighrourd o n e
relationship, you KknowMaleycohabitisguaggu8&8t each ot her 6
6Really strong, um, partner shi p, (Female, mriedy w, we a
aged 33)

Closeness

Participantsdata revealed a strong theme relatedt o 6 cl oseness6 and O6toget!|
the relationship. Many of the participants discussed their initial attraction to their partner and
ongoing love for each other.

o1 woul d
each ot he

just |ike wus t o ..d4dmeanyasinegrentunicaingwighnd be |
r, caring about e gketmalepconaksting, egedd4)| ovi ng
The data showed that participantsécommunication was a significant factor in their level of

intimacy.

6Yeah, I think youbve gotta. I f you dondét t al
what you want . You don e thing alltthe timeet Wechave | v want t
different opinions, but if you talk to each other then you know what the other one is thinking

so you are on the same wave length6 (Female, cohabiting, aged 21)

k
h

Balancing needs

Manyof the parti ci pan tashémeafbaanae.nThiswas shown m the e d
participantsd discussion of time spent as a coup

6l would probably describe that we have got the
each other, we can socialise together, we can socialise with friends and we can socialise
separately. I f he wants to go out, he can. | f

him getting jealous if | go out or vice versa or any of that, | think we have this trust between
us and | think we have probably developed that trust over a number of years really, so
y e gHemale, married, age unknown)
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ol donot , I donot know we just seem t o, to get
each other that sort, and just snuggly fitin if you li k éViale, cohabiting, aged 52)

6We dpdmaécte any restr i c(Mdlepmmagiedpaged83 ch ot her 6.

The participantsd accounts showed that this bal a
the couple shared with each other.

OéweOvewgidte got a totally open r eyaanyttngs hi p whe
| i k e Shengaes away for a bit, | go golfing forawee k € a Yedh,carrg ondyou
k n o \Wale, cohabiting, aged 52)

0l tds horri bl yYMake,aohabitingfaged 8y i t abl e 6.

Identity i a sense of belonging

Some of the participant s ifilenttyanithénthe conpteer ned t heir s

6 mean we have a nice l|lifeatrguethedsandshti kadat
an ol d married csoudilfef.i culttdost d icheescrilbed really.
weodve got a couple of brilliant kids running ab

happierd (Male, cohabiting, aged 38)

These participantsd identiti etheirvoleasgartodrdaren very ¢
parent and their accounts often emphasised the importance of the continuance of the
relationship.

0l tdéds just that we are a f ami | y(Female tohabitng, and it
aged 21)
oAl I our f rafriedriod 20-3Gayeaes. lai$ duite important that it lasts now. | think

it would be a horrifyi(Mate, mameaedmaged44f it di dndt | as

Agency within the relationship

The patrticipants described their relationships positively. The success of their relationship
was sometimes attributed to factors which were outside of the control of the partners.
Participants described how they had 6 f o uheidrélationship rather than created it, how it
hadbeen6desi gned f or andhostheydeltd i & et tahadtsuelda
relationship.

6My first marriage was a bit intense at ti mesé
a more peaceful relationship, dMakimames,dgeddeal |y
56)

6l think werlyagyeod rel ationshi p ¢entale abrlied,, we ar
age unknown)

Reports of active investment in relationship wor

and some suggested that their r ehatutallyanddichnotps wer e
require intensive work to maintain. Case study 5 provides an illustration of this finding.

60We both know that wedbve found w{Male cowabitinggant , an
aged 52)
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0l tds just an e @alg mhariefl, aged38)t ween uso6.

A few of the participants described how any relationship problems were not actively
addressed but were resolved passively.

6Just sort roél ves ol vtiehit mle, [ donot think we,
about it, just sort of resolves itselfé (Male, cohabiting, aged 52)

Casestudy5.60 We 6re compl etely happyéo

James is a 41 year onhgheneducationraning, hechasrbeee matriedyto his
wife for eight years but has been in the relationship for 11 years. The couple do not have any children
but his wife is currently pregnant. James had a few relationships before he met his wife but none of
them lasted much more than a year and he does not view them as significant. James reported that he
and his wife were instantly attracted to each other when they met and their relationship developed
quickly.

6lt was pretty much | ove at first s ltigrktobewealistic, u
after knowing each ot her afngr da ufbaw tvhead k swe twheeare
togetheré |t was one of those thingsb©o.

James and his wife moved in together quite quickly and he did not recall any difficulties during this
transition.

6l think we just were sweptowmhemgr ewalthy tamd whio
adjustments we were both just swept along with
Jamesdidnotr eal |y recall a time when t hei rNotreally larteand r

was al most | uHefounditiseslecisiandod@et married really easy and did not find that
anything really changed after marriage.

James recalled that during their relationship they had had a few stressful patchesand 6 Ni g.g!l e s
James did not feel that the arguments were ever serious or that they ever caused the couple to
guestion their relationship. James believed that the arguments were a reaction to the stress of jobs
they did not like and money the couple spent on socialising and that they both contributed to them
equally.

6l think we both realised that we were under s
was purely venting stress. I think we were bot

James and his wife are open with each other and communicate well. James feels that he and his wife
are very close and that this has increased over time.

pend every
ng so much
ust makes

OWedre the sort of people that can s
for a year travelling. And people saidtous, homMellyouk now spendi
hateher, youo6ll end up apartdé and it |
James is really confident in his relationship and can not really conceive of a way in which it could be
damaged.

OEr m, I candét iroemmalwlhye reed ta woiutl Wathappen. May b g
just et al confidence yeah, I mean the only bigg
happent.

James feels that the attraction he and his wife feel towards each otherisr eal | y i mport a
really understand couples who donét experience
felt a strong need to be with his wife from the early stages of their relationship but by waiting a few
years before getting married he feels sure of his decision.
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Summary of OWedbre completely happyo

Most of the participants held this perception about their relationship and clearly tie in with the
findings from the previous chapter on enduring relationships. Whilst the participants in the
group all reported a high level of relationship satisfaction there was a great deal of variation
in the accounts. Some of the relationships which were described appeared to be very
established and developed whilst others appeared to have been relatively untested by
difficult times.

Some of the participants reported how they felt fortunate to be in a good relationship and that

they had not invested in their relationship to make it work. The accounts of these
participants suggested that they | acked a sense
relationship. This clearly has implications regarding their ability to improve their relationship

should any difficulties arise in the future. A perceived lack of agency within relationships is

discussed in Section 4.4.2. In relation, Karney and Bradbury (1995) reported that couples

with poor coping and communication skills might remain happy in their relationship if they do

not face many stressful life events. These findings suggest that it is important not to focus

support only on those who perceive their relationship to be in distress.

4. 2. weobwill get through ité.

0 wéget.we will get through it, but once we get
backand think, 6Christ, we !l&c@.n get through an:
The participants in this group were characterise

and downé but that they were committed to workin
perceived their relationships to be in a transitional stage.

6édbcause we are g,wiemg tshrmeweh ud weaertyh at t he me
putting strain @emale married, @eded23)i ons hi p6.

O0At the beginning, more dowhnlenda@n merse uwped itnhad
(Female, cohabiting, age unknown)

Some of the participantsédata suggested that there was emotional volatility within their
relationships.

6Very str ess f(Mde, marniedragedfla ppy 0.
0l think it és mo méMalk,fcohabhingaaged 40hn
Difficulties
Perhaps unsurprisingly, given that the participants were defined by their perception of dups
anddowns 6 within their relationshi pdiffichlteestipepr t i ci pan
had, or continued to face.
6.f.or a Il ong time we went through the stage, bot
both being honest with each other and we werenbo

(Female, cohabiting, age unknown)

The participants also recalled some of the adverse situations which had triggered their
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relationship difficulties. These included financial concerns, ill health and problems with
children. The participants reported the consequences of these difficulties.

6lt felt | ikengbanwebettboheawith youfMabest fri
married, age unknown)

06There are a few strains on it b.({Male,imarried,s bear
aged 25)

The participantsd account s rkiggdogesdlvettheirt hat t he
difficulties with their partner.

Commitment

The patrticipants remained committed to their relationships despite the relationship difficulties
they faced.

OWe knew webdd get through it, b e c a ugedefdre, me a n
and, well experiences from my {Male snarriechaged i age
50)

Participants recalled that they had experienced moments of dissonance between their
expectations and experiences within their relationship but that they had overcome these
doubts.

was thinking, 60Oh godbd. | suppose at that
i ve wd(Femaleyoohaliting, age unknown)

ol think for quit etwanttwleiwithdimiartd thenavwhenll wakted,himl don
|
[

61t felt | i khetusdd mtosomething else énd Isdid think at one point this is
probably going to be the end of the relationshipé (Male, married, aged 25)

Developing the relationship

The part ononitmpemntratreiérelationship was shown through their awareness of the
need for active relationship work to get them through their difficult times with their partner.

@ lot, you commit yourself to something and you see it through, and [partner has] even

said that herself, since this all blew up, she made a promise at the altar... She has said she
made a commitment at the altar to stay with
seems strange | knowd (Male, married, aged 49)

A perception of what made their relationship work was very salient within the data.
Participants were conscious of what they needed to do to improve their relationships and
were actively putting this knowledge into use.

e

0
t

me

@ actually webre getting on r éalel ynawdHertalejmre 6t. h e

cohabiting, aged 26)

The participants were aware that their relationships were developing and going through
transitions and reported how they were actively involved in this process.

61 6d say i
me 0 . Stil on a algmarieddagefwar d sl oped.
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6l wouldnét say itds the happiest ever, but t
youbdre totally happy tihled (Fenate,.cohabising,raget hi ng | ef
unknown)

he
t

Case study 6 .  ¢eédvillget through it

George is in his early 40s, has been in a relationship with his partner for ten years and is getting
married soon. George was married before but broke up with his wife after having had an affair
with his current partner who was his wifebs
several times. George has a child from his previous marriage and his partner has two children
with her previous husband.

George and his partner have been through quite a few problems in their relationship. At one

point George gave up work and went back to university which resulted in the couple having less
money and time together. Thi s caused stress on Gebree TD uPX ¢
has also caused problems through her continued visits to the house to see his partner.

George has recently had an affair which he attributes to his fear of the upcoming marriage, his
partner found out and they have since been working on their communication together.

6l do think itéds on a high bec apadgner] hpwomuchk caew ,
about her, and how much | regret whatds hapi
to work©o

George feels that he has learnt about himself and the relationship recently.

OPerhaps everything | éve been reluctant to (
relationship so you know. That is all she?os;s
I d onnodwt 6 . k

George is worried about getting married to his partner because he fears that his ex wife might
react badly to this development and disrupt his relationship with his child from this relationship.

Summary of 6 .w.e. wi | | get through 1itéo.

This group was defined by the O6upsdéd and O6downs?d
participants reported that that there was often conflict within their relationships but that they

were committed to working through problems with their partner. Some of the participants

reported very difficult times in their relationship and had experienced dissonance between

their relationship expectations and the realities of life with their partner. However, these

participants had remained committed to their relationships during these times and endured

through the difficulties they faced.

The illustrations above show examples of how some participantsr e port ed t he coupl e
commitment to dealing with a significant relationship problem and reflects the different types

of commitment which were investigated by Johnson (1991). This research proposes that

commitment to a relationship is not a unitary phenomenon but involved three distinct

aspects; ©O6personal é, 6émorald and éstructural 6 co

Relationship research has explored the stages that relationships go through and
demonstrated that it is normal for relationship satisfaction to vary as the relationship
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develops and partners strive to find a balance between their individual identity and their

shared identity with a partner. For example, Reynolds (2008, citing the work of Kovacs 1988)
observes that, 6 Is bften during the transition from one stage to another that conflict occurs,

for example, as partners realise how unrealistic their expectations of one another were and
start t o (p&87).iAsceunts df eolatdity within the group coupled with the
participantso r epor tedstoworkiagtthrough teir relateomsieip pcoblemsi t
suggest that these participants were engaging in conflict as a process of negotiation towards
the improvement and progression in a relationship. This finding is in contrast to participants

in other groups who reported little conflict in their relationship, and which in some cases
suggested a lack of emotional involvement with a partner.

42. 5 s6o.l.i.d, but i1 tos one which webo
6ésolid but ités one which weobvetodayfakaad at .
the first hurdle, | mean many friends of ours have failed at the first hurdle, the

second hurdle, theyodore not willing to work a

This group was characterised by high levels of relationship satisfaction attributed to
investment in, and development of, the relationship. Data from this group suggested that
participants were aware of what made their relationship work, had worked through difficult
times in their relationship and were currently working to maintain the stability they had
established.

60l tdos different because when we first got marri
division, sorry to get intoé youdbre struggling
premiership team where we work very well togeth e nMale, married, aged 38)

o1 knew we woul d
hi mself out i f he
cohabiting, aged 28)

get through it and the way | s
6s got the probl e mFanaléd I |l ove

Relationship work

This group showed a great awareness of the need for working on their relationship. Through
the experience of being in their relationship the participants had learned what they felt made
a relationship work, were aware of the need to put this into action in their relationship and
had done so.

6Youbve got t o r e ma.iifgou caowonkithtotigh tthe hartl timess then
easy ti mes E@viale married, agadks38)0 .

A theme of learning was strong within the relationships in the group. This concerned
learning about the self, partner and relationship.

0 éthe period when | foolishly thought she was havingan af f air, but that was
know where that came from. | think that was the dawning of the realisation that | was
backingoutofthefami 'y environment and(Meal® maredagedat i ng on
48)

6l think |l earned from that experience, that the
wedbve got a good marriage, and we have had for
(Male, married, aged 52)

Some of the participants reported that they had learnt how to make their relationship work
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through both experiences with their current partner and also with their previous partners.

& came in and then | suddenly went bong, and he went dong in his direction, and we never

did come back together, but with [current partner] | t hi nk iwred rteo gveotrtker , wha
wordé [ ihta]s come good, we are wor ki(Femalet cohaldtingds a go.
aged 45)

Observing other couples with relationship difficulties had also helped some of the participants

understand what they needed to do to ensure stability within their own. One participant

reported that through observing the breakdown of
couple had become aware of the need to invest in their own.

oW just felt it was so important that we stoppe
brought us very much toget her i n(Femaleg, mariedgf , it w
aged 39)

Thepart i ci pant s6 data showed that they felt they w
had control over its progression. This was shown in the way that they employed their
learning to improve the relationship.

6We do know how each ot her wor k[Partnef]jarkah olw avdrmdt |
sayité | know what things ©6@M®ale meuriedcagedt38)ngs run rig

Change

A theme of change or development within relationships was strong in the data from this
group.

OWedve had our ups and downs and wedve seen the
moments, but the relationshipandweare strong enough (Mate, namied, i t t hr
aged 48)

Many of the participants felt that the difficult experiences which they had shared with their
partner had improved their capacity to cope and strengthenedthecoupl eds bond.

OWe have uhad tdinfefsi,c you know, but thatds where
(Male, married, aged 38)

600Our relationship has been tested and | dondt t
(Female, married, aged 25)

One participant reported how hispartner 6 s mi scarri age had been a tot
with the couple and had brought the couple closer together as a result.

6l guess youdre both involved and ités happenin
diedé shebs | ooking iénl fmean twiet buttlsé dmi scarri age
Whereas before yeah it always had (Maen one pers

cohabiting, aged 36)

The participantsédata suggested that their relationships were in a period of stability or
resolution.

6Yes, ités much more settled, it seems more rig
guaranteed, can | use the word guaranteed, it seems more, oh, April he asked me to marry
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him, thatoés anotFémale, cohabitng,aged45h er e 6.

Maintenance

The participants were conscious that they had invested in their relationship to make it work
and to attain their current level of relationship satisfaction. The accounts also showed that
the participants remained aware of the need to monitor and maintain their relationship to
ensure its quality was sustained.

6That as we
S t

yeah, wedve clicked into each oth
ituation 0s

1
hat c omi ng.(Maednakiedoaged B8pw t o deal wi

The participants were aware of the value of their relationship and cherished what they had
created with their partners.

6 a permanent high even though web
t

0s , e
best of health if it (Ma&aemarried, agedi48) g [

0 % got a
t his thin

|t
he
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Casestudy7. & solid, but itds kedhad whi ch wedve wor

David is 52 and has been married for 26 years, he and his wife have one son together. David
cohabited with his partner before marriage. David was happy with this situation because he felt he
had the best of both worlds by being in the relationship but still being able to go out alone to enjoy
himsefhowever Davidés partner wanted more securit
they got married. David felt that it was quite hard for him to settle down.

61 found it vpamarriedilifestyle of stdyihg irtand justdang out as a couple, and it
took me ten years | guess to get round to that

About 20 years ago David had a six month affair. David does not think that he was looking for an
affair but it just happened.

6Maybe it was at a time when we were just, hoy
relationshipo.

Da v i dféfeundwut about his affair and he moved out of the marital home but continued the affair.
During this period he kept in regular contact with his wife and after about six months David ended his
affair. Daviddi dndédt expect that hilutwerked eallywhard to tb edtablikhaghe h
relationship even though David admits it would probably have been easier for him to start a new
relationship with somebody else.

0 .gradually over months we got back together again ... | think people give up too easily and | think
that they dondét work hard enough at it, as | g
other and get backbé.

David feels that it took years of work to restore the trust which he had broken and that it was two or
three years before their sexual relationship had recovered and ten years before his wife trusted him
again. David thinks that their relationship is stronger now as a result of the affair.

arning pr

o] is all about these things, a
t n

Life e
hink | | earned from that experie o]

I
ceo.

David feels that he and his wife have different strengths which complement each other and that they
now work well as a team.

6.shedbs a foil for some of my weaknesses if yo
her strengths, some of my strengths and weaknesses and work together as a team6 .

David reports that the couple is still aware that they need to invest in their relationship after 30 years
to make sure that it is maintained.

OWe have a | ot of time together but we do poin
we said last year, we definitely every two weeks are going to go out because ... after 30 years, do
you go out enough? And we deci padicularty fparther] w. éthirki d
by resurrecting it, it helps the relationship ... we make a conscious effort now to go to a restaurant
every other week
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Summaryof6ésol i d, but iIitds one which wedv

Some of the themes that emerged within this group were similar to those described in the

group termed 6 éwe will get through i .t For example, the participants were aware of the

need to invest in their relationship and were actively doing so. This group was distinguished

by their reports of high relationship satisfactd.i

Thedatafrom t hi s group suggest that the participants
accounts from this group conveyed a sense of a relationship story from earlier difficulties and

conflict through to a satisfactory conclusion which was apparent in the participan t s 6

descriptions of resolution and stability in their relationship at the time of interview.

Karney and Bradbury (1995) report that if a couple is able to adapt successfully to the

pressures they face they will strengthen or maintain their relationship and reduce the

chances of relationship breakdown. Their stress adaptation model (Karney and Bradbury

1995) goes on to show how personal strengths and weaknesses (influenced by previous

experiences and mental health) interact with stressful life eventsands hape an i ndi vi du
capacity to cope with life events. Participants in this group frequently spoke about how the

experience of difficulties with their partner had strengthened their relationship.

An interesting contrast to this finding is that some participants who perceived their
relationship as unsatisfactory reported that difficult life events had caused damage in their
relationships. The following quotes show how two participants reported their different
experiences of a similar event. These quotes highlight how the way a couple adapts to a
difficulty may have more bearing on the course of the relationship than the actual occurrence
of a difficult life event.

OWi t miskkearri age we ldereas bdfovetydah it always lead bean one

person supporting the otheré | mean we were both
us together é | t himar&[thdn I] dichindtherpsats @vidd, cohabiting,

aged 36)

6Everybody is to bl ame, you knowersghyauarelwithmean, |

gets it the worst. But | think the only factor that kept us together at times like that, is the

fact that we had a son ... and | mean after the second miscarriage, Ilwentt o [ i nt er vi ewe
home country] for about three months and | took our son with me, and he actually said to a

good friend of mine who is a friend of hi s, t ha
(Female, married, aged 51)

The first quote describes an event in which the partners could share equally and provide
support for each other which resulted in a closer bond - clearly illustrating the importance of
understanding self and partner. The second quote describes a very personal and individual
experience which was not shared and resulted in a reduction in closeness between the
couple.

The accounts from participants in this group suggested that they perceived themselves as
active agents in their relationships with control over the course of their relationship. The
participants perceived change within their relationship and how they had been involved in
this change, for example by learning about their partner and putting this into action. They
also discussed the processes and difficulties they had gone through to establish their current
level of relationship satisfaction. Whilst many of the participants reported a level of stability
or resolution within their relationship attributed to previous relationship work, the data also
showed that they remained aware of what made their relationship work and ensured that
they monitored and maintained their relationship. This finding is in contrast to some of the

87



themes which developed in other groups which suggested that some patrticipants felt less
control over the course of their relationship and were less engaged in relationship work.

4.3 Conclusion

4. 3.1 Discussion: OdedeVvelpmgme atd &
relationship beliefs

Research shows that relationship breakdown is associated with detrimental impacts on both

the individuals in a relationship and also the children who experience this event (see

Coleman and Glenn, 2009 for a review). There is also increasing evidence to suggest that

the quality of a coupl eds r e lthadqualityofshéiripgrenings a si ¢
(Reynolds, 2001; Strohschein, 2005; Feinberg and Kan, 2008; Reynolds, 2008). As such,

effective early intervention relationship support may have the potential to prevent relationship

deterioration and improve parenting.

The attitudes and beliefs people hold about their relationship have an impact on the quality of

the relationship and its long-term stability (Bradbury and Karney, 2004). A key strength of

this research is that it is based on data from participants in ongoing long-term relationships

which has not been biased by relationship breakdown. As such the results provide an

ecologically valid insight into some of the attitudes and beliefs which occur in relationships.

Examining these processes can provide insight into the ways to support and strengthen

couple relationships. Asanexample, t he results indicated that th
of control over the course of their relationship varied and by encouraging a sense of agency

in people we could help them to strengthen their relationship.

Up to this point the themes which emerged during analysis have been presented within the
groups in which they were most prevalent. These groups were defined by the way in which a
participant viewed their relationship and the themes which emerged within the group were
used to illustrate the attitudes and beliefs of people who perceived their relationship in a
similar way.

However, themes presented in one group could also be apparent in another. One striking

finding was seeing the importance of relationship work, which was strong in two groups

(6. .. we wilbéndgéesoltihdoulght iit®bds o1 Seeimghthech webve w
importance of relationship work underpinned many of the themes which emerged during

analysis. This concept concerned the nature of the attitudes and beliefs about relationships

and these were defined as -deivtel eorp neche vad |6a p meAn toadled
perspective conveyed the belief that relationships were dynamic and went through changes

overtime. Abnarevel opment al 6 per s pwnlctheibeliefthata s associ at e
relationship was a solid and inflexible entity.

Consider the following quotes, the firstf r om a f emal e who descriybes her
happy 6 and fronhagparticipantavhodboelieves his relationship is beyond repair:

0l suppose we have a deeper understanding of ea
a fairy tale romance. I't has been a fairy tale
of f each otheré whereas nowé he caerchainandli n one
dondét feel the need t o soédkemalepnarrieduyadediP5¢ hi m al |t

6We could never walk past each other without to
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has all gone out of the window, and it was stuff like that that she stopped doing. But | like
those sillyl Idandte warntngtse® be hurt again, I don
now quite self sufficient,h (Mdle naoiedpagedB® e | I need

Both accounts describe a similar process of reduction of affection and attentiveness which
Kovacs (1988) describes as a normal stage of relationship change. However the accounts
describe a very different understanding of this process and different reactions to it. The first
participant describes learning about her partner and attributes a reduction in affection as part
of development within her relationship, whilst the second participant reports that the
reduction of affection in his relationship signified deterioration, that he had felt rejected by his
partner, and ultimately that he had responded by disengaging from the relationship.

This illustration highlights how different relationship beliefs may influence the course of a
relationship and provide exoa-thpVekopmeddabvél oepmen
beliefs. While this study has demonstrated beliefs dichotomously, Rusbult et al. (1993)

extend this understanding by suggesting that relationship beliefs vary on at least two

dimensionsi 6 r el ati onships Mhskiepd geowds( ©irmil laai ot o t h
and dereoml opmental 6 beliefsd) alongside 6éromance
concernso.

6Devel opment al 6 views about a relationship were
conveyed that they perceived themselves as active agents with control over the course of

their relationship and described learning about themselves their partner and their relationship

and employing this knowledge by investing in relationship work. Other themes which

conveyed this perspective included recognising and responding positively to relationship

change, overcoming doubts and dissonance, and successfully dealing with difficult times in

relationships. These themes were most prevalent in (but not limited to) the groups labelled

@& we wi || geandétébobudhbut 6it 6s amlare prasaétectintieor ked a
results section. For further illustration, the following extracts provide examples of those

hol ding 6devel opmental 6 beliefs about their rela
6 We dow hokv each other works, | know what | could say to upset [Partnerjand | donoét
sayité | know what things c(@®ale meariedcagedt88) ngs run ri g
6We knew wedd get through it, because | mean we
and,wel | experiences from my fir s(Maleymarriediageple and h
50)

6Yeah, I think youbve gotta. I f you dondét talk
what you want. You dondét aut omatWehavel y want th

different opinions, but if you talk to each other then you know what the other one is thinking
S0 you are on the same wave length6 (Female, cohabiting, aged 21)

6é we wer e

vying for p itions wi t hametimelbe r el at
establish that t 0t

here i a (Male, marnmed, aged 4@)ar t ner |

In contrast, some of the themes presented in the results section suggested dmon-
developmentalérelationship beliefs where participants conveyed a sense that they had low

agency or control over the course of their relationship. Some of the themes in which these

beliefswer e apparent included part i duckptahavesa@oogp er cept i
relat i onshi p, t hatheright paynerhather thanfworked td éreate a good

partnership, that they did not perceive a great deal of conflict or change within their

relationship, that they did not invest heavily in relationship work, and in some cases that they

felt unable to improve their relationship. These themes were most salient in the groups
categorisedasowe 6r e complamltet yshapppadbly just averageo
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The following quotes are from participants whose data suggested they held 6 n © n
d ev el op belefstatmlt their relationships.

6l think we have a very good r el #&emaemarhddp act ua
age unknown)

6Yeah, itbés def.ilhknewvehdtywartad and when |lfoand parther] and it
matched,t hen t hat was i bryabodtanghing Ibeéatise Weagetéogether w
and we dMaletmhariies,@ged 30)

01 t bebre[dable] fromt he st art therig iiss m&kagyhfanged s fine
same asé really nothing has changddé Welcdanobte rsea
are no p (Malé cobabiing, .aged 55)

It is intuitive to suggest that people who hold
experience enduring and relatively satisfying relationships. Holding such a belief provides a

narrative framework for managing dissatisfaction and a perception that things can improve or

that difficult times willpass. The O0devel opmental 6 belief signifie:
being less threatened by change, and an ability to make changes or seek out resources to

help.

This section has illustrated the dididveremmenthalt &
relationship beliefs and how they can occur across a variety of differently perceived

relationships. Based upon the assumption (not assessed in the analysis) that people who

hold 6devel opmental 6 beliefs are |Iikely to have
more motivated to maintain and improve their relationship), the findings from this chapter can

be used to develop interventions derived from these beliefs. For example, one suggestion

could be to provide early intervention which lets people know that it is normal for affection

and attentiveness to decline in the early stages of a relationship and the reasons for this

process.

The results also highlight the potential benefits of universal early intervention relationship

support, for example, by making sure that people are aware that it is normal for relationships

to go through different stages associated with varying levels of relationship satisfaction and

that this does not indicate deterioration in a relationship. Providing this type of information
universally, for example in an education setting
understanding of relationships and prevent serious relationship difficulties from developing.

The case for universal early intervention is also backed up by the finding that some people

who reported high relationship satisfaction (and assumed would be unlikely to be actively

seeking relationshipsupport ) , -delvdl 6pmantal 6 rel ationship be
negative consequences for the long-term prospects of their relationship. This suggestion is

backed up by Huston (2009) who reported the finding that couples who divorced later were

often the, & blissful newlyweds of popular imagination6(p319).

These individual6 d e vel op me n tdeelvée | mrmpdnencan 6 bel i efs and pe
about relationshi p indvidkal seehghs, vuinerabilitiestandwi t h t he 0
propensities Bradbury and Karney, 2004, p.871) that act as powerful influences on the

developmental course of a relationship. Bradbury and Karney (2004) argue that these

individual attributes act alongside interactional and stressful events and circumstances to

affect relationship satisfaction. Within stressful events and circumstances, Bradbury and

Karney (2004) also describe developmental transitions which, based on the attributes of

those with a 6developmental 6 belief, wowthd be mo
a 6dewmel opmental 6 belief. The work of Bradbury a
focusing solely on interactional processes, without an appreciation of the individual and
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stressful contexts, will reduce the effectiveness of relationship interventions. This final point
implies that the ways in which people perceive their relationship state, and the external
sources of relationship difficulty (such as unemployment, iliness, etc.), are essential to
appreciate when providing relationship support alongside the interactional processes.

Focus group findings

Data from the focus groups were explored to provide further illustratono f 6 dev el op me
@on-developmentald r e | a beliets.nThéresplts are presented below according to the themes
which were most prevalent in the data.

Understanding relationship change

6Wel | t h a tYoudird¥hatlout g5 you go along don't you? Initially it's the two of you and
you don't want anybody else, then gradually things sort of change and gradually friends and things
that sort of thing stretches out. Eventually when you've got children and things, you tend to give
each other space, and you tend to socialise separately. | think it just evolves differently. There are
different stages. The problem is not becoming too separate, | think still trying to keep a common

i nt e (Fensake,aged under 40)

Interpretation relationship difficulties
0At the beginning it's all so perfuwlcd ,gebtutbart
(Female, aged under 40)

Overcoming dissonance between expectations and reality

060At one time | Iliterally gnatder pw adgidshakepltads © goy e
and then situations changed and say, six months after it was a hundred times better than it had
been b éktnmateeaded under 40)

Agency
6You have the contr o(Malgoagadoveaddt t o put i nto it

6You have to be in the right{Male bhgaccuederad®) t he r i (

Understanding conflict as a process

6l donét think people can go tthrtoou gahrhaee efeeihga téi
that if you never argue with someone you never really get to the depths of what they are thinking
about...And when someone splits up people say but you never argued, well if they never argue
what ar e t(Maeyaget ovierr@ o .

Learning about a relationship
6l think you go into a marriage and think evd
time and | think you have just got to learn. You are growing up together sort of thing, you are
learning all the time. Every day could be a different experience. | think you have got to take from
it what you can(Male dgedogeadOn fr om it 6.
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Chapter 5. Relationship improvement
behaviour

5.1 Introduction

Relationship breakdown is associated with detrimental impacts on the people in the

relationship (see Coleman and Glenn, 2009 for a review). In addition to this, the association

between couple relationships and the outcome for the family is of sufficient strength for

Harold (2001) to describe as t hTherecénCOuppdruFort or o f
All: The Families and Relationships Green Paperd6 ( DCSF, 2010) and O6The Ce
Justice Green Paper on the Familyd (The Centre f
importance of supporting people when their relationships come under strain.

This chapter provides an overview of the behaviour that participants engaged in with their
partner to resolve relationship issues, the support they sought from outside of their

relationship, and an analysis of peoplebs attitu
support. Un d e r s ttudeas th relatgpnsipipeiroppoleméntsis ohgreatirelevance

when considering the ways in which intervention
relationships can be most effective. Devel oping

likely to provide benefits for both the people in a relationship and their children.

The conclusion provides a summary of the main findings and also incorporates learning from
Chapter 4 concer ni ngondeleaoprmentalo nreenlt atl ibo mantdi P8 bel i e
findings to highlight how these beliefs impact upon relationship improvement and help-

seeking behaviour.

5.2 Results

The results are presented as follows:

Relationship improvement and help-seeking behaviour
This section incl udes howtheyresalved relationghip difficslties r e por t s
and how they used external relationship support.

Attitudes to relationship improvement and support
The second section concerns the partentaidpant sé at
support and the factors which made a support source acceptable.

5.2.1 Relationship improvement and help-seeking
behaviour

This section is presented in two sections as follows:

1. Relationship improvement behaviour
2. Help-seeking behaviour
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1. Relationship improvement behaviour

Talking

As shown by the findings in Chapters 2 and 3 the participants placed great importance upon
the need for good communication within a relationship. The primary method of resolving
relationship difficulties reported by the participants was by talking through issues.

060Therebds nothing in our relationship over that
a significant falling out. Wedve had disagr eeme
tal k i t(Mald) marriedy dgéd.56)

0 ésometimes I'll say about it and sometimes he'll say about it. | mean we talk to each
other. | f we' ve got a problem then we talk to each
(Female, married, aged 20)

Many of the participants reported that ensuring they had good communication with their
partner prevented serious relationship problems from developing.

6l candét think of an occas.i-fooryears, thitcannoaber el at i on
discussed. | f t here is a probl em andmairidgereallyrdées be di s«
have pr @hald mariedd, aged 48)

6We go to bed every night, and we cuddle every
sometimes, it can be once every six weeks, sometimes it can be four nights on the trot in

one week, whereas then it might not be for another six weeks that we do anything. But

itdsé itds bei nag beinpdble total about it ékYeo uy ckun osw, we can t
about it, we c(emalej coHalgtingpdpedB8s) it . O

Some of the participants reported that talking openly with their partner prevented tension and
resentment from developing and prevented arguments.

OWe were both amazed how people argue, and the
it. Sortitout. | have never had arow. Neverslammed door s or (Male,l ked of f 6.
married, aged 51)

OWel | f[pathnejlvddve never arguedé cause webre bot h,
before, and it doe Soywwjusicalrh doenaad treemsyatt talking g .

a b o u (Male, married, aged 50)

The participants reported that if an issue did develop in a relationship, then open verbal

communication about the problem was vital for its resolution.

6l think it was |ike a conversation, &é6Youdre al
yoebral ways out and I 6m not going to sit here or
and then | think we started to thi(rdmaleewel l , you

cohabiting, age unknown)

Focus group findings

The focus group membersd data reflected

6And it brought wup us a bit wdddsvesattdovg and h
we talked and it wor ked an dFemale dygedwweridd) i t
6l think if you want to get it off your

what you've got to sayd (Female, aged under 40)




Some of t he p ashowedchatpha redpangibilits f@rtragsing discussion about
issues was not equal within their relationship.

OWell we always have done. Al ways have done. V
wife is reluctanté | mean we sit doowtwhatwear |l y vi

aregoingtodoand how we ar e (Make,imargedtage5@J o it 6.

o | am the one that wildl make him talk about pro
go to bedé | canbdét noé. I just thinkrwasaryday s
problem yesterdayé don6ét bring to the next day.

in fact he has actually said in conversation, that is probably the best things that | do, that |
donét f est @emale,martiediaged® 6 .

Some of these participants suggested that they were happy with this balance of
responsibility, however for others there appeared to be some frustration that their partner did
not actively raise issues.

6Yeah, heds quite happy t o hrlideeldan'tthinkihegrealymundane

talks about anything much, if | think there's something the matter and | want him to talk, |
have to sort of probe him and question h
things, he wi(Fdmaldg, eohabiting, agedi26)n 6t 6 .

Some of the participants talked about how it was sometimes difficult to raise issues with their
partner knowing that this would result in an uncomfortable conversation.

OWe di dnot di scuss it, (Female, snarfied, agg B8) e n e d

However, many of the participants also recognised that whilst it may be difficult to initiate
these conversations they were important for the long-term health of the relationship.

t

m, and

o brin

a | ot é

6l woul dnét be prepar eddforovant af saying sometHing.tlibam s hi p b
much mor e, what 6s the word, for talking

i t(Female, married, age 53)

6éif I 6m wrong | |l i ke someone to tell me

n ght t he (Maiexcohabitingnagedl 32)

Some of the participants reported that this was something that they had learned through their

experiences with their partner.

of f , S

ol " ll say, O6What's wrong?®o,. wahadetdsea yl,| 0bsLaoyo, k odNoont

do this, if there is something wrong, say

and we do talk it out, but we're both rather non-confrontational. We would do anything
rather than have an argument. And we do talk our way around it now. We are quite good
at it now. It's just recognising the irritability factor, and once you can see that you are
irritating somebody or vy o(kemalegmawipdsage55) or

Focus group findings

The focus group findings reflected those of the main analysis

6éYou need to smoke a small problem out

(Male, aged under 40)
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