
Relationships Matter

Understanding the Needs of Adults, Particularly Parents, Regarding Relationship Support
The Study

At a Relationship Summit in December 2008, the Secretary of State for Children, Schools and Families announced:

· more support for new and first-time parents, including more resources to train a range of professionals to support new families

· more support, particularly in schools, for children experiencing family breakdown

· new pilots and funding to better co-ordinate services for separated parents

The thrust of the new provisions is to promote timely relationship support for adults, particularly parents, and ensure positive outcomes for children. The DCSF has commissioned an independent study to inform the development and implementation of the new initiatives, and assist future policy decisions about the provision of relationship support for couples in a range of circumstances and, specifically, for separating/separated parents. The main aim of the study is to enhance understanding about the needs of adults in a variety of couple relationships and at different life stages, and to explore the kinds of support which could best meet these needs.

The Context

Family life in the twenty-first century is increasingly diverse, yet most adults, be they heterosexual or homosexual, hope to find happiness with a partner who will share their life. However secure a relationship may appear, most couples experience difficulties at some time or another, often at key transition points in family development, and sometimes the relationship can break down completely. Finding ways of supporting adult relationships and of lessening any conflict that may arise during a relationship and after it ends has become a key concern.
Despite the increasing normalcy of reconstructed families and shifts in expectations about lifelong relationships, research evidence indicates that children thrive best in families characterised by consistent, loving care, and that adults benefit from being in a stable, supportive relationship. Over the last decade, the Government has initiated a range of programmes to provide better support for parents so that they can provide better support for their children and ensure that they stay healthy and safe, enjoy and achieve, make a positive contribution, and achieve economic well-being. What matters most for children is the quality of relationships with families, and recent policy initiatives have sought to support those relationships. 

Although much is known about the stresses and strains in family life, less is known about what might help or hinder couples to sustain their relationship in the face of such difficulties. Evidence is even more sparse in respect of the influence of religious beliefs, family background and cultural influences, attitudes to child-rearing, conceptions about the respective roles and responsibilities of mothers and fathers, expectations of relationships, and the factors that might deter or motivate couples to seek help. A major challenge is to understand what might encourage couples to recognise early signs of problems in the relationship, identify appropriate help and feel safe in seeking and asking for support.

Research Methods

The qualitative study has been designed to achieve the following objectives:

1. To provide an in-depth understanding of the issues and challenges faced by adults in maintaining positive, healthy relationships in a range of circumstances and at key transition points. 

2. To provide an in-depth understanding of the specific issues and challenges faced by adults, particularly parents, when couple relationships break down and result in parental separation and divorce. 

3. To enhance understanding of adults’ relationship support needs at the key ‘crunch’ points referred to in the first two objectives and at other times in the family life-cycle. 

4. To explore the nature of the support and information required and preferred by women, men and couples, the extent to which current provision meets these needs, and the perceived gaps in provision.

5. To investigate the most effective ways of providing information and delivering relationship support services to different people at different times and, particularly, to adults, couples and parents who are hardest-to-reach or who are reticent about seeking help for troubled relationships.

6. To assess public reaction to, and support for, the DCSF provisions announced in December 2008 and the extent to which they might meet adults’ needs, motivations and preferences.

The study will address a number of key questions in two distinct but overlapping phases, the first focusing on the needs of separating/separated adults, particularly parents, and the second on the needs of adults in current relationships. In both phases, the aim is to ensure a cross-section of adults, specifically parents, including mothers and fathers of different ages, in different types of relationships (step families, married, cohabiting and civil partnerships) with different sized families and from a range of ethnic backgrounds. Although this is a qualitative in-depth study, the aim is to reach and invite as many people as possible to participate via Deidre Sanders’ Agony Aunt column in the Sun newspaper, the Fatherhood Institute, Marriage Care, National Family Mediation, Bounty, and Gateshead Children’s Services. Participants will be offered a number of options via which they can contribute to the research in each of the two phases:

· an e-survey 

· in-depth telephone interviews (40 in each phase)

· in-depth face-to-face interviews (20 in each phase)

· focus groups to be held across the Government regions (8 in each phase)
· discussion via the Family and Parenting Institute Family Voice web forum 

Using these various methods the research will explore questions about: relationship difficulties and their management; the personal, social and economic factors which influence the quality of relationships; the awareness, perception and use of relationship support services; and relationship support needs and preferences. 

Rigorous analyses will involve sequential coding and interpretation of the data gathered. We will attempt to make comparisons between different groups and undertake some sub-group analyses relating to age, gender, marital status, the age of children and socio-economic factors, wherever this may be possible. The study will run between April and December 2009. Findings from the first phase will be presented to the DCSF at the end of July, interim findings from phase two will be presented to the DCSF in October and the final research report will be submitted to the DCSF at the end of December 2009.

The Research Team

The study is managed and co-ordinated by Professor Janet Walker in the Institute of Health and Society at Newcastle University, working in partnership with senior researchers at the Family and Parenting Institute. All members of the team have many years of experience in the study of relationships, family life and the use of support services.
For further information contact: Lizzie Sharples (Lizzie.SHARPLES@dcsf.gsi.gov.uk) or Janet Walker (j.a.walker@ncl.ac.uk). 
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