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Relationship difficulties and help-seeking 
behaviour 

 
Executive summary 

 
Couple relationship breakdown is prevalent in todayôs society. To illustrate, it is currently 
estimated that 45% of marriages will end in divorce1. Other relationships, including cohabiting 
unions are more fragile2. Research has shown that couple relationship breakdown is 
associated with detrimental impacts on both the individuals in a relationship as well as any 
children present3. This impact upon individuals has not declined, despite the increasing 
occurrence of relationship breakdown4-6. Preventing relationship breakdown by strengthening 
a coupleôs relationship has profound benefits for adult and child well-being, and the parenting 
ability of the couple7-12. 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 down13-16. 
 
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 generation3,17-19. 
 
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? 
 
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 
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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 underlying issues were evident in many of the participantsô accounts of their 

relationship difficulties. These issues were the unequal balance of control in a 
relationship and poor communication. 

 
3. An increase 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 breakdown21. 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 relationship with the óright personô, putting work 
into a relationship, communicating well, and having trust in a partner.  

 
2. The most valued aspects of the participantsô relationships were 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 
interests. It also included respecting a partnerôs individuality. Participants found that it 
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. 
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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: ó...itôs not rightô; 
ó...itôs probably just averageô; óWeôre completely happyô; ó...we will get through itô; and 
óésolid, but itôs one which weôve worked atô.   

 
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 
ódevelopmentalô or ónon-developmentalô relationship perspective. 

 
4. A ódevelopmentalô perspective involved beliefs that relationships were fluid and 

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 investing in relationship óworkô. Those with a 
ódevelopmentalô perspective considered their relationship in the future as well as in 
the present. There is a clear link here to the longer-term outlook of ómutualô rather 
than ócontingentô commitment identified among cohabiting relationships21. 

 
5. Some of the participants suggested a ónon-developmentalô perspective in which a 

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 indicated that they were óluckyô to have a 
good relationship. Common expressions were that they had ófoundô the right partner 
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 óworkô; and that they felt unable to improve their relationship.   

 
6. óDevelopmentalô and ónon-developmentalô relationship beliefs occurred across a 
variety of differently perceived relationships. óNon-developmentalô relationship beliefs 
were not confined to those reporting dissatisfying relationships. To illustrate, some of 
the óWeôre completely happy groupô were ónon-developmentalô in their beliefs, 
although they had not yet reported any relationship strain. 

 
7. Based on womenôs greater willingness to engage in discussion about their 

relationship and to seek out relationship support, they were also more likely than men 
to hold such ódevelopmentalô beliefs.  

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 
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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. 

 
3. 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.   

 
4. 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. 

 
5. 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. 

 
6. 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.   

 
7. The influence of peopleôs ódevelopmentalô or ónon-developmentalô relationship 

perspective was apparent in the accounts of relationship improvement behaviour and 
attitudes to relationship support. A ódevelopmentalô perspective was evident in 
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. Those with a ódevelopmentalô perspective were aware of what 
made their own relationship endure, through closeness and time together, 
independence, providing support for each other, and communicating effectively.  

 
8. A ónon-developmentalô perspective was apparent where people frequently avoided 

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. 

 
9. Observing, adapting to, and actively accepting change in a relationship was 
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associated with a ódevelopmentalô perspective. In contrast, a ónon-developmentalô 
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. 

 
10. A person who has a ódevelopmentalô view of their relationship held a belief that they 

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 ódevelopmentalô 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 considered to be either ódevelopmentalô or ónon-developmentalô in 
nature. A belief that relationships were flexible, controllable and changed over time 
underpinned a ódevelopmentalô perspective. Based on the assumption that people who hold 
ódevelopmentalô beliefs are likely to be motivated to maintain and improve their relationship, 
the findings can be used to develop interventions which aim to modify peopleôs attitudes and 
behaviour towards this perspective. 
 
Those who have a 'developmentalô stance are likely to be those primed to be able to learn 
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 distress. Those not ódevelopmentalô in their 
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, 
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participants who perceive their relationship as ógoodô but hold ónon-developmentalô 
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 ódevelopmentalô relationship perspective may include: 
 

¶ 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 peopleôs awareness that it is normal for affection and attentiveness to decline 
in the early stages of a relationship may prevent people in new relationships from 
misinterpreting this process as deterioration. Peopleôs relationships go through many 
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, peopleôs relationship satisfaction improves and these doubts are overcome.  
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 coupleôs relationship. Specific issues include a lack of sleep, which can cause 
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 a vicious cycle, whereby a fatherôs dissatisfaction with his relationship with the 
childôs mother can reduce his involvement with the child, leaving the mother feeling 
less supported and, in turn, being more critical of the father, and so on22. As a child 
grows older, further differences in the coupleôs parenting style may emerge and this is 
an area which often causes conflict. There are also many other circumstances when 
difficulties are likely to emerge including financial problems, illness, 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, such as understanding a partnerôs 
behaviour and feelings, investing in relationship óworkô, or using support.  

 

¶ The way a couple communicate has a bearing on many aspects of their 
relationship - A coupleôs relationship can be developed through their use of 
communication. Being open with a partner can help a couple to increase their sense 
of closeness or ótogethernessô and facilitates the development of a trusting and 
supportive relationship. 
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¶ It is useful to understand a partnerôs behaviour - The way people think about their 
partnerôs behaviour has an impact on their thoughts and feelings towards them. It is 
useful to consider the circumstances which have caused undesirable behaviour, for 
example, a partnerôs irritability might be due to their illness. It is also important to 
consider the partnerôs life experiences and how these have influenced their 
behaviour. Understanding the reasons behind a behaviour may help reduce 
relationship tension. 

 

¶ 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. 

 

¶ 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 can encourage a ódevelopmentalô perspective. 
There is clear potential for relationships education in schools to promote knowledge that 
underpins a ódevelopmentalô perspective. This will be necessary to foster current policy 
committed to promoting óstrong and positive relationshipsô23 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 high24. 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 
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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 ódevelopmentalô perspective is to provide advice and 
support which does not undermine their own sense of agency and control. Indeed, those with 
a ónon-developmentalô perspective may be more receptive to learning what will be new 
information and skills. 
 
A central component of relationship support was to óoff-loadô problems, be listened to, and 
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 professionals25. 
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 
investigation. Firstly, the distinction between the ódevelopmentalô and ónon-developmentalô 
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 ódevelopmentalô beliefs whilst others do not. Furthermore, is this ódevelopmentalô 
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 likely to be more acceptable and effective. How can those with a ónon-
developmentalô perspective become more motivated to work on and 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 strengthening a coupleôs relationship has profound benefits for 
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 
coupleôs relationship has a great impact upon their parenting ability (Hetherington, 2003; 
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 Chancellorôs Department (LCD).  The aim of this research (Ayles and Panades 
2005) was to investigate peopleôs experiences of relationship distress and breakdown, and 
attitudes towards seeking relationship support.  It was envisaged that the findings from this 
research would inform a national survey of couplesô attitudes towards relationship problems 
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 óSupport For All: The 
Families and Relationships Green Paperô (DCSF, 2010) and óThe Centre for Social Justice 
Green Paper on the Familyô (The Centre for Social Justice, 2010). 
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1.2 Research questions 
The aim of the original study was to investigate peopleôs experiences of relationship distress 
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? 
 
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 
meaningful insights into peopleôs perceptions, attitudes and capabilities regarding 
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 interview and only considers the participantsô 
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 groups were recorded with the participantsô consent and transcribed 
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 findings such as ñMy relationshipéò, the focus group participants 
commonly expressed more generic views such as ñI think relationshipséò. This impersonal 
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. 
 

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.  
 
Chapter 2 provides the participantsô observations about when difficulties have arisen during 
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. 
 
Chapter 4 presents the findings of a deeper analysis of participantsô perceptions about their 
relationships and the different attitudes and beliefs which occur.   
 
Chapter 5 provides descriptions of the participantsô perceptions of relationship improvement 
and help seeking behaviours, and their attitudes to support.  The chapter also integrates the 
findings from Chapter 4 into the analysis to show how peopleôs beliefs and attitudes relate to 
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 a personôs interpretation of their 
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: 
 

¶ The participantsô accounts may be biased by social desirability effects which cause 
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. 

¶ The participants may have been unable to recall accurate information or lack self-
awareness and insight into their relationships. 

¶ The data collection may have been subject to investigator effects including poor 
interview technique or the interviewerôs own biases. 

 
Finally, it is important to recognise that a researcher is an integral part of the qualitative 
research process.  The analysis is influenced by a researcherôs values and theoretical 
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 the participantsô perceptions of the causes of difficulties within their 
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: 
 

¶ Types of difficulties 

¶ Underlying causes 

¶ 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. 

¶ 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 participants also identified a number of other issues unrelated to transition which could 
have consequences for relationships.  These included: stress due to a childôs illness or 
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. 
 

                                                
2
 This was essentially a graph representing changes in relationship satisfaction since the relationship 

had commenced. 
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ó... but then when [intervieweeôs stepson] was 14 [partner] started wanting kids by me, and 
I said, óNo, no I donôt want toô, you know, óIôm getting onô, anyway I said, óI donôt really want 
to go down that pathô, anyway women always win donôt they?  So she won and we got 
[Child], and then 18 months lateréshe needed another one for [Child], you know, so we 
ended up with [Child 2] as wellô. (Male, cohabiting, 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 
ultimately ówonô.  This may be an example of one partnerôs dominance in control over the 
course of the relationship or more specifically in relation to the number of children they 
wanted.  Control is discussed in section 2.3.2 óUnderlying causesô.  
 
A few couples reported that an unexpected pregnancy had resulted in relationship issues.  
 
óDreadful, in fact that did put é That was probably the very first time I think that we reallyé 
He didnôt realise what effect it was having on my life, and I felt veryé it was a dreadful 
time.  And in fact, I did have counselling at the hospital for that, with one of the midwives.   
Because I just didnôt want to be pregnant.  He didnôt want me to be pregnant. We didnôt 
want another childô. (Female, married, aged 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. 
 
óI was told I might not be able to have childrené and [then] they told me that my fertility is 
fine.  I 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 thatô. (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.    
 
óAnother month goes by and you think, óChrist, another month has gone byô, you know.  
Another month you have got to try harder and whatever... In those days my mum said, 
óCome down Saturday night and have a meal hereô.  And we couldnôt say no because 
everybody else was goingé and [we] would come [home] at 1oôclock in the morning.  We 
would have to like try to try for a baby like that, and that was a strain.  Because she didnôt 
want to at that time of nighté and you were doing it for the sake of doing 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 saying you know, óWhy hasnôt she had children by nowô, you knowô. (Male, 
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. 
 
óWe had both you know come completely round to it you knowé and weôd decided to go 
through and weôd convinced ourselves.  And we were quite excited by it, yeah which you 
know was a complete change, reversal ... you know thereôs only so much asking you can 
do and if sheôs not ready to talk then thatôs it, but, you knowô. (Male, cohabiting, aged 36) 
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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.   
 
óLike I say, when you go on the down side after a miscarriage, you just donôt want to know.  
Everybody is to blame, you know what I mean, like you know, and the person you are with 
gets it the worst.  But I 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 bad times ... Iôd often go and sleep on my own, and make the excuse that my son ... 
that he was waking up at night and like make the excuse about it, and I suppose by 
clamping up and not talking, and then he would be the same ... and I mean after the 
second miscarriage, I went to [intervieweeôs home country] for about three months and I 
took our son with me, and he actually said to a good friend of mine who is a friend of his, 
that he didnôt know if I was coming backô. (Female, married, aged 51) 

 
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. 
 
óItôs just got more at ease.  She can come over and tell me things which she canôt tell 
anybody else.  None of our friends knew about the miscarriage and stuff like that, because 
we didnôt want them to know. Because until she was ready to cope with it in her own mind, 
when we told them, she could cope with it thenô. (Male, married, aged 33) 

 

Becoming a parent 
First time parenthood was identified as placing particular stress on a coupleôs relationship. 
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. 
 
óI wasnôt prepared for the change in the relationship after parenthood.  Parenthood has 
been as good as I wanted it to be.  It hasnôt thrown up any major surprises.  I had a pretty 
good idea of parenthood and lifeé My idea of real life had been pretty close, but the 
relationship after parenthood was a big shock.  I didnôt expect that.  So yeah, that was a 
turning point in my own personal relationship, that is the one piece of advice that I wish I 
had been aware of I supposeô. (Male, married, aged 30) 

 
Important factors which appeared to affect couplesô relationships after the birth of a child 
were the quality of a relationship before parenthood, the intervieweesô attitudes towards 
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 



 21 

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. 
 
óé it makes you quite, you're snappier and things that, you don't realise why you're being 
snappier but é Yeah these two have been very bad sleepers both of them so we've ... we 
haven't had any proper nightôs sleep for sort of five yearsô. (Male, married, aged 42) 

 
In several cases this lack of sleep was perceived to have been particularly damaging for the 
relationship. 
 
óé a couple of years after we were married, when my daughter was borné She woke up 
every three hours through the night for three years non-stop. And it nearly drove me 
absolutely mad.  I have never been soé everybody said, óOh youôll forget it over timeô.  I 
have never forgotten that time, it was an absolute nightmare.  I mean weôd get up in the 
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 time,  you get snappy, irritable, tired.  You know, you wake up.  Itôs 
your turn.  No itôs your turn. That was hard.  That was a hard timeô. (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 
also associated with the other parent feeling excluded or ópushed outô. One female 
participant described her awareness that she had rejected her partner upon the birth of their 
first child.  
 
óYes, I think the first sort of down actually was after the first child was born and I almost 
shut [partner] out in a way really.  I think I sort of felt I had to do everything myself and 
really he wanted to help.  And I think I did put the shutters up and push him away actually.  
I lasted for probably about two or three months, and I did wonder for a while what we did 
actually have in commonô. (Female, married, aged 31) 

 
This above example also ties in with the erosion of a relationship through a óvicious cycleô, 
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. 
 
óIt was a very big change yes, it was a very big change indeed, it was like, I donôt know at 
first I felt, I suppose itôs probably selfish me saying left out, a little bit left out, it was like 
mummy and her daughter, I was going out to work and coming home sort of like alright, 
hardly a cuddle for me or whatever, but itôs quite a change, it is a very big changeô.  (Male, 
married, aged 26) 

 
Feeling ópushed outô could become a long term issue, not limited 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 particularly, 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.  
 
óAt 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 I was at home with the baby and being a housewife and cooking and cleaning 
and looking after the children.  It got to the stage when I just resented himô.  (Female, 
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. 
 
óYouôre going to get irritable with each other because you have this baby crying at night and you 
know youôre both going to be tired and neither of you are going to get any sleep and youôll be 
biting each others heads offô. (Female, aged over 40) 
 
óIt just slows down a bit, you canôt just go out on a drop of a hat sort of thing you have to sort it out.  
Obviously when you start having a relationship you normally are like rabbits everywhere sort of 
thing, kids come alongéô. (Male, aged under 40) 

 
The participants also found it difficult to understand the impact of children until they had been born. 
 
óYou don't realise until you have them that things will changeô. (Female, aged under 40) 
 
óBefore having children, I donôt think you realise how big a shock children are going to be and how 
big an effect and it is, luckily you canôt back, you canôt go well how you know how it was before 
children, even after theyôve gone up and left youôll never go back to how it was when you didnôt 
have childrenô. (Female, aged over 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 how their childrenôs ówaywardô, 
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. 
 
óI would say that over the last 19 years, the biggest cause of tension between us has not 
been anything that weôve done between each other; itôs been our son thatôs created the 
most tension ... We come at my son sometimes from different angles, Iôm a bit more 
authoritarian and sheôs a bit more liberal with him. We just try and mediate between the 
two, but I know on occasion she has won the battle, the more liberal approach has won 
and Iôve thought that isnôt the way, and similarly the other way when I think Iôve done the 
right thingô. (Male, married, 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. 

 
 óé I mean we back each other up, but thereôs times when I could scream and I sort of 
said, óFor godôs sake!ô.  Heôs absolutely ruined by my husband that one, and he gets away 
with murder with him, you know, and Iôm saying, óJust tell him, donôt let him do itô, and I feel 
like the wicked witch of the north at times, because its only me doing the chastising and he 
sort of like, giving in to him, but then heôll back me up with other things with him, you know 
what I mean, so, I do [think] that sometimes when the kids are older you just, it does cause 
arguments between youô. (Female, married, aged 46) 

 
Tensions around discipline were often heightened when step-children were present in a 
coupleôs relationship.  Participants who were step-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 
awareness that their partnerôs commitment to their biological child was their primary concern 
and that the coupleôs relationship was secondary to this ï as reported elsewhere (Pryor, 
2001). 
 
óRight 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 I can't live contentedly with her eldest daughter then you know. It's the biggest 
disaster in her life you knowô. (Male, 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. 
 
óYes and differences of opinion when you tell them off oré..  Any sort of upbringing issues 
reallyô. (Female, aged under 40) 
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¶ Financial difficulties 

The data showed that couples frequently experienced relationship difficulties which they 
attributed to financial concerns.   
 
óBecause if you have got enough money in the bank and everything is paid, it is a lot easier 
on the relationship. Weôve really struggled in the past. And itôs a lot better now because 
weôve got money. Itôs just peace of mindô. (Male, married, aged 33) 

 
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.  
 
óI mean, like all marriages, especially in those days, I 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 moneyô. (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 insight into the origins of their partnerôs 
financial style and on occasions these reflected deeper differences between the couple.  
 
óI think listening to what he's told me in the past, his mother was very thrifty.  Well, Iôve no 
background to be thrifty with, I meané Iôll go and book something and think nothing about 
it, and we would just go.  He would never do that without planning it all.  I mean I am very 
spontaneous é  He would never do that; he would never think to do that.  He never goes 
and splash out on something, he always looks to see if he could get it a bit cheaperé I try 
to bite my tongue, I try to bite my tongue... it would be nice to have some surprisesô. 
(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. 
 
óItôs just hard work because if he canôt give me [money] some weeks it mucks it all up for 
me and Iôm like, óOh my godô, I start worrying, Iôm a bit of a worrier, big worrier and he 
doesnôt worry about it.  óI give you the money you should sort it outôô. (Female, cohabiting, 
aged 28) 
 

A few of the participants reported the destructive consequences of a partnerôs compulsion, 
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 financial implications of their partnerôs habit.  The quote below 
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. 

 
óWe go through a time of being fine and then I think things annoy [partner] you know like 
with money.  Weôve got a very funny relationship, I have no money.  I donôt have a penny.  
All my wages go straight to [partner]é Itôs my account but heôs got all the cards and 
everythingé Heôs kind of held back and thatôs caused a bit of frustration for me because 
Iôm like, óOh everybody has got everything and I donôt want to go out if I havenôt got niceô ï 
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although my wardrobe is full but you think you havenôt got anything and that causes friction 
with usô. (Female, cohabiting, aged 24)  

¶ 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 the participantsô relationships especially where a condition was severe or chronic and 
resulted in a need for increased support from a partner. 
 
A key finding was of the impact illness had on peopleôs emotions and temper.  Interviewees 
reported that pain made them more irritable and less tolerant of their partnerôs behaviour.  
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. 
 
óWell obviously it affected it slightly, to the fact that we were bickering, but it wasnôt any 
major rift or row oré it was just a constant chipping awayô. (Male, married, aged 50) 

 
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. 
 
óI get moods if Iôm in a lot of pain, I know Iôm moodyé she realises it's the pain and I get a 
lot of support.  I don't think I got so much from my first wife because I don't think she 
realised how much pain I was in but I mean Iôm on 16 painkillers a day most daysô. (Male, 
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 participantôs partner 
responded to the threat of serious illness. 
 
óI went into the hospital to have these ops with my sister and my best friendôs support and I 
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 I 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 handle itô. (Female, cohabiting, aged 44) 

 

Focus group findings 
 
One participant reported how concern for her partnerôs health had caused arguments. 
 
óHe'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 I 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 
monthé I think he didn't want all the fuss, he was a bit frightened inside and didn't want to let 
anybody knowô. (Female, aged under 40)   
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¶ Friends, family and in-laws 

Friends, family and in-laws were often viewed as having a significant impact on a coupleôs 
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 often viewed as being disruptive to a coupleôs 
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. 

 
óI think for me, I didnôt want to talk about it [with partner], because I have this thing about 
my family, I have this bond.  Iôve got a brother who lives here, and thereôs five years 
between us and I am so close to him, that I think sometimes, I wonôt say [partner] resents 
him, he likes him, but sometimes he doesnôt understand it and that is what I am saying, 
like, whenever I have ever spoken to my brother, you know, he would hate itô. (Female, 
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. 
 
óWe have had people deliberately trying to split us up. Blatantly...[Partner] does not go out 
with them anymoreé Jealousy that I donôt go out with my friends. Jealousy, that their 
relationship is splitting up and we have got a babyô. (Male, married, aged 25) 

 
Ongoing and close ties with ex-partners, friends and family of origin could result in feelings of 
jealousy. 
 
óOne of the low points I suppose was when the girl I was seeing before her, we were just 
friendsé we remained friendsé.. [Partner] didnôt like the fact that we were still friends, 
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 historyô. (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.  
 
óNow, after a while, I was at the stage where I was worried about telling him that I was 
going out because he used to, óWhere are you going?ô His ex went off with somebody else 
before they split up and I think he related that with me going out doing thatô. (Female, 
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. 
 
óThat was quite a bad time for us really because then he met this lady friend but it werenôt 
nothing I even went and seen the girl and she used to phone him and she says, óHe just 
like talks to me about all his problemsô and that was really hard ... Iôve asked him and I 
asked her as well, he said it was nothing like an affair it was just somebody he could talk 
toô. (Female, cohabiting, aged 30) 

 
There was strong evidence that managing ex partnersô parenting and contact with biological 
children could cause difficulties. The extent to which this was understood, and managed by a 
partner had important implications for the relationship.  
 
óIt does cause argument in the one way that as I said if she thinks I ... 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... when I stay at [former partnerôs home]... it will be a 
case of óOhô... I say, óI stayed because my son is thereô... and he'll ask me if Iôm coming 
round and Iôll say yesé and that causes problemsô. (Male, cohabiting, aged 29) 

 
óHe [ex-partnerôs current partner] didn't speak to me at all and I took that in my stride to 
start with but after a time it became very awkward because he would come to the house 
and they'd all be closeted together and Iôd come home from work and Iôd find that they 
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 houseô. (Male, 
cohabiting, aged 58) 

¶ Infidelity 

Infidelity, and the fear of a partnerôs infidelity, were associated with relationship difficulties.  
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.  
 
óé the period when I foolishly thought she was having an affair, but that was justé I donôt 
know where that came from.  I think that was the dawning of the realisation that I was 
backing out of the family environment and concentrating on workô. (Male, married, aged 
48) 

 
Infidelity had occurred in a number of the participantsô relationships.  Explanations for 
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. 
 
óI had an affair and [partner] found out about it and it was crazy really, I donôt know why I 
even had the affair, but it had a massive impact on our relationship, massive, but now we 
talk if somethingôs bothering us or whatever and weôve become a lot more opené Instead 
of justé saying I really donôt like what youôve done, but Iôll just have to be upset about it 
and I would have forgotten about it by the morning, if sheôs done something that upsets me 
Iôll tell her and vice versa, weôve agreed to do the sameô. (Male, cohabiting, aged 42) 

 
However, another participant reported that his single event infidelity had occurred at a time 
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when his relationship was strong, ówe were solid, very solidô and attributed his behaviour 
purely to intoxication. 
 
óI went to see my brother, I was in a good moodé he had a case of Kronenberg, I drunk it 
all, plus spirits, whiskeys and all that, so I was like all over the place, and my brother had a 
word, he did tell me, óDo you want to do it, donôt drinkô é I donôt remember after, I just 
remember whether I was in [her] bed, and she [partner] caught us I know that, and I was 
shocked you know, I was like shocked you know, I didnôt expect she was coming over and 
I didnôt expect myself to be in that positionô. (Male, cohabiting, aged 32) 

 
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 were observed to affect a personôs mood by 
making them more irritable and less tolerant.  These changes were frequently attributed to 
pain and lack of sleep.  An inability to reconcile an individualôs need for care or support with 
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.  
 
Other peopleôs influences on relationships were wide ranging and could result in a 
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 managing ex-partnersô relationships with children when participants had formed 
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.   
 



 29 

2.2.2 Underlying issues 

The results so far show how participants frequently associated their relationship difficulties 
with specific issues or circumstances, for example, their partnerôs spending habits.  Whilst it 
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 
in the development of difficulties.  Gutteridge (2003) describes how the ócausesô of 
relationship difficulties such as those identified in the previous section may not be the real 
reasons for a coupleôs relationship problems and merely act as a ósmoke-screenô hiding more 
fundamental issues within a relationship. The following section presents the two most 
prevalent underlying themes which emerged: ócontrolô and ócommunicationô (others less 
commonly reported included: threats to values and identity, respect, and insecure start to 
relationship).  

¶ Control ï 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.   
 
óA lot of men wouldn't put up with what I'm likeé Well the domineering, I organise 
everything, holidays, when we're going to do stuff in the house. I mean I'll tell him but apart 
from that I take control of most things and he just sort of goes with the flow.  He doesnôt 
very often object. He'll go 'we can't afford it' and I'll go 'yes we can' and he goes 'I thought 
you said we weren't going to do it this year', I said 'I've changed me mind'.  But now he 
doesnôt get angry about itô. (Female, married, aged 41) 

 
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 be used to assist the coupleôs relationship. 
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.  
 
óI think how naïve I was.  How I didnôt see things.  And perhaps I make the same mistake 

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. 
 
óBut if it doesnôt evolve, then I think you have a big problem, because I find a lot of my 
friends, thereôs very few of us in our age group that remain marriedé as the children move 
on, you suddenly realise well whoôs this person thatôs been around in the background and 
what does he do sort of thing and how is he going to fit iné A couple of my brothers are 
having problems with their relationships, basically because you know their children are now 
growing up theyôve led these separate lives and now all of a sudden thereôs these two 
individuals that like donôt really know each otherô. (Female, aged over 40) 
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now.  I donôt see things perhaps.  In some things I can stand up for myself, in what I want, 
and then in other things, I mean we are having our kitchen done and I can say I want this 
and this, but [current partner] can be quite strong and says óOh no that wouldnôt look good 
thereô, and sometimes I just think, óOh I canôt be botheredô.  But like I am strong in some 
ways, and then very weak in other ways.  Giving in for a quiet life I supposeô.  (Female, 
married, aged 51) 

 
óNo as I said earlier, we havenôt really had any big arguments. I think we had one and it 
was, I think someone asked me out for a beer and she didnôt want me to, one of those big 
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. I stayed in and did as I was toldô. 
(Male, cohabiting, aged 38) 

 
The data suggest that issues arose when an individualôs established role was challenged.  
For example, one female reported that she was dominant and controlling in her relationship 
and that her husband was happy with this situation.  However, when this participantôs 
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.  Adamôs wife hadnôt had any other serious relationships. 
 
According to Adam, his parents separated when he was young because his mother was having an 
affair.  Adam found out about his motherôs infidelity and told his father at which point Adamôs 
mother left the marital home.  He felt rejected by his mother and describes this time as ótraumaticô.   
 
Adam described how he ótestsô his 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.  
 
óI know that if we have an argument and again itôs a nasty thing to say, she feels that that we must 
be normal because thatôs how relationships are.  We get on well and we have a good relationship, 
we very rarely argue but in my job it gets sometimes stressful and I do take it out on her, but I 
know that she forgives me all the time because she accepts that, and no matter how many 
arguments we have or no matter how much trouble I get into, sheôs always there for me whereas 
like I say my mum and dad just arenôté Again, itôs a nasty thing to say and I know that in a way I 
probably play mind games with her, in the fact that Iôm testing her to make sure that she is there. 
Sometimes Iôll go out looking for an argument and I know that thereôs no reason for us to argue, I 
know thereôs a totally reasonable explanation for things or whatever, weôll argue and Iôll probably 
bring up that argument é I think thatôs where my thing comes from, that I was never a centre of 
attention with my parents and that's why I want to be the centre of attention in life, and with herô.  
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¶ Communication 

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 
communication or ósilenceô within a relationship. Some participants reported a low level of 
communication on a day-to-day basis. 
 
óI 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 ótil 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 we'll say ówell what do you think of thatô, ówell not muchô or whateverô. (Female, 
married, aged 66) 

 
A few of the participants reported a wish to know more about their partnerôs day-to-day life 
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 participantôs experience of poor communication in a relationship. 
 

 

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. 
 
óI think like I became quite cold, insularô.  
  
Jane feels that she has always been the one to initiate conversations about relationship difficulties 
and she is frustrated by this. 
 
óI would always have to approach the subject to say that things are really low.  I tend to bring it round 
to saying like, ówe donôt do many things together any moreô type of thing.  And heôd always feel the 
same way.  Itôs not like heôd turn around and say I donôt know what you are talking about, he would 
knowô. 
 
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. 
 
óI suppose you let it slip and the longer it slips the harder it is.  And I am not saying he doesnôt want 
to, but he doesnôt say anything, and I donôt either, and I have got like now that there are times when 
I have thought Iôd like just to go to bed, but I just wonôt make that move.  I just wonôté I justé I feel 
let down.  I was really angry.  And I often feel likeé he is afraid to make a move, in case I am not 
interestedé because we have drifted so far apartô. 
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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 below describes a participantôs 
frustration at her husbandsô inability to argue.   
 
óI do get angry at times, I go quiet, I go off and do something.  I know it's not going to 
happen. There's not going to be a row, there's not going to be a discussion. I have to wait, 
Iôve learnt now you wait, if you bring it up again later on, you try again different approach, 
and at the end if it doesn't work, then I will say [partner] I need to talk about this.  We need 
to clear the air on this one, and then we'll start the discussionô. (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. 
 
óLack of talking I think, communication.  I shut downé I must admit we went through a 
phase of each doing our own thing. [Partner] and the girls left me very much to it ... I 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 ... I was convinced at 
one stage that [partner] was having an affairé It was this one guy's name kept cropping 
upé I think it was jealousy more than anything else. This guy had got time to talk to 
[partner] whereas I hadn'tô. (Male, married, aged 48) 

 
A pattern of confrontation and withdrawal was apparent in some of the participantsô 
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.  
 
óé he will try and ... ignore the conversation, change the subject and I thought óforget itô... 
He wouldn't say óabsolutely notô. He doesn't want to yet ... He just thinks it is funny, he just 
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 I just think ... I can't be bothered ... He ignores me 
... sometimes he does wind me up, it is like he doesn't take any notice at allô. (Female, 
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. 
 
óShe just says, óOh shut upôé and she just carries on, itôs water off a duckôs back with her 
and sheôs got, Iôll tell you what she has got a knack of but she really gets to me, she winds 
me up by, if I say something ï you see, some people are loud, some people are timid, 
some people have got all different things, Iôm very positive what I say and the biggest thing 
[partnerôs] got critical of me is that Iôm a perfectionist, and when you don't do what I want 
you to do, I lose my rag, she goes óyou want them to be perfect like you and theyôre notô.ô. 
(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.  
 
óItôs when communication breaks down, whether it is silence or shouting. Itôs when 
communication totally breaks down and you think thereôs no point, there is no point in 
continuing it after thatô. (Female, aged over 40) 



 33 

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 individualôs established role was challenged.   
 
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 a poor understanding of the partnerôs life/issues 
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 
divorce was  there being óno longer any communication between the partnersô. Interestingly, 
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 sections had consequences for the participantsô 
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. 

¶ Increasing emotional distance 

Relationship difficulties frequently led to participants feeling further apart from their partner 
and being generally less satisfied with their relationship.  
 
óé as soon as he got back into that bedroom, he just closed down.  I could see it and I 
used to think, óHe was a different person out thereôô. (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.  
 
óI suppose when [partnerôs father] died, I mean I did feel a bit distant because 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?ô. (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. 
 
óAbout two months ago me and him went through a rocky patch just the fact that we just 
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getting on with life, I started a job, he was working constantlyé We just werenôt really 
seeing each other and it come to a big argument, a big blow, where heôs like, óDo you love 
me?ô, we just seemed to be drifting apart, and it was quite a sad sort of time for usô. 
(Female, cohabiting, aged 28) 

¶ Thoughts of leaving and separation 

Many of the participants reported that they had at times thought about ending their 
relationship. 
 
óAnd I was getting to the point where I was so frustrated and so was he and we were 
saying quite horrible things to each other, like I am going to leave you and you know, and 
all of a sudden he was sitting down and he just burst into tears and he was like, I canôt do it 
anymoreô. (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. 

 
óIt was after my dad died.  And I was taking it out on him, and I asked him to leave because 
I didnôt want him here ... No, I think it was just me and the fact that I was throwing myself 
into going out all the time and everything.  And I suppose the less time I spent with 
[partner] the more I thought I could do without him, and I asked him to leave and said I just 
wanted to be on my own with my children.  But I didnôt really mean it. I didnôt mean it deep 
down.  It was just my angerô. (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.  
  
óWe had a big argument, and I left.  Expecting him to come after me, and he didn'tô. 
(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.  
 
óIt was something so trivial, I think it was the vacuuming I asked him to do something and 
he [said], óIôll leave it ótil laterô well his, óLeave it ótil laterô donôt get done at all so I said, 
óRight Iôve had enoughô started crying, ran upstairs, got the suitcase out and he come up 
and he apologised, just said um heôs been having hard times at work and heôs really tired 
and this and that, but he will start helping me.  And he did and heôs never stoppedô. 
(Female, married, aged 38) 

 
Some of the participantsô accounts exposed more serious threats to their relationship 
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. 
 
óI donôt want to be hurt again.  I donôt feel I need her affection.  I am now quite self-
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sufficient.  I donôt feel I need to be with her.ô (Male, married, aged 30) 
 
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. 
 
óI want to see her happy but, if sheôs not happy Iôm not happy, but I canôt see how either of 
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 someoneô. (Male, cohabiting, aged 50) 

¶ 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. 
 
óI donôt think that anything else could come close to what I done to our relationship, 
because it is what I done to our relationship when my dad died.  It was me that pushed him 
away and took it out on him and that é I couldnôt see our relationship getting any worse 
than it had done.  We are actually brilliant.  I am really happy with my life and my 
relationship and the home and the childrenô. (Female, married, aged 25) 

 
A further example shows how the difficulties associated with raising a child with physical 
disabilities had caused a coupleôs relationship to strengthen.  
 
óIts pulled us definitely together, because youôve got so much history with each other that 
you justé you know, thereôs noé There would be no benefit in splitting up. You hear 
couples saying, óOh this is boringô or whatever, we think, óWow, weôve got four kids and 
they are all alive and weôve got each otherô.  We are happy and why spoil thatô. (Female, 
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: 
 

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

 

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

 
óYes.  I find that so frustrating.  I know there's a problem because I can instinctively feel 
there's a problem and he'll say no, there's nothing wrongô. (Focus Group Female, aged 
over 40) 

 

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

¶ Females were more likely to report concerns over the level of their partnerôs 
independent social activity. 

 

¶ Females reported that they talked more openly about the coupleôs relationship issues 
than their partner did, both to their partner and others outside the relationship.  

 

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

 

¶ Males often felt rejected after the birth of a child. 
 
óI agree with what he has just said but the woman tends to spend more time looking after 
the child and doesnôt seem to spend much time with you and that can strain a relationshipô. 
(Focus Group Male, aged over 40)  
 

¶ 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 
relationship. This relates to the earlier described óvicious cycleô, 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 child and family life (One Plus One, 2006).  

 
óAnd its sort of like a half hearted itôs not really you know if I was to send him to 
Sainsburyôs oh God my food bill would be likeô. (Focus Group Female, aged over 40) 
 
óI think they do it on purpose reallyô. (Focus Group Female, aged over 40)  

 

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

 

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

 
óé you 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 
against the grainô. (Focus Group Male, aged 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 coupleôs relationship was moderated by two underlying issues which emerged from the 
data ï 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 peopleôs current relationships and this 
introduces a bias into the research ï 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. 
 
óNo it was just the, I was getting more tired. I was doing overtime, but I was doing overtime 
because of the baby, I had to so I 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 
thatô. (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 Silverôs (1999) description of the ófour horsemen of the apocalypseô, an analogy 
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 ósnap shotô of a moment in time.  To fully understand 
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 developed the óVulnerability-Stress-Adaptation Model of Marriageô which 
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 óVulnerability-Stress-Adaptation Model of Marriageô (Karney and Bradbury, 1995) 
identifies the interaction between óstressful eventsô, óenduring vulnerabilitiesô and óadaptive 
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processesô in affecting marital quality and, ultimately, marital stability.  óStressful eventsô 
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: 
 
óé..a model of marital development was outlined that integrates three broad classes of 
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. Couplesô accumulated 
experiences with adaptive processes gradually influence their perceptions of their marital 
quality, which ultimately contribute to the stability of the marriageô. (Karney and Bradbury, 
1995, p.26)  
 
These findings are also supported through more recent work from Bradbury and Karney 
(2004) who define marital outcomes as governed by ôinteractional processes, individual 
strengths and vulnerabilities, and stressful events and contextsó (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 partnerôs behaviour or a relationship difficulty has a bearing on 
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 
a partner arrives home late different attributions are possible from external (óhe must be stuck 
in trafficô) to internal (óhe just doesnôt careô). The second of these two interpretations 
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 person understood and explained their partnerôs 
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 partnerôs behaviour and the extent to which they feel able to 
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 
 
Participantsô responses to questions about what made relationships endure were connected 
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. ï 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 óworkô or endure.   
 
What makes my relationship endure? 
This second section includes the participantsô data about the positive or strengthening 
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? 

Compatibility - óthe right personô 

óHuman nature is human nature, youôre either meant to be with somebody or 
youôre not.  No matter how much help those individuals are given if theyôre the 
wrong X and Y theyôre not going to get alongô. (Male, married, aged 42) 
 
A theme concerning the choice of óthe right partnerô emerged from the data.  Participants 
believed that for a relationship to be a success the people involved had to be a good ómatchô. 
 
óThey're just not meant for each other I don't thinkô. (Male, married, aged 57) 
 

The compatibility of two people was perceived to be due to personality and shared 
expectations.  Where the órightô person had been found, partners would share similar aims 
and values. 
 
óYeah I mean because of, if the personalities hadn't have matched it would have been a 
waste of time... it's no good at all if you don't, not on the same sort of wavelength soô. 
(Male, married, aged 42) 

 
óé if you want different things then things are not going to workô. (Male, cohabiting, aged 
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. 
 
óI think you've got to have some sort of common ground otherwise you're literally on a 
losing battle and I think they just kept trying to work at it and it just wasn't happening, so, 
yes I do think you've got to have some sort of bonding to start withéI think that they 
probably weren't right together to start withô. (Female, married, aged 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. 
 
óI think it comes down to being with the right person and the right ... and working at things 
é if you've got the sort of the raw material as it were, I think then youôre fine but it's you 
know, I know that a couple of my, especially the friends that got divorced, I think it's 
almost, it was inevitable that it wasn't going to work from the startéô. (Female, married, 
aged 30) 

Relationship work  

óYouôve got to make sure thereôs a bond, you know, try and work at it yourself, 
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, I just think youôve got to make the effortô. (Female, cohabiting, aged 28) 
 
Despite placing importance on being in a relationship with óthe right personô the participants 
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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.  
 
óI don't think it's like true love from start to finish why it does work, because they 
[intervieweeôs parents] have a principle and they believe in it and stick at it and work at it. 
That's why I think that one has workedô. (Male, cohabiting, aged 29) 

 
óYou've got to go in and do your best and hope everything comes out rightô. (Male, married, 
aged 57) 

 
 ó...to make them work, there has got to be a compromiseéYou have just got to work at itô. 
(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. 
 

 óéThereôs always that initial burst of passion and romance and all that but that soon 
fades.  You could not sustain that for fifteen/twenty years, you just couldnôt do it, it would 
physically wear you out for a start.  As long as itôs replaced with genuine love, affection 
and togethernessô.  (Male, married, 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. 
 

 ó... Whether itôs something thatôs negative and itôs not going to be received very well, 
youôve still got to go ahead and do it, because a little bit of stress at the beginning which 
you can sit down and sort out is better than saying nothing, which ends up with more 
stress at the end of it, which can be more long term damaging reallyô. (Male, married, aged 
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. 
 

 óYou have to give and take but you also have to stand firmly for what you believe in and 
make allowances for changes and you have to consider other people's feelings and their 
beliefs in whatever decisions you make and ... and that's my main thing.  Iôm not going to 
do anything that Iôm terribly unhappy with but at the same time it's a two-way thingô. 
(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. 

 
 ó... we're very, very different people and I, he's changed an awful lot of his, the way he is.  
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 I don't think you can sustain it for that longô. (Female, 
cohabiting, aged 37) 
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Communication 

óIf you havenôt got the communication there, I don't think youôve got muchô. 
(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). 
 
óJust breakdown in communication I suppose, can be very harmfulô. (Female, married, 
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. 
 
óAs I say, communication between the two people, that there is the love there, the 
understanding there, the commitment there, the sharing of mundane things as well, I think 
that's very important in a relationshipô. (Female, married, age unknown) 

 
Participants believed that the development of trust between two people was intrinsically 
linked with the ability to communicate well. 
 
óWell if they communicate, if the communication is right the trust will be there, the trust will 
follow but if you don't communicate with each otheréô. (Female, married, aged 53) 

 
Strong communication between a couple was viewed as an effective means of addressing 
relationship difficulties.  As shown in the previous section, óRelationship Workô, participants 
felt that addressing relationship problems in their earliest stages was a very important factor 
which helped relationships endure. 
 
óIf somethingôs bothering one of you it could cause a problem between the two of you so 
youôve got to be open, so if there is a problem then the other person knows, rather than 
bubbling it up insideô. (Female, married, aged 25) 

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. 
 
óThere has got to be give and take hasnôt there.  You canôt say I am going to marry you but I am 
going to stay the same as I am, do what I want and that is then destined to fail straight awayô. 
(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. 
 
óI think relationships nowé I think people fall in and out of a relationship, they see it as very 
disposableô. (Male, aged over 40) 
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Trust 

óYou canôt build anything on a relationship that has no trust, thatôs definitely 
the foundation of anything.  You canôt both grow as individuals without trust, 
you canôt grow as a unit.  Nothing can be done without trustô. (Male, married, 
aged 29) 
 
Trust, honesty and fidelity were frequently mentioned as vital components within an enduring 
relationship. Having trust with a partner allowed people to feel ósafeô within a relationship and 
facilitated the sharing of lives, and the development of a coupleôs commitment to each other.  
 
óItôs trust, I put it all down to trust I think you've got to know the person and trust themô. 
(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. 
 
óI think our relationship is honest and é for a long time we went through the stage, both of 
us were we didnôt feel that we were both being honest with each other and we werenôt 
trusting each other or anythingé trust and honesty and just being open with each otherô. 
(Female, cohabiting, age unknown) 

 
For most of the interviewees fidelity was reported as being closely aligned with trust.  A 
partnerôs infidelity would cause trust to be lost.  Many 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. 
 
óI can't imagine anything that would make me want to leave it.  Erm ... Unless it was 
infidelity on his part, which I can't imagine, but if it was, I would find that very hard to cope 
with ... I 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, I 
think that is the only thing that I can think ofô.  (Female, married, aged 55) 

 
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 participant reported that an incidence of infidelity would expose 
relationship issues and provide an opportunity to address them and develop the relationship.   

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. 
 
óThe only thing, if you go into a relationship and leave it a long time before you discuss things, I 
think that can sometimes cause problems, if you are not going to want the same thingsô. 
(Female, aged under 40)   
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óTo be honest with you, if [partner] went off and had an affair, it wouldnôt bother me one jot 
because, maybe it would, I think I love her more than that would matter. Iôd know that there 
was a reason for having done that and Iôd like to discuss the reasonô. (Male, married, aged 
48) 

 

 
Summary of what makes a relationship endure 
The participants 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 relationship with the óright personô, putting work into a 
relationship, communicating well and having trust in a partner. 
 
Participants conveyed the understanding that a relationship would only work where, óthe right 
personô had been found as a partner.  Being with the óright personô conveyed compatibility of 
personality, shared expectations and similar aims and values.  Some of the participants 
talked about how it was inevitable that some peopleôs relationships would fail because they 
ówerenôt right together to start withô.  The participants reported that no amount of relationship 
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: 

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. 
 
óYeah I think trust is something that you have to work on.  It is there at the beginning and then 
the level increases as time goes onô. (Male, aged over 40) 
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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 

óAll my friends say theyôve never ever met two people that are so close in a 
relationship, and who get on so well, because we constantly laugh and make 
each other laugh, you know the sex lifeôs good, heôs my good friend, I trust him 
with all my heart, everythingô. (Female, married, aged 28) 
 
People highly valued feeling close with their partner. 
 
óWhen you know youôve got a great relationship with somebody, you think the same é she 
said to me last night,  óDo you know, Iôve got a headacheô, I said  óDo you know, I was just 
going to get some Anadinô, we do that quite a lotô. (Male, cohabiting, aged 51) 

 
A part of being close with a partner involved óknowingô or óunderstandingô them deeply and 
being similarly known and understood. 
 
ó... they know everything about you, and you know everything about them, and it is just an 
honest, open, it's a lovely way to beô. (Female, married, aged 55) 
 
óHeôs more of a partner than anybody has ever been to me.  He knows far more about me 
that anybody else has ever knownô. (Female, cohabiting, aged 56) 
 

Sharing a friendship with a partner was also reported as an aspect of closeness.  Friendship 
was not necessarily part of a coupleôs relationship but viewed as beneficial to its endurance.   

 
óWe are like friends as well.  Heôs my best friend and I am his.  Which is really niceô. 
(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. 
 
óTo have good sense of humours.  I like a girl that I can have a good laugh with.  Iôm not a 
looks person, Iôve never looked at somebody physically and said óIôll ask her out because 
sheôs really good lookingô but if I speak to them and I can connect and they make me laugh 
and they laugh at my jokes, which can be terrible, then it all helpsô. (Male, married, aged 
42) 
 
óHe has got a real dry sense of humour as well which I find funny, just things like that.  You 
have got to have a laugh, I would die of boredom if I just had someone straight laced 
sitting thereô. (Female, cohabiting, aged 26) 

 
Participants also reported that closeness to their partner was facilitated by shared interests 
and spending time together.  Similar interests gave participants a feeling of ócommon groundô 
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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.  
 
óAbsolutely magic.  We share all the same interests.  We laugh and joke about the same 
things.  We have a delightful timeô.  (Male, married, aged 56) 

 
ó... he will make a lot of effort to make sure that he does spend time with us. He doesn't 
have to be doing anything particularly exciting, but he makes sure that we don't feel that 
we are being forgottenô. (Female, cohabiting, aged 44) 
 

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. 

 
óYeah I mean [partner] likes walking but I like walking and looking at things as we walké 
anything to do with wildlife in generalé whereas [partner] would rather just march on.  I 
like to stop a bit, but yeah I mean we just like getting out there and doing ité walking the 
coastal footpaths and things, and there's not so much to stop and look at apart from the 
view, which we both do likeô. (Male, married, aged 45) 
 

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. 
 
óThatôs another thing people canôt understand, I love going shopping with her, we make a 
day of it, a  full day, weôll plan it where weôll go shopping and weôll have a lunch and if we 
leave the car weôll go for a drink in town,  and people canôt comprehend it, I love itô. (Male, 
cohabiting, aged 51) 
 
óLaughter, thatôs the one.  Youôve got to laugh together, and enjoy the same things.  And 
just be happy, relaxed together, because you canôt be out socialising all the time.  So 
youôve got to be just at ease with each other, sat on the settee...ô. (Male, cohabiting, aged 
53) 

Independence 

óWe both accept one another and what we doô.  (Female, married, aged 51) 
 
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 partnerôs individual identity and their entitlement to 
disagree with their partnerôs views and maintain their own opinions.  
 
óWe appreciate each opinion, I might disagree with [partnerôs] opinion on something but 
sheôs a person in her right and has views as much as I haveô.  (Male, married, aged 38) 

 
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. 
 
óYes because I think you canôt lose your individuality I donôt think.  Personally I think a lot of 
people when they get married theyôre like that and they lose their independence and their 
individuality.  Now to me I would find that too claustrophobic so I do what I want.  I mean 
we still do things together obviously but if I want to do something on my own I do and 
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[partner] does the sameô. (Female, 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. 

 
 óMy husband would spend every hour of every day with me if he could, and I wouldnôt 
spend every hour of every day with him [laughs], I 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, I 
mean heôs real good yes, he never says to me, óOh, you know, I donôt want you to go out 
with lassesôô.  (Female, married, 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.  
 
óI 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 relationship.  They canôt even have a conversation about, óWhat did you 
do today?ô because 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 itôs interesting because you feel like you are getting to know someone that 
you know really wellô. (Male, married, aged 42) 

 
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. 
 

 óAnd at that point, I felt as if every, if I cut myself into four and they could have all just had 
a bit, you know the kids could have had a quarter each, he could have had a quarter and 
my mother could have had a quarter, and I didnôt have time for me either, and it was sort of 
... I got to the stage where I thought right, Iôve got to make space for me, and I did, and I 
still do nowé, and then we have time together as well, you know when I come homeô. 
(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. 
 

 óSo you know we do our own thing. But we also do things together and as a family, itôs 
hard to juggle all of it.  You know some people only ever do things with their partner and 
never go out with their friends, well I couldnôt do that ócause my friends are important to 
meô.  (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. 

 
óWhen 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 I 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-husbandsô. (Female, cohabiting, aged 44) 

 

Children 

óI think you know funnily enough even though once my daughter came along it 
changed a lot of things I think these last five years have been the bestô. 
(Female, married, aged 36) 
 
Children were frequently reported to be a highly valued aspect of a coupleôs relationship.  
Many of the participants reported that having children had changed their relationship with 
their partner. 
 
óIt changes your relationshipé Now youôve got somebody else to consider and he comes 
first now.  Like in both of our eyes, although we still love each other, weôve got him to look 
after as well. (Female, married, aged 21) 

 
In contrast to the findings of Chapter 2 which showed how children could impact negatively 
on a coupleôs relationship some of the participants reported that having children together had 
positive impacts.  This was most frequently through an increased understanding of their 
partner and a closer bond as a result of parenthood. 
 
óI think thatôs when it started to go up you know, feel good, a family already you know, we 
had kids together and planning things, and thatôs when you see the real truth of your 
partner reallyô. (Male, married, aged 30) 

 
óI suppose [son] being born, because he was my first, yes that was a big thingé it brought 
us together, well we were together anyway, but it was just a bonding relationship and it 
was quite nice, there was [son] there and he was mineô. (Male, cohabiting, aged 38) 

 
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 

Focus group findings 
 

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

 
óIt can be healthy to have an outside interest to bring into the relationship and it gives you 
something to work fromô. (Male, aged over 40) 
 

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

 
óI think its good to have your interests and your friends and not always to do everything 
together but I think there are boundariesô. (Female, aged over 40) 

 
I think long term it would be growing apart and having to watch that you don't get too 
independentô. (Female, aged under 40) 

 
One participant felt that independence was associated with freedom and lack of restriction. 
 
óYou have to have freedom, I mean, you don't want pinning downô. (Female, aged under 40)  
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that these attempts were now 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 coupleôs relationship to be neglected. Some participants also reported 
that having children together would not strengthen a fragile relationship and could be a 
source of additional stress.  One participant 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.  
 
óYeah I would say just after she was born I was quite optimisticé Because he seemed so 
keen on heré And I loved her instantly, and I thought, 'well maybe it will work thenôô.  
(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.   
 

 

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. 
 
óHis other family disowned him, it was a terrible time for us really, we had to really pull 
togetheré he had nobodyô. (Female, cohabiting, aged 30) 

Focus group findings 
 
Some of the focus group participants reported that having a child had resulted in a stronger 
bond with their partner. 
 
óI found it strengthened it.  It created somethingô. (Male, aged over 40) 

 
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. 
 
óThey don't bring you together as a lovey dovey sort of coupleô. (Female, aged under 40) 
 
óYou think they willô. (Female, aged under 40) 
 
óYes, but you haven't got the time to go thereô. (Female, aged under 40) 
 
óNo, you are so tired for the first few yearsô. (Female, aged under 40) 

 
One focus group member reported that the focus the couple had on their young child had 
resulted in the coupleôs relationship being neglected leaving them with little to talk about. 
 
óWe went out and we weren't allowed to talk about our baby, we weren't allowed to talk about 
her.  But it was like what do we talk aboutô. (Female, aged under 40) 
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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. 
 
óShe reckons she has got the world on her shoulders but that is what I am there for.  I try 
and make life as easy as possible for her and I donôt know what else I can giveô. (Male, 
cohabiting, aged 42) 

 
Participants valued the knowledge that their partner was concerned for their personal well-
being. 
 
óWell, then [partner] was working, and actually when I got to the hospital my mum was 
waiting for me and she didn't leave until I got into bed, she wouldn't leave me, she said, óI 
can't [partnerôs] told me not to leave you in case you do a runnerôô.  (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.   

 
óHeôll go off and potter around in the kitchen and go upstairs.  Heôll come down and heôll 
bring a cup of coffee in, óYou alright?ô, óYes, fineô and heôll just let me calm down.  Or heôll 
take [Son], óCome on, come in the kitchen with me, leave your mum alone for a bitô é or 
heôll say like, óGet his wheelchair, Iôll take him for a walkô and he takes him off, and lets me 
calm downô. (Female, cohabiting, aged 35) 

 
Other participants reported how they were aware of their partnerôs support in other ways, for 
example, they appreciated it when their partners supported them in disagreements with other 
parties. 
 
ó[partner] turned round to his Dad and said, óDonôt you bloody blame it on [participant], I 
know for a fact Dad that you said what was supposed to be said, so donôt you!ô and itôs the 
first time that [partner] had ever, ever stuck up for meô.  (Female, cohabiting, aged 33) 

 
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. 
 
óIôm the one that will probably stay up, lie awake at night thinking about things rather than 
getting on with it é I felt a bit inadequate, as I say, when I was unemployed and if there 
was any strain I suppose that was the strain thené [she] tried to make me feel better 
about things. She might have been worried about it, she never saidô. (Male, married, aged 
56) 

 
Summary of most valued aspects of relationships 
The most valued aspects of the participantsô relationships were closeness, independence, 
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 
partnerôs individuality.  Some participants felt that maintaining independence enriched their 
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 participants 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 valued aspect of a coupleôs relationship.  Having 
children was reported to change a coupleôs relationship.  Some participants found that having 
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 
participantsô accounts revealed that highpoints in their relationship had occurred during 
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 

óIf you talk things through often a lot of things come out of it é by talking I find 
out what goes on in his day, and he finds out what goes on in my dayé and 
then by talking you just trust somebody and, I don't know, you love their 
company then.  Things go from there really.  I think talking is really quite goodô. 
(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 
participantsô reports about the positive effects that good communication had upon their 
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.    
 
óItôs total and utter honesty and trust, whatever is said or done we talk about itô. (Female, 
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. 
 
óYeah, and like Iôll be at work, or Iôll be at college and Iôll get a phone call off [partner] and 
they'll say, óOh what does [partner] want?ô and Iôll say, óHe's just calling to say helloô, you 
know, and that he's thinking about meé and I do the same to him when Iôm thinking of 
him, I think, oh Iôll give him a call, see how he's getting onô. (Female, cohabiting, aged 33) 

 
Good communication had helped participants to address their relationship issues before they 
developed into more serious problems.  
 
óI canôt think of an occasion within a relationship, after 24 years, that cannot be discussed.  
If there is a problem and it canôt be discussed, then the marriage really does have 
problemô. (Male, married, aged 48) 

 
Communication was linked with support in the participantsô relationships, which in turn was 
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. 
 
óIf you communicate thingsé the bad things don't seem so bad if they are shared and 
talked about é and the good things are always better if they are sharedé he makes me 
laugh, which makes me feel better instantlyô. (Female, married, aged 39) 
 
ó... you can gain strength from each other, and there's no point in thinking, if I show that I 
am worried about it, it will affect ... because you become  like mirrors after a while.  She 
knows when I am worriedé [then] they think, óOh perhaps this is seriousôô. (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 through learning about their partnerôs life they 
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. 
 
óIn fact he hadnôt talked a lot about his past until I started talking about mine, and then I 
realised that his childhood hadnôt been as rosy and cosy as what I had thought either.  We 
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 hadô. (Female, married, aged 25) 

Difficult life events 

óWeôve been though an awful lot of stuff that most couples never ever have to 
deal with and because of that we have something very, very specialô.  (Male, 
married, aged 48) 
 
Some participants reported that the experience of living through difficult life events with their 
partner had strengthened their relationship. 
 
óItôs certainly as strong, maybe stronger. I donôt know in some ways. I think the traumas of 
life probably do pull you together and sheôs had more than her fair shareô. (Male, married, 
aged 56) 
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óYes, it was horrendous.  We couldn't sell the flat, we had a bridging loan, two mortgages, 
the builder went bust on us, it was just horrendousé it was horrendous from the point of 
view of the money, but it made our relationship stronger I supposeô. (Female, married, 
aged 39) 
 

This was particularly the case where a couple had experienced a traumatic event together 
and could share equally in the event.  
 
óItôs been made a lot stronger more recentlyé yeah [partner] had, did have a miscarriage 
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. 
 
óI could organise a lot to stop him from having to organise it in, you know after, when he 
was just coming back in the evening and was absolutely exhausted 'cause he was 
travelling even longeré Um it, it brought us even, it knitted us together in our beliefs even 
moreô. (Female, married, aged 39) 
 

 

Spending time together 

óI think that is so important é the more time we've spent with each other, the 
stronger we've got, as a coupleô. (Female, cohabiting, aged 44) 
 
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.  
 
óI can't say we ever sit down for an evening and talk about the pro and cons of anything, 
the best time we talk is if we go out for a meal, we'll talk about different thingséô. (Female, 
married, age unknown) 
 

In contrast, a few of the participantsô accounts demonstrated how a lack of time together 

Focus group findings 
 
The focus groups discussed how dealing with relationship difficulties could make a couple 
stronger or damage the relationship. 
 
óYes, but I think it's how you handle it.  And whether it brings you together or whether it tears 
you apart.  But things are going to happen throughoutô. (Female, aged under 40) 
 
óIt makes you a lot stronger, it brings you closer together or it pulls you apart.  At the end of any 
trauma in a relationship youôre either together or youôre driftingô. (Female, aged over 40) 

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

 óThat is what makes you stronger, it makes the relationship work.  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 person you are withô. (Male, aged under 40) 
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could damage a relationship. 
 
óWe [would] just see each other for an hour here and there, I 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 will be coming in and going straight to the shower and é I don't know if 
it was me, but one of us suddenly said one night, óWe never know where the other one 
ever is. You know, we're doing our own thingô.ô. (Female, cohabiting, age unknown) 

 
Consequently some of the participants were conscious of the importance of making time for 
their relationship despite conflicting demands. 
 
óé we always sort of have the same view, that they have their baths, they've had their 
stories and unless one of them's not very wellé that, you know, they've had me é they've 
usually seen himé that's it.  If they can't go to sleep they're in their rooms reading or 
pootling aroundé and it's our time then.  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 otherô. (Female, married, aged 39) 

 
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. 
 
óIt did make things easier because we werenôt spending so much time together, money 
wasnôt so tight so the time that we did spend together was good quality time that we were 
able to enjoy each otherôs company moreé I could spend time with the child on myé own 
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 ownô. (Female, cohabiting, 
aged 21) 

 
The participantsô accounts generally concerned the need to make time for relationships 
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. 
 
óSo, I think then when he booked to go to é it was just to get away for two weeks, no 
phones, no nothing.  I think that was when we really did get back together because that 
was quite a big thingô. (Female, cohabiting, age unknown) 
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Personality  

 óé we're both so different é everybody says, óYou're so different but you're so 
rightô.ô. (Female, cohabiting, aged 33) 
 
Participants talked about how having a partner with a personality which complemented their 
own had strengthened their relationship.   

 
óé we complement each other because I give him a bit of spontaneity and encourage him 
to do things he wouldn't think of doingé and he grounds meô. (Female, cohabiting, aged 
33) 

 
The participants felt that it was beneficial for a couple to have different personality traits 
rather than to be too similar. 
 
óThere were no ups and downs, no major rows, and I think that's what ended the first one 
in that we were too much like an old married coupleô.  (Male, married, aged 44) 

 
The participantsô data suggested that the different personality traits of individuals in a 
relationship were exploited to benefit the partnership.  Participants reported that they were 
able to offset their partnerôs weaknesses and strengthen a relationship by providing support 
in both practical and emotional issues. 
 
óShe just knew if I had Ã10 in my pocket, Iôd spend Ã10é If we go to a pub the amount of 
guys that take the mick out of me, óWho wears the trousers in your house?ô, óShe doesô, Iôm 
quite happy for that, itôs part of the relationshipô. (Male, cohabiting, aged 32) 
 

 
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. 
 
óWeôve been together for six years and we actually are more like still like a courting 
couple, so we do make plans next week weôll go to the cinema and for a meal and weôll 
be planning in advance for two weekséô. (Female, aged over 40)  
 
óWhat we do now that we never used to do is at least two or three times a week we go 
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 be working so much betterô. (Male, aged over 40) 
 
óIt is literally listening, taking time out and doing things together, otherwise you do you 
just literally grow apartô. (Female, aged over 40) 
 
óI think itôs really important to remember that youôre lovers and to enjoy each other.  I 
donôt just mean sexually but I mean to go to a meal forget, not forget youôve got children 
but to remember that you do deserve time for each other, that youôre supposed to love 
each other.  You know thereôs nothing wrong with walking along hand in hand and going 
to the pictures and going out for mealsô. (Female, aged over 40) 
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óI think he certainly calms me down, quietens me down quite a lot. I am quite manic and on 
the go all the time and if I'd have married someone like that we'd have killed each other by 
now, if Iôm really honestô. (Female, married, aged 32) 
 

The participants also reported that having different temperaments to their partners had 
helped them to work through relationship issues effectively. 
 
óSheôs completely different to me é Sheôs more headstrong.  And Iôm more placid.  So we 
donôt clash really, so I give way and talk her round just gently instead of getting into a full 
blown rowô. (Male, married, aged 33) 

Understanding  

óIf you say, óOh yeah go on then, all right thenô heôll go, óOh maybe I wonôt thenô 
but if you go, óOh God do you have to do that é I really wish you wouldnôtô then 
heôll do it, but I know now that thatôs what heôs like so, Iôve sussed him outô! 
(Female, cohabiting, aged 33) 
 
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. 
 
óI am just me, and I think that'sé why me and [partner] get on, because I know who I am.  
He's very self aware as well, and then that makes us aware of each other in a wayô. 
(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. 
 
óWe know each other's wants and needs.  I mean, we like to think that there's somebody 
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 
otherô. (Female, cohabiting, aged 33) 

 
By understanding their partnerôs behaviour and motivations, the participants reported that 
they were able to communicate effectively and deal with difficulties in a productive manner. 
 
óI am learning now that [partner] doesn't react unless I have done something wrong, and I 
have got to realise, you know, that ... [partner] kind of wears his heart on his sleeve, he 
gets hurt very easily, so if I say something a bit sharp, that can be what will cause a 
problemô. (Female, cohabiting, aged 44) 

 
óWhen he gets angry or agitated, his hands go, Iôve noticed that in him, and I know Iôve 
upset him, and I can then say Iôm sorryô. (Female, cohabiting, aged 45) 

 
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. 
 
óI think thatôs what his parents used to do, so whether it's something that he thinks, óThis is 
what you doô, I don't know.  But now we're out of that part, maybe he thinks now thereôs 
another way to do it.  Listening to him, heôs always done it, if heôs argued with his ex, his 
first wife, he used to walk away and not talk for days and days and daysô. (Female, 
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cohabiting, age unknown) 
 
óI think we both realised that we were under stress and we both realised a lot of what was 
being said was purely venting stress. I think we were both pretty clued in to what was 
going onô. (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.   
 
óItôs just that we know each other so well now and weôre relaxed in each others company.  
We donôt feel the need to put on airs and graces for each other which I think some couples 
doô. (Male, married, aged 42) 

 
This trust and understanding allowed partners the freedom to fulfil their individual needs 
within the context of their relationship. 
 
óHe enjoys having a little bit of a flirt with the girls and I quite enjoy having a flirt with the 
boysé we understand each otherô.  (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 strengthen a coupleôs bond. 
 
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 relationship.  By being aware of their partnerôs 
needs an individual could offer support and this could increase the bond between the couple.  



 59 

Understanding a partnerôs behaviour and motivations helped people to communicate in an 
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 

óWell I think, well we've still got the romance but you haven't got the mad 
passionate romance, I think any couple will tell you that, that you had when 
you were youngsters é but you get more understanding, more loving in many 
ways, more companion, I think you've got to be friends as well as loversô. 
(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. 
 
óYes I think everyone does as they grow up. You have more respect for somebody don't 
you I think. You live and you learn don't youô. (Female, cohabiting, aged 26) 
 
óHe has changed now.  He knows how to stop me from being upset and you know, 
stressed about something.  He says, óCalm downô, you know, we talk about itô. (Female, 
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. 
 
óWeôre adults more so, even though I was an adult at 22, Iôm a different adult now. Iôm a 
more responsible and mature adult I thinkô. (Female, cohabiting, aged 33) 

 
óé we are both a lot more mature now and grown up and we think about family moreô. 
(Female, married, aged 21) 
 

Participants reported that becoming ómatureô had sometimes altered their behaviour towards 
their partner (likely to be affected by the varying duration of the relationships in the study). 
 
óHe is really sensitive really and I suppose I used to play on that é now, I know I could but 
I wouldn'tô. (Female, cohabiting, aged 26) 

 
óI have grown up now, and I won't pick a fight.  I used to pick a fight.  I think I just used to 
enjoy a good bust up and an argument, and if I was stressed out about somethingô. 
(Female, married, aged 36) 

 
Participants observed specific changes in their personality and their behaviour towards their 
partner. 
 
óI used to have my little stubborn streak but Iôve found over the years with having children, 
thatôs gone, Iôm quite laid back nowô. (Male, married, aged 38)   

 
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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óAs sheôs grown older sheôs more confident, sheôs more outgoing and basically she can 
stand on her own two feet nowé I think as weôve got older I find the relationship more 
rewarding now than I did when we first metô. (Male, married, aged 42) 

 
óWe werenôt to start with.  She was quite a é well not highly strung but got stressed quite 
easilyé I mean if they came and said they are repossessing the house, she at one time, 
sheôd be suicidal.  Now sheôll just go, óSuppose we had better go down to the council and 
see what they can give usôô. (Male, married, aged 50) 

 
Participants were sometimes aware of how they had influenced their partnerôs change or had 
been influenced to change themselves. 
 
óHe said, óWell youôve made me be like youô, I said, óWhat?ô, he went, óNicer to people 
because I feel sorry for everybody, I feel hurt for people, youôve made me start feeling 
sorry for peopleô.ô.  (Female, married, age unknown) 

Decreasing passion 

óWhen you start it is all exciting and you were ringing each other up every five 
minutes and all that sort of é that goes and that goes with anybody doesnôt it. 
You can have that again with someone new but you will be back where you are 
for sureô. (Male, married, aged 30) 
 
Participants talked about a decline in passion in their relationships.  Frequency of sexual 
activity was noted to reduce over time. 
 
óI mean, things are not quite the same as they were when we were first married, I mean 
that was, as I say, most young married couples, yes, well fairly active and it has come 
down a little bit nowô. (Male, married, aged 53) 
 
óI said, óLook I love you to bits but it can't be the same as it was, Iôm not the same person, 
Iôm almost 50, it changesô, and it's changedô. (Female, married, aged 48) 

 
This reduction in sexual activity was not viewed negatively in most cases but understood to 
have been replaced by a ódeeperô relationship. 
 
óThereôs a high degree of probably sexual attraction initially and thatôs important at the time 
but in my situation that tends to wane a little bit in favour of a more fulfilling relationship 
shall I sayô. (Male, married, aged 56) 

 
Participants described how a ódeeperô relationship involved factors including closeness, 
friendship and increased communication. 

Focus group findings 
 
The quote below reflects the findings of the main analysis through one focus group 
memberôs report of how she had matured and her relationship had changed over time. 
 
óé we 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, 
youôre tolerant as long as you can get through those bitsô. (Female, aged over 40)   
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óInitially I probably thought sex was the most important thing, love and sex were the most 
important things.  As I have got older it still does play a part but I now think communication 
and talking with each other about all the issues that you have is most important reallyô. 
(Female, married, age unknown) 

 
Despite the participantôs reports that a reduction in the importance of sexual activity in their 
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 

óWeôre close now. We understand one another, know one anotherô. (Male, 
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. 
 
óI think obviously we're getting sort of closer and deeper as time goes onô. (Male, married, 
aged 45) 

 
óI suppose it has [changed] we know each other better, and we seem to get along better. I 
suppose itôs better, you can be more honest with each other, feeling more comfortableô. 
(Male, cohabiting, aged 26) 
 

Some of the participants described how the transition into a close partnership with shared 
identity was a long process which involved some negotiation with an individualôs personal 
identity. 
 
óI 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 I liked mattered and it 
wasn't his car (because I don't drive), it wasn't his car, it was ours you know, even though 
Iôm not driving, itôs oursô. (Female, married, aged 36) 

 
Developing a close bond was also related to acceptance of a partner. 
 
ó... and a certain amount of tolerance, understanding and accepting that this person is not 
a hundred percent perfect and youôre not a hundred percent perfect, that you've got to take 
the bad with the goodô. (Male, married, aged 57) 

 
Participants reported that through time together a couple grew to understand each other 
more.  
 
óI think after being together for some time you tend to understand each other, know each 
other sometimes without having to say anything you know you just know your partner's 
moods without having to say anything then you don'tô. (Female, married, aged 36) 
 
óéshe knows me better than I do myself maybeô. (Male, cohabiting, aged 32) 

 
A number of the participants remarked affectionately on the intimate understanding of each 
other they shared with their partner. 
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óI mean I do spook her out sometimes.  Weôll be sitting watching the TV or something and 
sheôll just turn and Iôll come up with a subject she was just coming out with anyway.  And 
she says, óHow did you know I was going to say that?ô  And we do it, not once in a blue 
moon but on a regular basisô.  (Male, married, aged 50) 
 
óYou know there seems to be like a telepathy that we seem to know what the otherôs 
thinkingô. (Male, married, aged 57)  

 

Communication 

óBut I think lately we have talked a lot more ... I think as we are getting older we 
are tending to talkô. (Female, married, aged 39)  
 
Participants reported that over time the communication within their relationship had become 
more effective. 
 
óProbably up until about the last two or three years ago I expect, I would get so angry 
about whatever heôd done or hadnôt done that I just wouldnôt talk to him for days, but now 
we discuss it and if Iôm annoyed with him Iôll sayé and then é heôll either agree or 
disagree and itôs sorted outô. (Female, cohabiting, aged 33) 
 
óIt just festers. The row is still there, if you're not talking it's still thereé [now] if sheôs done 
something that upsets me Iôll tell herô. (Male, cohabiting, aged 42) 

 
Similarly, some of the participants found that as they got older they were addressing their 
relationship difficulties more proactively. 
 
óGood, Iôve got to say it's great.  I mean we sorted out a lot of differences as we are getting 
older we are talking about it moreô.  (Male, married, aged 44) 

 
óI think itôs being able to work through it by getting to the bottom of the problem eventually.  
Certainly at the beginning we never resolved them, but now they get resolvedô. (Female, 
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 natural process rather than a decline in relationship quality and the 
participants reported that passion was replaced by a deeper relationship involving increased 

Focus group findings 
 
One of the focus group members recalled how her relationship had taken time to develop into 
a strong and balanced partnership. 
 
óBecause when our relationship first started I was young and starry eyed and whatever and I 
think that my husband could solve all my problems. I donôt think that way now, our problems 
are our problems not itôs for him to solveô. (Female, aged over 40) 
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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 otherôs needs. 
 
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: 
 

¶ Females more frequently stressed the importance of getting communication right in a 
relationship 

 

¶ Females who were parents to young children were most likely to report the need for 
some independence in their relationship. 

 

¶ Females were more likely to report that the value they placed on support from their 
partner. 

 

¶ 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. 

 

¶ Females spoke more frequently about the insight and understanding they had of their 
partnerôs behaviour. 

 

¶ Females were more likely to observe change in themselves over time. 
 

¶ Males believed that women were better at discussing relationship issues. 
 

¶ Females believed that they were better at talking about relationship issues 
 
óThe thing is, women tend to be better than men at talking don't they.  I find it's very 
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't itô. (Focus Group Female, 
aged over 40)  

 
¶ Males reported that their partners wanted to talk more on a day-to-day basis than 

they did. 

 
 óMy wife will say well talk to me and I say what about?  Itôs not that I havenôt anything to 
talk about.  Itôs just that natural expectation that we will talk and I think why should there be 
that expectation.  If you have something to say you say it but you know its talk to meô. 
(Focus Group Male, aged over 40) 

 



 64 

óWoman have this need to deadline 6000 words a day where men have 2000ô. (Focus Group 
Male, aged over 40) 
 

¶ Males and females reported that females were more likely to think about the future of 
the relationship and make plans for it. 

 
óThey are the great schemersô. (Focus Group Male, aged over 40) 
 
óThey need to structure not just for today or tomorrow but next weekô. (Focus Group Male, 
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 óright personô, being able to effectively work on a relationship, 
communicating well and having trust in a partner. 
 
The participants talked about their own relationships and what they felt made them endure.  
The most valued aspects of the participantsô relationships were: closeness, independence, 
having children and support. The participantsô accounts showed that their relationships had 
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 facets of a personôs commitment to a relationship; óstructural 
commitmentô describes a feeling that one has to continue a relationship due to the constraint 
from external pressure and censure from others; ómoral commitmentô is the feeling one ought 
to continue a relationship in terms of oneôs own value system; and ópersonal commitmentô is 
a feeling that one wants to continue a relationship because it is satisfying and pleasurable. 
The findings in this chapter were dominated by ópersonal commitmentô, that is, the 
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 participants as a óvalued aspectô of a coupleôs 
relationship but Becker (1974; 1977) demonstrates that children can be viewed as a ómarital-
specific investmentô which boosts the value of a relationship, and the value of staying in this 
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 individual needs: a sense of ówe-nessô in a relationship, connection 
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 attributes termed a ósound marital houseô.  These 
include marital friendship, more ópositivityô than ónegativityô in a relationship, regulation of 
conflict through problem solving, supporting one anotherôs dreams, and a ótop floorô of shared 
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 
 
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 óé expressing positive emotions during problem solving, the 
importance of constructive engagement in the marriage, and the need for empathic listening 
and respondingô (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 not necessarily intrinsic to a coupleôs 
relationship, but rather as something which was beneficial to a relationship if it existed.  
Gottman and Silver (1999) suggest that ómarital friendshipô is a vital component of what they 
refer to as a ósound marital houseô and provides the foundation for an enduring relationship. 
Bradbury and Karney (2004) describe how positive interaction and engagement between 
partners envelops the couple in a óTeflonô coating that does not let negative emotions and 
expressions stick to the couple and create or further any distress. 



 66 

 
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. 
 
óIf I look back, there's probably two 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 I glad 
that we persevered with it because it's all got back to normal.  But you can understand how 
marriages failô. (Focus Group Female, 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 ódeeperô relationship developing over time. Kovacs (1988) described the 
various stages that a relationship progresses through as óromanceô, órealityô, ópower struggleô, 
ófinding oneselfô, óreconciliationô, and ómutual respect and loveô.  Some of the participants 
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 
important concept which emerged as underlying many of the themes: ódevelopmentalô or 
ónon-developmentalô 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 participantôs relationship, were conducted with only 
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: 
 

¶ ó... itôs not rightô  

¶ ó... itôs probably just averageô  

¶ óWeôre completely happyô 

¶ ó... we will get through itô 

¶ óé solid, but itôs one which weôve worked atô 
 
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. 

4.2.1 ó... itôs not rightô 

óIôm not saying we are very unhappy people, but itôs not rightô. 
 
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. 
 
óWe have just got to get on, at the moment we donôt get onô. (Male, cohabiting, aged 40) 

 
A number of themes were evident within the perception of relationship data that the 
participants provided and are presented below. 

 

Lack of closeness or ótogethernessô 
 
Participantsô data showed a lack of both emotional closeness and physical ótogethernessô.  
Some participants observed that emotional closeness had previously existed in their 
relationship but had declined. 
 
ó...what Iôll say, that deep sense of togetherness has dwindled, the closeness, you know?  
Like I couldnôt remember the last time he put his arms round me ... and that used to be 
thereô. (Female, married, aged 51) 

 
óIn my current relationship there has been a steady decline in happinessô. (Female, 
cohabiting, age unknown) 

 
óItôs not as if we are at each otherôs throats all the time, we are just not close at the 
moment, not at allô.  (Male, cohabiting, aged 40) 

 
A few participants attributed the current lack of emotional closeness to changes in their 
partnerôs behaviour.  For one participant this had been a significant cause of dissatisfaction. 
 
óWe could never walk past each other without touching, or a little kiss or something.  That 
has all gone out of the window, and it was stuff like that that she stopped doing.  But I like 
those silly little thingsô. (Male, married, aged 30) 

 
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. 
 
óWe are more like flatmates.  We donôt do much together ... Well she has started doing her 
own thing, and I have felt cut out of her life ... I had to go out and have my own life.  So it 
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was just a case of us growing apart I supposeô. (Male, married, aged 30) 
 

Limited Communication 
 
The participantsô data suggested that communication within their relationships was lacking in 
quantity and quality. 
 
óI can talk, she finds it hard to talk, she finds it hard to open up, she bottles it all inside 
her...We talk about other things but not about the relationship.  When it comes to me and 
[partner] there is a barrier, most of the time, change the subject or whateverô. (Male, 
cohabiting, aged 40) 

 
óWe don't communicate well, we argue a lot.  He is very volatile and we do not find it easy 
to talk to each otherô. (Female, cohabiting, age unknown) 

 
Detachment/disengagement  
 
Some of the participants reported that they were unsure whether their relationship would 
endure. 
 
óThings are said, like, on both parts you know, that he doesnôt think weôll stay together and 
I say I donôt think itôll workô. (Female, married, aged 37) 

 
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. 
 
óI donôt know what will happen, I mean ideally in a, what I really would like is I would like 
[partner] to meet somebody elseô. (Male, cohabiting, aged 50) 

 
óI donôt want to be hurt again, I donôt feel I need her affection.  I am now quite self 
sufficient, I donôt feel I need to be with herô. (Male, married, aged 30) 

 
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.   
 
ó... she said that we havenôt got a relationship, I say it, so I donôt think weôve got oneô. 
(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. 
 
óI suppose the only reason I am still here is ... two reasons, I donôt want to leave [daughter] 
behind and two, I canôt afford to buy anywhere anywayô. (Male, married, aged 30) 

 
óIn two or three years heôll [step son] either be at work or college or whatever and by that 
time I think weôll have totally separate livesô. (Male, cohabiting, aged 50) 
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óIôm not fearful of being on my own, although I didnôt want to be on my own with two 
children, but um, financially it would be devastating for both of usô. (Female, cohabiting, 
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. 
 
óItôs not great but then I wouldnôt want to be without him, like do you know what I mean, I 
still wouldnôt think it is bad enough that I walk out of the door... itôs not like he gets drunk or 
he beats me ... there are a lot of good things between us ... a lot of caring passes between 
usô. (Female, 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. 
 
óWe have got respect for each other, I am always praising her up but there is, not, but 
every now and again we lose that respect for each otherô. (Male, cohabiting, aged 40) 

 
This same participant attributed the low quality of his relationship to the transition to 
parenthood and was hopeful that the relationship would improve. 
 
óThe equation is that I am putting it down to the baby and the ... and the stress.  Once that 
is all out of the window, if our relationship still did not work then I really donôt know... I donôt 
know whether I could, would want to live without the two boysô. (Male, cohabiting, aged 40) 

 
A few of the participants reported that they had previously made effort to improve the 
relationship but had been frustrated in their attempts. 
 
óIf someone comes to me with a problem I like to solve it, you know, work it out, but I canôt 
work this one out, if thatôs anxiety then thatôs what it is, but itôs frustration I thinkô. (Male, 
cohabiting, aged 50) 

 
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.   
 
óIt doesnôt seem to be very natural, it all seems to be, óWell if we can make this work, and if 
we can, if we can learn to respect each other againô and it all seems a big effortô. (Female, 
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. 

 
óI am the one who is burying my head in the sandô. (Female, married, aged 54) 

 
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 creating the right partnership.  This participantôs 
relationship satisfaction had declined sharply when his partnerôs affection and attentiveness 
reduced, to the point where he considered that their relationship would end in divorce. 
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óYeah, itôs definitely at its lowest ... I knew what I wanted and when I found [partner] and it 
matched then that was it.  I didnôt have to worry about anything because we get together 
and we do thisô. (Male, married, aged 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. 
 
óI suppose she could change [to improve the relationship], but sheôs already changing you 
see, sheôs now set in her thingô. (Male, cohabiting, aged 50) 

Case study 3.  óé itôs not rightô  
 
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, 
particularly concerning Sarahôs miscarriages, her husbandôs illness and their son leaving home.  
Sarah says the couple do not communicate very well and they lack empathy with each other.  
Sarah feels that their relationship is not satisfactory. 
 
óIôm not saying that we are very unhappy people, but itôs not rightô. 
 
Sarah gives the impression that she and her husbandôs relationship has eroded over time.  She 
feels that their problems have caused them to lose closeness or, ótogethernessô, for instance the 
times when she suffered her miscarriages.  Sarah described her miscarriage as a very personal 
tragedy and one in which her husband could not share. 
 
ó... it was kind of something else going wrong in my life and I think he just couldnôt understand it, 
and I think, I suppose like I blamed him because he couldnôt understand how I feltô.  
 
Despite her unhappiness in the relationship Sarah does not feel that she wants her relationship 
to end. 
 
ó... itôs not great but then I wouldnôt want to be without himô. 
 
However Sarah reports that she is currently unwilling to work at the relationship and is óburying 
[her] head in the sandô. 
 
óItôs on hold.  You know I just havenôt got the energyô. 
 
Sarah doesnôt really know how she could go about improving her relationship but she is open to 
suggestions and would like advice. 
 
óIf somebody could advise me and say look you should take a direction on this, I am in limbo and 
just living the day, but donôt want to actually make a step in any directionô.
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Summary of óé Itôs not rightô 
 
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 ï 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 Johnson et al. would term óstructural commitmentô to their relationship, for 
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) refers to as óhostile/detachedô marriages.  These marriages are defined 
through detachment, lack of emotional involvement and periods of attack and defence.  The 
óhostile/detachedô marriage is classified as one of two types of unstable relationships in which 
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, fail 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. 
 

4.2.2 ó... itôs probably just averageô 

óIôd just probably, itôs probably just average you know, itôs probably just an 
average relationship youôd have with two children, you know?ô 
 
The participants in this group perceived their relationship as óaverageô or óordinaryô with a 
moderate relationship satisfaction.  Case study 4 provides an example of one of the cases 
within this group. 
 
óIt is all rightô. (Male, cohabiting, aged 55) 

 
óI mean obviously you have the odd blip but nothing sort of major so as far as Iôm 
concerned, just normalô. (Female, married, aged 52) 

 
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. 
 
óI would say itôs a good relationship, we have certain times where to be honest with youé 
sometimes itôs like being a brother and sister sometimesô. (Male, married, aged 37) 

 
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 
when required or being in a óproper familyô. 
 
óHeôs not perfect but you know he does look after us and make us a proper family and he 
tries hardô. (Female, cohabiting, aged 30) 
 
óI get well looked after, I go out when I want and you know, have money when I want it and 
stuff like thatô. (Male, married, aged 37) 

 

Security 
 
Participants suggested that their relationship provided them with a source of security. 
 
óI think weôve got a really good, sturdy relationship.  Apart from I would like to get married 
at some pointô. (Female, cohabiting, aged 21) 

 
One participant whose previous partner was violent reported a sense of security through the 
freedom from violence within her current relationship. 
 
óI know I could push and push and push and push him and heôs not going to slap me in the 
face or things like thatô. (Female, cohabiting, aged 30) 

 
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. 
 
óI mean, if I look forward to ten years I can still see [name] and I togetherô. (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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óIt has been [stable] from the start there is no changeé it is okayé it is fine, it is just the 
same asé really nothing has changedé I canôt say that it has changed reallyé Well there 
are no problemsô. (Male, cohabiting, 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. 
 
óYou settle down you do get into your own routine which suits me down to the ground and 
it suits [partner]ô. (Female, married, aged 52) 

 
Stability was also evident in the participantsô reports 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. 
 
óWeôre on an even keel, thatôs the way I look at itô. (Female, married, aged 48) 

 
In certain cases the data suggest a low level of emotional involvement investment in the 
relationship. 
 
óWe donôt have any disagreements over anything.  She goes her way, I go my way, there is 
not dispute over anythingô. (Male, cohabiting, aged 55) 

 
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. 
 
óYou just get used to living together and you know, you donôt perhaps have to make so 
much of an effort and I think we sort of separated and the, I was thinking how am I going to 
cope on my own and all that and I suppose he realised that he didnôt want to lose me or 
[son]ô. (Female, married, aged 41) 
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Case study 4.  óé itôs probably just averageô 
 
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 partner as the ólove of 
her lifeô.  This relationship ended when her partner unexpectedly broke off their engagement.   
 
óé the week after that the factory that I was working in burnt down so, I was homeless because 
we hadnôt moved into our houseé boyfriendless and jobless and as I say if Iôd been of an 
unsteady character I probably would have killed myself to be honestô. 
 
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 óan absolute nightmareô and had only been back 
together with each other for two months when Rosie found out she was pregnant with their first 
child, óI was like, óOh my God, can anything else go wrongô, you knowô.  Rosie had been planning 
to go and work abroad as an au pair at this point but chose to have her daughter and settle down 
with her partner, óthat was thatô.  Rosie regrets becoming pregnant but does not regret having her 
child. 
 
óYeah, it seemed different.  I donôt know why, it seemed.  Maybe weôd both seem more settled in 
our relationship because we were gonna have a child togetheré Some sort of commitment rather 
than flitting aboutô. 
 
Rosie thinks the relationship will endure and values feeling financially secure and settled. 
 
óWell weôve got a nice new house, weôre having an extension on the side in a couple of years time 
and having a dining room and a spare room and a utility andéWeôve doneé well.  Itôs all about 
money innit? I think it isô. 
 
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.  Rosie thinks that her relationship is óprobably just averageô 
and uses words like óokayô and óalrightô to describe it but hopes that improved circumstances in the 
future will make it better. 
 
óHopefully fingers crossed it should get better because you know, our wages will go up once the, 
both the children are at school ... so, weôll, hopefully itôll get better ... it should get better ... I can 
honestly believe it will get better because the kids will get older and theyôll get easierô. 
 
Rosie was really hurt by her previous relationship and does not want to get hurt again so she has 
tried to avoid getting ósucked inô to her current 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. 
 
óHe must have [taken Rosieôs suggestion of counselling on board] because heôs been, heôs been 
fine ever since.  He just must have, yeah.  He did, yeahéI canôt see that anything else cané be 
worse than that.  I honestly canôté I canôt, so fingerôs crossedô. 
 
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 just down to him óbeing a manô. 
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Summary of ó... itôs probably just averageô  
 
Some of the themes which emerged from this group were similar to those found within 
relationships referred to as ótraditionalô by Fitzpatrick (1988) or óinstitutionalô by Cherlin 
(2004).  Key characteristics of ótraditionalô relationships are interdependence ï a high degree 
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 ótraditionalsô hold conventional values on relationships. 
Similarly, Cherlin (2004), reported that óinstitutionalô marriages are defined by a shared single 
identity to which personal interests were subordinated, and a relatively strict division of 
labour according to gender. 
 
óItôs quite a steady relationship, he goes out to work, I stay at homeô. (Female, cohabiting, 
aged 21) 

 
The participantsô accounts showed that satisfaction within the relationship was often related 
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 ï as a social status 
and shared ideal.  Waite and colleagues suggested if marriage is highly prized a person will 
get more satisfaction from it, óThe happiness anyone gets from any role in life ... depends in 
part on how satisfying one finds the day-to-day interactions ... but it also depends on whether 
one sees the role itself as important and valuableô (p.32).  
 
óé he does look after us and make us a proper familyô. (Female, cohabiting, aged 30) 

 
Gottmanôs relationship research (1993) described different types of relationships.  As 
mentioned by the summary of óitôs not rightô two of these groups were understood to be 
unstable, however Gottman also described three stable relationship types.  The participants 
within this group shared some similarities with those described as óconflict avoidersô who 
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 
Krokoffôs finding (cited in Wilson and Gottman 1995) that, óthe continued use of this pattern 
over the long-term course of marriage may lead to feelings of separateness, interpersonal 
distance and low levels of companionship and sharing. (p.47).  

4.2.3 óWeôre completely happyô 

óWeôre completely happy you know, we really are, we get on fineô. 
 
This group was characterised by high relationship satisfaction.  This was the most prevalent 
relationship perception amongst the participants. 
 
óé weôre just sort of, quite quite happy.  Well weôre very, weôre very happyô. (Female, 
married, aged 25) 
 
óItôs great, I mean I couldnôt be happier.  I mean we have a nice life together and like I say, 
we donôt argue, itôs just that we get onô. (Male, cohabiting, aged 38) 

 
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. 
 
óVirtually everybody has got some problem or other with their relationships ... and we donôt 
really seem to have so, I think weôre in the minorityô. (Male, married, aged 42) 
 
óThere wasnôt any, we havenôt had any conflicts itôs been, Itôs been too good really!  It has, 
itôs been er é.but I think é I donôt know whether itôs our age difference, I meanô. (Male, 
cohabiting, aged 52) 
 
óIôll be honest, I think most of the time itôs been pretty good, I donôt think either of us have 
any regrets or anything like that at all, itôs been pretty goodô. (Male, married, aged 42) 

 
On the whole, participants made a clear distinction between external stressors and their 
relationship and viewed their relationship as providing resilience against such factors. 
 
óIn fact none of the things weôve ever done have [unclear] has caused problems with our 
relationship, you know, you support each otherô. (Male, cohabiting, aged 36) 
 
óReally strong, um, partnership, you know, we always have been thereô. (Female, married, 
aged 33) 

 

Closeness 
 
Participantsô data revealed a strong theme related to óclosenessô and ótogethernessô within 
the relationship.  Many of the participants discussed their initial attraction to their partner and 
ongoing love for each other. 
 
óI would just like us to stay together and be like we are ... I mean, as in communicating with 
each other, caring about each other and loving each otherô. (Female, cohabiting, aged 44) 

 
The data showed that participantsô communication was a significant factor in their level of 
intimacy. 
 
óYeah, I think youôve gotta.  If you donôt talk to each other, then the other one doesnôt know 
what you want.  You donôt automatically want the same thing all the time.  We have 
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 lengthô. (Female, cohabiting, aged 21) 
 

Balancing needs 
 
Many of the participantsô accounts contained a theme of balance.  This was shown in the 
participantsô discussion of time spent as a couple and time by themselves.  
 
óI would probably describe that we have got the balance right in the way that we can talk to 
each other, we can socialise together, we can socialise with friends and we can socialise 
separately.  If he wants to go out, he can.  If I want to go out, I can, thereôs not issues of 
him getting jealous if I go out or vice versa or any of that, I think we have this trust between 
us and I think we have probably developed that trust over a number of years really, so 
yesô. (Female, married, age unknown) 
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óI donôt, I donôt know we just seem to, to get on with our own lives and, and just fit in to 
each other that sort, and just snuggly fit in if you likeô. (Male, cohabiting, aged 52) 
 
óWe donôt place any restrictions on each otherô. (Male, married, aged 33) 

 
The participantsô accounts showed that this balance was facilitated by the level of trust which 
the couple shared with each other. 
 
óé weôve got, weôve got a totally open relationship where thereôs no jealousy or anything 
like thatéShe goes away for a bit, I go golfing for a weeké and, óYeah carry onô you 
knowô. (Male, cohabiting, aged 52) 

 
óItôs horribly sort of equitableô. (Male, cohabiting, aged 36) 
 

Identity ï a sense of belonging 
 

Some of the participantsô data concerned their shared identity within the couple.   
 
óI mean we have a nice life together and like I say, we donôt argue itôs just that we get oné 
an old married couple.  Itôs fine.  Itôs difficult to describe really.  Weôre the best of friends, 
weôve got a couple of brilliant kids running about and itôs great, I mean I couldnôt be 
happierô.  (Male, cohabiting, aged 38) 

 
These participantsô identities were often very closely aligned with their role as partner or 
parent and their accounts often emphasised the importance of the continuance of the 
relationship.  
 
óItôs just that we are a family unit now and itôs more secure I supposeô. (Female, cohabiting, 
aged 21) 

 
óAll our friends are all married for 20-30 years.  It is quite important that it lasts now.  I think 
it would be a horrifying thing if it didnôt last nowô. (Male, married, aged 44) 

 

Agency within the relationship 
 
The participants 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 ófoundô their relationship rather than created it, how it 
had been ódesigned for someone like meô and how they felt ófortunateô to have such a 
relationship. 
 
óMy first marriage was a bit intense at timesé passionate is probably the word.  But this is 
a more peaceful relationship, designed ideally for someone like meô. (Male, married, aged 
56) 
 
óI think we have a very good relationship actually, we are very fortunateô. (Female, married, 
age unknown) 

 
Reports of active investment in relationship work was not frequent the participantsô accounts 
and some suggested that their relationships were óeasyô, had developed naturally and did not 
require intensive work to maintain.  Case study 5 provides an illustration of this finding. 

 
óWe both know that weôve found what we want, and thereôs no problemô. (Male, cohabiting, 
aged 52) 
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óItôs just an easy life between usô.  (Male, married, aged 33) 

 
A few of the participants described how any relationship problems were not actively 
addressed but were resolved passively. 
 
óJust sort of resolve theirselves I think, I donôt think we, we um necessarily do anything 
about it, just sort of resolves itselfô. (Male, cohabiting, aged 52) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Case study 5. óWeôre completely happyô 
 
James is a 41 year old man whoôs currently in higher education training, he has been married to 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. 
 
óIt was pretty much love at first sight with us.  Yeah, instant, instant attractioné I think to be realistic, 
after knowing each other for a few weeks, there wasnôt any doubt that we werenôt going to be 
togetheré It was one of those thingsô.  
 
James and his wife moved in together quite quickly and he did not recall any difficulties during this 
transition. 
 
óI think we just were swept along with the whole love of each other really and there wasnôt any obvious 
adjustments we were both just swept along with it, so there was nothing consciousô. 
 
James did not really recall a time when their relationship became more committed, óNot really I mean it 
was almost just assumedô.  He found the decision to get 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 patches and óNigglesô.  
James did not feel that the arguments were ever serious or that they ever caused the couple to 
question 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. 
 
óI think we both realised that we were under stress and we both realised a lot of what was being said 
was purely venting stress. I think we were both pretty clued in to what was going onô. 
 
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. 
 
óWeôre the sort of people that can spend every second of every day together quite happily and did so 
for a year travelling.  And people said to us, óOh well you know spending so much time together, youôll 
hate her, youôll end up apartô and it just makes us strongerô. 
 
James is really confident in his relationship and can not really conceive of a way in which it could be 
damaged. 
 
óErm, I canôt really see a situation where it would happen.  Maybe Iôve got rosy spectacles on but I 
justé total confidence yeah, I mean the only biggy would be the infidelity and thatôs just not going to 
happenô. 
 
James feels that the attraction he and his wife feel towards each other is really important and doesnôt 
really understand couples who donôt experience this intensity at the start of their relationship.  James 
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 óWeôre completely happyô 
 

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 lacked a sense of óagencyô or control over the course of the 
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. 
 

4.2.4 ó... we will get through itô. 

óIf we get...we will get through it, but once we get through it then Iôll be looking 
back and think, óChrist, we can get through anything!ôô. 
 
The participants in this group were characterised by their view that their relationship was óup 
and downô but that they were committed to working and improving it.  The participants 
perceived their relationships to be in a transitional stage. 
 
óéôcause we are going through a very, very stressful patch at the moment and itôs really 
putting strain on our relationshipô. (Female, married, aged 23) 
 
óAt the beginning, more downs than ups, definitely.  But now thereôs more ups than downsô. 
(Female, cohabiting, age unknown) 

 
Some of the participantsô data suggested that there was emotional volatility within their 
relationships. 
 
óVery stressful, very happyô. (Male, married, aged 41) 
 
óI think itôs on a high at the momentô. (Male, cohabiting, aged 40) 

 

Difficulties 
 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, given that the participants were defined by their perception of óups 
and downsô within their relationship the participants were conscious of the difficulties they 
had, or continued to face.   
 
ó... for a long time we went through the stage, both of us, where we didnôt feel that we were 
both being honest with each other and we werenôt trusting each other or anythingô. 
(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. 
 
óIt felt like you were on a constant battle with your best friend that is how it feltô. (Male, 
married, age unknown) 
 
óThere are a few strains on it but it is bearing under the strain as it wereô. (Male, married, 
aged 25) 

 
The participantsô accounts suggested that the couples were working to resolve their 
difficulties with their partner. 
 

Commitment 
 
The participants remained committed to their relationships despite the relationship difficulties 
they faced. 

 
óWe knew weôd get through it, because I mean weôd been through the miscarriage before, 
and, well experiences from my first marriage and her first marriageô. (Male, married, aged 
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. 
 
óI think for quite a while it was like, I donôt want to be with him and then, when I wanted him 
I was thinking, óOh godô.  I suppose at that time it was like, óI canôt live without you, I canôt 
live with youôô. (Female, cohabiting, age unknown) 
 
óIt felt like she was noté she turned into something else and I did think at one point this is 
probably going to be the end of the relationshipô. (Male, married, aged 25) 
 

Developing the relationship 
 

The participantsô commitment to their relationship was shown through their awareness of the 
need for active relationship work to get them through their difficult times with their partner. 
 
óA 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 me, and sheôs going to see it through so é it 
seems strange I knowô. (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. 

 
óé actually weôre getting on really well in the last month or so, weôve made timeô. (Female, 
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. 

 
óIôd say it was happy, not mind blowing, óthis is the greatest thing that ever happened to 
meô.  Still on a big and upward slopeô. (Male, married, age 50) 
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óI wouldnôt say itôs the happiest ever, but then I think to myself, what is totally happy?  If 
youôre totally happy then thereôs nothing left to build onô. (Female, cohabiting, age 
unknown) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 
Summary of ó... we will get through itô. 
 
This group was defined by the óupsô and ódownsô they perceived in their relationship.  The 
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 participants reported the coupleôs 
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; ópersonalô, ómoralô and óstructuralô commitment.   
 
Relationship research has explored the stages that relationships go through and 
demonstrated that it is normal for relationship satisfaction to vary as the relationship 

Case study 6. óé we will get through itô 
 
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 wifeôs best friend.  George was unfaithful to his ex wife 
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.  This caused stress on the coupleôs relationship.  Georgeôs ex wife 
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. 
 
óI do think itôs on a high because you know, I think Iôve got through to [partner] how much I care 
about her, and how much I regret whatôs happened and how much I really want our relationship 
to workô. 
 
George feels that he has learnt about himself and the relationship recently. 
 
óPerhaps everything Iôve been reluctant to give her, I donôt know why, Iôm willing to give to the 
relationship so you know.  That is all sheôs ever wanted from me and why Iôve been so reluctant, 
I donôt knowô. 
 
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. 
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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, óIt is often 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 to revise themô (p.37).  Accounts of volatility within the group coupled with the 
participantsô reports that they were committed to working through their relationship problems 
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. 

4.2.5 ó... solid, but itôs one which weôve worked atô. 

óé solid but itôs one which weôve worked at.  I think many couples today fail at 
the first hurdle, I mean many friends of ours have failed at the first hurdle, the 
second hurdle, theyôre not willing to work at a marriageô.  
 
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.   
 
óItôs different because when we first got married, itôs a bit like a football team in the fourth 
division, sorry to get intoé youôre struggling but youôre learning, and now I think weôre a 
premiership team where we work very well togetherô. (Male, married, aged 38) 
 
óI knew we would get through it and the way I see it is he loves me and he would sort 
himself out if heôs got the problem and I love him that much then Iôd sort it outô. (Female, 
cohabiting, aged 28) 
 

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. 
 
óYouôve got to remain committed, I mean ... if you can work through the hard times, the 
easy times are so easyô. (Male, married, aged 38) 

 
A theme of learning was strong within the relationships in the group.  This concerned 
learning about the self, partner and relationship.   
 
óé the period when I foolishly thought she was having an affair, but that was justé I donôt 
know where that came from.  I think that was the dawning of the realisation that I was 
backing out of the family environment and concentrating on workô. (Male, married, aged 
48) 
 
óI think learned from that experience, that the grass is not greener on the other side, that 
weôve got a good marriage, and we have had for many years and I put that in jeopardyô. 
(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.   
 
óI came in and then I suddenly went bong, and he went dong in his direction, and we never 
did come back together, but with [current partner] I think weôre working together, whatôs the 
wordé[it] has come good, we are working towards a goal at the endô. (Female, cohabiting, 
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 her partnerôs parentsô relationship the 
couple had become aware of the need to invest in their own. 
 
óWe just felt it was so important that we stopped, all the time, to talk to each otheré it 
brought us very much together in terms of, it was quite, very grown upô. (Female, married, 
aged 39) 

 
The participantsô data showed that they felt they were active agents in their relationship and 
had control over its progression.  This was shown in the way that they employed their 
learning to improve the relationship.  
                                                                                                                                                             
óWe do know how each other works, I know what I could say to upset [Partner] and I donôt 
say it é I know what things can make things run rightô. (Male, married, aged 38) 

 
Change 
 
A theme of change or development within relationships was strong in the data from this 
group. 
 
óWeôve had our ups and downs and weôve seen them through and weôve had our tentative 
moments, but the relationship and we are strong enough to see it throughô. (Male, married, 
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 strengthened the coupleôs bond. 
 
óWe have had difficult times, you know, but thatôs where your strength comes from isnôt itô. 
(Male, married, aged 38) 
 
óOur relationship has been tested and I donôt think that anything else could come closeô. 
(Female, married, aged 25) 

 
One participant reported how his partnerôs miscarriage had been a totally shared experience 
with the couple and had brought the couple closer together as a result. 
 
óI guess youôre both involved and itôs happening to both of you.  Whereas when my father 
died é sheôs looking in from the outside é I mean with the miscarriage weôre both there.  
Whereas before yeah it always had been one person supporting the otherô. (Male, 
cohabiting, aged 36) 
 

The participantsô data suggested that their relationships were in a period of stability or 
resolution. 
 
óYes, itôs much more settled, it seems more right, it seems more happier, it seems more 
guaranteed, can I use the word guaranteed, it seems more, oh, April he asked me to marry 
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him, thatôs another one up thereô. (Female, cohabiting, aged 45) 
 

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.  
 
óThat as well yeah, weôve clicked into each other, we know what works, we can see the 
situation thatôs coming and know how to deal with itô. (Male, married, aged 38) 

 
The participants were aware of the value of their relationship and cherished what they had 
created with their partners. 
 
óItôs a permanent high, even though weôve got all the problems.  I wouldnôt swap her having 
the best of health if it meant losing this thing weôve gotô. (Male, married, aged 48) 
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4.4. Conclusion 
 

 
 
 

Case study 7. óé solid, but itôs one which weôve worked atô 
 

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 
himself however Davidôs partner wanted more security than cohabitation provided her with and so 
they got married.  David felt that it was quite hard for him to settle down. 
 
óI found it very difficult to adopt a married lifestyle of staying in and just going out as a couple, and it 
took me ten years I guess to get round to that factô. 
 
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. 
 
óMaybe it was at a time when we were just, how shall I put it, coasting along as it were in the 
relationshipô. 
 
Davidôs wife found out 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.  David didnôt expect that his wife would take him back but worked really hard to re establish the 
relationship even though David admits it would probably have been easier for him to start a new 
relationship with somebody else. 
 
ó... gradually over months we got back together again ... I think people give up too easily and I think 
that they donôt work hard enough at it, as I said before they accept it and they donôt try to talk to each 
other and get backô. 
 
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.   
 
óLife is all about these things, a learning process, I donôt think I would have changed anything and I 
think I learned from that experienceô. 
 
David feels that he and his wife have different strengths which complement each other and that they 
now work well as a team. 
 
ó... sheôs a foil for some of my weaknesses if you like and we seem to gel together quite well, some of 
her strengths, some of my strengths and weaknesses and work together as a teamô. 
 
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.  
 
óWe have a lot of time together but we do point out sometimes that, for example going out for years, 
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 decided that we didnôt socialise enough, particularly [partner] ... I think 
by resurrecting it, it helps the relationship ... we make a conscious effort now to go to a restaurant 
every other weekô. 
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Summary of óé solid, but itôs one which weôve worked atô 
 
Some of the themes that emerged within this group were similar to those described in the 
group termed óé we will get through itô.  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 satisfaction and less volatility or, óups and downsô.   
 
The data from this group suggest that the participantsô relationships had developed.  The 
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 participantsô 
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 events and shape an individualôs 
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. 
 
óWith the miscarriage weôre both there, whereas before yeah it always had been one 
person supporting the otheré I mean we were both gutted, so yeah.  And I think it did pull 
us togetheré I think I understand love more [than I] did in the pastô. (Male, cohabiting, 
aged 36) 
 
óEverybody is to blame, you know what I mean, like you know, and the person you are with 
gets it the worst.  But I think the only factor that kept us together at times like that, is the 
fact that we had a son ... and I mean after the second miscarriage, I went to [intervieweeôs 
home country] for about three months and I took our son with me, and he actually said to a 
good friend of mine who is a friend of his, that he didnôt know if I was coming backô. 
(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 
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themes which developed in other groups which suggested that some participants felt less 
control over the course of their relationship and were less engaged in relationship work. 

 

4.3 Conclusion 

4.3.1 Discussion: ódevelopmentalô and ónon-developmentalô 
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 coupleôs relationship has a significant impact on the quality of their parenting 
(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.   As an example, the results indicated that the participantsô perception 
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 
(ó...we will get through itô and óésolid, but itôs one which weôve worked atô). Seeing the 
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 either ódevelopmentalô or ónon-developmentalô.  A ódevelopmentalô 
perspective conveyed the belief that relationships were dynamic and went through changes 
over time.  A ónon-developmentalô perspective was associated with the belief that a 
relationship was a solid and inflexible entity.    
 
Consider the following quotes, the first from a female who describes her relationship as óvery 
happyô and the second from a participant who believes his relationship is beyond repair: 
 
óI suppose we have a deeper understanding of each other, I mean when we first met it was 
a fairy tale romance.  It has been a fairy tale romanceé and we couldnôt keep our hands 
off each otheré whereas nowé he can sit in one chair and I can sit in another chair, and I 
donôt feel the need to sort of cuddle him all the timeéô. (Female, married, aged 25) 

 
óWe could never walk past each other without touching, or a little kiss or something.  That 
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has all gone out of the window, and it was stuff like that that she stopped doing.  But I like 
those silly little thingsé I donôt want to be hurt again, I donôt feel I need her affection.  I am 
now quite self sufficient, I donôt feel I need to be with herô. (Male, married, aged 30) 

 
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 examples of ódevelopmentalô and ónon-developmentalô relationship 
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 
dimensions ï órelationships fixedô versus órelationships growô (similar to the ódevelopmentalô 
and ónon-developmentalô beliefsô) alongside óromance and passionô versus ópractical 
concernsô. 
 
óDevelopmentalô views about a relationship were evident in themes where participants 
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 
óé we will get through itô and óé solid but itôs one weôve worked atô and are presented in the 
results section.  For further illustration, the following extracts provide examples of those 
holding ódevelopmentalô beliefs about their relationship. 

 
óWe do know how each other works, I know what I could say to upset [Partner] and I donôt 
say it é I know what things can make things run rightô. (Male, married, aged 38) 

 
óWe knew weôd get through it, because I mean weôd been through the miscarriage before, 
and, well experiences from my first marriage and her first marriageô. (Male, married, aged 
50) 

 
óYeah, I think youôve gotta.  If you donôt talk to each other, then the other one doesnôt know 
what you want.  You donôt automatically want the same thing all the time.  We have 
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 lengthô. (Female, cohabiting, aged 21) 
 
óé we were vying for positions within the relationship, and I think it has taken some time to 
establish that there isnôt a dominant partner in the relationshipô. (Male, married, aged 42) 

 
In contrast, some of the themes presented in the results section suggested ónon-
developmentalô relationship 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 
beliefs were apparent included participantsô perceptions that they were lucky to have a good 
relationship, that they had ófoundô the right partner 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 work, and in some cases that they 
felt unable to improve their relationship.  These themes were most salient in the groups 
categorised as óweôre completely happyô and óitôs probably just averageô. 
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The following quotes are from participants whose data suggested they held ónon-
developmentalô beliefs about their relationships. 
 
óI think we have a very good relationship actually, we are very fortunateô. (Female, married, 
age unknown) 

 
óYeah, itôs definitely at its lowest ... I knew what I wanted and when I found [partner] and it 
matched, then that was it.  I didnôt have to worry about anything because we get together 
and we do thisô. (Male, married, aged 30) 

 
óIt has been [stable] from the start there is no changeé it is okayé it is fine, it is just the 
same asé really nothing has changedé I canôt say that it has changed reallyéWell there 
are no problemsô. (Male, cohabiting, aged 55) 
 

It is intuitive to suggest that people who hold ódevelopmentalô beliefs may be more likely to 
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 will pass. The ódevelopmentalô belief signifies an awareness of change, 
being less threatened by change, and an ability to make changes or seek out resources to 
help. 
 
This section has illustrated the difference between ódevelopmentalô and ónon-developmentalô 
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 ódevelopmentalô beliefs are likely to have more successful relationships (in that they are 
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, has the potential to increase peopleôs 
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 relationship support), held ónon-developmentalô relationship beliefs which may have 
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, óéblissful newlyweds of popular imaginationô (p319).  
 
These individual ódevelopmentalô and ónon-developmentalô beliefs and perceived capabilities 
about relationship work also tie in with the óindividual strengths, vulnerabilities and 
propensitiesô (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 ódevelopmentalô belief, would be more easily negotiated compared to those with 
a ónon-developmentalô belief. The work of Bradbury and Karney (2004) concludes that 
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, illness, 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 illustration of ódevelopmentalô and 
ónon-developmentalô relationship beliefs.  The results are presented below according to the themes 
which were most prevalent in the data. 
 
Understanding relationship change 
óWell that develops.  You find that out as 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.  I think it just evolves differently.  There are 
different stages.  The problem is not becoming too separate, I think still trying to keep a common 
interestô. (Female, aged under 40) 
 
Interpretation relationship difficulties 
óAt the beginning it's all so perfect, but it can't be perfect forever can it.  It would get boringô. 
(Female, aged under 40) 
 
Overcoming dissonance between expectations and reality 
óAt one time I literally made plans to leave when our daughter was bornéI did make plans to go, 
and then situations changed and say, six months after it was a hundred times better than it had 
been beforeô. (Female, aged under 40)   
 
Agency 
óYou have the control you want to put into itô. (Male, aged over 40) 
 
óYou have to be in the right place at the right time you knowô. (Male, aged under 40) 
 
Understanding conflict as a process 
óI donôt think people can go through a relationship and never expect to argue.  Iéhave a feeling 
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 are they doingô. (Male, aged over 40) 
 
Learning about a relationship 
óI think you go into a marriage and think everything is rosy and obviously things arenôt rosy all the 
time and I 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.  I think you have got to take from 
it what you can and learn from itô. (Male, aged over 40) 
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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 the, óConductor of the family orchestraô. The recent óSupport For 
All: The Families and Relationships Green Paperô (DCSF, 2010) and óThe Centre for Social 
Justice Green Paper on the Familyô (The Centre for Social Justice, 2010) emphasise the 
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 peopleôs attitudes and beliefs concerning relationship 
support.  Understanding peopleôs attitudes to relationship improvement is of great relevance 
when considering the ways in which intervention designed to strengthen coupleôs 
relationships can be most effective.  Developing effective support for coupleôs relationships is 
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 concerning ódevelopmentalô and ónon-developmentalô relationship beliefs with the 
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 includes the participantsô reports of how they resolved relationship difficulties 
and how they used external relationship support.  
 
 
Attitudes to relationship improvement and support 
The second section concerns the participantsô attitudes to relationship improvement and 
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. 

 
óThereôs nothing in our relationship over that period of time that I would say that weôve had 
a significant falling out. Weôve had disagreements many times but we get over it, we try to 
talk it throughô. (Male, married, aged 56) 
 
óé sometimes I'll say about it and sometimes he'll say about it.  I mean we talk to each 
other.  If we've got a problem then we talk to each other about it, so it's good reallyô. 
(Female, married, aged 20) 

 
Many of the participants reported that ensuring they had good communication with their 
partner prevented serious relationship problems from developing. 
 
óI canôt think of an occasion within a relationship, after twenty-four years, that can not be 
discussed.  If there is a problem and it canôt be discussed, then the marriage really does 
have problemô. (Male, married, aged 48) 
 
óWe go to bed every night, and we cuddle every night.  But as for anything sexual, 
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 
itôsé itôs being able to, like you say, being able to talk about it éYou know, we can talk 
about it, we can joke about it.ô (Female, cohabiting, aged 35) 
 

Some of the participants reported that talking openly with their partner prevented tension and 
resentment from developing and prevented arguments. 

 
óWe were both amazed how people argue, and the fact that we don't argue, we talk about 
it.  Sort it out.  I have never had a row.  Never slammed doors or walked offô. (Male, 
married, aged 51) 
 
óWell me and [partner] weôve never arguedé cause weôre both, weôve both been through it 
before, and it doesnaô achieve anything.  So you just calm down and then start talking 
about itô. (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. 
 
óI think it was like a conversation, óYouôre always out and I donôt know where you are and 
youôre always out and Iôm not going to sit here on my ownô. I think thatôs how itôs started é 
and then I think we started to think, well, you know, weôve got to make timeô. (Female, 
cohabiting, age unknown) 
 

Focus group findings 
 
The focus group membersô data reflected the findings of the analysis. 
 
óAnd it brought up us a bit close together as welléYeah I know we did we sat down and 
we talked and it worked and I thought it is important to talkô. (Female, aged over 40) 
 
óI think if you want to get it off your chest, you'll feel a whole lot better once you've said 
what you've got to sayô.  (Female, aged under 40) 
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Some of the participantsô data showed that the responsibility for raising discussion about 
issues was not equal within their relationship.   
 
óWell we always have done. Always have done.  Weôve talked abouté even though my 
wife is reluctanté I mean we sit down nearly virtually every day and we talk about what we 
are going to do and how we are going to do itô. (Male, married, age 50) 
 
óI am the one that will make him talk about problems.  I am like a dog with a bone.  I canôt 
go to bedé I canôt noé. I just think everyday should be a fresh start, and whatever was a 
problem yesterdayé donôt bring to the next day.  So over the years, I have forced him, and 
in fact he has actually said in conversation, that is probably the best things that I do, that I 
donôt fester on thingsô. (Female, married, age 40) 
 

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. 

 
óYeah, heôs quite happy to have a quite mundane, really ordinary life.  I don't think he really 
talks about anything much, if I think there's something the matter and I want him to talk, I 
have to sort of probe him and question him, and then he é heôll either do one of two 
things, he will talk or wonôtô.  (Female, cohabiting, aged 26) 

 
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. 
 
óWe didnôt discuss it, I was frightened to bring it upô. (Female, married, age 38) 

 
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.  
 
óI wouldnôt be prepared to let a relationship be spoiled for want of saying something.  Iôm 
much more, whatôs the word, for talking a lot é nowadays I would just come out and say 
itô. (Female, married, age 53) 
 
óé if Iôm wrong I like someone to tell me off, so I think it will be better the next time é get it 
right the next timeô. (Male, cohabiting, aged 32) 

 
Some of the participants reported that this was something that they had learned through their 
experiences with their partner. 
 
óI'll say, óWhat's wrong?ô, and he'll say, óNothingô and I have ... we have to say, óLook don't 
do this, if there is something wrong, say there's something wrongô and then we sit down 
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 you've upset, or I have to sort itô. (Female, married, age 55) 

 

Focus group findings 

The focus group findings reflected those of the main analysis 
 
óéYou need to smoke a small problem out before it gets to a big problemô. 
(Male, aged under 40) 




















































































































































